
The Modern Grand Tour -

How was Interrail made into a

tool for European identity

building?

Axelle Journet

University of Helsinki

Faculty of Social Sciences

European and Nordic Studies

Master’s Thesis

May 2022



Abstract

Faculty: Faculty of Social Sciences

Degree programme: European and Nordic Studies

Study track: Social Sciences

Author: Axelle Journet

Title: The Modern Grand Tour - How was Interrail made into a tool for European identity
building?

Level: Master’s thesis

Month and year: May 2022

Number of pages: 75

Keywords: DiscoverEU, Interrail, European Union, Identity, Sense of belonging, Qualitative
content analysis

Where deposited: Helsinki University Library

Abstract: The goal of this thesis is to better understand the role and the impact of the
DiscoverEU initiative. It allows 18 year-old EU citizens to travel and explore Europe for up to
a month by giving them a free Interrail pass. The Interrail programme however, was not
created by the EU but is being used as a tool by the latter to promote European solidarity,
their vision of a European identity and to further a sense of belonging.

To conduct this study, I used Instagram to gather the participants’ posts and captions. All the
data I gathered was public and the participants remained anonymous throughout my thesis. I
proceeded with qualitative content analysis to analyse my data in order to observe what kind
of narrative was being created online by the participants.

European identity, the significance of travel and the decision to target the younger
generations were topics of particular interest throughout this thesis. DiscoverEU aims at
providing a shared experience these young people can relate to and bond over so that the
EU becomes something concrete in their mind, something they can identify with and support
later on in their life as well.

This thesis finds that the EU is using DiscoverEU as a tool to promote European identity in
numerous ways. The participants are sharing mostly positive experiences but only a few
European statements about European identity. However, criticism towards the better off was
also raised.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

Within the European Union, identity, integration and the multiple theories surrounding these

topics have always been of importance as will be discussed in this thesis later on. Indeed,

the EU wants to impact more than the political or economic life of its members and citizens,

it also wants to be present at the social and societal levels. In order to observe common

values and convey a sense of belonging, the EU is implementing policies, programmes and

initiatives that impact the politics, economics and citizens of its Member States. Through all

these, they hope to convey a sense of belonging and it is clearly stated that the EU wishes

to bring about the notion of a European identity shared by all its citizens. To this end, as

previously mentioned, several policies and initiatives saw the light of day such as Erasmus+,

#EUYouthDialogue or DiscoverEU1.

The EU is implementing all these programmes to create a Europe that is more than just

about common interests but also about European citizens with a focus on connections as

well as a sense of belonging to something bigger together. Indeed, by going on an exchange

programme for instance, the theory of being European comes into practise and is actually

experienced by citizens all over Europe. One can get involved in these programmes via

different means and at different stages in their lives, however, many initiatives and policies

seem to be directed towards young people as can be seen on the EU’s European Youth

Portal. This demographic will be the main focus throughout this thesis as we will be dealing

with the topic of Interrail which nowadays mostly attracts young people - whether they are

European or whether they live outside Europe2.

The Interrail programme aims at furthering European solidarity and tackling prejudices and

stereotypes, according to Manfred Weber and his party, the EPP3, thus being in accordance

with the EU’s motto “United in diversity”. According to the European Union’s website, the

motto “signifies how Europeans have come together, in the form of the EU, to work for peace

and prosperity, while at the same time being enriched by the continent's many different

3 EPP Group, “Free Interrail passes for 18 years-old: #DiscoverEU starts this year and this is just the beginning”
eppgroup.eu https://www.eppgroup.eu/newsroom/news/discovereu-starts-this-year-and-this-is-just-the-beginning,
Accessed on 05.02.2021

2 European Commission. DiscoverEU factsheet, 2020, https://europa.eu/youth/sites/default/files/discovereu_
factsheet.pdf

1 European Youth Portal. EU initiatives, https://europa.eu/youth/eu-initiatives_en, Accessed on 23.10.2020
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cultures, traditions and languages”4. Therefore, the EU’s idea of a European identity would

not erase differences but rather celebrate them while promoting peaceful community

relations. The notion of identity will often be mentioned throughout this thesis and it will refer

to the EU’s definition of a European identity - shared values, history, mindset and culture

existing alongside national identity and within the European territory. The goal therefore will

not be to agree on a definition or whether or not this identity exists, but rather to see how the

EU and the Interrail programme through DiscoverEU participate in promoting this specific

European identity.

The Interrail programme plays a part within the DiscoverEU programme - but does not

belong to it as it is not an EU programme but is owned by a company. DiscoverEU itself

belongs to the much bigger programme that is Erasmus+. DiscoverEU is an EU initiative

through which people can discover and explore Europe by train with the now famous Interrail

pass. The latter can be free for some 18 year-olds all over Europe5, hence the division and

disagreement created in the European Parliament back in 2016 when this initiative was first

introduced as some politicians believed it was better to use this money towards other

matters. After two years of debates and legislative process , the free Interrail pass was finally

launched on the 11th of June 2018 and allowed 15.000 18-year-olds to travel in Europe6.

1.2. Relevance of the study

This study is important in more ways than one. First of all, I believe it to be an interesting

topic in regards to the programme’s history and creation since it was not brought to the fore

by the European Union or the European Economic Community (EEC) to start with but by the

International Union of Railway (UIC) in 1972 to celebrate its 50th anniversary. However, it

eventually became more than that. Indeed, Interrail guide author, Wolfgang Klein, is of the

opinion that: “It is the largest peace movement in Europe allowing young people to leave

[their countries], to get to know new people and other languages and cultures.”7. Back in the

70s, Interrail being a UIC programme therefore allowed many countries, such as Yugoslavia

or Finland for instance, to take part in it, notwithstanding that they did not belong to the EEC.

7UIC eNews, “Interrail, created in 1972 to mark UIC’s 50th anniversary, described as “the largest peace
movement in Europe” uic.org https://uic.org/com/enews/nr/510/article/the-interrail-offer-created-for-the-50th-
anniversary-of-the-uic-in-1972-a?page=modal_enews, Accessed on 26.06.2020.

6 Eurail, “Press release - Discover EU” eurailgroup.org https://eurailgroup.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2018/
07/Interrail_DiscoverEU_EN.pdf Accessed on 27.10.2020.

5 European Commission, “Daily News 01/03/2018” ec.europa.eu https://ec.europa.eu/-commission/presscorner
/detail/en/MEX_18_1443, Accessed on 27.10.2020.

4 European Union, “The EU motto” europa.eu https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/symbols/motto_en,
Accessed on 23.10.2020.
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The programme used to target exclusively the younger generations but upon its success,

different passes were progressively introduced, thus leading to a programme that would be

more flexible as well as more accessible. Therefore, the meaning of the programme has

evolved as the UIC created this tool to celebrate and promote peace within Europe, whereas

through this tool, the EU wants to further a sense of belonging and fight movements such as

populism or nationalism that can be considered a threat to EU solidarity and integration.

Moreover, the history of how the Interrail programme came to be part of an EU project

remains unclear in the literature. There is little research on the topic and little information

provided by the European Union and the Eurail Group in charge of the managing and

marketing of the Interrail passes. Indeed, to find information on the DiscoverEU initiative,

one has to dig through the Erasmus+ programme reports, as well as through some EU law

documents or EU websites. As a consequence, they are not easily accessible to the general

audience. This thesis therefore uncovers more of the DiscoverEU and Interrail story, thus

providing more readily available information and literature on the topic.

Finally, this thesis is relevant following the political debates this initiative raised amongst the

European institutions and amongst the politicians themselves concerning the budget and the

need for such an initiative. Since the EU believes Interrail could have a political, cultural and

societal impact, understanding those debates matter greatly. First of all, the EU needed to

find the budget for such an initiative, but as the budget is set for 7 years at a time, and

DiscoverEU was launched during the on-going 7 year period of 2014-2020, the money had

to come from some already existing and defined programme, hence the joint budget coming

from the Erasmus+ programme. However, it is good to point out that the DiscoverEU budget

is much lower than the budget dedicated to Erasmus+. Indeed, the budget granted to this

new initiative in 2018 was of €12 million and according to the European Commission Press

Corner, its goal is to “help foster a European identity, reinforce common European values

and promote the discovery of European sites and cultures”8. Other goals are also being

promoted by the EU through this programme such as freedom of movement, European

integration and solidarity all the while providing these young people with soft skills. The

Eurail Group also doubled down on this idea of European integration and highlighted the

sustainable mode of transportation used by the initiative9.

9 Interrail, “What is DiscoverEU?” interrail.eu https://www.interrail.eu/en/interrail-passes/what-is-discovereu,
Accessed on 27.10.2020.

8 European Commission, “Daily News 01/03/2018” ec.europa.eu https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/
detail/en/MEX_18_1443, Accessed on 27.10.2020.

7

https://www.interrail.eu/en/interrail-passes/what-is-discovereu
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_18_1443
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEX_18_1443


All of this goes to show the value this research brings in terms of politics within the European

Union’s institutions. Moreover, this provides a deeper insight into what European identity

means to the EU and how they plan on implementing it amongst the younger generations in

order to shape those who will eventually become the future of Europe.

1.3. Research question

Given the importance of the goals the Interrail programme seeks to achieve, yet the little

coverage we benefit from, this topic contributes to having deeper studies and analyses;

therefore, this thesis attempts to answer the following question:

How is DiscoverEU depicted by the young generations on social media and how does it

promote the European Union’s vision of European identity?

In the process of answering my research question, I need to find out what the EU's goals are

through DiscoverEU and what narrative is being created by the DiscoverEU Ambassadors.

As for the topic of a European identity, I will find out what tools are being used and created

by the EU to push this identity on to the younger generations as well as what kind of identity

they are trying to promote through the initiative. The role of social media is also of

importance as it is more likely that other young Europeans will pay attention to the opinion of

their peers on social media than they are to follow the EU institutions in the press.

The main research question requires answers regarding both identity building and European

identity as well as its meaning according to the EU. This is an important subject matter as

the main goals of Interrail are to further European identity and solidarity alongside fighting

against stereotypes.

Secondly, the role of young people within Interrail should be studied carefully as the EU is

using this specific soft power tool towards them. One can therefore wonder, why the EU is

targeting them more than any other demographic with this programme and how certain

themes are shaped to influence them. The younger generations seem especially important

to the EU due to their knowledge and use of social media, namely Instagram for our

research purposes. Consequently, this thesis will pose the question of the extent to which

young people are instrumentalised by the EU to spread certain messages and ideals.
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1.4.Structure of the thesis

This paper is divided into 7 chapters, including this introduction. Chapter 2 will deal with the

theoretical background to set the tone and understand from which angle the thesis should be

read and understood. I will first focus on the European Union and its legislative institutions in

order to better comprehend their role and how decision-making is conducted within the EU.

Secondly, I will rely on Benedict Anderson’s theory of imagined community to understand the

link between the nation and national identity. Then, I will discuss Charles Westin’s take on

identity processes to uncover identity building in a cosmopolitan world and study the

supposed European identity and the scholarly discussion around the topic.

Chapter 3 will first allow for more background information to be provided about the history of

Interrail before the EU as well as how it came to be part of the DiscoverEU initiative and the

goals it is supposed to accomplish according to the institutions and politicians. Next, I will

concentrate on the European Grand Tour (from the 17th to the 19th century) as it was also a

journey young people would undertake with an educational purpose to discover European

countries and encounter different people and cultures. The participants’ accounts will be

discussed in this thesis and later compared to the stories of DiscoverEU participants. Lastly,

I will focus on the Parliamentary debates that have taken place in the European Parliament

regarding DiscoverEU, the past failure of this initiative and how it eventually came to be

despite the opposition.

Chapter 4 will give an overview of the methods and materials used. Firstly, I will give more

information about the social media Instagram and explain its relevance regarding the

initiative, how the data was collected as well as the limitations linked to the platform. I will

then proceed to explain my chosen method: qualitative content analysis. I believe this to be

the best method to analyse my data as it is fitting for both images and texts. Finally, I will

discuss the software ATLAS.ti and the role it played in my analysis.

Chapter 5 will be dedicated to the analysis. First of all, I will focus on the DiscoverEU

participants’ individual accounts and what it tells us about their experience. Then, I will

explain the coding frame thoroughly as well as display and analyse the results from

ATLAS.ti. Next, I will analyse my data in light of the Parliamentary debates and I will

compare the DiscoverEU initiative to the European Grand Tour. Lastly, I will answer my

research question.
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Chapter 6 will mostly observe reflections about the hypotheses formulated throughout this

paper and with regards to the results. I will also discuss the difficulties I have encountered

along the way as well as the expectations I had in the beginning compared to the reality of

conducting the study.

Finally, Chapter 7 will be the conclusion of this paper. I will summarise the thesis’ findings

and bring forward the possible next steps to take for future research on the topic of

DiscoverEU as well as ways to remedy the lack of information we encounter regarding the

initiative nowadays.
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2. Theory

2.1. Overview of the EU’s legislative institutions

To begin with, given the number of times the European Union has been mentioned and will

continue being mentioned in this thesis, I believe it is relevant to give a brief overview of the

EU’s history, role, purposes as well as its institutions before diving into Identity theory in

relation to the EU.

According to the EU’s website, the EU is a “unique economic and political union between 27

European countries”10 which was born out of the European Economic Community after the

Second World War in order to establish peace in Europe through economic matters. Indeed,

if they depended on each other for economic affairs, it would prove going to war more

difficult, but let us keep in mind that this was also beneficial for these countries since they

could become more wealthy thanks to this European trade11. However, since then, the Union

has grown and is now involved in certain political aspects of its Member States. Indeed, the

EU is involved in different policy areas such as climate action, employment, economy,

international affairs, digital matters, migration, education, etc, hence the change of name in

1993 from the European Economic Community to the European Union - to reflect the change

from a solely economic cooperation to something broader. From that point onwards, the EU

Member States have agreed to join forces in certain areas and pool some of their

sovereignty - it is good to note, however, that the countries “all remain sovereign and

independent states”12. Concretely, this means that the EU’s institutions are trusted to make

decisions in the best interests of the EU in matters concerning the EU, not simply the

interests of one or a few countries. The EU has four major institutions contributing to

legislation and they are discussed as follows.

The European Parliament (EP) represents EU citizens and consequently is also directly

elected by the latter every 5 years. The Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) are

divided into political groups, not nationality, and their role is to examine legislation

12 European Union, “The European Union - What it is and what it does” europa.eu https://op.europa.eu/webpub/
com/eu-what-it-is/en/, Accessed on 08.03.2022

11 Fligstein, Neil. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. Oxford University Press, 2008.
135

10 European Union, “The European Union - What it is and what it does” europa.eu https://op.europa.eu/webpub/
com/eu-what-it-is/en/, Accessed on 08.03.2022
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proposals13 in certain policy areas such as the examples given earlier in this chapter.

According to Hix and Bjorn regarding powers and procedures, the EP has legislative powers

and is responsible, alongside with the Council, for adopting, amending or rejecting the

proposed legislations14. Both these institutions also have budgetary powers and are

responsible when it comes to adopting the EU budget15. Moreover, the EP is allowed to

make recommendations to the European Commission (EC) regarding the spending

execution of said-budget and it must also ensure the proper implementation of EU law.

Indeed, the EP has supervisory powers which entitles them to oversee the application of EU

law, all the more so if EU citizens come forward to point out violations of EU law by one or

several Member States. The EP is also involved in electing the EC President based on the

EU Head of States’ nomination; the EP encourages and requests the EC proposes

legislation and as a last resort, the EP has the right to dismiss the EC.

The Council of the European Union, otherwise known as the Council or the Council of

Ministers, represents the Member States’ governments. As a matter of fact, the Ministers

present during the meetings are the ones responsible for the policy being discussed in their

respective country16. For instance, the Ministers in charge of education, youth, culture and

sport (EYCS) will meet in the appropriate EYCS Council to discuss the policies in detail. As

previously mentioned, the Council, together with the EP negotiates, adopts or rejects EU

laws and they adopt the annual EU budget as well. The Council also has the important task

of coordinating its Member States policies in areas such as economic and fiscal policies,

education, culture, youth and sport as well as employment17. Indeed, fields such as those

are important to the EU in order to strengthen aspects such as the fiscal framework, the euro

or cooperation between Member States and the institutions - namely the Commission.

Furthermore, the Council is involved in the EU’s foreign and security policy and “together

with the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, the Council

ensures the unity, consistency and effectiveness of the EU’s external action”18. Finally, the

Council is in charge of concluding international agreements between the EU and other

18 Council of the European Union, “What does the Council of the EU do?” europa.eu https://www.consilium.
europa .eu/en /council-eu/ , Accessed on 08.03.2022

17 Council of the European Union, “What does the Council of the EU do?” europa.eu https://www.consilium.
europa .eu/en /council-eu/ , Accessed on 08.03.2022

16 Militaru, Ioana Nely. Organization and Duties of the European Union Institutions. 63

15 Militaru, Ioana Nely. Organization and Duties of the European Union Institutions. Adjuris - International
Academic Publishers, 2019, 27-28

14 Hix, Simon, and Bjorn Hoyland. “Empowerment of the European Parliament.” Annual Review of Political
Science, vol. 16, no. 1, Annual Reviews, Inc, 2013, pp. 171–89.

13 Hix, Simon, and Bjorn Hoyland. “Empowerment of the European Parliament.” Annual Review of Political
Science, vol. 16, no. 1, Annual Reviews, Inc, 2013, pp. 171–89.
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countries19. First, the EC negotiates with international parties on behalf of the EU and when

the negotiations come to an end, the Council can conclude the agreements20.

The European Council consists of the 27 Heads of State or government of the EU Member

States. This institution decides on the EU’s political priorities and orientation but is not an EU

legislative body and thus cannot reject or adopt EU laws21. The European Council is the

highest level of political collaboration between the Member States and the leaders usually

meet four times a year in Brussels for the EU summits. The institution is important in more

ways than one as it deals with salient and complex issues that arise within the EU and

cannot be settled through intergovernmental cooperation according to Tallberg. Moreover,

they must take the EU’s strategic interests into account when making decisions and they

also have the important task of nominating essential EU positions such as the EC’s

President22.

The European Commission represents the interests of the EU and turns policies and

initiatives into tangible actions. The EC “runs the day-to-day business of the EU”23 and is the

sole EU body able to put legislation forward. The President of the EC and the 26

Commissioners are appointed for a five-year term. The latter are assigned responsibilities in

specific policy fields and “all Commissioners are equal in the decision-making process and

equally accountable for these decisions”24. The Von der Leyen Commission started their

mandate in 2019 and President Von der Leyen announced the following six priorities for the

European Union: “a European Green Deal, a Europe fit for the digital age, an economy that

works for people, a stronger Europe in the world, promoting our European way of life and a

new push for European democracy”25. Through the fifth goal, we can clearly see a

willingness to depict an image of a united EU culture and way of life and it seems that the

EU and the Commission believe in the idea of a European identity and a European common

culture and would like to spread, or at the very least, promote said identity and culture.

25 European Commission, “The European Commission’s Priorities” europa.eu https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy_
en, Accessed on 08.03.2022

24 European Commission, “About the European Commission” europa.eu https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-
european- commission_en, Accessed on 08.03.2022

23 European Commission, “About the European Commission” europa.eu https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-
european- commission_en, Accessed on 08.03.2022

22 Militaru, Ioana Nely. Organization and Duties of the European Union Institutions. 57

21 Tallberg, Jonas. “Bargaining Power in the European Council.” Journal of Common Market Studies, vol. 46, no.
3, Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2008, pp. 685–708, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2008.00798.x, 686

20 Council of the European Union, “What does the Council of the EU do?” europa.eu https://www.consilium.
europa .eu/en /council-eu/ , Accessed on 08.03.2022

19 Militaru, Ioana Nely. Organization and Duties of the European Union Institutions. 83-84
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2.2. The nation: an imagined community

In order to understand identity as well as sense of belonging - meaning a feeling of inclusion,

support and security within a community - I have decided to rely on Benedict Anderson’s

theory of “imagined communities” as I believe understanding those as well as national

identities will help us better understand how a European identity could become more

relevant and what steps the EU has taken towards that goal.

According to Anderson, people believe that this idea of nation and nationality has been

around for a long time but in reality, the concept is quite recent. The political scientist defines

a nation as an imagined community since “even the smallest nation will never know most of

their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the

image of their communion”26. These nations are however limited, no matter the number of

citizens, since the state has borders where other nations begin. Moreover, all those nations

are self-governing as, keeping the Enlightenment in mind, Anderson argues that “the

divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic realm”27 was destroyed. Finally, he claims that what

cements this, is people’s solidarity and willing unity regardless of social belonging or other

differences that could be found within. This fosters a certain sense of belonging as well as a

sense of duty towards one’s imagined community, hence people’s willingness to go as far as

to die for their country in war times as they see it as a means to protect their values,

traditions as well as their fellow nationals.

2.2.1. How were these imagined communities brought forth?

One way to understand national identities is to see them as Benedict Anderson did: as

imagined communities. In the following subchapter I will discuss his key ideas from Imagined

Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism in order to illustrate how

national identities can be created and how that relates to the EU’s goals in terms of identity

building and spreading.

According to Anderson, these imagined communities did not simply appear out of the blue;

certain important events and thoughts brought them to light over the course of decades. He

27 Anderson. Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 7

26 Anderson, Benedict R. O’G. Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. Rev.
ed., Verso, 2006, 6
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argues that nationalism was born out of a certain void that had been created after the

Enlightenment by rational thinking and secularisation. Indeed, religion was taking such

space before that this new way of thinking “brought with it its own modern darkness”28;

consequently, people needed to get a sense of continuity and meaning back into their lives

and the idea of something bigger than oneself could be found in nationalism, even though

Anderson makes sure to mention that nationalism does not equate religion.

As previously mentioned, nationalism is a recent concept, however, it is important to

remember that before nationalism and nationalities became so significant, countries or

kingdoms were mostly linked through the different monarchs’ marriages. Therefore, the

borders were not as fixed as they are today and multiple peoples were living under the same

ruler, thus in the same country - yet that did not mean being part of the same nation. Nations

and borders changed all that. Notwithstanding, nations are not completely closed off groups

one has to be born into in order to belong. Anderson argues that through a common

language for instance, people can adapt and belong29.

Regarding languages, Anderson highlights the important role of print-capitalism in the 16th

century, as he states that it prompted the decline of Latin and the advancement of vernacular

languages. Indeed, Latin was thought of as the only language worth teaching the elite,

therefore most people could not read it, much less speak it30. Later, the printed material

became available in vernacular languages such as French or German and this marked the

time of linguistic consciousness31 - that is to say the time when people realised this was a

common feature they had within a certain territory. This led to the beginning of community

thinking as well as the beginning of “the other” in terms of nation as those who spoke the

same language belonged and those who did not, were considered different and thus, did not

belong to the same community. Therefore, the decline of Latin, the lessened place of

religion, print-capitalism and linguistic consciousness slowly led to the idea of the nation

according to Anderson. These are all key features but the printing press was perhaps the

most important one as ideas could spread quicker and farther than ever before and thus

people could see themselves as belonging to something bigger than themselves and they

could relate to others through shared common elements.

31 Westin, Charles. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe. Amsterdam University Press, 2010,
Chapter 13

30 Anderson. Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 18

29 Anderson. Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 14-15

28 Anderson. Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 11
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Print-capitalism is indeed credited for a lot in Anderson’s book as he believed it contributed

to the rise of nations and national consciousness but it is also crucial to point out that Luther

and the Reformation also had a significant role. Since Luther believed people could only be

saved by personal faith, it became a key element that people understand the scripture and

be able to read and understand it and to do so, it needed to be in their own language rather

than in Latin. Anderson also points out that the vernacularisation of the countries’

administration played a part in the development of vernacular languages32.

However, there were many different variations within one language and the printing press

actually brought consistency to these languages and as it could not print in every variation,

some were bound to disappear, hence Anderson’s positive perception of the printing press

bringing fatality upon linguistic diversity33. The reduced amount of vernaculars led the way to

national consciousness as individuals could communicate in one common language. As

more and more people realised that, they felt a certain connection thanks to the printing

material and that was the beginning of imagined communities regarding nations according to

Anderson. He also points out that later on, print-capitalism was not the only medium used by

the nations anymore as radios, televisions and museums for instance were spreading certain

images of the nations such as its limits with the borders or shared traditions. Moreover, we

have to remember that symbols play a big part in unifying a nation and in fostering a sense

of belonging34. Indeed, symbols such as a common flag, anthem, head of State or even

national athletes representing the nation abroad can bring cohesion as well as pride to the

nationals35, therefore strengthening these imagined communities in the long run.

2.2.2. Identities in a modern cosmopolitan world

Anderson’s take on nations and how they came into prominence is still an important starting

point in literature today, however, for a more modern take in an increasingly globalised world,

we will now have a look at Charles Westin’s Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic

Europe. To him, identity is a complex phenomenon through which citizens “build, defend or

expand their space by taking sides and relating”36 to other individuals or groups as well as to

the world around them, therefore, the individuals have agency on their own identity and they

can decide where they feel they belong. He also brings forth the idea that people belong to

many different groups based on their social, ethnic, cultural or linguistic background and

36 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 330

35 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 40

34 Billig, Michael. Banal Nationalism. Sage Publications, 1995, 24-25

33 Anderson. Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Chapter 3

32 Anderson. Imagined Communities : Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 37
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eventually those backgrounds led to the creation of cosmopolitan societies within modern

nation states, thus diversity is extremely present and topical.

Furthermore, culture must be taken into account when talking about identity and nation

according to Westin. Culture within a nation is considered a cohesive element that binds the

nationals together through common traditions for instance. However, the author argues that

interaction should be given significant attention too since differences and similarities in

shared meaning or shared understanding are made visible through this interaction process

and the differences that come out of the process are what set one identity apart from all

others37. Consequently, interactions are beneficial not because it erases differences but

because they shine a light on them and thus allow individuals to deepen their sense of

belonging within a group. As nations have diverse cultures within them, it makes sense that

citizens will feel differently based on their regional belonging. I would argue that nationals

from one country who live close to a border already get a sense of what the other nation is

like, what their values are and perhaps those two cultures can become intertwined to some

extent, thus we have yet another example of how interaction changes meaning and

understanding of one’s identity and sense of belonging. Identity therefore does not need to

be simply reduced to one’s nationality38 - it can be bigger than the nation like a European

identity for instance, or it can be smaller such as one’s family or one’s social class.

Indeed, people are made up of different identities and Westin argues that “such identities

become mere reflections of the roles played by the subject in different contexts”39.

Environment therefore plays a role in one’s sense of belonging, hence the importance we

must grant to diversity and cosmopolitanism in today’s world but these very features are also

perceived as threats by those who consider nations as homogenous and greatly cohesive as

these differences endanger their national identity40. Nevertheless, identities need not be set

as Westin argues that individuals can choose to leave their initial group(s) if they feel like

they are a better fit within other identities.

Finally, Westin, just like Anderson, brings up the idea that national identity is solidified by a

shared history, giving nationals a sense of unity and a shared experience or a shared past

they can relate to41. The idea of “the other'' also comes back in Westin’s book. Indeed, since

national identity is an imagined construct within which individuals share common symbols,

41 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 336

40 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 329

39 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 321

38 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 44

37 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 39
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history, values and beliefs, these individuals have to differentiate themselves from other

nations and this contributes to the feeling of togetherness citizens may share42. Therefore,

knowing what they are not is almost as influential as knowing what they are - it is a powerful

defining feature. Therefore, even though Anderson laid the base for nations and nationalism

studies through his imagined communities, I would argue that nowadays, scholars prioritise

a more current approach to identity study - as we will discuss later in this chapter -, choosing

to focus on diversity and interaction between different nationalities, especially when it comes

to European identity.

2.3. A supposed European identity

In this subchapter I will make the argument that a European identity, as perceived and

described by the EU, is based on shared values, history, traditions, culture, ideas and, to

some extent, geography. According to the Fondation Robert Schuman, all these shared

features, on top of making a European identity, also differentiate the EU and its Member

States from other countries that can also be considered Western43. However, this European

identity must coexist alongside the national identities within the EU as the latter are still very

much present.

Regarding shared values, we could make the argument that through its treaties, more

specifically the Treaty of the European Union from 1992, the EU respects freedom,

democracy, equality, the rule of law and human rights44. Therefore, despite their differences,

the Member States can still agree on shared core values as well as follow and implement

them within their own country. Values, however, can be considered too “abstract” as stated

by the Fondation Robert Schuman, hence the need for more arguments regarding an

existing European identity and this feeling of belonging to a specific community.

It could be argued that the European continent has been linked by several major events for

many centuries by now such as having been part of the Roman Empire or having other

cultural similarities and topics of importance such as religion or education through famous

European universities for instance. Indeed, many trends and thoughts - political,

44 Joannin, Pascale. “Europe and the identity challenge: who are “we”?” Fondation Robert Schuman 19.03.2018
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0466-europe-and- the-identity-challenge-who-are-we

43 Joannin, Pascale. “Europe and the identity challenge: who are “we”?” Fondation Robert Schuman 19.03.2018
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0466-europe-and- the-identity-challenge-who-are-we,
Accessed on 10.03.2022

42 Westin. Identity Processes and Dynamics in Multi-Ethnic Europe, 314-315
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philosophical, artistic, etc - even though they emerged in one European country, spread to

other nearby nations. The Enlightenment, the Renaissance or the Reformation were heard of

all over Europe and their effects were felt in multiple countries. Later on, the concept of

nations and national identities emerged45, thus creating new conflicts in Europe but by the

20th century and perhaps more than ever, peace was on the agenda as will be discussed in

chapter 3 of this paper. Decades after its creation, the EU is not solely counting on the peace

project for its citizens to believe in a common European identity but uses other tools such as

Education and Culture46. Luuk van Middelar however, believes that the EU as a peace

project is not enough to confer a European identity onto its citizens. He argues that Europe

as a power project, through politics and economics, would mean that the citizens “must

become committed Europeans and even be proud of their identities”47 in order for the

European identity to be a reality and be able to coexist alongside national identities.

2.3.1. National identity and European identity - Can they co-exist?

The notion and meaning of a European identity has been a topic of interest for social

scientists as early as the 1990s48 and I would argue that this interest has not stopped

growing alongside the salience of the subject. I believe that the EU already assumes that a

common European identity exists, thus, they want to promote it and consequently, take it into

account when it comes to actions and initiatives such as DiscoverEU. However scholars

disagree as to the idea that a common European identity exists as of now.

First of all, it seems important to deal with national identity since most people would argue

that this one already exists. Fligstein is of the opinion that the group of people who consider

themselves “nationals” of a country agree on a set of rules of conduct and characteristics

that sets them apart from other nationalities and forms theirs. According to him, there needs

to be commonalities between the members for them to feel like they belong to this specific

group and are thus part of this “collective identity”. In his book, he even states that “Group

identities are based on commonly held meanings and values and they require face-to-face

48 Friedman, Rebecca, and Markus Thiel. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings.
Ashgate, 2011, 53

47 Van Middelaar, Luuk. "Pourquoi forger un récit européen ? La politique identitaire en Europe. Nécessités et
contraintes d'un récit commun" Histoire de la conscience européenne. Editions Salvator, 2016, p. 31-56.

46 European Commission. Strengthening European Identity through Education and Culture. Strasbourg.
14.11.2017. https://encc.eu/sites/default/files/2017-11/communication-strengthening-european-identity-education-
culture_en.pdf,  Accessed on 03.05.2022

45 Joannin, Pascale. “Europe and the identity challenge: who are “we”?” Fondation Robert Schuman 19.03.2018
https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0466-europe-and- the-identity-challenge-who-are-we
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interaction with other members of the group in order to come into existence and persist”49,

which according to him are the key elements to forming a group identity that will make

people feel as though they belong. However, there are usually varying degrees to which

people feel like they belong to their national identity.

Indeed, in her book, Friedman emphasises that we can observe two types of approaches

when it comes to identifying with one’s nation: patriotism (inclusive) or chauvinism

(exclusive). The former includes support for one’s country and feelings of belonging and

pride whereas the latter usually pushes the idea that one’s country is the best, hence the

sense of superiority and the discrimination that often ensues. According to Friedman, “age or

political orientation in particular and more importantly, social belonging”50 often define where

people fit in within these categories. Chauvinism can be explained by people’s lack of

education and interaction with others from different groups or nationalities. Those

identifications, as a consequence, matter when it comes to people reflecting about whether

or not they feel European since “nationality and social belonging that can both hinder and

promote identification with Europe”51. Therefore, there is a need for regular interaction

across European borders in order for this supposed European identity to come to the fore

and Fligstein argues that through these interactions, people would start noticing that there is

more bonding them together than keeping them apart. This differs from Westin’s argument,

discussed in the previous sub-part, stating that interactions actually highlight differences.

However, when it comes to identity, the notion of “the other” is significant as one can also

define themselves by what they are not52. As discussed above, a group needs similarities

from within, people need to feel like they belong and that they can identify with their peers

but they also need something to differentiate their identity from other identities. Just as their

own identity is a construct, so is the idea of “the other”. We can identify with different smaller

groups within bigger ones but for national identity and European identity, location is

especially important as one must feel like they belong to the system in place, the sets of

rules, what it entails and means for them but we must also take geographic space into

account and thus, this “other” tends to become more distant.

For instance, in the first half of the 20th century, it can be argued that France considered

Germany as the other and vice-versa, but that is not the case anymore for these neighbours.

52 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. Chapter 5

51 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 55

50 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 55

49 Fligstein, Neil. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. Oxford University Press, 2008,
126
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Now, both national identities can be said to be part of a bigger group: the European identity

since they belong to the same Union. This means that no matter the distance, Europeans

need to find similarities between themselves according to the theory. Whether they are

Greek or Irish for example, they need similarities to feel like they belong and can identify with

the same group for this common European identity to emerge. The EU has also found

collective “others”, thus strengthening the idea of a need for cohesion and perhaps a sense

of togetherness within the EU against these others such as China or Russia since they

widely differ from the EU in terms of politics for instance. We can therefore see how the

argument for a common European identity can be brought forward and shaped into

existence as well as co-existence with national identities.

Indeed, simply based on the fact that their countries belong to the EU, some European

citizens already consider themselves to be European according to Friedman who also

believes that social scientists should shift their point of view and instead of thinking of

national and European identities as separate, she argues we should think of a European

identity as a “possible component of national identification and not as an autonomous object,

a dependent variable”53. It is true that European citizens are still attached to their national

identity and that it plays a role in their perception of the EU54 but in spite of this attachment,

or sometimes preference, these identities are not mutually exclusive. Therefore, since

national identity does not hinder European identity, one can wonder why EU citizens seem to

be so fixated on the primacy of national identity. I would argue that even though some

people think of themselves as Europeans, it looks as if it is always the people from those

social classes who benefit from it the most. Indeed, Fligstein claims that “Europe so far has

been a class project, a project that favors the educated, owners of businesses, managers,

and professionals, and the young”55, therefore, there seems to be losers and winners and

this is reflected in people’s identity choices.

2.3.2. Winners and losers of the European Integration

The EU has made travelling, trading and bonding with inhabitants of other European

countries easier. Those who benefit from the EU’s political and economic actions wish to

keep them going and thus encourage their State’s government to continue on that path. I

believe that this has generally been heard by politicians as common actions and policies

55 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 156
54 Hooghe, L. Marks, G. Multilevel Governance and European Integration. New York: Rowman & LittleWeld, 2001
53 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 53
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continue to see the light of day. Fligstein says so in his book as well and argues that since

this was good for the economy, markets are now being thought of and organised on a

European basis. He also mentions that since European citizens now interact more across

borders, this has an impact on their identity, but often only for the groups of people who

actually take part in this European-wide interaction and they are usually the “educated,

professionals, managers, and other white-collar workers who have the opportunity to travel,

speak second languages, and interact with people like themselves in different countries”56.

Indeed, these people have the opportunity to travel for work and meet new people who are

part of different nations, have different cultures and yet are similar to them. These similarities

allow them to go beyond national identities and realise that a European identity could bring

them more in their personal as well as professional life57. Their difference would not be

something that keeps them apart but rather brings them together and allows them to learn

from one another. I believe that the EU knows the effect this can have on European identity

and tries to instil this mindset in young people as early as possible. This can be seen with

programmes such as Erasmus+ or DiscoverEU which directly target younger EU citizens

since they get to meet and connect with youths from different countries and backgrounds.

However, those who do not have such opportunities - the elderly, the less wealthy or less

educated as well as the working class - feel less connected to the EU.

Nonetheless, not feeling European does not mean they do not belong to the EU; it simply

shows that they do not relate to it, yet they know that their country will not opt out of the EU

anytime soon58. Those who feel like they benefit less from the EU believe it to be a class

project and do not think much can be done. In his book, Fligstein uses travel and the use of

a second language to determine the level of interaction of people from one country to

another since interaction shows interest and belief in European integration and a European

identity. He also believes that this factor would properly highlight this class phenomenon and

adds that “the ‘agents’ of European identity should be [thought of as] the same upper and

upper-middle classes who favored the Enlightenment”59 and it can be argued that he is right

since people have access to at least some capital in order to travel and receive an

education.

Indeed, those who interact across borders tend to be more educated and wealthy than

typical blue-collar workers. As a matter of fact, elderly and more conservative people

59 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 140

58 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 59

57 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 140

56 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 123
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express more interest in the national level of affairs, do not necessarily interact with other

European nationals and thus do not feel like they belong to a European identity60. Therefore,

we must take social belonging into account when studying European identity to observe

people’s reaction and sense of belonging towards this identity. Friedman emphasises the

fact that integration affects citizens differently and so do EU policies regarding mobility, for

instance, since it usually favours the younger and more educated. She also claims that “Our

research tends to show that the way citizens apprehend their nation depends on their social

position and resources”61 since those who are dependent on the nation will value it more

whereas those who are not are more free to choose where their loyalty lies - the nation, the

EU or both. Once again, this comes down to social belonging affecting the citizens’ identity.

2.3.3. Actively constructing a European identity

The European Union is also active when it comes to bringing this identity to the fore. One

can see that, even though the EU started as an economic project, it is now impossible to

take the politics out of it. Some believe that the idea was to go from an economic to a

politically integrated “ever closer union”62 and eventually a European nation-state which

would lead to a European identity following people’s support for the EU63. Fligstein argues

that the literature points to already-existing state features within the EU such as common

policies and this could lead to a stronger feeling of belonging according to him, even though

it does not have to since “the historical literature demonstrates that states frequently precede

nations or even impose them on populations”64 so we could think that if the EU were to

impose - not by force - a European identity through more political integration, then it could

become a reality sooner or later.

As a matter of fact, we can observe a few ways in which the EU is trying to unite its citizens

in ways a nation would. The EU has symbols such as the flag, an anthem, a common

currency, passports, licence plates etc, as well as common policies, as mentioned above,

regarding education, sports, culture, or citizens’ right to healthcare via the European health

insurance card for instance. Through those, people already have something in common

before they even come into contact with one another and start to interact. We can therefore

wonder, since, after all, these elements seem to work nation-wide, why is this European

64 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 124

63 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 135

62 European Economic Community, Treaty of Rome, 1957, 11

61 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 67

60 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 154
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identity struggling to emerge. Indeed, one would think that these common symbols and

concrete actions would bring citizens to feel like they belong to the EU. They could identify

with other European citizens and realise they belong to the same group thanks to shared

interests or goals. I believe that this is why the EU is trying to create and highlight common

interests and experiences such as Interrail for example, but according to scholars like

Fligstein and Friedman, this may not be enough to foster a strong enough attachment to a

European identity.

2.3.4. A European identity for more legitimacy?

Based on Friedman and Fligstein, I would argue that there is still little evidence of a strong

attachment to the EU on the side of EU citizens and that can be explained by a few reasons.

Euroscepticism is still very much a trend in certain Member States and for some, it is even

their Head of State who takes this position as can be seen nowadays in Poland and Hungary

for instance65. Despite this trend, social scientists keep looking for this European identity

through citizens’ mobilisation for the EU and support for its policies66 in order to finally come

across a sense of belonging or something else implying that the citizens approve of the EU

since the sentiment of attachment is not there yet. Friedman makes the argument that this

could be due to increasing blurred lines between European issues and globalisation,

therefore the citizens find it hard to separate the two.

Moreover, many scholars have brought to the fore a very salient topic when it comes to the

EU and legitimacy: the citizens’ lack of understanding of the EU. Indeed, despite the EU

playing a role in the citizens’ lives, they do not know or understand much about the Union,

the political process or its institutions. The literature emphasises the EU’s lack of

transparency, its excessive amount of bureaucracy and a certain democratic deficit67. This

overall lack of understanding and attachment seems to be a key explanation as to why a

European identity has not yet emerged or has done so very slowly. I believe that this

argument makes sense since EU citizens already have to know and understand their own

nation’s system and even then it could be argued that they do not understand nor are they

willing to understand every aspect of it even though it affects their daily lives as nationals of

a country. Thus, it is likely that they would consider the complex EU machine as an extra

67 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 125

66 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 53

65 Csehi, Robert, and Edit Zgut. “‘We Won’t Let Brussels Dictate Us’: Eurosceptic Populism in Hungary and
Poland.” European Politics and Society (Abingdon, England), vol. 22, no. 1, Routledge, 2021, pp. 53–68,
https://doi.org/10.1080/23745118.2020.1717064.
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burden to which they have no time nor interest to dedicate themselves to. This is especially

valid if they feel like the EU is more abstract and distant than their nation and therefore feel

their voice and decisions do not matter.

To remedy its lack of legitimacy, Friedman argues that a European identity would confer just

that to the EU. However, Friedman claims that after countless studies, “the EU hardly exists

in European citizens’ representations, at least as a direct object of interest, evaluation and

affection”68. She believes social scientists should stop looking solely at support for the EU to

determine whether or not a European identity exists but rather take national identity and the

ways it could evolve to eventually move towards a bigger identity group; that of a European

identity.

Finally, research from the 2000s and 2010s such as Hooghe and Marks69 or Fligstein and

Friedman70 indicates that a European identity does not exist yet but as I am studying this 20

to 10 years later, we might see a change of attitude from the EU regarding the way in which

they try to foster this identity. Fligstein also touches on an important idea: maybe it is too

early for a European identity to emerge. He argues that the creation of a European identity

could be successful if it were to follow the creation of a European nation. But I believe it does

not have to happen this way. Indeed, the population is ageing and will be replaced by the

younger generations who tend to be more educated in general but also regarding the EU

and who tend to feel more European, thus making them a significant demographic target for

the EU, especially since they enjoy travelling and interacting with other EU nationals.

Consequently, if young people were to continue with that mindset, the number of people who

consider themselves European would increase and possibly lead to the rise of this European

identity which would not necessarily require the creation of a European nation to start with,

scholars believe71. Therefore, since a case could be made for the later emergence of this

identity, I would argue that the EU is still trying to convince EU citizens that there is a sense

of togetherness and belonging uniting them and to do so, the EU conducts initiatives such as

DisoverEU to convey their message as we will see throughout the rest of this thesis.

71 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 157

70 Fligstein, Neil. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. Oxford University Press, 2008;
Friedman, Rebecca, and Markus Thiel. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings.
Ashgate, 2011.
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68 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 69
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3. Background

3.1. The Interrail programme and the DiscoverEU initiative

First of all, since the Interrail programme is central to this thesis, I will explain what Interrail is

simply by itself and then I will proceed to explain how it relates to the DiscoverEU initiative.

The Interrail programme is only open to EU citizens or permanent residents of a European

country; if that is not the case, the travellers have to go through the Eurail programme

instead. Both programmes offer the same options but for the purpose of this thesis we will

solely focus on the former. Interrail offers different kinds of passes, namely the One Country

Pass - valid in one country - or the Global Pass - valid in 33 European countries - as stated

on the Interrail website. A pass allows a traveller to go around Europe with Interrail’s

partner-train networks within Europe for the amount of travel days chosen. It is stipulated

that travellers can decide between 4 travel days up to 3 months72. Moreover, contrary to

popular belief, Interrail is not only a programme for young people up to the age of 26.

Indeed, amongst the existing passes, one can find a Senior Pass, an Adult Pass, an Adult

with Children Pass and of course a Youth Pass.

The standard prices seem reasonable as a Global Pass costs 185€ and a Country Pass

costs 51€73 as of May 2022. However, these prices vary according to the number of

countries one visits as well as the number of trains one may take. Packages are also offered

on the Interrail website based on popular destinations and travel routes. These can be quite

costly as they range from 462€ to 1983€74 depending on the length of the trip and the

number of countries visited. Usually, the more expensive packages include accommodation,

emergency support, access to tourist attractions, etc. We can therefore understand how a

free Interrail ticket can be beneficial for young people who wish to travel abroad but who do

not necessarily have the financial resources to do so yet.

The EU funded programme launched by the DiscoverEU initiative offers EU citizens of 18

years of age - regardless of their socio-economic background - to travel “throughout Europe

in the frame of an informal educational activity aimed at fostering their sense of belonging to

74 Interrail, “Interrail Pass packages” interrail.eu https://www.interrail.eu/en/interrail-passes/ packages, Accessed
on 16.04.2022

73 Interrail, “What is Interrail?”, interrail.eu https://www.interrail.eu/en/interrail-passes/what-is -interrail, Accessed
on 16.04.2022

72 Interrail, “Interrail Passes” interrail.eu https://www.interrail.eu/en/interrail-passes/global-pass?gclid=Cj0KCQjw0
umSBhDrARIsAH7FCoe20b6KLkvTJuILCT8LmnKnOiJ5hc0MZRtG1mhauypLfjAN8ouUCTgaAlVNEALw_wcB&g
clsrc=aw.ds, Accessed on 16.04.2022
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the European Union and discovering its cultural diversity”75. Therefore we can see that the

programme within the EU frame focuses solely on young people and the goal seems clear:

bringing about a feeling of Europeanness to the actors of tomorrow’s European Union. The

candidates can apply via the European Youth Portal as well as prepare their trip as advice

can be found on the webpage regarding basic information such as travel documents but also

packing tips and other must-see. The winners are usually able to travel from April to October

or from August to January and for a maximum of 30 days76. The candidates can choose to

travel by themselves or with a group of up to five people. As the Commission wants to offer

equal opportunities to participate in this programme, EU citizens who cannot start their train

travel directly from mainland Europe - such as Maltese citizens for instance - can use ferries

or other modes of transportation to reach the continent.

However, it is good to note that not every 18-year-old EU citizen can take part in the

programme as the €16 million budget in 2019 did not allow for more than 15,000 travellers to

get passes. The Commission’s initial budget in 2018 was €12 million but it increased in

2019. This money is coming from the Erasmus+ programme’s budget as the DiscoverEU

initiative belongs to Erasmus+77 and the budget increase comes from the initiative’s success

and allowed 5,000 more young travellers to take part in DiscoverEU in May 201978.

Nevertheless, to limit the number of winners and be fair to each Member State, there is a

quota per country based on its population and the winners are selected as follows: they

apply online, as mentioned above, they pass the eligibility check and finally they participate

in a quiz regarding the EU, its culture, cultural heritage, etc. The applicants are provided with

links to answer the questions and finally their last task will be to give an answer as to why

they wish to participate in DiscoverEU. Based on the quiz and their motivations, the

candidates will be selected by a jury within the Commission and sent their Interrail passes

which will already have been booked and paid for by the EU79; this way, the Commission

ensures that the candidates do not have to pay out-of-pocket to be reimbursed later. I

believe it is important to point out that even though the Interrail pass is free, the participants

are expected to do something for DiscoverEU in return. Indeed, when applying on the

European Youth Portal, it is clearly written that the participants must become DiscoverEU

79 Nicodemi, S. and Baclija Knoch, S. European Platform on Learning Mobility - “From Good to Better - Experts’
Seminar on the quality framework of learning mobility projects in the youth field”, 15-18.05.2018

78 European Commission. DiscoverEU factsheet, 2020, https://europa.eu/youth/sites/default/files/discovereu_
factsheet.pdf

77 Pubaffairs. https://www.pubaffairsbruxelles.eu/discovereu-20000-travel-passes-available-for-18-year-olds-to-
explore-europe-next-summer-eu-commission-press/

76 Pubaffairs. “DiscoverEU: 20,000 travel passes available for 18-years-old to explore Europe next summer - EU
Commission Press” pubaffairsbruxelles.eu, 07.11.2019, https://www.pubaffairsbruxelles.eu/discovereu-20000-
travel-passes-available-for-18-year-olds-to-explore-europe-next-summer-eu-commission-press/, Accessed on
16.04.2022

75 European Commision. Erasmus+ Programme Guide, Version 3, 2021
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Ambassadors and thus report back on their travel experience be it via social media or at

school for example. If the participant does not agree to that condition, he/ she cannot apply.

Regarding the first few travel rounds and based on the feedback received for the year

2018-2019, one can say that the initiative has been a success. Indeed, based on the 2020

Factsheet from the EC80, the number of applications far outnumbered the available spots

and the participants feedback has been very positive. According to an EUbusiness article,

the 18-year-olds said they felt more independent, more confident in using a foreign language

and they also felt like they now understood European history and other cultures better81.

Two-third of the participants added that they would not have been able to afford this

experience, had the Interrail pass not been free. After such positive feedback, the EC

believes in investing more money and effort into the initiative - €700 million82 during the

2021-2027 period and still under the Erasmus+ umbrella - in order for more young people to

benefit from the free passes. Nevertheless, it could be argued that the programme remains

costly for the participants, as they have to pay for their accommodation, food, insurance and

any cultural activities they wish to take part in during their trip. Young people with special

needs or disabilities however, are entitled to additional monetary support as the EC does not

want this to be an exclusionary factor as all young Europeans would ideally feel a sense of

belonging to the EU.

3.1.1. European identity and the role of DiscoverEU

As a basis to my research question, I believe that the EU is trying to foster a European

identity through the DiscoverEU initiative as has been stated many times by EU officials

such as Manfred Weber and Commissioner Tibor Navracsics. As a matter of fact, the

programme aims at furthering European solidarity while at the same time fighting

stereotypes and prejudices for a more united Union. The EU - formerly EEC - was indeed

created as a peace project after the devastating World Wars and was held together through

its economic element since countries that trade together could hardly go to war against each

other. It later grew into a political union too and thus became more involved in the citizens’

lives on the political and societal level. I would argue that the Interrail programme, through

DiscoverEU, ties in all these aspects together. The initiative can be considered to help the

82 Nicodemi, S. and Baclija Knoch, S. European Platform on Learning Mobility - “From Good to Better - Experts’
Seminar on the quality framework of learning mobility projects in the youth field”, 18

81 EUbusiness. “DiscoverEU” eubusiness.com, 03.05.2019, https://www.eubusiness.com/topics/education/
discover-eu-3/ , Accessed on 16.04.2022

80 European Commission. DiscoverEU factsheet, 2020, https://europa.eu/youth/sites/default/files/discovereu_
factsheet.pdf
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countries’ economy through tourism and on a societal level, young people can meet other

European nationals, interact and bond thus creating a feeling of togetherness and

understanding within their generation. For the EU, this is a key component to the experience

as in recent years populism has been on the rise in European countries, therefore reminding

people that they belong to the same community and helping them understand each other

can be helpful in that regard. However, it should be noted that a common European identity

according to the EU would not erase differences but observe, understand and respect them,

keeping in mind that the EU’s diversity is part of its strength.

Indeed, regardless of the theory discussed in the previous chapter, the EU believes that a

European identity already exists as can be seen through their policies, initiatives and the

ways through which they promote said-identity. The EU wants its citizens to feel like they

belong and the EC’s goals reflect that as they wish to “Promote our European way of life -

Protecting our citizens and our values” as stated on their website. Furthermore, the EU is

very much involved in youth and education matters and tries to have its Member States

follow common policies as well as cooperate when it comes to those topics. The EC believes

that “investing in education and training is the key to people’s future, particularly if they are

young”83 - as it targets the European youth, DiscoverEU is a perfect example of that mindset.

That is also the reason why this initiative belongs under the Erasmus+ umbrella - it is

considered as informal education, therefore this programme is a good mix between

education and involving young people. This is significant since the EU claims that “the social

inclusion of young people is vital for European society and democratic life”84 and, as brought

up in the theory chapter, democratic deficit is a salient issue within the EU. Identity is also

promoted through culture and media according to the EU since they believe in promoting

and celebrating a shared cultural heritage. They believe culture is important to the European

project as “Europe’s rich cultural heritage and dynamic creative sectors bring immense

enrichment, pleasure and a sense of identity to millions of people”85. This is influential in

terms of identity building since Europe is made of many countries and cultures, yet manages

to keep all this diversity and perceive it as a strength rather than a threat.

Regarding Interrail and the DiscoverEU initiative, I believe the EU is using those same tools

to further their idea of a European identity. Indeed, according to an EC report86 on learning

mobility within Erasmus+, mobility is used as a tool to increase participation, active

86 Nicodemi, S. and Baclija Knoch, S. European Platform on Learning Mobility - “From Good to Better - Experts’
Seminar on the quality framework of learning mobility projects in the youth field”, 15-18.05.2018

85 European Union, “The European Union - What it is and what it does”

84 European Union, “The European Union - What it is and what it does”

83 European Union, “The European Union - What it is and what it does” europa.eu https://op.europa.eu/webpub/
com/eu-what-it-is/en/, Accessed on 08.03.2022
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citizenship as well as interaction between young Europeans from different Member States.

The report also mentions that mobility can lead to “genuine and diverse learning

experiences, and it therefore becomes important to critically investigate links between

learning mobility (settings and contexts) and identity building”87 and Interrail is supposed to

do just that.

The initiative is important to the EU because it allows young EU citizens to go beyond their

own country’s borders, interact with other European nationals, develop soft skills which can

later be applied to find employment and perhaps most valuable of all, it allows them to

“explore their EU identity”88. This statement implies that the EU does indeed believe this

identity already exists and aims to further it by letting young people discover Europe by

themselves or with some friends and let it shape their views of what Europe and the EU is or

should be as indicated by this quote: “Through travelling, the selected participants can

strengthen their European identity and understand what the EU stands for”89. From the sole

point of view of identity study, Interrail is therefore interesting but it becomes even more so

when we know that the EU did not create Interrail but is rather using it to promote their ideas

amongst young people. In order to get a better overview, I believe it is now helpful to dive

into Interrail and the overall educational travel trend in Europe.

3.1.2. Interrail history

Interrail is often thought of as an EU programme amongst the younger generations - myself

included - therefore it came as a surprise that the programme had not been created by the

EU. The idea was actually brought to the fore in 1972 by the International Union of Railway

in order to celebrate its 50th anniversary and the long standing peace in Europe after the

Second World War90. The UIC Director General even said in 2016 that “The creation of

Interrail [...] was just such an idea, symbolising and embodying the open approach of its

members, encouraging people to travel and discover Europe, other countries, people and

cultures”91.

91 UIC eNews, “Interrail, created in 1972 to mark UIC’s 50th anniversary, described as “the largest peace
movement in Europe” uic.org https://uic.org/com/enews/nr/510/article/the-interrail-offer-created-for-the-50th-
anniversary-of-the-uic-in-1972-a?page=modal_enews, Accessed on 26.06.2020.

90 UIC eNews, “Interrail, created in 1972 to mark UIC’s 50th anniversary, described as “the largest peace
movement in Europe” uic.org https://uic.org/com/enews/nr/510/article/the-interrail-offer-created-for-the-50th-
anniversary-of-the-uic-in-1972-a?page=modal_enews, Accessed on 26.06.2020.

89 European Youth Portal. DiscoverEU - FAQ, https://europa.eu/youth/discovereu/faq_en# question-76128,
Accessed on 19.03.2022

88 European Youth Portal. DiscoverEU - FAQ, https://europa.eu/youth/discovereu/faq_en# question-76128,
Accessed on 19.03.2022

87 Nicodemi, S. and Baclija Knoch, S. European Platform on Learning Mobility - “From Good to Better - Experts’
Seminar on the quality framework of learning mobility projects in the youth field”, 5
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Furthermore, since Interrail was not an EU or EEC initiative, it made it possible for countries

outside the community to participate and thus send and receive travellers. Initially, the

programme was supposed to be a one-time-only project but upon its success, the UIC

decided to keep it going and later on, to expand the range of passes available. Interrail was

only available for 18 to 26 year-olds back in the 1970s but progressively, the company

offered passes for younger and older generations too. As a matter of fact, the UIC article

points out that even though Interrail has changed since the 70s, its very first travellers are

now retired and willing to take part in the Interrail experience again but with a Senior Pass

this time92.

Eventually, Interrail came to be part of this EU initiative thanks to the idea of two German

students - Vincent-Immanuel Herr and Martin Speer - who travelled around Europe

themselves93. Their European experience, as they call it, allowed them to meet new people,

discover Europe’s diverse culture and learn more about European identity and what it meant

to them. From this point forward, they started wondering what if other young Europeans

could go on such a trip and evidently, their idea gained momentum and eventually came to

fruition.

3.2. The European Grand Tour

The idea of exploring Europe as a young person is not new. In the late 17th, 18th and up to

the mid-19th century, wealthy, young and educated people undertook a European trip to get

a better understanding of European history, other cultures and more generally to explore the

world around them but also to learn more about themselves94.

The European Grand Tour was a long journey around (Western) Europe and the exploration

of its main cities. The journey would often begin in France or the Low Countries according to

Rosemary Sweet, and travellers would then head South to reach Italy as it was one of the

most popular destinations95. When the idea of the Grand Tour first emerged, the trip could

95 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. Cambridge University Press, 2012, 2

94 Sweet, Rosemary. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. Cambridge University Press,
2012.

93 European Youth Portal. DiscoverEU - Infographics, europa.eu https://europa.eu/youth/discovereu/infographics_
en, Accessed on 16.04.2022

92 UIC eNews, “Interrail, created in 1972 to mark UIC’s 50th anniversary, described as “the largest peace
movement in Europe” uic.org https://uic.org/com/enews/nr/510/article/the-interrail-offer-created-for-the-50th-
anniversary-of-the-uic-in-1972-a?page=modal_enews, Accessed on 26.06.2020.
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last years but over the course of the centuries, its duration slowly decreased. The Grand

Tour’s target was the privileged class as they could afford the cost of the trip and its aim was

to “provide the final education and polish for elite young men, before they embarked upon

fully fledged adulthood”96. Those young men were interested in topics such as art, antiquity

and architecture and this trip provided them with first-hand experience of topics they had

only studied in books before97. They also took interest in a country’s culture, society and

politics as that would make them men of the world, understanding attitudes, ways of life and

political life beyond their own country’s borders. Travel was therefore beneficial as it allowed

young men to meet new people, to gain more knowledge about the world but one must keep

in mind the social aspect of it all as social polish mattered too.

Sweet states that the trip conferred the necessary independence and self-reliance young

men needed in the world and therefore sending them away for that purpose made sense98.

The men would be away from the comfort of their home and family; they would need to travel

long hours and wake up early, thus this was meant to prove that the young men were ready

to grow up and face “personal discomfort and danger with courage and without complaint”99.

Moreover, being away from home and their social circles meant that they could mingle,

discuss with other nationals and exchange ideas even though it is good to note that both

parties often belonged to the same social class. Meeting others and being social was part of

the Grand Tour as it gave young men an insight as to what society was like and how they

needed to navigate it as elite men and adults.

Nevertheless, Sweet points out that enjoying their trip was also a significant objective for the

travellers but as time went by, the Grand Tour slowly became about leisure more than

exploration as argued by Birindelli100. The enjoyment came from being abroad, being social,

discovering oneself and acquiring knowledge but Sweet also mentions that enjoyment also

depended on the presence of women. She argues that since the Grand Tour was becoming

about more than education, more people started travelling and this includes women who

sometimes accompanied their male relatives101.

Regarding the places the travellers used to visit, it seems that, as travel became more

popular and inclusive - with the development of railroads -, they tended to visit the same

101 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 25
100 Birindelli, P. Cultural Experiences in Florence and Italy : The Grand Tour Narrative in the 21st Century. 198
99 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 23

98 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 23

97 Birindelli, P. Cultural Experiences in Florence and Italy : The Grand Tour Narrative in the 21st Century. 2019,
197

96 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. Cambridge University Press, 2012, 2
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places, went on similar tours and read the same books as can be concluded by their

writings. Another reason for that trend could also be that the infrastructures were limited and

thus, the travellers had to take the same roads to get from point A to point B. This affected

the popularity of certain places and it also explains why the travellers mainly went from city

to city and simply passed by the countryside without exploring it all that much. It is not that

the countryside was not of interest to them as agricultural knowledge or landscapes

mattered greatly but Sweet claims that people mostly stayed in towns and cities instead as it

was easier to find accommodation, guides and culture there102. Later on, a clearer distinction

was made between travellers and tourists as the Grand Tour was supposed to be an

authentic and genuine experience103 but as many travellers wrote books or other accounts of

their journey, itineraries started looking similar and therefore less authentic. However, writing

and reporting on one’s trip was an integral part of the travellers’ life. Therefore, not only was

the Grand Tour important in shaping elite men’s final education and social skills but it also

matters as their writing reflected their interpretation, writing skills and educated people back

home as well104.

3.2.1. Accounts of the Grand Tour

It is possible for us to know of the travellers’ journey as most of them have written letters to

people back home, diaries or have published books. In the early days of the Grand Tour, the

accounts were focused on descriptions in order to remain objective and describe their

surroundings while remaining unbiased and spreading the knowledge to others105. A writer’s

opinion was not required nor wanted as the readers attached importance to facts only but

this objective observation faded in the 1760s106 and the accounts began including more

personal responses and emotions. As the format changed, people felt more free to write

about manners, issues of morality and national differences in a more reflective style

according to Sweet107. Subjectivity was accepted and even wanted in these accounts in

which the writers could talk about their mood, personal opinion, emotions and stories rather

than writing a travel guide discussing must-sees and describing them in detail.

107 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 9

106 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 6-7

105 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 6-7

104 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 62

103 Birindelli, P. Cultural Experiences in Florence and Italy : The Grand Tour Narrative in the 21st Century. 275

102 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. Introduction
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The letters are perhaps the best source to look at when dealing with the travellers’ accounts.

Sweet indeed argues that diaries or journals are not always clear as they are meant for

oneself but letters are often written to relatives and therefore, need to be understood.

Moreover, since the relatives were usually the ones paying for the trip, they were expecting

detailed tales about what the traveller had seen, visited and experienced but also about the

emotions felt. Evidently, certain topics were more suitable for a father than for a mother or a

sister. According to Sweet, when addressing a female family member, the travellers were

more prone to discuss their emotions, fears or feelings of homesickness during their journey

whereas with a male family member, one could talk about politics or architecture.

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that these accounts were sometimes shared or

discussed within a family or a social circle in order to spread the knowledge and even though

the author of the letters had no intentions of doing so, their accounts could culminate in a

published book about their travels108.

3.2.2. The Grand Tour and identity building

Through the travellers’ accounts of their trip, we can observe how nationals - whether they

be French, Dutch, German, English, etc - “understood their own history and identity as well

as their relationship to other European societies”109. People’s descriptions often compare

what is in the country they are visiting with what exists back home, thus indicating that

similarities in culture or attitudes started forming and perhaps similarities between nationals

of a same country strengthened their bond and they understood what being from a certain

country meant to them and how they differed from others. Similarly, we can notice through

the travellers’ stories that people from the same country often entertained each other and

organised outings or other events amongst themselves110 regardless of the fact that they

were abroad and could instead socialise with the locals. Birindelli states that in fact, people

were travelling as they expressed interest towards a country’s culture but not because they

were interested in getting to know the locals111.

The Grand Tour can therefore be said to have had an impact on national identities according

to Sweet112. She argues that through their travels, the elite’s sense of national identity was

strengthened by this new cosmopolitanism even though they often experienced the same

112 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 286

111 Birindelli, P. Cultural Experiences in Florence and Italy : The Grand Tour Narrative in the 21st Century. 199

110 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 279

109 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 3-4

108 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 19
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cities, excursions, works of art or pieces of literature and expressed the same sentiments113.

Indeed, during their journey, the travellers did not stop feeling French, German or English;

their identity travelled with them and despite their shared experiences, the Grand Tour was

about undertaking something different as well as experiencing differences. This seems to

have worked as people were reminded that their country was indeed superior to others as

pointed out by the fact that returning to one’s own country was felt with a sense of relief as

well as with “a firm sense of their own national superiority intact”114.

3.3. DiscoverEU - An EPP project

DiscoverEU, originally known as “FreeInterrail” when the talks began, is an EPP (European

People’s Party) backed initiative and a project that is famous for being dear to the EPP’s

chair, Manfred Weber. Indeed, Weber, with the help of Tibor Navracsics who was the

Commissioner for Education, Culture, Youth and Sports at the time, wanted this project to

become a reality. To them, this initiative would enhance the European project as it would

reach the youth and have an impact on their life that would carry weight beyond the Interrail

experience. At first, they wanted FreeInterrail to be free for all 18 year-olds but as we will

soon see, this was already highly debated in the European Parliament back in 2016. The EU

needed to finance this project and the budget was a point of contention. We now know that

the DiscoverEU budget comes from Erasmus+ but initially, some MEPs were opposed to that

solution115. This idea was therefore brought up in the EP but administered by the EC as

stated by Nicodemi and Baclija Knoch in their final report116. As explained in the previous

chapter, the EP represents the people and is partly responsible regarding the budget. The

EC on the other hand represents the EU and is in charge of turning initiatives into concrete

projects such as DiscoverEU.

The EPP’s main argument regarding this initiative was that it would encourage a sense of

belonging amongst the young European citizens by showing them what it means to be

European as well as what the EU could do for them. As discussed before, the DiscoverEU

initiative was brought forward by two German students and launched in June 2018. It did not

include all 18 year-olds EU citizens but still managed to send a total of 70,000 young people

116 Nicodemi, S. and Baclija Knoch, S. European Platform on Learning Mobility - “From Good to Better - Experts’
Seminar on the quality framework of learning mobility projects in the youth field”, 15-18.05.2018

115 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021

114 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 286

113 Sweet, R. Cities and the Grand Tour : the British in Italy, c.1690-1820. 285
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after 4 rounds of applications which saw 350,000 people apply117. I believe it would now be

interesting to have a look at the 2016 Parliamentary debates around the initiative to

understand the arguments in favour of the initiative and those against and finally to

understand how the programme came through despite the opposition.

3.3.1. Parliamentary debates and previous failure

In October 2016, the EP allowed the EC to put the topic of a free Interrail pass back on the

agenda. As previously mentioned, Weber was in favour of this initiative and so was most of

the EPP. During the debates, the MEPs exchanged their opinions and thus, we got insight on

whether or not they thought it was feasible and what questions must still be answered118.

Generally, the EPP, the S&D (Socialists and Democrats) and the Greens voiced their support

towards the project. Weber was obviously in favour of the project since he put it forward and

he pointed out that the German youth was also supportive of this project - after all two

German citizens came up with the idea. He also added that the people who were against the

project were nationalists who did not want to see their neighbours as friends and who did not

want the European youth to do so either119. Indeed, the major arguments in favour of

FreeInterrail were about displaying EU solidarity, identity, allowing the youth to feel a

connection across countries with other European nationals and fight prejudices linked to the

rise of nationalism and populism within Europe while teaching them about independence,

adaptability and other soft skills. While there was a consensus within the EPP, I believe I

should point out that some of their members mentioned that the Interrail pass should be

applied for as it has a cost for the EU and since not every 18 year old will want to do

participate, application should be on a voluntary basis and a report or feedback form should

be submitted after the trip. EPP members also introduced the idea that railway companies or

tourism sponsors could contribute to the funding of the initiative’s budget as those sectors

would be benefiting from this project financially120.

The project would also emphasise freedom of movement - a significant matter for the EU -

and the EU’s belief that the youth should be a priority. The MEPs discussed diversity and

inclusivity as they believed this initiative could benefit the less well-off by paying for part of

120 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021

119 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021

118 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021

117 European Youth Portal. DiscoverEU - Infographics, europa.eu https://europa.eu/youth/discovereu/infographics
_en , Accessed on 16.04.2022
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their trip - the transportation - since not everyone can afford the Interrail pass. Moreover,

train travel is a low-emission solution and the fight about climate justice is popular amongst

young people, therefore the issue is close to their values and demands as pointed out by the

Greens121.

Furthermore, many MEPs in favour of the Interrail programme mentioned wanting “a Europe

of the soul, not of the law”122, meaning that in order for people to feel a connection to Europe,

they needed to explore it and see things for themselves. This gives the EU a real dimension

and ideally it would bring young people’s emotions to the fore as well. Indeed, the MEPs

believe that young people are in favour of the EU and that they make the EU stronger; this

initiative would therefore be able to strengthen that feeling as well as EU integration which

they believe would benefit from FreeInterrail.

The S&D agreed with the reasons mentioned above but they were cautious since some S&D

MEPs did not support the project when it was first introduced by the Greens and the S&D (to

be discussed later in this subpart). They made sure to emphasise that Interrail money should

not come from Erasmus+ but they did use the latter to show that investing in youth and

mobility had been successful in the past and that thus, a project such as DiscoverEU could

be successful too. Despite their support though, S&D members expressed that Interrail

would not be enough to help the youth and that the EU should spend more towards training

and employment and those were also the arguments of the MEPs who were against the

initiative.

EFDD (Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy - a populist and Eurosceptic group) and

the ECR (European Conservatives and Reformists) often cited the budget issue to voice

their opposition to FreeInterrail. They expressed their disapproval towards using Erasmus+

money and overall EU money for this project as they argued that to fund an Interrail pass for

all 18 year-olds, the EU would need to spend € 1,9 billion. Moreover, ECR MEP Vicky Ford,

said she would be in favour of cheap Interrail passes but wants young people to buy it

themselves. She claimed it should not be free as the initiative would be considered informal

education and thus, was not that helpful to the young people. As a matter of fact, Anneleen

Van Bossuyt from the EFDD, pointed out that there were already instruments in place in the

EU to help the youth regarding education and work and that the budget should be invested

122 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021

121 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021
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in those existing initiatives but instead, according to them, the EU would rather “buy souls”123

with Interrail.

Another issue for the opposition was the fact that despite the EU paying for the tickets, the

trip would still be too expensive for some. Indeed, even after the Interrail pass is paid, the 18

year-olds and/ or their family must still have the resources to be able to pay for

accommodation, food and activities once abroad but unfortunately that is not possible for

everyone. Therefore, this excludes part of the European youth from this initiative as it would

not be available to all strata of the population. However, the exclusionary aspect of the

initiative does not only apply to people according to the ECR as they do not believe every

EU country would benefit from it. They argue that some EU citizens could not take a train to

mainland Europe but would need to use other modes of transportation which puts them at a

disadvantage as well as their country since they would benefit from less Interrail traffic.

Finally, one of the many arguments put forward to oppose the initiative pertains to the

company running Interrail and the fact that not all Member States railways are Interrail

network members such as Malta or Latvia for instance. Despite the opposition on this

project, DiscoverEU became an EU initiative and part of the Erasmus+ programme after the

EP decided to support it through a preparatory action and was launched by the EC two years

later.

This outcome can seem surprising when we know that this initiative had been voted down

before. Indeed, the two German students first approached S&D and Green MEPs István

Ujhelyi and Rebecca Harms to further their idea of a free Interrail pass for Europe’s youth.

The MEPs already wanted to support the initiative in 2015124 but it was voted down by most

political groups, including the EPP. Notis Marias from the ECR argued that the EPP had a

change of mind as German elections were going on at the time and the politicians wanted to

stay on the good side of their young voters and thus brought up the initiative and supported it

this time around125. Indeed, the EP and especially the EPP wanted DiscoverEU to succeed

but as pointed out previously, not all Member States were on board based on their railway

situation or the fact that it did not benefit them much. However, DiscoverEU officially came to

be after the trilogues (discussions and legislative processes between the Council and the EP

which the EC mediates) and now belongs to the Erasmus+ programme, thus it is considered

125 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021

124 Valero, Jorge. “EU ‘ready to explore’ free Interrail tickets for European teenagers” Euractiv, 05.10.2016,
https://www.euractiv.com/section/transport/news/eu-ready-to-explore-free-interrail-tickets-for-european-youngster
s/, Accessed on 21.04.2022

123 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021
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a youth and (informal) education initiative. The exact process of these negotiations are not

open to the public, thus EU citizens are left guessing what exactly took place during these

discussions. As Rantala discusses in his Master thesis126, the trilogues are a place for

concessions so one might come to the conclusion that the EP made concessions in other

areas in order for this initiative to come through as it mattered a great deal to them; but all

this remains unconfirmed as the trilogues are held behind closed doors.

126 Rantala, Juho. Negotiating Erasmus 2021-2027: A Case Study on the Process of Trilogues in the EU Decision
Making. 2021
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4. Research method and gathering the data

4.1. What is Instagram and how does it work?

First of all, I would like to address the topic of my material, where I found it and how. In order

to answer my research question, I decided to use Instagram, to get firsthand illustrations and

data through the users’ posts.

Instagram is a free social media platform on which one can share photos and videos on their

own profile for other people to see. If one has an account on the platform, they can start

posting photos and videos on their feed and/ or stories for their followers or for everyone to

see, depending on their account’s settings. The users can decide whether or not they want

their account to be public or private meaning that if the account is private, the only way to

see someone’s account will be if one’s request to follow that account was accepted by the

owner. If one’s account is public, however, everyone can go on their profile and see all the

posts on their feed as well as their story and story highlights - I will now briefly explain those

terms.

Posts are pictures and videos that users choose to publish on their profile; they will also

appear on other users’ feeds if the person allows it. However, those posts are often

accompanied by a text. Often, there is more information such as a caption under the post

which can range from a long text or a quote to a simple string of emojis. Sometimes, after

the caption and usually if one’s account is set on “public”, hashtags can also be used in

order to describe the post and its main themes, thus making it easier for people looking for

that category to find similar posts if they are interested in doing so. Indeed, hashtags are

helpful when it comes to expanding one’s account and the audience who could potentially

see their post. The use of hashtags thus entails reaching more people as it will appear on a

specific and relevant page with other posts who share the same hashtag(s). To sum up,

hashtags make it easier to search for and follow a certain topic127. However, if one uses

hashtags with an account set on “private”, their post will remain private and will not be part of

that relevant page previously mentioned.

127 Zappavigna, Michele. “Searchable Talk: The Linguistic Functions of Hashtags.” Social Semiotics, vol. 25, no.
3, Routledge, 2015, 275–276, https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2014.996948.
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Additionally, Instagram users can also tag people on their post, add a location like a specific

street, monument, city or country. Stories and story highlights are also quite popular on the

platform. On the one hand, there are “stories” which are typically visible only for 24 hours

from posting and can include a variety of information such as location, temperature, filters,

gifs, quizzes, polls, songs and lyrics, links to other websites or platforms and it is also

possible to tag people in stories as well. On the other hand, there are “story highlights” which

can be watched whenever and are permanent. They can be found on the user’s profile, right

above all their regular posts. This feature allows the users to keep their stories posted and

accessible to others for as long as they wish to do so.

4.1.1. Why Instagram?

Instagram is generally and mostly used to connect and engage with content posted by

friends, family, celebrities and influencers. Politicians, NGOs, institutions, businesses, artists,

activists and news sources can also be found on the platform. I believe Instagram to be a

useful tool and the right social media choice for my thesis since it is clearly stated on the

DiscoverEU website that the 18 year-olds who have been chosen to get free Interrail tickets

“... will become DiscoverEU Ambassadors of the initiative. They are invited to report back on

their travel experiences, for example through social media like Instagram, Facebook, and

Twitter or by providing a presentation at their school or at their local community”128. As some

participants have posted pictures as well as captions about their Interrail experience on

Instagram due to this incentive, collecting data within a certain time frame will certainly be

possible. Moreover, the platform is popular amongst young users, thus it will be relatively

straightforward to find my material thanks to the hashtags.

4.1.2. Gathering the data and its limits

I will therefore collect Instagram posts and relevant stories from 2019 only so as to limit my

time frame and have a more accurate understanding of what the initiative was like before the

covid pandemic started in 2020. I have decided to handpick 10 accounts that posted on the

social media platform with at least these two hashtags: #DiscoverEU and #Interrail to ensure

that they were indeed part of the Interrail programme. Once I have collected all my data, I

will focus on analysing the pictures, captions, hashtags and locations to see what kind of

128 European Youth Portal, “Rules of the DiscoverEU contest” europa.eu https://europa.eu/youth/discovereu/
rules_en, Accessed on 27.10.2020.
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narratives come out of this analysis and if or how they differ between the EU’s goals and

private participants.

Now, I would like to explain how the data was collected in order to make sure that this study

is not biased. As previously explained, I was looking for public Instagram accounts - thus

making sure that I remained ethical -, that had both the hashtags I needed and I was also

checking that the person had enough posts for me to conduct my study - my goal was for

them to have at least 10 pictures I could analyse and I did not set a maximum limit as the

number of pictures was never too high for me to conduct the analysis. As long as the

participants matched those criteria, I simply picked the accounts randomly so as to keep the

bias to a minimum. However, when I was almost done collecting all my data, I noticed that I

only had one account owned by a male-assumed participant so I tried to look for similar

accounts but the few I had found did not use the proper hashtags, so I decided not to use

them even though it meant mostly having and analysing data from female-assumed

participants. A total of 318 pictures were collected.

I have to limit what I will pay attention to when getting data from Instagram. I was being a bit

too optimistic when I launched into my thesis, thinking that plenty of participants kept their

accounts on “public” after their experience in 2019. As it turns out, this was not the case and

I had to handpick 10 accounts instead of the initial 15 I wanted to go with. I am also aware of

the limitations linked with using Instagram. Some pictures might not reflect the overall

experience of a participant in a city as they pick and choose which pictures to publish on

their feed. For example, it is possible that to get from point A to point B they spent 16 hours

on a train, however the only thing they might share on the social media platform would be

the beautiful sunset they captured when arriving at their destination. We therefore have to

remind ourselves that on social media, people tend to share the positive aspects of their

experience, thus making it look more pleasant than the overall experience might have been

and not showing us the hardships encountered along the way.

4.1.3. Is this an ethical way to collect data?

I believe that this study remains ethical vis-a-vis the Instagram users from whom I have

collected the data. I am only focusing on public accounts, therefore people have decided to

open up their own posts to other users, such as myself. These Instagram users can

therefore reasonably expect their content to be observed by people who are looking for the

hashtags they used, no matter whether or not they know each other. Moreover, the subject
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matter is not a sensitive one and therefore would not put the participants at risk. Finally, the

accounts whose posts I used will remain anonymous - their names will never be used in this

thesis and will be replaced by letters of the latin alphabet. For all those reasons, I believe

that my data can be shared in this paper and in the broader academic world as I will conduct

this analysis safely.

4.2. Qualitative Content Analysis

After having collected my data, I have decided to interpret it through qualitative content

analysis - this term will often be shortened by “QCA” throughout this chapter. I believe this

research method is the right fit for my material as stated by Margrit Schreier “content

analysis can just as well be used for analysing visual material”129. Even though most

methodology books refer to text when talking about QCA, this method can also be used to

deal with pictures as “texts” that convey meanings that are relevant for this analysis.

Moreover, I want to go beyond describing the selected pictures and captions; I want to make

sense of them and see what they can tell us about the DiscoverEU initiative. Therefore, my

goal is to find meaning in my data and interpret said meaning, hence why QCA is the right

choice for my analysis.

First of all, I would like to give a brief overview on how to conduct QCA before diving in in

more detail. According to Schreier, the process starts with the research question as data

collection depends on it. I therefore have to make sure that my data will answer my research

question properly. Then, coding can start with main categories and subcategories. This

coding frame needs to be checked later on to make sure it is valid and that all the main

categories and subcategories are relevant. As I am conducting this analysis by myself, I will

need to conduct two rounds of coding frame - 10 to 14 days apart130 - on a small sample of

my data, later revising it to make sure it is valid and consistent, that is to say, making sure

the meaning I have assigned to my data does not change from one round to the other.

Indeed, with QCA “you go beyond your individual understanding at the given moment”131,

hence the importance of consistency. For the understanding to remain the same, Schreier

argues that QCA requires a translation of the meanings of the data into categories that will

accurately represent and answer the research question. To this end, the research question

131 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 6

130 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 34

129 Schreier, Margrit. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice. Sage, 2012. 3
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needs to be taken into account as well as the context of the data as QCA highlights “the

personal meaning of experiences or the social meaning of public persons, or norms, or

events”132. Context is therefore incredibly important in QCA as the data requires

interpretation which cannot be taken out of context as it would render the data meaningless.

Moreover, since QCA based-analysis is done in a data-driven way for our purpose, the

categories will mostly emerge from my data rather than my previous knowledge on the topic,

hence the importance of studying each case in depth and a validity check.

4.2.1. Building a reliable coding frame

My own assumptions should not rule the analysis and my understanding of the material

needs to be understood in the same way by others - this is a must when coming up with the

coding frame. A coding frame can be defined as “a way of structuring your material, a way of

differentiating between different meanings vis-à-vis your research questions”133 while coding

can essentially be described as “the activity of identifying what your data is about”134.

However, since I am coding alone, I have followed Gibbs and Schreier’s instructions on

double-coding135 to make sure the categories did not overlap as well as to ensure the

reliability and quality of my coding frame.

Building a coding frame involves several necessary steps, according to Schreier, starting

with the selection of data and its relevance regarding the research question. Then, one must

structure the categories which I have done in a data-driven way; they thus emerged from the

material. I first identified the relevant concepts and then decided on the categories’ structure

so as to answer the research question properly as well as to avoid overlaps. My categories

are the following: Destination (cities and countries visited), The EU’s goals (presupposed

goals of the DiscoverEU initiative), Emotions (what the participants felt during their Interrail

experience), Topics (what topics are dealt with in the pictures and captions) and Travelling

(who are the participant travelling with, if anyone).

A sure way to ensure relevance in QCA is to have more than one subcategory within a main

category as the opposite emphasises lack of relevance. Similarly, no category should remain

empty as each subcategory needs to be used at least once in order to belong in the coding

frame. Afterwards, I have to make sure that the categories and their meaning are consistent.

135 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice. Sage, 2012; Gibbs. Analyzing Qualitative Data. Sage, 2007

134 Gibbs, Graham R. Analyzing Qualitative Data. Sage, 2007, 46

133 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 61

132 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 21
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To this end, attributing a definition to each category as well as explaining why two similar

subcategories belong in a main category is a must. Finally, the coding frame has to be

revised to check that it all makes sense and to remove any irrelevant categories.

There are different ways in which one can go about coding but I believe that the reductive

type of coding fits my thesis best. As gathered from its name, reductive coding reduces large

amounts of data by associating categories that belong together. The main categories are the

main findings - they answer the research question and are the focus point - while the

subcategories belong under the above-mentioned main categories and focus on each

individual category more in depth136. Once the categories are in place, I can have a look at

my data and analyse what is said about each topic, thus making sure to keep only the

relevant aspects in mind. When building a data-driven coding frame, the categories should

not mix or remain empty according to Schreier. Moreover, it is good to keep in mind that

since the categories are derived from my data, they would not be in the coding frame had I

not come across them while analysing my material so empty categories remain very unlikely

in this paper.

4.2.2. The pilot phase

Before diving fully into coding with all my material, it is necessary to conduct a pilot phase

with a sample of my data. During this time, I came up with all my categories, subcategories

and definitions of the latter. I also decided on a few ground rules such as only coding one

country and one city once per participant. For example, if someone went to Italy and visited

Venice and Rome, both cities will be coded but “Italy” will only be coded once - unless the

participant came back for a second visit. Another rule was that I would not code pictures that

were too similar to one another; that is to say that if only the participant’s pose changed for

instance but the angle, background and caption stayed the same, I would not code this piece

of data as the results would have been the same.

After having compared my two rounds of coding, I noticed a few categories that needed

changing and a few definitions that would benefit from more clarity. First of all, I would like to

point out that it was mostly my subcategories that were modified. I had created a

subcategory about the people present in the pictures, whether it was the participant by

themselves, with friends or if no one in particular was the focus of the picture but I believe it

would be more efficient and more clear to remove this subcategory and simply keep “Alone”

136 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, Chapter 5
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or “With friends” in a picture and file these subcategories under the main category

“Travelling”. I would argue that this category is relevant in order to determine if the

participants see their experience mostly as a trip with friends, a trip by themselves to

become more independent and/ or as an opportunity to discover Europe - that is how the

main category “Travelling” came to be as it was not originally in the pilot phase.

Furthermore, under “Emotions” I believe I should explain two similar subcategories which are

“Happiness” and “Excitement”. When talking about happiness I am referring to feelings

ranging from a positive emotion to great joy whereas when talking about excitement I am

referring to eagerness and looking forward to something. In that regard, I believe they are

different emotions and both deserve a code of their own. Moreover, during the pilot phase,

the now main category “Emotions” was under “Topics” and “Captions” but I felt it was

unnecessary as emotions could also be found on the pictures; so the images and the

captions have then been analysed together rather than separately. Besides, emotions is a

good way to capture how the participants felt about their experience and since the subject

was often mentioned during the pilot phase, I decided to create a main category for it given

its importance. Finally, some categories simply needed to be redefined more accurately such

as the subcategory “ Food” which was renamed “Local food” as it is what describes it best.

4.2.3. Main analysis

After the pilot phase comes the main analysis. In this chapter, I will mention how the main

analysis will be conducted as part of my QCA method but the proper analysis will really

come about in Chapter 5 of this thesis.

To start with, now that I have made sure that my coding frame is valid, I can apply it to all my

material i.e. 318 pictures and captions. All in all, I have 5 main categories - as previously

mentioned in this chapter - and 26 subcategories which I believe to be relevant to reflect the

meaning of the posts and pictures as well as to answer my research question. Moreover, as

pointed out in the research methods book Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, “coders

can typically keep track of approximately 40 categories”137; therefore, I would argue that 26

categories is enough to conduct a valid and thorough research.

During the main analysis, I used my updated and final coding frame after which, according to

Schreier, no changes can be made past this point - assuming they are minor changes or

137 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 195
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minor shortcomings or course. She emphasises that “there is no such thing as the perfect

study or the perfect coding frame”138.

If I am faced with such issues - albeit minor as previously stated -, they will be disclosed in

the discussion chapter of this paper and even though it may not be important enough to

change the entire coding frame and start all over, it does matter and it is beneficial to

mention those shortcomings and try to understand where they stem from. Indeed, during the

pilot phase, I made sure that each category matched with the data more than once and as

my categories actually stem from my material, it was bound to be found in it; however, I may

have sometimes over estimated the number of times a category would come back. I will

expand more on this bias in Chapter 6.

Finally, in order to best analyse my material and understand if the EU has had the impact it

wished to have, I have determined that what matters most is how often certain categories

come back, meaning that I will primarily focus on frequency139 when going over my coding

(Appendix 1).

4.3. QCA and the ATLAS.ti software

In this chapter, I have often mentioned coding and coding frames as an integral part of my

research method and to conduct QCA, I have used the software ATLAS.ti to analyse my

data, create categories and come up with bigger themes. This software was easy enough to

use and I could benefit from it thanks to my university who provides such licences for its

students.

To start with, I uploaded all my data to the software and created a Memo to document my

analysis and thus be able to see the changes that came about throughout the whole study. I

then decided to create all the main categories and subcategories needed and I also defined

them all so as to make sure their meaning was clear and that none of them were

overlapping. Once all my categories were ready, I applied them to my material which the

software helped me with but I believe it is important to mention that I did all the coding and

assigning myself; the software was merely a tool to support the QCA. ATLAS.ti was also very

139 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, Chapter 10

138 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 200
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helpful with regards to coding frequencies140 (Appendix 1). As a matter of fact, I need to

know how many times certain categories come back in order to see what the participants

mentioned or depicted the most during their Interrail experience.

Moreover, I would like to point out that ATLAS.ti solely allowed me to come up with a free

coding frame, meaning that my codes are not “hierarchically organised”141, thus I had to do it

myself as can be seen through the appendixes at the end of this paper. Nevertheless, it is

good to note that I could create visuals directly in ATLAS.ti in order to display my data

analysis as can be seen with Appendix 2.

141 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 245

140 Schreier. Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 251
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5. Analysis

As stated in my previous chapter, I will be using QCA and my coding frame emerged from

what I found in my data. All in all, I decided to include 5 main categories - Destinations,

Emotions, The EU’s goals, Topics and Travelling - and 26 subcategories in my analysis; for

more details, refer to the appendices .

5.1. Focusing on the individuals accounts

Before having a look at the general and overall results from ATLAS.ti, I would like to focus on

the participants' individual accounts - to do so, I will refer to each participant by a letter of the

roman alphabet. First, I should mention that I was done collecting my data - meaning the

pictures, captions and number of followers - as of the 7th of February 2022; if their number

of followers grew or if they posted more Interrail pictures later on, this shall not be taken into

account here. I also was able to tell where the participants were from based on them saying

so in the captions or in their Instagram biography or based on the language they used in the

captions. When I did not understand the languages used such as Polish, Lithuanian or

Slovak, I used the online translator “Deep L” which I believe gave me a reasonably accurate

translation and idea of the intended meaning.

What comes out from the first general overview is the fact that despite the differences

between the participants, certain things remain similar across the board. Indeed, most of the

participants posted about their experience while they were on their trip with the exception of

participants B and E which leads me to believe that there is no specific time frame put in

place by the EU regarding the reporting of their DiscoverEU Ambassadors. Regarding the

pictures, it seems clear that most of them revolve around specific and recognisable

destinations, famous sights, food, friends and cultural activities. The pictures are usually

posted in a chronological order and tell the story of one or several days during the

participants’ trip. The 18 years-olds often post about capitals or other major European cities

and less about more remote places in the countryside for instance. At the end of the

experience, it is common to have a post summarising their journey, the places they have

been to, what they got out of their Interrail and DiscoverEU experience and the way they

feel.
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Participant A is Spanish and has 557 followers. It was not always possible to tell where he

had been as sometimes his pictures’ location would simply be “Europe” which I believe is a

statement in itself. To guess where he was, I could rely on his pictures of well-known sights

and I could infer the city and country but when it is a picture of a forest for example, I was

unable to provide that information and thus the data was filed in “not disclosed” in the

category “Destinations” in coding frame.

Participant B is also Spanish and has 1638 followers - she has the most interaction in the

comments and the most reach thanks to her following. In the captions, she often mentioned

where she was but not much else. She posted many expected sights from the cities she

visited such as the Eiffel tower in Paris, the Wall in Berlin or the canals and windmills in the

Netherlands. I believe this shows that she wanted to share the countries’ culture to some

extent but these are also mostly visited by tourists, therefore perhaps changing the

participant’s experience from being a traveller to being a tourist. Moreover, we can wonder if

this does not strengthen the stereotypes that DiscoverEU was supposed to fight, by reducing

France to Paris and the Eiffel tower or the Louvre or by reducing the Netherlands to

windmills and tulips for instance. This was also the case for participants I and J.

Participant C is Dutch and has 371 followers. She was interesting to focus on as she was the

only one who really went to countries located in the East of the EU and to cities none of the

other participants had been to such as Sofia or Bucharest. Another reason she piqued my

interest was how honest she was in her captions. As a matter of fact, she is one of the only

participants who talked about the reality of travelling through Europe with a backpack for a

month. She posted pictures of her heavy backpack, her worn out shoes and her feet with

band-aids on them, showing and telling how tiring the trip can sometimes be. She would of

course post some pictures of the cities she visited as well as other activities like going to

museums or concerts but I believe she wanted to show and give a real side to the

experience and one that is not spoken of very often. Based on how different her trip looked

from the others, I would argue that the EU does not give clear instructions on what to post

when becoming a DiscoverEU Ambassador. Nevertheless, there is very little negative

feedback to be found in all my data and I reckon that it is because these young people feel

grateful towards the EU for their free Interrail pass and they may feel lucky to be able to

travel.

Similarly, participant D - from Slovakia and with 282 followers - also talks about her journey

and how tiring train travel can be. However, she mostly mentions her friends and what a

great experience she had. Participant H - from Italy and with 430 followers - does the same
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thing and both D and H decided to post typical sightseeing pictures, thus emphasising that

many Interrail participants often go to the same countries and cities to see and visit the same

things rather than to go off the beaten track. However, participant H caught my attention with

her frequent use of the EU flag emoji in her captions as I believe this shows her attachment

to the EU and her sense of belonging and she is willing to promote just that through her trip.

On the other hand, participants E - from Lithuania and with 1303 followers - and G - from

Poland and with 557 followers - seemed mostly focused on getting aesthetic pictures of

themselves with a nice background. Both participants can be seen posing for the perfect

shot and the backgrounds usually involve touristy destinations such as the Brandenburg

Gate, the Moulin Rouge or Montmartre. I would argue that these curated and aesthetic

pictures often get likes and are therefore popular on Instagram. Consequently, I believe that

both participants did not necessarily see DiscoverEU as a learning experience based on

their content. Indeed, from their posts, it seems they were there to take aesthetically

pleasing pictures but not to discover another culture or become more independent for

instance but simply to have a good time and travel. However, it is important to highlight that

participant G stated that this was the most expensive trip she had ever been on, thus proving

the point of all MEPs arguing that DiscoverEU was not going to be inclusive due to the

expenses that the trip entailed outside of the Interrail pass.

Finally, let us discuss participant F who is Dutch and has 117 followers. Her account is

interesting for this thesis as she created it for the sole purpose of reporting on her

DiscoverEU experience. Unfortunately, she is also the one with the least reach as she does

not have a lot of followers. This leads me to believe that accounts with a focus on aesthetic

pictures reach more people regardless of the realness of their content. Indeed, she may be

the most invested participant from my data despite her low level of reach. Before her trip,

she even took the time to document how she applied to the initiative, what her trip was like

during the trip and afterwards, she also offered help and advice on how to prepare for

Interrail in the captions and comments. Compared to the above-mentioned participants, she

posts realistic pictures of the places she visits, very often she is not in the pictures herself

but when she is, one can notice that she is dressed to travel and carries a big backpack. She

took over 200 pictures, thus conveying the feeling that she wants to capture everything on

her trip, down to the smallest architectural details of a building for instance. She uses the

caption to talk about her day and feelings. She keeps her experience honest, mentioning

how hot Prague is in August for example but since a lot of 18 year-olds will go on to study

after the summer, August is often the only month they can take part in Interrail. Moreover,

she was one of the rare participants to bring up some negative feedback towards train travel
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but overall, she remains positive about her entire experience. Participant F was also one of

the rare ones to go to more remote places such as Chambery, Untersberg or Hellbrunn. She

claims to have learnt a lot about European culture through her museum visits but also

through the local food.

5.1.1. Explaining the main categories and their relevance

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, I have chosen to conduct a qualitative content

analysis and to focus on frequencies as discussed in chapter 4. First, I believe an overview

of my main categories is required in order to understand their relevance in my thesis.

The main category “Destinations” includes the subcategories “country”, “city” and “not

disclosed”. I believe this is significant when answering my research question as we will be

able to see where the participants go most often and what countries are perhaps forgotten or

at the very least, less visited. It also allows us to observe what the popular cities are and

therefore see if people are truly exploring and discovering Europe or travelling to trendy and

tourist-friendly Western capitals. Moreover, I believe this is an important matter as crossing

national borders often and easily promotes the EU’s freedom of movement.

The main category “Emotions” refers to what the participants felt during their journey and

what it meant to them. This topic is also important to the MEPs as we have seen earlier in

Chapter 3 when they said that a Europe of emotions would help young people feel

connected to the EU more than a Europe of the law. Knowing about their emotions allows

me to explore the positive or negative feedback from the data in more depth.

The next main category is “the EU’s goals” and as explained previously, DiscoverEU is a tool

for the EU to convey a sense of belonging to the EU, to allow young generations to discover

their continent and to feel united with their fellow EU citizens as discussed during the

Parliamentary debates. Through my data, I will be able to see whether or not these goals -

which will be discussed later in this chapter - were fulfilled.

Regarding “Topics” I believe that despite the somewhat vague aspect of this main category,

it is relevant in order to answer the research question as it allows us to see what the

participants really focused on during their trip such as eating local food and spending the day
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at the beach or exploring the cities, going to museums and meeting people from other EU

countries.

Finally, the last main category, “Travelling”, is useful as I believe this measures the

interaction the participants had with other Europeans whether they are from the same

country or not as interaction matters to the spread of a European identity and sense of

belonging as previously discussed in Chapter 2 of this paper.

5.1.2. Findings: Young people are focusing on capital cities and

positive emotions

First, I will address the most popular countries and cities according to my data. The most

popular country - out of a list of 18 countries - was France, followed by Germany and Italy,

themselves followed by Austria, Czech Republic and the Netherlands. The most popular

cities reflect this trend too as amongst the 40 cities visited by the participants, the cities most

travelled to included Paris, Berlin, Venice, Rome, Milan, Vienna, Prague and Amsterdam. I

believe the reason for these countries and cities being so popular is their central location in

Europe as well as relatively easy access from one country to another as they are

neighbours. It is easier to travel from Vienna to Prague than from Vienna to Sofia for

instance. Given the central location of these popular destinations, we can infer that the

young people do not necessarily explore the whole continent as these destinations are in the

Western parts of the EU. Some people of course still go to the East or further West as the

participants from my data still went to Poland, Hungary, Romania, Spain or Portugal but to a

lesser extent. Therefore, we can suppose that Interrail and the DiscoverEU programme does

not benefit all EU countries to the same level as pointed out by the example of Malta in

Chapter 2, when discussing the Parliamentary debates. Moreover, I would like to point out

that out of the 8 most popular cities, 6 of them are capitals which also explains the easy

access. Furthermore, it could be argued that it is best to discover a country’s culture in a

short amount of time, in the capital as it is a place fit for tourism with many cultural sights like

monuments or churches and there are usually plenty of museums to explore the country’s

history and mindset.

Regarding the participants’ emotions during their DiscoverEU experience, the emotions

expressed most frequently are happiness, excitement and thankfulness. Feeling

independent and proud were the next most common emotions but to a lesser extent. We can
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therefore see that the participants perceived their experience in an extremely positive light.

Happiness was the most overwhelming result from my data and I believe that it is due to the

joy felt from experiencing and discovering new places, cultures as well as interacting with

other people. However, we must keep in mind that on Instagram, people tend to mostly

share positive experiences. Nevertheless, these elements often broaden people’s horizons

and opinions. Perhaps that is the reason why the EU believes DiscoverEU should belong to

the educational programme Erasmus+ - albeit informal learning, it is learning nonetheless.

With regard to the feeling of excitement reported from the participants, it was very often

present in the captions as they expressed their eagerness to go from one city to another or

to spend more time exploring a place more in depth for instance. I believe this shows the

participants’ commitment all throughout their trip to discover and enjoy as many things as

they could. Now I would like to touch upon the interesting topic that is the participants feeling

thankful towards the EU. When conducting QCA the context must always be kept in mind

and this is a great example of that reminder. Indeed, these young participants have a

relationship towards the EU as the latter provided them with an Interrail pass and the

opportunity to travel across Europe in whichever countries they chose for a month, therefore

it makes sense that the participants feel thankful towards the institutions for the chance to go

abroad. Hence, the strong presence of this feeling all throughout my data concerning

emotions. However, being thankful does not entail turning a blind eye to other problems that

were encountered during their travels as the participants still mentioned feeling tired,

frustrated, disappointed or bored but to a much lessened extent compared to the frequency

of positive emotions.

Emerging from the data concerning the EU’s goals (encountering different people, cultures

and languages, EU solidarity, fighting prejudices and European identity), we can notice that

they are not brought up very often. The most popular goal mentioned is that of discovering

different cultures, people and languages during Interrail. Very often, this was translated in my

data through the captions when the participants wrote about meeting new people,

discovering a new culture through food or music or even trying to incorporate some new

words in a foreign language to their vocabulary. We can therefore infer that the EU

somewhat succeeded regarding this goal but out of 318 pictures, it is good to keep in mind

that the topic only came up 17 times. The second most popular topic was “European

identity”. This is a significant issue for the EU as the initiative was launched to promote as

well as develop a common European identity - in the words of Weber on Twitter142 - and a

sense of belonging to the EU. This often came through via the use of the EU flag in the

142 Weber, M. “The time has come! #DiscoverEU stands ready to become a true lighthouse project for the
development of a common European identity in diversity” Twitter, 11.06.2018.
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captions alongside or instead of the flag of the country they were posting about; otherwise

the participants would simply bring it up in the captions. I would therefore argue that the

participants felt European to some extent after their experience but it is hard to determine

whether or not they already felt this way before, in which case, DiscoverEU might have only

strengthened or maintained this feeling rather than convince them that a common European

identity exists. There is research that points out that Erasmus+ does not necessarily create a

European identity but rather strengthens the participants’ “identification as European”143 if it

is already there.

However, I believe that topics, other than the EU’s goals, are important to analyse in order to

get a sense of what the participants’ experience was like. For instance, one could assume

that since the participants are so young, they would lack a strong sense of responsibility and

instead spend their days partying but that is not what the data shows at all, hence the

importance of analysing what mattered to the participants while on their journey. It seems

like the common and most popular focus was exploring their new environment as well as

visiting typical tourist sights such as the Eiffel tower, the Berlin Wall, the Duomo di Milano,

etc. Similarly to the Grand Tour, once a destination becomes popular, the travellers often

remain on the beaten track. Nevertheless, I would argue that most participants took and

posted realistic pictures of their trip, thus showing that aesthetics perhaps did not matter as

much as their role as DiscoverEU Ambassadors and the fact that they simply wanted to tell

the story of their trip and post and talk about their memories. Another important aspect of

their trip was the cultural activities they partook in. This goes to show that the 18 year-olds

were interested in discovering more than the popular tourist sights and were willing to learn

about another culture by going to museums, important monuments, churches and concerts

and thus really learn as much as they could as well as immerse themselves in the culture

when the opportunity presented itself. However, I would like to point out that no matter how

popular cities were, some participants still made space for nature during their trip. They

would post about the coast, the beach, the mountains or the parks they visited and enjoyed

spending time in. I would argue that nevertheless, none of these places could be considered

the countryside and thus this topic was non-existent in my data and I believe it to be a rare

occurrence for participants to go to a country and spend time in the countryside - just as we

have seen with the Grand Tour in Chapter 3. The countryside is usually less lively, perhaps

does not offer the same cultural opportunities and is harder to reach than cities which makes

this decision understandable; however, we should keep in mind that this puts rural places at

a disadvantage in comparison with urban areas when it comes to the DiscoverEU initiative.

143 Mitchell, Kristine. “Rethinking the ‘Erasmus Effect’ on European Identity.” Journal of Common Market Studies,
vol. 53, no. 2, Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2015, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12152. 341
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The last topic I would like to now mention concerns local food as the participants were

posting about this more than I had anticipated. It came as a surprise to me that this topic

became so recurrent but it makes sense to experience local food while abroad. Food is a big

part of the culture and of a country’s identity, therefore to explore and understand a new

culture, food can be an excellent medium. This goes to show that the participants are open

and are indeed learning informally about different cultures and their traditions.

Finally, I would like to address the main category “Travelling” as interaction matters when it

comes to creating bonds and bringing about a common European identity144 as discussed by

Kristine Mitchell or Neil Fligstein in Chapter 2. In most of their posts, the young people are

alone in their pictures but there is still a good amount of pictures that show friends being

photographed together. Unless disclosed in the captions, it is impossible for me to know

whether the participants had made friends along the way or if they left for their Interrail

experience together but 4 out of 10 made it clear they made friends while travelling, 4 out of

10 left with an already formed group and for the remaining 2 participants, I do not have that

information. However, I noticed that people who made friends on the trip were usually not

from the same country as opposed to those who left home with a group. As the participants

are all 18 and thus quite young, this is understandable and also offered as a possible option

while applying for DiscoverEU.

5.2. From discussion to reality: the Parliamentary debates

As discussed in Chapter 3, the FreeInterrail idea that was going to become the DiscoverEU

initiative was very much depicted as an EPP-driven project during the Parliamentary debates

and in the newspapers145 even though a previous attempt had been made by the Greens

and Social Democrats. I would argue that Weber was the MEP seen as the driving force

behind this initiative as can be seen from the debates. Indeed, whether people were in

favour or against DiscoverEU, they were not addressing the EPP but instead chose to

directly address Manfred Weber, thus pointing out that the project relied and depended on

him.

145 European Parliament. “Debates - 18th birthday Interrail pass for Europe” europarl.europa.eu https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2016-10-04-ITM-015_EN.html?redirect, Accessed on 15.01.2021;
Valero, Jorge. “EU ‘ready to explore’ free Interrail tickets for European teenagers” Euractiv, 05.10.2016, https
://www.euractiv.com/section/transport/news/eu-ready-to-explore-free-interrail-tickets-for-european-youngsters/,
Accessed on 21.04.2022

144 Mitchell, Kristine. “Rethinking the ‘Erasmus Effect’ on European Identity.” Journal of Common Market Studies,
vol. 53, no. 2, Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2015, pp. 330–48, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12152.
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The MEPs in favour of this initiative believed that this was not just a free Interrail pass but a

way for young people to think of Europe and the EU as a concrete entity rather than

something distant and abstract. They believed that discovering Europe, its diversity, different

cultures and meeting new people who share the same mindset about Europe would affect

the young generations and make them feel more European. It was also argued during the

debates that DiscoverEU comprised an informal education component and that it would

benefit the young participants on a personal and professional level once they enter working

life. Previous studies on mobility show the same results even though they point out that the

professional benefits are not the main reason for mobility146. The participants studied in this

thesis have indeed gained a stronger sense of confidence from being independent, using

another language than their mother tongue to communicate and learning to adapt but this

does not seem to be the most important aspect of their journey to them.

Those opposing DiscoverEU expressed their belief that the EU could do something else to

help the youth rather than to give free Interrail tickets and even though the participants’

opinions that emerged from my data shed a very positive light on the experience, it does not

necessarily mean that the EU’s goals were fulfilled. As mentioned above, there seems to be

no strong educational component or strong emotions towards the EU or a strong sense of

belonging to the EU and being European. The participants’ most common emotions during

their trip was happiness, excitement and thankfulness but this is not enough to determine

whether or not this experience strengthened the young people’s emotions towards the EU.

Since one of the main goals of the initiative is providing the young generations with a sense

of belonging, some MEPs understood DiscoverEU as EU propaganda as pointed out in

chapter 3 and that through the initiative, the EU was trying to “buy souls”. I believe this is an

interesting take as the EU obviously wants the future of Europe to feel like the EU is

important and useful to them as well as to the Member States and thus buying the Interrail

pass for them can be seen as buying their attachment to the EU. However, how Interrail

came to be part of an EU initiative remains unclear as well as the managing and marketing

of the Interrail passes. There is little information available about the process even after going

through EU websites and legal documents to learn more and that is not an easy task.

Moreover, as I pointed out before, some information remains hidden to the general public

such as the trilogue discussions during which DiscoverEU became part of Erasmus+.

Another criticism in which the opponents of the initiative were right is that it would not be

available to all strata of society. As one of the participants pointed out, this was the most

146 Haldimann, Lucas, et al. “Temporary Youth Mobility: Motivations and Benefits from a Life-Course Perspective.”
Children’s Geographies, 2021, pp. 1–15, https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2021.1980499.
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expensive trip she had taken part in and the costlier expenses were usually linked to

accommodation. The participants were often pictured in a museum or at other cultural places

or events and these activities need to be included in a budget as well as food and these

costs add up throughout their journey. DiscoverEU has therefore been accused of being a

class privilege and thus a programme dedicated to those who can afford it. The same

accusations have been directed towards the Erasmus+ programme for years now as pointed

out by Friedman147. Next, I will therefore argue that DiscoverEU can be said to follow in the

footsteps of the European Grand Tour in that regard.

5.3. DiscoverEU - the new Grand Tour?

Now would be an interesting time to discuss the European Grand Tour as I would argue that

both the Grand Tour and DiscoverEU were meant for a similar target demographic and

involved educational purposes combined with leisure elements. Indeed, even though the

Grand Tour was mostly accessible to the elites, as time went on, it became open to more

people - given that they were still wealthy enough to afford such a journey. Interrail, despite

the EU’s commitment in 2021 to make it more inclusive148 - and possibly available to all -,

bears a resemblance to the Grand Tour since only those who can afford the extra costs such

as accommodation, food and activities, will be able to participate. Therefore, despite their

efforts to be inclusive and include everyone under the umbrella of a European identity, the

EU’s initiative turned into something only certain strata of the population can afford and

relate to later on as a shared experience. This was made clear in my material as Participant

G, from Poland, in her limited account of her experience, still took the time to point out how

costly the trip was. This leads me to believe that this was an important remark to her and as

a DiscoverEU Ambassador, she might have wanted people to be aware of that fact before

applying for the initiative themselves. Indeed, based on Eurostat data149, it is made clear that

the cost of living or salaries in Italy or France for instance are much higher than in Poland.

Therefore, we can understand that the inclusivity problem does not only stem from the

contrast between the different strata of the population but also from the differences between

the Member States.

149 Eurostat, “Annual net earnings” europe.eu http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do,
Accessed on 18/05/2022

148 Banks, Martin. “MEPs Welcome Outcome of Inter-Institutional Talks on Erasmus Scheme.” The Parliament
Magazine, Dods Parliamentary Communications Limited, 2021.

147 Friedman. European Identity and Culture : Narratives of Transnational Belongings, 65
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Regarding the educational purposes, we can argue that the EU wants this experience to

impact the youth and hope that it will have a certain influence over their mindset as they

would like the participants to feel European as well as connect and interact with their fellow

EU citizens. Through the discovery and exploration of other cultures, the Interrailers could be

influenced and think that their differences should make them stronger rather than divide

them. Moreover, independence, relying on oneself and adaptability are key skills that the

participants could gain both during the Grand Tour and throughout DiscoverEU as well as

the opportunity to see how a country or city functions differently from its politics to its

customs or history. Travel is perceived as educational for these young people and supposed

to give them skills that will be needed in their lives later on. However, an important feature

for both journeys is also the participants’ enjoyment.

Another similarity between the two experiences concerns the homogeneity of their travel

routes. The participants seem more interested in visiting cities rather than the countryside

and as they visit the same cities, explore the same districts or go to the same cultural sites,

the experience between the participants - and photos shared with the Discover EU hashtag

in our time - bears a stunning degree of similitude as pointed out earlier in this chapter. The

cities are indeed the most popular destinations and much like during the Grand Tour, when

Interrailers went outside the city to some more nature-prone environment, according to my

data, they only stayed long enough to go hiking or swim and rest at the beach for a day. As a

result of Interrailers going to the same places, nationals from the same countries can be

seen to band together once they meet up in a city - as well as when they left home together

as a group - and remain in this tourist bubble even though they were supposed to

experience different cultures and meet new people. This was also the case during the Grand

Tour as expats tended to stay amongst themselves instead of mixing with the locals.

Moreover, just like the Grand Tour, young Interrailers are reporting on their travels. For them

it is stipulated that they must report on their travels but they are free to choose the format -

they can talk about their trip on social media or they can hold a presentation at school or for

an association later on. I believe that for those who took part in the Grand Tour, this was an

unspoken obligation as their family was paying for their travels and wanted to know what

they were doing and how they were doing. I would therefore like to draw a parallel between

the two situations. Indeed, before, one’s family would pay for the trip so they had to report to

them and the accounts would sometimes spread within as well as outside the family. Now,

the EU is providing these young people with this experience and thus, they must report to

the EU in the form of feedback surveys and accounts of their trip to their friends, family,

classmates, etc in order for the word to spread amongst young people about DiscoverEU.
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Reminiscent of the Grand Tour’s accounts circulating in society, I would argue that the EU

also wishes for a similar spread of Interrail experiences in order to reach more young people

and advertise what the EU can offer them. Furthermore, talking about their journey allowed

Grand Tour travellers to bring up their emotions, thus giving readers a more personal insight

into what travel can offer an individual. Today, that is still true as we have seen with

Interrailers discussing how they felt during their trip - this was such a significant topic that it

deserved a main category in my QCA - or as touched on during the Parliamentary debates

regarding a “Europe of emotions”.

However, this is one major element in which the Grand Tour differs drastically from

DiscoverEU. While the aim with DiscoverEU is to further a sense of belonging and European

identity, the Grand Tour was not meant to promote differences and continental solidarity.

Indeed, by the end of their journey, people’s belief that their nationality was the superior one

was often strengthened after having encountered different cultures and nationals. The notion

of a common cultural European heritage was present but the topics studied dated back to

antiquity and despite the new Enlightenment values, universalism or cosmopolitanism,

national identity building was in the making. Similarly to DiscoverEU, the Grand Tour was

about going beyond national borders, facing differences and experiencing something new

but within the framework of the Grand Tour, this made people turn inwards and believe in the

superiority of their nation and national identity. I argue that Interrail’s goal is the opposite of

that. The EU wants to convey the message that despite our differences, we should be united

because this diversity within Europe is what constitutes our strength. Therefore instead of

fighting each other, we should learn about each other, learn not to be threatened by our

neighbours and accept our differences because ultimately they make Europe, the EU and its

citizens stronger than fighting ever would. Europe as a peace project truly transpires through

DiscoverEU in my opinion.

5.4. DiscoverEU - A tool to foster European identity

The narrative created by the DiscoverEU participants is one of young people enjoying their

time travelling and discovering other European countries. The emotions mentioned are

overwhelmingly positive, there are no signs of hardships during their travels and most things

seem to go according to plan based on the DiscoverEU Ambassadors direct testimonies on

Instagram. The participants hardly ever complain and post pictures where they look happy.

Even when taking the social media bias into account, their pictures remain realistic for the
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most part, thus leading us to believe they are painting an honest picture of their time abroad.

From their accounts, we can see a willingness amongst them to explore the city they are in

and to learn more about the history and traditions of the place while at the same time

experiencing the culture through simple things such as food or through other educational

means such as going to museums. They seem to enjoy meeting new people and spending

time with friends and most of the participants’ accounts we analysed eventually brought up

the EU and the way they felt about this experience. Some felt European as expressed in

their captions through their words, location or use of flags. My data also depicts young

people who truly cared about making the most of their journey, chose to focus on the positive

and who believed this made them grow and even though not all of them mentions the EU or

European identity, I would argue that the EU’s goals are still being met.

Now, let us focus on how the EU is using Interrail as a soft power tool. I believe furthering

the idea of a European identity - since the EU assumes it already exists - amongst young

people is one of the key features of DiscoverEU. The EU already uses the required tools to

create an imagined community such as common symbols like a flag, an anthem, a motto, the

euro and EU citizens are being governed by the same European institutions regardless of

the Member State they belong to. Despite the EU - previously the EEC - being a recent

project, its pro-European politicians and leaders want the citizens to believe they have a

shared history and shared values and those things matter when it comes to imagined

communities as well as Europe as a peace project.

Another important point to the formation of an imagined community is a common language.

The EU officially has 24 languages but there is an unspoken agreement that French or

English can be used within the institutions and I would argue that this also happens to be the

case between European citizens who can and probably will resort to English for instance if

they do not speak the same native language. Therefore, there might not be a common

language throughout all of the EU but as long as people are able to communicate, I believe

conversations can be had and bonds can be created. The array of languages within the EU

also showcases its diversity and gives the EU an opportunity to prove that a European

identity exists alongside people’s national identity. Nowadays, however, the EU needs

support as they are facing a surge in populism, nationalism and overall euroscepticism,

hence one of DiscoverEU’s purposes being fostering a sense of belonging and European

identity amongst young people. And how better to convey this feeling than through an

experience shared by all EU Member States’ young citizens?
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Indeed, in order to convince young people that the EU is a concrete and beneficial actor now

and will be later, it needs to show they care and are interested in young people’s beliefs and

interests. First of all I would argue that the use of Interrail was a smart choice given how

environmentally-conscious the youth is nowadays and therefore if the EU favours train travel

and the environment, young people could understand this as the EU hearing them and

acting for their future. Moreover, I believe that with the conflicts going on in the world as this

thesis is being written, keeping the peace in Europe is important to both the EU - as

indicated by its peace project ambitions - and the younger generations who have never

known war at home. DiscoverEU fulfils this criteria as well since one of its goals is to fight

stereotypes and prejudices so that EU citizens can feel like they belong and do not perceive

their neighbours as enemies. The EU wants the “us versus them” rhetoric to be irrelevant

between Member States nationals so that European integration can progress smoothly and

the EU can have a future too. Therefore, through this goal we can see how something as

simple as meeting new people, making friends and finding commonalities such as shared

cultural heritage or shared history through the Interrail experience can have a deeper and

significant political meaning for the future of the EU. This takes place during their

DiscoverEU experience, without putting any pressure on the young participants, yet, it

conveys the message that differences are not inherent; each nation has an identity and

something that is theirs but it need not threaten the whole. Hence the importance of a

European identity in order to relate to other EU countries and understand them in the name

of EU solidarity and integration.

Social media and particularly Instagram, seems like the perfect way to convey these

messages and meanings to the youth of Europe as social media has a far-reaching influence

and is widely used by the younger generations. Moreover, I would argue that posts are, more

often than not, positive on this social media and thus shed a favourable light on the initiative,

helps to spread the word about DiscoverEU and serves as good advertisement to encourage

potential future participants to apply. Eventually, if the initiative fulfils its goals, it could gain

more support, be available to more people and have the young generations feel a sense of

belonging and advocate for the EU and European unity.
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6. Discussion

This thesis aimed at uncovering more about the topic of DiscoverEU - given the lack of

previous research - but also how the experience is depicted by the young generations to

their peers and how it is being used by the EU to promote their vision of a common

European identity. Information regarding how the initiative came to be is not easily

accessible and the participants’ feedback regarding their trip is always positive when one

has a look at the different EU websites. However, apart from the knowledge that the idea

was brought forward by two German students and strongly supported by Weber and the

EPP, there is not a lot of literature available on the topic. Indeed, it is mostly Parliamentary

debates and yet, the most crucial part: knowing how DiscoverEU became part of Erasmus+,

is not available to the public as it was agreed upon during the trilogues.

I believe the results coincide with the views presented in the theory chapter as I would argue

that despite the EU’s belief, a common European identity does not exist just yet, hence

DiscoverEU as a tool to promote this identity to the youth of the EU. For a common identity

to come about, symbols and commonalities are needed as pointed out by Anderson and I

would argue that national identities and a European identity can co-exist. However, despite

the EU’s efforts in terms of integration, I believe that the lack of transparency in

decision-making from the EU as well as the citizens’ lack of understanding of the European

institutions constitute an obstacle regarding the creation of said identity. Moreover, shared

history is needed for nationals to relate to one another and feel a sense of unity but since the

EU is such a recent economic and political union, this notion of shared history is perhaps

harder to grasp or not sufficient for people from different countries to bond together. Indeed,

European countries used to fight their neighbours as showcased by the World Wars and

therefore were considered as the “other” or the enemy and this lack of shared history could

explain why it is so difficult to come up with this common European identity every European

could identify with as pointed out in Chapter 2.

I believe that my research method generally met my expectations. I expected the results to

be extremely positive given the nature of social media but I still thought I would find a few

more lines in the participants’ captions reflecting a negative experience, at least for a day, if

not more but this was not the case; almost everything was overwhelmingly positive. When

starting my analysis, I was expecting to find that the EU was using Interrail and Instagram

through the participants’ accounts to show young people what it means to be European and

therefore, I expected more testimonies to reflect this either new-found European identity or
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this strengthened European identity amongst the participants but that was not the case

either.

As instructed by Schreier, difficulties or unexpected outcomes should not be swept under the

rug, therefore I would like to address my assumptions prior to the QCA. I suspected that

DiscoverEU was only going to be painted in an extremely positive light on EU websites or on

official Instagram accounts run by the EU but the participants tended to share this opinion as

well. I also noticed that some codes remained empty in my coding frame as I was expecting

to include “angry” in the main category “Emotions” or “countryside” in the “Topics” category

but eventually I had to delete them as they never appeared in my data like I had assumed.

Similarly, when I started coding the other emotions such as “tired” or “frustrated”, I was

expecting the participants to mention those emotions with regards to something considerable

like their overall experience or something small like train travel for instance. However, they

remained rare occurrences and mostly focused on trains being late, travel time being lengthy

or walking a lot during the day.

I would also like to point out that in reality, there were not as many Instagram accounts as I

had imagined when I came up with my thesis theme and method. I believe that it is due to

the fact that I was looking for posts in 2021 and 2022 regarding the DiscoverEU rounds from

2019. I would assume that some accounts were turned to private after the participants had

reported on their trip in order to retain some privacy regarding their daily life posts later on.

Indeed, the EU stipulates that DiscoverEU Ambassadors have to share their experience but

does not define a time-frame, so people can go from a public account to a private one

shortly after their Interrail journey. Another unforeseen element on my part was that the

participants wrote many captions in their native language. Based on my own experience

using this social media and having quite an international circle of friends, I had assumed that

on their travels or that if they met other nationals with whom they needed to communicate in

another language such as English, then most of the captions would be in English but it was

not the case. Moreover, in Chapter 4, I pointed out that most of the accounts I found were

women’s accounts which was surprising to me at first, but according to a 2019 EU factsheet,

59.8% of the participants were women150. This could therefore partly explain this

phenomenon. Finally, I want to mention that I was perhaps expecting some pictures to be

about partying given the young age of the participants but this did not happen as the focus of

the posts remained on culture, sightseeing, exploring, food and friendships. Nature also

150 European Commission. DiscoverEU factsheet, 2019, https://europa.eu/youth/sites/default/files/discovereu_
factsheet_june_2019.pdf
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seemed to take more space than I had anticipated and thus needed a subcategory of its

own.

7. Conclusion

The aim of my thesis was to better understand the role of DiscoverEU, the way it was

depicted by the young participants as well as the message conveyed by the EU regarding

European identity. In order to do so, I gathered data published in 2019 by DiscoverEU

Ambassadors on Instagram and I conducted qualitative content analysis on their pictures

and captions. DiscoverEU is presented by both the EU and the DiscoverEU Ambassadors as

a great opportunity for 18 year-old European citizens to travel, discover Europe and

experience its diversity firsthand. However, it is also beneficial for the EU who benefits from

the young generations, who are the future of the EU, spreading the word about European

identity or emphasising commonalities between different nationals and overall promoting the

European project. As put into words by Weber on Twitter: “The time has come! #DiscoverEU

stands ready to become a true lighthouse project for the development of a common

European identity in diversity”151.

European identity, decision-making within the EU and the significance of travel were

particularly interesting topics throughout this thesis. The EU would argue that European

identity is already a de facto identity while the literature proved that scholars disagree; a

sense of attachment is missing. That is not to say this identity could never come about later

as scholars like Friedman or Fligstein recognised that both national and European identities

could co-exist but changes need to be made in order for this identity to come about such as

more transparent decision-making processes from the EU and a better understanding of the

EU and its institutions from the citizens. The research also pointed out that interaction

between EU citizens from different countries was also essential to fight this “us versus the

other” rhetoric and mindset and start bonding and feeling a sense of belonging and unity. To

achieve this goal, travel is a useful tool, hence the importance of a free Interrail pass for the

youth but travelling as a young person for educational purposes is not a new concept as

pointed out with the example of the Grand Tour. Unlike the Grand Tour though, DiscoverEU

aims at showcasing Europe’s diversity and differences to prove that they make the EU and

its citizens stronger and thus should not be a cause for division between the Member States.

151 Weber, M. “The time has come! #DiscoverEU stands ready to become a true lighthouse project for the
development of a common European identity in diversity” Twitter, 11.06.2018.
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The analysis showed that the EU is using DiscoverEU as a tool to promote European identity

in numerous ways. First of all, Interrail can be said to further a sense of belonging by

creating an imagined community through common symbols as well as through this shared

travelling experience. The young target audience is not a coincidence since they are the

future of the EU and consequently, the EU would like them to believe in the institutions, in

the fact that they are beneficial for Europe, its citizens and the Member States. Through

DiscoverEU, the EU proves it cares about young people and their future as illustrated by

train travel - a green means of transportation to address young people’s environmental

concerns nowadays. Social media was also used as a tool to reach the younger generations

as they tend to feel more European than older generations who are more attached to their

national identity152. The initiative focuses on the youth in order to fight nationalism and

populism through meeting new people from different countries as well as discovering other

cultures. By doing so, the EU believes that this will allow the participants to perceive their

differences as a strength rather than a threat. This political goal makes sense regarding

DiscoverEU as the idea sprung in 2016 and came to be in 2018 when populism and

nationalism were especially on the rise.

Certain points remain unclear due to the lack of previous literature and research on the topic

of DiscoverEU. The available material mostly resides in legislative documents that are to be

found on the Europe Union’s websites but the process is not easy and can thus discourage

the general public if they ever wanted to find more information about the initiative. As

discussed in this thesis, material regarding DiscoverEU and the way it came to be part of the

Erasmus+ programme was not disclosed to the public as it took place during the trilogues

and therefore can hardly be studied. Moreover, I would like to point out that in my data, very

few of the participants talked about the EU’s goals throughout their travels, consequently, it

is hard to see if they have been fulfilled, what impact this has on the participants’ lives later

on or even what the participants felt or believed in regarding the EU and European identity

before their trip.

In 2021, the budget for DiscoverEU grew as part of the EU’s “Investing in People'' theme as

stated in a 2020 DiscoverEU fact sheet153. Thanks to the budget increase, more Interrail

passes became available and by becoming part of the Erasmus+ programme, the EU proves

that they are securing the initiative and wishes it to be long-lasting. The very same year, the

153 European Commission. DiscoverEU factsheet, 2020, https://europa.eu/youth/sites/default/files/discovereu_
factsheet.pdf

152 Fligstein. Euroclash : the EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe. 147
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EU also proved its support in favour of train travel and a more ecological future by declaring

2021 the European year of rail, thus making their position clear that rail travels and

DiscoverEU were here to stay.

For future research interested in DiscoverEU, the way it is used and its impact, I believe it

would be refreshing to interview DiscoverEU Ambassadors to focus on the EU’s goals and

perhaps ask them about those goals to see the impact of the initiative in the long run and

long after the experience is over in order to see if a sense of belonging or attachment

develops and thus benefits the EU in the long term. It could also be interesting to see if the

EU changes anything in the initiative to prevent participants from always going to the same

countries while others receive very little attention due to their geographical location or simply

because they are less popular tourist destinations. I believe it could also be beneficial to

keep an eye on the expenses of DiscoverEU. If the budget grows, one can wonder whether

the money should or will be put towards more free Interrail passes or towards inclusivity

instead by paying for the participants’ accommodation for example in order for more people

to be able to afford such an experience.
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