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Abstract: The EU’s cultural initiative ‘the European Capital of Culture’ (ECOC) 

includes high identity political aims. It requires the designated cities to 

introduce and foster local, regional, and European cultural identities. 

In addition, the cities have used the designation as an opportunity 

to promote national cultural identity. Audiences of the ECOC events 

recognize and interpret different kinds of representations of territorial 

cultural identities from what the cities have to offer in culture. 

However, the contents of these interpretations vary drastically in the 

ECOCs. The article discusses whether the competence of interpreting 

the representations of territorial cultural identities is related to some 

social determinants of the audiences. Based on a questionnaire study 

conducted in recent ECOCs—Pécs (Hungary), Tallinn (Estonia), and 

Turku (Finland)—the study indicates that, for example, education, 

source of livelihood, and active cultural participation impact the 

interpretations of the representations of territorial cultural identities.
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1. Introduction

initiatives that focus on strengthening local, regional, and European identities, 

and increasing European cohesion. One of the EU’s longest-running cultural 

as European Cities of Culture in order to bring to the fore the common culture 

the European Parliament and the European Council and renamed the European 

Capital of Culture.

political focus. Fostering and promoting local, regional, and European cultural 

initiative. The fundamental political agenda of the initiative was to get the 

cities to present themselves and their culture as part of the common European 

rhetoric of the ECOC does not include the national scale, the cities have also 

on their reception. Case studies of the ECOC audiences indicate that the 

audiences have recognized and interpreted different kinds of manifestations 
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of territorial cultural identities from what the ECOCs offer in cultural terms 

more able and competent to recognize representations of territorial cultural 

perceiving and interpreting them related to some social determinants of the 

identities differ between people with different social background and cultural 

behavior?

This article focuses on the audience reception of the ECOC events in three 

to promote and foster territorial cultural characteristics and identities. Various 

ECOC events in the cities focused more or less on bringing to the fore the 

their people. The investigation of the audience’s reception of representations of 

implemented in the case cities. In order to answer the core questions regarding 

the social determinants in the interpretations of the representations of territorial 

cultural identities, the investigation adapts the discussions on diverse forms 

article aims to investigate whether the same social determinants that, according 

tastes also impact people’s notions and interpretations of the representations 

of territorial cultural identities. Do the sociological views on cultural capital 

offer new insights for understanding people’s notions on territorial cultural 

identities?
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conceptualizations. Various epistemological turns, such as the linguistic, 

narrative, and cultural turns that have characterized humanistic and social 

a fundamental point of departure in understanding such phenomena. Cultural 

identities can be understood as processes taking various forms with respect to a 

are both manifestations of cultural identities and spaces of negotiations and 

identities, which are represented and manifested in diverse cultural phenomena, 

the people.

instrumental in distinguishing them and their identities from others (Paasi, 
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Europe—and local, regional, national, and European cultural identities—refer 

Several scholars have made a theoretical distinction between the collective 

people’s awareness of the place or a region and its particular characteristics 

combined with a feeling of regional cohesion and togetherness amongst the 

its citizenship, and activities of its inhabitants are intertwined in a multifaceted 

anchoring them to particular places, landscapes, and environments. Territorial 

and performative nature. Similar ideas have also been applied in recent studies 

and talking about.

Several researchers have discussed and theorized about different notions on 
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on the basis of legal rights, constitutions, citizenship statuses, or economic or 

the case ECOCs perceive the territorial identities as ‘thick’ or ‘thin’? Did some 

manifested in the ECOC events? Before answering these questions, theoretical 

3. Conceptualizing cultural capital

Various sociologists have investigated the connections and the interdependence 

between social determinants—such as education, social class, and economic 

position—and the consumption of cultural products, the formation of tastes and 

for these studies has been Pierre Bourdieu’s broad empirical investigations 

and theoretical formulations on social practices, power structures, and value 

of capital: the distinction between the economic and cultural capital forms the 

and reproduction of social life. The content of economic capital refers to concrete 

arts, and the intellectual world are embodied forms of cultural capital which are 

internalized in the socialization process. Embodied cultural capital is required 

also be accumulated through the education or involvement in cultural or artistic 

spheres. One fundamental, and institutionalized, form of cultural capital is the 
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Because the social conditions of the transmission and acquisition of cultural 

capital are less visible than those of economic capital, it is predisposed to function 

discussed in Bourdieu’s works alongside other forms of capital. Rather than 

the idea of power.

DiMaggio, 1996) to investigations in religious commitments (Bradford, 2003). 

such as in the formation of intercultural or transnational identities (Trueba, 

meanings. Even in Bourdieu’s own works, the focus of the concept differs 

Bourdieu’s investigations on cultural values and the reception of cultural 

phenomena have indicated how the appreciation of art is related to educational 

Darbel and Dominique Schnapper divided their informants to those who 

approached works of art through an artistic code, and to those who approached 

The users of the artistic code were able to discuss the works in relation to 

class structure: the users of the artistic code represented educated upper class 

In Distinction
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in Distinction

while the use of artistic code requires aesthetic distance and knowledge of art. 

territorial cultural identities? 

social space and the relations and distances between these locations rather than 

individualization has often been said to weaken the class-based structures of 

and ‘popular’ culture has been considered as transformed and blurred in the 

20th

1992). Several scholars oriented in the postmodern thinking have emphasized 

The transformation and blurring of the borders of class-based cultural practices 

et al.

some cases complicated and transformed certain cultural and social practices. 

represented in and through cultural products and phenomena. Thus, one could 

predict that cultural competence and cultural capital in general have an impact 
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on how representations of cultural identities are recognized, perceived, and 

are intertwined with the production and understanding of territorial attachments 

and national scales decreased as the education of the respondents increased. 

In their investigation, the opposite was true for the European attachment, but 

respondents were more attached on the local and regional scales. 

capitals is manifested in one of Bourdieu’s core concepts—‘habitus’. It can 

Even though various scholars have criticized the concept of habitus for being 

emphasized how it nevertheless recognizes the potential for change. This 

change is realized through movement across the social space which Bourdieu 

concept of habitus is taken as the point of departure (but not as a conceptual 

social structure and some social determinants of the interpreters.  
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also relate to those social determinants that increase the cultural capital. In 

Bourdieu’s work, language use is an integral part of habitus. Linguistic habitus 

situation, but also to the language use which is adapted to a certain linguistic 

4. Data and methods

meeting point of a region surrounding it. Tallinn, the capital of Estonia, was 
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The questionnaire data was collected through self-completion questionnaires 

events). Some of the selected events were festivals or series of events including 

the whole ECOC program in the case cities. In addition, the data includes the 

questionnaire was sent to contact persons of ten local cultural organizations or 

to inform their staff and stakeholders about the online questionnaire. The 

the data includes altogether 1,425 responses. More detailed descriptions of the 

in the case cities, differences between the answers, and the interpretations of 

‘national culture’, and ‘Europeanness’. The design of the questionnaire was 

based on the diverse and multifaceted meanings of the territorial cultural 

respondents were instructed to concretize and describe the concepts in responses 

directed the respondents to perceive the territorial identities as cultural identities 

civic status.
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territorial cultural identities. If the respondents considered in the closed questions 

information about the respondents’ educational level, source of livelihood, and 

culture, and Europeanness were represented in the ECOC events. The responses 

representations of territorial cultural identities were interpreted in the ECOC 

respondents but the contents of their responses. Thus, a response from one 

territorial cultural identities. 

background information which indicates their engagement with the cultural 

of 1 to 7, the mean of the respondents’ active participation in cultural events in 

general on a scale of 1 to 6, the mean of the respondents’ active participation in 

ECOC events on a scale of 1 to 5, the percentage of the respondents involved 

in the production of the ECOC events, and the percentage of the respondents 

working in the art and cultural sector. 

Brought to you by | provisional account
Unauthenticated | 130.234.74.31
Download Date | 5/24/14 7:57 AM



81

 

Baltic Journal of European Studies
Tallinn University of Technology (ISSN 2228-0588), Vol. 4, No. 1 (16)

people was measured. During the past decades, scholars have operationalized 

level of one’s parents and grandparents, the size of one’s place of origin and 

In Distinction

one’s formal educational degree, knowledge and appreciation of artistic and 

territorial cultural identities. 

Bourdieu’s theories on diverse capitals form a part of the broader theoretical 

article utilizes Bourdieusian notions on social structure as a point of departure 

tools in the article. The Bourdieusian conceptualization in the article adopts a 

formulation which the author “could work with, rather than refer to

2009, p. 277).

5.  The interpretations of the representations  
of territorial cultural identities

5.1  Analysis of the closed questions

participating in the ECOC events (Cronbach's 0.67). The correlation between 

the cultural participation and educational level (Cronbach's  0.44) was not as 

Brought to you by | provisional account
Unauthenticated | 130.234.74.31
Download Date | 5/24/14 7:57 AM



82 Baltic Journal of European Studies
Tallinn University of Technology (ISSN 2228-0588), Vol. 4, No. 1 (16)

in different kinds of cultural events and visited the ECOC events organized in 

school as the highest education) included a great number of respondents who 

the free events in public spaces of the cities also attracted less educated audiences. 

The respondents who participated most often in cultural events worked in the 

services and consulting), and public administration. The respondents working 

in national defense, transportation, storing or guarding, and agriculture or other 

respondents in the same professions paid the most and the least visits to the 

ECOC events. 

In the questionnaire the respondents were asked to evaluate on a Likert 

national culture, and Europeanness. Statistical comparison revealed some 

differences between the respondents’ opinions in different educational groups 

or lower vocational education, while Europeanness was perceived the most 

perception of territorial cultural identities in the ECOC events—Europeanness 

culture, and Europeanness in the ECOC events less than the respondents working 

cultural identities the most (Table 1). The results seem to contradict those that 

show the impact of the educational level on the perception of the territorial 

cultural identities. According to the responses, however, the educational level 
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Table 1. Opinions on how the ECOC events represent the concepts of locality, 

regionality, national culture, and Europeanness according to the source of the 

livelihood of the respondents. 

Agriculture, forestry, 

/ Industry / Construction 

industry or electricity, 

gas or water supply / 

Transportation, storing 

or guarding

(n=105)

Bulk or retail 

trade / Nutrition or 

accommodation / 

Information technology, 

communication or media 

/ Financing, insurance 

or real estate / National 

defense

(n=241)

Medicine, health 

care or social 

services / Other 

expert services 

/ Education / 

Research / Public 

administration / 

Culture and art

(n=779)

Kruskal-

Wallis test 

Asymp. 

Sig.

Locality 3.39 3.53 3.68 .005**

Regionality 2.70 2.56 2.77 .023*

National culture 3.49 3.62 3.74 .006**

Europeanness 3.56 3.74 3.77 .147

Note: Means on a scale of 1 = very negative, 2 = negative, 3 = neutral, 4 = positive, 5 = very 

positive. The highest means are in bold, the lowest are underlined.

* p < .05 

** p < .01 

*** p < .001

5.2 Analysis of the open questions

In general, the education and the active participation in cultural events seemed 

to increase the competence to describe, in the open questions, the contents of 

the territorial cultural identities perceived in the ECOC events. The statistical 
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the narrowest, while the respondents working in service and clerical positions 

(Table 4). The differences between the responses of respondents working in 

Table 2.  Means of a number of different interpretations of territorial identities in the 

ECOC events given by the respondents belonging to different educational 

groups.

 A  B  C E G 

Locality 0.80 0.90 1.55

Regionality 0.09 0.20 0.20 0.47

culture
0.70 0.83 0.83

ness
0.70 0.81

Note: A = comprehensive or elementary school, B = vocational course or degree or in-job  

training, C = Matriculation examination, D = Polytechnic or other higher vocational education, 

E = BA degree, F = MA degree, G = PhD degree. The highest means are in bold, the lowest 

are underlined.
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Table 3.  Means of a number of different interpretations of territorial identities in 

the ECOC events given by the respondents according to their activity in 

participating in cultural events. 

 A  B  C E 

Locality 1.19

Regionality 0.00 0.09 0.25

culture
1.54 0.77 0.90

ness
0.00 0.77

Note: A = hardly ever, B = once a year or less, C = a couple of times a year, D = every other 

month, E = 1-3 times a month, F = once a week or more. The highest means are in bold, the 

lowest are underlined.

Table 4.  Means of a number of different interpretations of territorial identities in 

the ECOC events given by the respondents according to their source of 

livelihood. 

Locality 0.94 0.89

Regionality 0.20

culture
0.74

ness
0.65

highest means are in bold, the lowest are underlined.

common themes recurring in the data) ordered according to their Cultural 

Brought to you by | provisional account
Unauthenticated | 130.234.74.31
Download Date | 5/24/14 7:57 AM



86 Baltic Journal of European Studies
Tallinn University of Technology (ISSN 2228-0588), Vol. 4, No. 1 (16)

Table 5. The variety of thematic contents through which the respondents described 

the representation of locality, regionality, national culture, and Europeanness 

in the ECOC events ordered according to their Cultural Competence 

Index (CC-Index) based on the respondents’ level of education, activity to 

participate in cultural events in general, activity to participate in the ECOC 

events, activity to participate in the organization of the ECOC events, and 

source of livelihood in the art and cultural sector.

CC- Locality Regionality

High

Low

Local arts History Venues

environment
Connections to 

Regional arts Common 
culture 

environment
History Cultural 

Regional artists 

Local artists Regional Regular events ECOC title

Tangible heritage
environment

Tangible heritage

Venues

Venues 
it national culture

Cultural 

History
culture

national 
cultures

ECOC title
Regional 
citizens

Quality

culture
Citizens Symbols

languages

Regular events

Symbols
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According to the results, the respondents with high cultural competence 

at the ECOC events. In addition, interpreting the representations of Europeanness 

opposed to this, interpreting the representations of national culture in the artistic 

capital) recognized as representations of national culture, while recognizing the 

high cultural competence from the respondents. Thus, the less competent 

phenomena of the ECOC events—such as environmental settings of the event 

high cultural competence. 

in the case cities included several festivals and popular big events which had 

emphasizing these recurring festivals required the least cultural competence. 

through the involvement of local citizens in the organization and arrangement 

events did not require high cultural competence. Also, the involvement of the 

people from the region in the ECOC events was interpreted as a manifestation 

the cases of other territorial cultural identities, the respondents with low cultural 
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of different European nations was common among the respondents with low 

due to the local historical focus of the various historical events in the ECOC 

the ECOC audiences.  

Interpreting the ECOC event venues and their environmental settings as 

representations of national culture and, thus, as having national importance 

demanded that the respondents have high cultural competence. Venues were 

cultural competence interpreted the representations of national culture in the 

particular knowledge on culture.

The respondents with high cultural competence interpreted Europeanness at the 

different national cultures of European nations. In general, understanding 
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as a representation of Europeanness at the events. 

It required less cultural competence to interpret the presence of foreign languages 

at the ECOC events as a representation of Europeanness. In this case, the notions 

encounter of different languages in situations in which the respondents did not 

face foreign languages as often. As in the case of national culture, respondents 

or European funding—as representations of Europeanness. In particular, the 

Europeanness. For them, Europeanness meant a positive standard in cultural 

6. Discussion and conclusions

Bourdieu argues that acquired cultural competences are used to legitimize social 

which can be utilized as a means in the process of distinction and establishing 

one’s social position or habitus. The competence of recognizing and interpreting 

able but also willing to perceive and interested in perceiving cultural events as 

manifestations of territorial identities. This can be interpreted as an indication 

production of the respondents’ habitus.

literature as discursive, narrative, cultural, and performative practices, studies 

differences in the notions on them between people representing different social 
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backgrounds. The results indicate that the social structure and the variables on 

an impact on the perception and interpretation of territorial cultural identities in 

the reception of the ECOC events. The rise in the educational level and in the 

respondents’ descriptions regarding their interpretations of the representations 

of territorial cultural identities. In addition, the respondents in higher social 

respondents were better able to recognize and were more familiar with the 

diverse representations of territorial cultural identities manifested in the cultural 

more competent and motivated to verbalize their notions and interpretations 

on territorial cultural identities. In light of the results, cultural competence and 

linguistic habitus seem to reinforce each other. 

all investigated territorial cultural identities were represented at the ECOC 

events than the respondents gaining their livelihood from service and clerical 

the educational level of the respondents, the results indicate that increase in 

the educational level did not increase the recognition of representations of the 

the respondents with the highest educational level were, however, more 

respondents.

recognized and described territorial cultural identities as thick identities. 

of cultural traditions, traditional cultural habits, and the involvement of 

respondents with low cultural competence often interpreted well-known 

while the interpretations of national culture and Europeanness were often 

and the encounter of national or foreign languages. Thus, the respondents with 
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low cultural competence seemed to interpret the representations of cultural 

life code’. In addition, the respondents with low cultural competence often 

The respondents with high cultural competence were able to describe the 

or rethink the predominant notions of territorial cultural identities or strengthen 

them. Their interpretations of cultural identities often relied on special 

with high cultural competence often discussed the territorial cultural identities 

competent respondents often brought to the fore the discussions on diverse 

media representations and advertisement discourses on territorial cultural 

of the territorial cultural identities among the respondents with high cultural 

competence resembles the code Bourdieu calls ‘artistic’. On the one hand, the 

results, thus, follow Bourdieu’s views on the correspondence between cultural 

capital and cultural choices and notions. On the other hand, the results cannot 

in distinguishing the tastes and cultural choices of people belonging to different 

social classes.  

thematic responses, the results indicate that the range was the smallest in the case 

to other territorial cultural identities, the respondents were the most unanimous 

In general, the results indicate that the representations of territorial cultural 

social, and environmental phenomena were interpreted as representations of 

perception and interpretation are connected to various social determinants of the 
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narrative, and cultural practices. Linguistic descriptions of them are performative 
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of Finland. Her latest publication is ‘Contested Identity Politics: Analysis of the EU Policy 

Objectives and the Local Reception of the European Capital of Culture Program’ in The 
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