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Abstract
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The aim of the thesis is to understand how international educational processes and practices
enable the formation of student dispositions related to Europe and the EU labour market. The
College of Europe, located in Bruges, Belgium, is a postgraduate independent private institution.
It is a boarding school with approximately 350 students representing around 50 nationalities.
It was created in the aftermath of the Second World War by European federalists and has a
political mission of contributing to European integration. The method consisted of ethnographic
fieldwork combining participant observations with semi-structured interviews (27 with students
and 11 with the school administration). I mainly interviewed students from Scandinavian and
Central and Eastern European Countries. In addition, informal interviews were conducted
with faculty, students, school administration, alumni, and EU officials. Contextual information
and data were collected from the school website, school brochures between 1953–2017, the
Student Yearbook, and students LinkedIn profiles. Departing from Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology,
I constructed the College of Europe as a social space in the intersections of various fields at
the national, European, and global level. Rather than making a field analysis of the school, the
intersection across fields was used as an analytical prism when making sense of what was taking
place within the school. To grasp the structure of such a space I investigated the distribution
of different assets and resources that the students possess before arriving in Bruges as well as
accumulated during the school year.

The College of Europe is a social space positioned towards the EU and Europe yet where
the national is continuously present. It is aiming to contribute to European integration through
the formation of EU-professionals for both the public and the private sector. It is a social
space where the objective is to overcome national barriers and acquire a European outlook
through diversity, yet it is marked by geopolitical and symbolic hierarchies that relate to students
previously inherited and acquired national, international, and linguistic capital and social class
as well as macrolevel structures and social order such as European social inequalities and
EU member states hierarchies. The students, endowed with large amounts of international
capital, come from middle and upper middle class, acquire social distinction through the
College of Europe and while striving to build Europe, they continuously also build themselves.
The academic year, through the forging of dispositions such as valuing social dispositions
over academic excellence, professionalism, being at ease with people in positions of power,
understanding EU geopolitical and symbolic hierarchies and situating oneself within them,
largely reproduces the existing European social order.

Keywords: Europe, Internationalisation, Higher Education, Socialisation, Geopolitical
Hierarchies

Sara Lindberg, Department of Education, Box 2136, Uppsala University, SE-750 02 Uppsala,
Sweden.

© Sara Lindberg 2022

ISBN 978-91-513-1629-1
URN urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-486763 (http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-486763)



Table of Contents   

PREFACE ................................................................................................. 9 

ABBREVIATIONS ................................................................................. 11 

CHAPTER 1 EUROPEAN FORMATION AT A CROSSROAD: 
GEOPOLITICAL HIERARCHIES AND SOCIAL CLASS .................... 13 

School as a Prism for Various Levels and Sectors ................................ 14 
Studying Dispositions through Processes and Practices ....................... 16 
Aim and Research Questions .............................................................. 19 

Institution ....................................................................................... 19 
Students ......................................................................................... 19 
Encounter between Institution and Students .................................. 19 

Structure of Thesis .............................................................................. 20 

CHAPTER 2 THEORETICAL AVENUES AND CONCEPTS ............. 23 
A European Field through the Optic of an International School ......... 23 
The College of Europe as an Institution .............................................. 27 
Habitus Formation through Practices .................................................. 28 
International Capital and a European-specific Capital? ....................... 30 
Conclusion .......................................................................................... 33 

CHAPTER 3 THREE STRANDS OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH ............ 35 
Drawing on Elite School Culture ........................................................ 35 

Elite Schools and Boarding Schools ................................................ 36 
Preparing for Power and Professional Life ...................................... 38 
Forging a Collective Group ............................................................ 39 

International Schooling, Mobility and Language ................................. 40 
International Education as a Social and Professional Strategy ......... 41 
The Importance of Language .......................................................... 42 
Intra-European Mobility ................................................................. 43 

EU-professionals ................................................................................. 46 
Dispositions of EU-professionals ..................................................... 47 
The Core: Employees within the EU institutions ........................... 50 
Hierarchies and Internal Cleavages ................................................. 52 

Conclusion .......................................................................................... 54 
  



 

CHAPTER 4 DESIGN OF THE STUDY ............................................... 55 
Data Collection and Sample ............................................................... 55 

Ethnographic Fieldwork Marked by Two Phases ............................ 56 
Choosing Informants ...................................................................... 59 
School Brochures ............................................................................ 62 
Students LinkedIn Profiles and the Yearbook ................................. 63 

Interview Guideline and Setting ......................................................... 63 
Procedure of Data Analysis ................................................................. 65 
Ethical Considerations and Reflexivity ................................................ 67 
Conclusion .......................................................................................... 69 

CHAPTER 5 A SCHOOL WITH A POLITICAL MISSION ................. 71 
History ................................................................................................ 72 

The Hague Congress and its Aftermath .......................................... 73 
1949–1972: In Service to Europe ................................................... 74 
1973–1990: Expansion and Specialization ...................................... 76 
From 1990: Increased Competition over Students .......................... 77 

The School .......................................................................................... 78 
Institutional Positioning .................................................................. 78 
Admissions and Scholarships .......................................................... 81 
Faculty and Curricula ..................................................................... 82 

The Students ....................................................................................... 84 
Nationally Heterogenous but Socially Homogenous ....................... 84 
A Highly Internationalised Student Body ....................................... 86 

Conclusion .......................................................................................... 87 

CHAPTER 6 STUDENT SELECTION .................................................. 89 
The “Ideal” Candidate ......................................................................... 90 
Selection Interviews ............................................................................ 94 

Linguistic Competence ................................................................... 94 
Professional Energy: EU-knowledge and a Career Plan ................... 96 
International Dispositions as a Sign of Excellence ........................... 98 

Student Experiences of the Selection Interviews ............................... 103 
Three Profiles of Selected Students ................................................... 105 
Conclusion ........................................................................................ 111 

CHAPTER 7 LIVING EUROPE .......................................................... 113 
A European Integration Project through Culture .............................. 115 

Emotional Attachment to European Integration and the EU ........ 116 
Responsibility of Building Europe ................................................. 119 
Symbolic Hierarchies Based on EU-membership .......................... 121 

National Weeks ................................................................................. 123 
Redrawing the Map of Europe ...................................................... 123 
Recognition and Misrecognition of International Culture ............. 126 
Reproducing National Divisions through the National Weeks ...... 129 



 

 

How Students live Europe within the School ................................... 131 
Opting Out: Scandinavian Pragmatism ......................................... 134 
Having to Take a Stance: Slavic Adaptation or Rejection ............. 137 

Conclusion ........................................................................................ 139 

CHAPTER 8 PARLEZ-VOUS ENGLISH? .......................................... 141 
The Institutional Practice of Language Switching ............................. 143 

Formal Settings: Orchestrated Language Switches ....................... 144 
In Class: Monolingual Consistency ............................................... 145 
Bilingualism as Closure and Social and Technical Competences ... 147 

Bilingual Experiences and Strategies ................................................. 151 
French: A Linguistic Barrier and a Symbolic Resource ................. 151 
Hidden Social Structures in Language Usage ................................ 155 
Language Strategies: Acquiring, Surviving or Certifying French ... 161 

Conclusion ........................................................................................ 164 

CHAPTER 9 GET A JOB! ................................................................... 167 
Embodiment of an EU Professional ................................................... 168 

Becoming Professional .................................................................. 168 
Acquiring a Social Network .......................................................... 174 
Socialisation into the Field of Eurocracy: Thesis Interviews .......... 178 
Managing Students’ Career Expectations ...................................... 182 

Students Career Aspirations .............................................................. 184 
Keeping Career Avenues Open .................................................... 185 
Going Home: Scandinavian Students ........................................... 188 
Heading to Brussels: Slavic Students ............................................. 190 

Conclusion ........................................................................................ 191 

CHAPTER 10 CAREERISTS WITH A EUROPEAN VOCATION .... 195 
Geopolitics and Social Class ............................................................. 196 
Careerism and Vocation ................................................................... 199 
Formation of Dispositions and Symbolic Hierarchies ........................ 203 

SUMMARY: FORMING EU-PROFESSIONALS ................................. 211 
The College of Europe as an Institution ............................................ 212 
Student Dispositions, Trajectories, and Aspirations .......................... 214 
The Encounter between Institution and Students ............................. 216 
Conclusion ........................................................................................ 219 

SAMMANFATTNING: FORMERINGEN AV  
EU-PROFESSIONELLA ....................................................................... 223 

College of Europe som institution .................................................... 224 
Studenternas dispositioner, banor och ambitioner ............................ 226 
Mötet mellan institution och studenter ............................................. 228 
Slutsats ............................................................................................. 231 



 

APPENDIX ........................................................................................... 235 
Appendix 1 Student Nationalities during the Observed Academic  
Year .................................................................................................. 235 
Appendix 2 Overview of Recorded Interviews ................................. 236 
Appendix 3 Interview Guideline for Students .................................. 237 
Appendix 4 Information about Research Project to Interviewees ..... 238 
Appendix 5 Consent Form ................................................................ 239 

REFERENCES ...................................................................................... 241 
Sources ............................................................................................. 241 

Printed Sources ............................................................................. 241 
Electronic Sources ........................................................................ 241 

Literature .......................................................................................... 243 

 
 



 

 9 

Preface 

To students and staff at the College of Europe: without you, there would be no 
thesis. Your stories and lived experiences have accompanied me almost every day 
for the past half a decade. If this thesis ever comes across your desk, I hope you 
feel I have treated the information you shared with the respect it deserves. To my 
supervisors: Mikael Börjesson, your calm assertiveness coupled with equal shares 
of optimism and pragmatism have guided me in a steadfast manner while allow-
ing me intellectual and creative autonomy. Thank you. Andreas Melldahl, your 
intellectual curiosity, and ability to see my data from new perspectives have chal-
lenged my analysis but always for the better. Mostly, I am grateful for the fact 
that you quickly understood my reluctance of asking for help and always made 
yourself available without imposing it. Maria Törnqvist, I have especially enjoyed 
your critical reflection but also your unwavering support. I became a more con-
fident writer thanks to you. I would also like to thank all my colleagues in the 
SEC research group at Uppsala University for comments, discussions, and sug-
gestions over the years and especially Donald Broady, Leonora Dugonjic-Rod-
win, Marte Mangset, Ylva Bergström and Esbjörn Larsson for comments on var-
ious stages of the draft. I spent time at CESSP in Paris and at Stanford University 
during my doctoral studies. I’d like to thank Jean Duval and Mitchell Stevens for 
hosting me at respective institution. In Paris, I’d like to thank Anne-Catherine 
Wagner, Sylvain Laurens, Antoine Vauchez, Didier Georgakakis, Muriel Dar-
mon, Caroline Bertron, Maxime Behar and Frédéric Lebaron for discussing with 
me. At Stanford, I’d like to thank Mitchell Stevens, Francisco O. Ramirez, 
Maude Engström and the SCANCOR Fellows for letting me present my work. 
Brazil has a special place in my heart, thank you Fernanda Veríssimo Soulé and 
Silvio Eduardo Alvarez Candido for inviting me to present at the Federal Univer-
isty of São Carlos and Alice Maria Nogueira for discussing my work in Belo Hori-
zonte. I want to express my deepest gratitude to Smålands Nation for the schol-
arships enabling my fieldwork and research visits in Paris and Palo Alto and to 
Gästrike-Hälsinge Nation for the research grant that has allowed me to finish this 
thesis in my own pace. Judit Novak, Josefine Krigh and Emma Laurin, thank you 
for your kindness and generosity in sharing your skills and knowledge with me. 
A special thank you to Emil, Ania, Maude, Olga, Amanda, Timea, Rasmus, 
Fernanda, Patri, Ashley and Corinne for help with proofreading! Finally, to those 
who matter the most. I’d like to thank my family and Ivan for the love, support 
and mamão while finishing this thesis. Xuxu, you write code and I write words, 
but you are always there for me. Thank you for making me laugh every day.





 

 11 

Abbreviations 

Blue Book – Traineeship within the European Commission.  
CJUE – Court of Justice of the European Union. 
DG – Directorate-Generals, the various departments of the European  
Commission. 
EC – European Commission. 
ECO – European Economic Studies. 
EFTA – European Free Trade Association. 
ENP – European Neighbourhood Policy for: Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan,  
Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Moldova, Morocco, 
the Palestinian Authority, Syria, Tunisia, and Ukraine. 
EP – European Parliament. 
EPSO – The entry exam for permanent positions within the EU institutions. 
Also referred to as the concours.  
EU – European Union. 
EU Official – has passed the EPSO and is a permanent employee within the 
EU institutions. Also referred to as EU civil servants.  
IRD – EU International and Diplomacy Studies. 
JEF – Young European Federalists from Jeunes. 
LAW – European Legal Studies. 
MEP – Member of European Parliament. 
MS – Member States. 
PLUX – Place Luxembourg, in front of the European Parliament in Brussels. 
POL – European Political and Governance Studies. 
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CHAPTER 1  
European Formation at a Crossroad: 
Geopolitical Hierarchies and Social Class 

This thesis is a school ethnography of the College of Europe.1 The College of 
Europe was created in the aftermath of the Second World War by European fed-
eralists, as an institution where Europe’s future leaders would live and study Eu-
rope together and learn from each other in “preparation for careers related to 
European cooperation and integration.”2 Each year, around 350 young adults, 
with the average age of 25, coming from approximately 50 different countries, 
arrive in Bruges, Belgium, where the school is located.3 The College of Europe is 
an independent private postgraduate institute. The yearly fee, at the time of the 
fieldwork of 2017–18 was 24,000 euros.4 However, according to the school’s 
website, 70 per cent of the students are on full or partial scholarships which are 
mainly provided from national governments.5 In return, the College promises to 
prepare the students for a “career transcending national borders” and “leadership 
functions requiring a strategic understanding of European issues.”6 This claim 
appears to be valid when looking at the positions occupied by College alumni 
which can be found in leadership positions in and around the European Union 
(EU) institutions.7  

Being a boarding school created with the aim to educate the next generation 
of future European leaders, the College of Europe has been compared to a sort of 
École nationale d’administration (ENA) for the EU institutions.8 However, 

 
1 I only focus on the Bruges campus and not the school’s second campus located in Natolin, Poland. 
This was mainly due to factors such as lack of time and resources. The Natolin campus was estab-
lished later, in 1994, and has a smaller number of students and study programmes.  
2 Coleurope.eu, “History”, https://www.coleurope.eu/about-college/history, [2022–08–08]. 
3 Coleurope.eu “A European History since 1949”, https://www.coleurope.eu, [2022–09–29]. 
4 The fee has since then increased to 27,000 euros, see Coleurope.eu “Fees”, https://www. 
coleurope.eu/admission/fees, [2022–09–29]. 
5 Coleurope.eu “Scholarships”, https://www.coleurope.eu/admission/scholarships, [2022–08–22]. 
6 Coleurope.eu “Why Study at the College of Europe?”, https://www.coleurope.eu/why-study-
college-europe, [2017–05–16].  
7 Coleurope.eu “List of College of Europe Alumni holding Prominent Positions” https://www. 
coleurope.eu/sites/default/files/uploads/page/coe-alumni-holding-prominent-positions.pdf, 
[2017–05–16]. 
8 Schnabel, Virginie (1998), “Élites européennes en formation: les étudiants du ‘Collège de Bruges’ 
et leurs études”, Politix, vol. 11, no. 43, pp. 33–52, p. 34. The ENA, short for École nationale 



FORMING EU-PROFESSIONALS 

 14 

alumni are also found within consultancies, lobby firms and law firms represented 
in Brussels as well as within the national administrations.9 Albeit sharing charac-
teristics with typical elite institutions such as having a selective recruitment and 
seemingly ensuring its students a prosperous future career, the College differs 
from national higher educational institutions by immersing its students into a 
small geographic multinational space, which a traditional university can hardly 
replicate. Thus, the College may be seen as preparing its students to occupy po-
sitions in the professional field of EU Affairs through fostering them in a specific 
type of school culture, which is elitist and supranational to its nature. 

School as a Prism for Various Levels and Sectors 
The school is bilingual with English and French as the two working languages. 
These were also the working languages of the Organisation for European Eco-
nomic Cooperation (OEEC) created in 1948, predecessor to the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the Council of Eu-
rope, created in 1949. The EU, created after the College of Europe, also has Eng-
lish and French (and German) as their organisational working languages. The 
bilingualism of the College of Europe can thus be viewed as a positioning towards 
the European continent.  

Students at the College of Europe are characterised by coming from upper and 
middle class families, being highly internationalised and having parents, even 
grandparents, with large amounts of educational capital.10 The faculty at the Col-
lege of Europe mainly consists of visiting professors from France, the United 
Kingdom (UK) and Belgium. Less than half are university teachers from across 

 
d’administration, was a French elite school which formed the French national civil servants. Vir-
ginie Schnabel refers in her article to how the school is portrayed in the media, more recent exam-
ples of the College being referred to by media as an ENA for Europe or as a place of educating an 
EU elite are for instance Marianne (2019, “Au Collège de Bruges, la fabrique des euro-grosses têtes 
par l’ENA européen”, 14 November, https://www.marianne.net/politique/au-college-de-bruges-la-
fabrique-des-euro-grosses-tetes-par-l-ena-europeen, [2022–10–03]; The Guardian, (2005) “To 
Brussels, on the gravy train”, 1 March, https://www.theguardian.com/education/2005/mar/01/ 
internationaleducationnews.highereducation, [2022–10–03] and in 2021, Politico listed the 
College of Europe as the number one institutions to have passed through amongst a sample 450 
senior EU officials, see (2021), “How to join the EU bubble – Brussels careers by numbers. What 
to study and which university to choose – your guide to success in the EU bubble”, 4 February, 
https://www.politico.eu/article/what-to-study-to-join-the-eu-bubble-careers-eu-university-studies-
europe-parliament/, [2022–10–03]. 
9 Schnabel, V. (1998), Ibid., p. 34. 
10 Schnabel, V. (1998), Ibid., pp. 36–39; Michon, Sébastien (2017), À l’école des eurocrates: les 
conditions sociologiques de la vocation aux métiers de l’Europe politique en France. Strasbourg: 
Université de Strasbourg, pp. 105–106; Behar, Maxime (2021), Faire le Collège d’Europe: une 
sociologie de la formation des classes dominantes aux métiers de l’Europe. Strasbourg: Université de 
Strasbourg, pp. 416–421, 424. 
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Europe, the rest are practitioners with the majority working for various EU insti-
tutions, consulting firms, lobbying groups and law firms.11 This distinguishes the 
College of Europe from other schools by pointing to a proximity to the EU pro-
fessional sphere through institutional ties.  

The specificity of the College of Europe is that it is situated in the intersection 
of various geopolitical levels facing many different societal spheres. 
Consequently, a specific analytical strategy is needed in order to understand the 
school. Being an international school with an international student body and 
faculty, it continuously has strong institutional ties to the national level through 
student scholarships funded by national governments who are often also a part of 
the student selection to the school. Therefore, the school is international rather 
than transnational since a prerequisite of being international is through the 
granting and acquisition of national scholarships.  

The College of Europe has strong ties to the EU through funding, and the fact 
that some of its faculty and alumni are being employed within the EU institu-
tions. Yet, the school was created before the European communities and as such 
cannot be considered as an outcome of EU policy such as the Erasmus pro-
gramme or the Bologna process. Furthermore, its alumni can also be found in 
national administration and in the private sector around the EU institutions. 
Thus, it prepares students for a career in both the public and the private, as well 
as at the national, the international, and the supranational, European, levels.  

Offering an international education to an international student body, the in-
terplay between national and international assets, what is valued and what is not, 
and how students make sense and use of their time in Bruges, is interesting not 
merely within the interaction between students during the academic year but also 
regarding their previous trajectories and whether they envision a national or in-
ternational career upon graduation. Furthermore, compared to school ethnogra-
phies looking at social class as the main variable of differentiation between stu-
dents, a study of the College of Europe must additionally consider possible sym-
bolic hierarchies between different nationalities amongst students. The students 
arrive at the school with a four-year university degree. A consequence of this is a 
hypothesis that the school will not merely transmit general dispositions but also 
focus on teaching students’ specific skills with the labour market in mind. 

Europe, compared to other regions, has gone the furthest in its intra-regional 
political and economic cooperation and integration through the abolishment of 
internal borders and a common currency. However, not all European countries 
are EU countries and not all students at the College of Europe come from Euro-
pean countries. Students arriving at the College of Europe can come from home 
countries who are EU member states, candidate countries applying for EU mem-
bership, countries of geopolitical or trade interest such as the European Neigh-
bourhood Policy (ENP) region and the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) 

 
11 Behar, M. (2021), Ibid., pp. 273, 278. 
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countries, or third countries, i.e., countries with no relation to the EU. Further-
more, internal EU cleavages between “small” and “big”, “old” and “new”, and 
Northern and Southern member states have been well documented.12 Therefore, 
it is plausible that within an educational institution preparing for a Europe-re-
lated career13, a symbolic hierarchy related to students’ home countries position-
ing vis-à-vis the EU will emerge. 

While the College of Europe is an academic institution devoted to European 
studies, the school has an outspoken political mission written in its statutes of 
contributing to European integration. This means that there is an additional layer 
of possible symbolic and geopolitical hierarchies related to the European conti-
nent. The tension between on the one hand being a postgraduate academic insti-
tution preparing for the EU labour market and on the other hand having an 
outspoken political mission of contributing to European integration raises ques-
tions regarding what type of knowledge, values, skills, practices, and dispositions 
that is being transmitted and incorporated through the socialisation14 of students 
into the “European” regardless whether they end up working for the national or 
international level, in the public or the private sector.  

Studying Dispositions through Processes and Practices 
The College of Europe is the perfect case to study various processes, often at 
tension, which intersect at the school and define social orders such as social class 
and geopolitical hierarchies or symbolic hierarchies between languages. Due to 
its proximity to the national and international levels as well as the EU professional 
sphere, it is also a good case to study the formation of national and international 
dispositions, careerism and skills taught with the labour market in mind and a 
European vocation which could also be a push factor for students wanting a ca-
reer related to the EU. Compared to other boarding schools where students live 

 
12 “New” member states refer to Central and Eastern European member states joining the EU post 
2004, “big” member states refer to France, Germany, and the United Kingdom (pre-Brexit). See 
Ban, Carolyn (2013), Management and Culture in an Enlarged European Commission: From 
Diversity to Unity? Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan; Gerhards, Jürgen (2007), Cultural 
Overstretch? Differences between Old and New Member States of the EU and Turkey. London: 
Routledge; Abélès, Marc, Bellier, Irène, & McDonald, Maryon (1993), An Anthropological 
Approach to the European Commission: Report to the European Commission. Brussels: European 
Commission. 
13 A Europe-related career is here defined in broad terms and not merely the EU institutions which 
can include working at the local, national level or in the private sector in a consultancy or a law 
firm, for instance working with EU funding applications, EU policy implementation or lobbying, 
or EU law. 
14 I define socialisation as “the set of processes by which the individual is constructed – we will also 
say ‘formed’, ‘shaped’, ‘made’, ‘conditioned’ – by the global and local society in which he lives, a 
process during which the individual acquires – ‘learns’, ‘internalises’, ‘incorporates’, ‘integrates’ – 
ways of doing, thinking and being that are socially situated”,(own transl.) see Darmon, Muriel 
(2006), La socialisation: domaines et approches. Paris: Armand Colin, p. 6.  
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for several years and the formation of student dispositions can develop over years, 
whatever is transmitted and taught at the College of Europe must be acquired 
and learnt within a comparingly very short time frame. The factor of time (or 
lack thereof) is presumed to enhance the school’s effort in cultivating student 
dispositions and adding time pressure on students to conform to expectations put 
on them. It is expected that the short time span would make the practices and 
processes more condensed and apparent at the College of Europe compared to 
other schools since the formation must be as efficient as possible in relation to 
the school’s educational and institutional objectives.  

Through school ethnographies, sociologists can show not only how practices 
and processes of knowledge acquisition is being taught through school culture 
but equally how various groups of students navigate and make use of their school-
ing depending on previously inherited and accumulated dispositions. This sheds 
light on what schools do and more broadly, how schools’ produce and reproduce 
dominant groups through culture. Rather than taking for granted that schools 
educate future generations of citizens, politicians, business leaders etc. school eth-
nographies illuminate the processes and practices of how this is done.  

Previous research has shown that the cultivation of dispositions does not affect 
all students in the same manner. It largely depends on students’ previous trajec-
tories and their socioeconomic origin.15 Therefore, the knowledge acquisition 
and the process of “becoming”, is not a passive, one-way directed transfer from 
the school to the student. Upper and middle class students have an advantage 
over students from working class origin in succeeding to meet the expectations 
within the schooling system as they, through upbringing and primary 
socialisation within the family, develop attitudes and aptitudes which are a 
“natural” fit within the school system. These students thrive without, seemingly, 
much effort while working class students tend to struggle.16  

Of course, there is absolutely nothing natural with the middle and upper 
middle class students’ sense of belonging and effortless ease in navigating the 
school system as French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu demonstrated.17 It is an 
outcome of a long socialisation process, over generations, that requires time, 

 
15 Pierre Bourdieu’s and Jean-Claude Passeron’s study of French students demonstrated that soci-
oeconomic origin mattered regarding student admittance to higher education and how they were 
assessed within the school system. Bourdieu and Passeron explain this through culture and inherited 
assets which benefits students from dominant classes. See Bourdieu, Pierre & Passeron, Jean-Claude 
(1964), Les héritiers: les étudiants et la culture. Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, pp. 103–104, 106–
108. 
16 Children from dominant classes tend to be viewed as “gifted”, see Bourdieu, P. & Passeron, J-
C. (1964), Ibid. 
17 Pierre Bourdieu refers to this as “the privilege of ease”, a modality of maintaining a relationship 
with the school and it is the culture transmitted as well as the language used and required within 
the school. It is determined by the distance between a student’s family environment and the school 
universe. See Bourdieu, Pierre (1989a), La noblesse d’État: grands écoles et esprit de corps. Paris: Les 
Éditions de Minuit, pp. 33–36. 
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information, and often, money.18 That these inherited and accumulated 
dispositions are ascribed to students’ intelligence is one of the gravest injustices 
within the schooling system as it not merely masks social inequality amongst 
various groups of students but naturalises it.19 It is not only how students 
experience and manage schooling expectations that differentiate working class 
students from middle and upper class students but also how they make use of 
their time. It has been shown, for instance, that while working-class students 
focus on course work and their grades, upper and middle-class students 
continuously cultivate themselves through extra-curricular work which later 
enables them to distinguish themselves from their peers when applying for jobs.20  

Therefore, to understand practices within the school, I must understand what 
students bring with them to the school and not merely the school culture and the 
institutional objectives. Departing from Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology, I construct 
the College of Europe as a social space in the intersections of various fields at the 
national, European, and global level. To grasp the structure of such a space I will 
investigate the distribution of different assets and resources that the students pos-
sess before arriving in Bruges as well as accumulated during the school year.21 
Furthermore, as has been mentioned, the school is also forming students to enter 
different labour markets in terms of sector and level. Rather than making a field 
analysis of the school, the intersection across fields is used as an analytical prism 
when making sense of what is taking place within the school.  

This thesis also adds to a strand of research literature within political sociology 
studying EU actors and EU-professionals22 by focusing on students enrolling in 
a postgraduate education in European studies which positions itself close to the 
EU institutions and whose alumni occupy positions within and around the EU 
institutions.23 Verifying whether the students do end up in the EU institutions 

 
18 In an American study on parenting, Annette Lareau demonstrated that middle class parents are 
organising their children’s’ leisure time and exposing them to various activities with the intention 
of developing their skills and talents to a larger extent than families from dominated classes. See 
Lareau, Anette (2011), Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race and Family Life. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, pp. 2–4.  
19 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), La noblesse d’État: grands écoles et esprit de corps. Paris: Les Éditions de 
Minuit, pp. 33–36. 
20 Rivera, Lauren A. (2015), Pedigree: How Elite Students get Elite Jobs. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, p. 80; Stuber, Jenny (2011), Inside the College Gates: How Class and Culture Matter 
in Higher Education. Lanham: Lexington Books, pp. 63, 65–68; Armstrong, Elizabeth A. & 
Hamilton, Laura T. (2013), Paying for the Party: How College Maintains Inequality. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, pp. 9, 11. 
21 I will use assets, recourses, and properties interchangeably throughout this study. Whether an 
asset can be used as a capital in a specific social space or not by an agent depends as resources are 
valued differently across social spaces and fields.  
22 EU-professionals refer to not merely EU civil servants but anyone who works with EU related 
matters, which can be at the local, regional, national, or supranational level, in the public or in the 
private sector. I will return to the literature on EU-professionals in chapter 3. 
23 Coleurope.eu “List of College of Europe Alumni holding Prominent Positions” https://www. 
coleurope.eu/sites/default/files/uploads/page/coe-alumni-holding-prominent-positions.pdf, 
[2017–05–16]. 
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or not is beyond the scope of this thesis. The focus, and the contribution, is the 
investigation into how the College of Europe is forming students wishing for a 
career related to Europe and specifically, the EU.  

Aim and Research Questions 
The aim of the thesis is to understand how international educational processes 
and practices enable the formation of student dispositions related to Europe and 
the EU labour market. This is done through studying one central institution, the 
College of Europe, from three vantage points. This translates into the following 
research questions, grouped into three themes: the institution, the students, and 
the encounter between the institution and the students during the academic year.  

Institution 
The first group of research questions focuses on understanding the College of 
Europe as an institution, what characterises the institution over time and as of 
today. What are the institutional and educational objectives? How does the 
school portray and position itself to the outside world? How is Europe being 
portrayed by the school administration? Has it changed over time? What practices 
and dispositions are being valued within the school? Since the selected students 
reflect what is valued within the school in terms of student dispositions, then 
what the school is searching for in students is relevant. How are students selected? 
What dispositions and attitudes are being sought in students? 

Students 
The second group of research questions center on the students both as individuals 
and as groups of individuals. How can the student body be described in terms of 
properties such as national and regional belonging, international, knowledge of 
languages and socioeconomic origin? What groups can be distinguished within 
the student body based on previously inherited and accumulated properties? 
What student dispositions can be distinguished? Apart from describing student 
dispositions, it is also relevant to understand why students want to study at the 
College of Europe and how they place it in relation to their past and future tra-
jectories. Why do students enrol at the College of Europe? What career aspira-
tions do students have?  

Encounter between Institution and Students 
The last group of research questions investigate the encounter between the insti-
tution and the students. The focus is on who one is becoming at the College of 
Europe and how this differs not only depending on what students bring with them 
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to the school in terms of dispositions but how these may be reinforced or 
disregarded in the encounter with the school practices. What practices and hier-
archies can be discerned within the school? What dispositions are valued and 
perceived as legitimate? How are the formation of these dispositions embodied and 
appropriated by students depending on properties such as national and regional 
belonging, international and linguistic resources, and socioeconomic origin? How 
does this impact the formation, learning and “becoming” of students? 

Structure of Thesis 
The structure of the thesis is as follows. Chapter 1 to 4 sets the frame of the 
research, chapter 5 is a hybrid chapter which functions partly as a background 
chapter of the institution and partly as an empirical chapter, chapter 6 to 9 are 
empirical chapters responding to the three groups of research questions and chap-
ter 10 is the conclusion. After this introduction chapter, chapter 2 outlines the 
theoretical framework which departs from Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology. The un-
orthodox choice of placing the theory chapter before the chapter on previous 
research is justified through the usefulness of understanding these concepts once 
I get to the previous research since most of these studies also make use of Bour-
dieusian sociology. The theory chapter will lay the foundations of the concepts 
of field, habitus, and capital but particular attention will be put into the formative 
aspects of habitus, dispositions, and practices. Chapter 3 reviews three strands of 
research of interest for this thesis which are previous research on elite schools, 
international student mobility and on EU-professionals. This directly relates back 
to what type of school the College of Europe is, what type of student body it 
attracts and what type of future career it positions itself as enhancing. Chapter 4 
retraces the method which primarily constitutes of ethnographic fieldwork 
combining participant observations with semi-structured interviews. The chapter 
follows a linear progression from practical data collection and sample, interview 
guideline and setting, and procedure of data analysis to reflexive ethical consid-
erations and positionality. 

The next two chapters, chapter 5 and chapter 6 relate to the first two groups 
of research questions on the College of Europe as an institution, the student body, 
and internal groups within it. Chapter 5, which briefly traces the history of the 
College of Europe, its faculty (i.e., the institution) and the properties of the stu-
dent body as a cohort is laying the foundations for understanding the encounter 
between the institution and the students in the following empirical chapters. 
Chapter 6 investigates, through observing admission interviews, what the school 
searches for in students, what is valued and what is not, and whether specific 
European properties are nuanced and distinguished from general international 
ones. Building on chapter 5 which paints a general picture of properties within 
the student body, chapter 6 looks at what specific experiences and properties are 
being valued in students and delineates three distinct student groups through 



EUROPEAN FORMATION AT A CROSSROAD 

 21 

variables of social class and international capital. Chapter 6 (together with chapter 
9) also responds to the second set of research questions in terms of why students 
enrol and how they place and value it, which directly relates to the variation of 
inherited and accumulated capital of the outlined three student groups.  

Chapter 7, 8 and 9 respond to the third set of research questions by looking 
at practices, learning processes and formative dispositions throughout the aca-
demic year from different vantage points. Chapter 7 sets out to understand how 
Europe is being lived, viewed, and constructed amongst students. This largely 
depends on students’ socioeconomic origin, nationality, and overall European 
geopolitical hierarchies. The chapter further investigates the school culture and 
legitimate EU attitudes which are creating symbolic hierarchies amongst stu-
dents. Chapter 8 looks at how language structures the social world of students. 
How students cope with the expected bilingual fluency largely depends on their 
future career aspirations and their previously inherited and accumulated scholarly 
and international capital. The last empirical chapter 9 responds to the second and 
third set of research questions in terms formative dispositions that are incorpo-
rated through practices, how students use and value their time during their year 
in Bruges, and finally, their future career aspirations. Chapter 10 summarises and 
discusses the research questions along the themes of geopolitical hierarchies and 
social class, careerism and vocation, and the formation of European dispositions 
and symbolic hierarchies.  
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CHAPTER 2  
Theoretical Avenues and Concepts  

This theoretical chapter departs from Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology. First, the con-
cept of field in a European context will be discussed. This is not done to lay the 
foundations of an extensive field analysis but rather as a contextual positioning 
of the school to understand what type of tensions and power struggles that may 
exist within the school. Second, I will look how the school can be understood 
and analysed theoretically as an institution. Third, the notion of international 
capital and whether we may speak of a European-specific capital will be discussed. 
While the concepts of field, habitus and capital should be analysed relationally, 
this thesis focuses more on the notions of habitus and capital than on the field. 
The College of Europe is instead theoretically constructed as a social space in the 
intersections of various fields, at the national, European, and global level.  

A European Field through the Optic of an International 
School 
A social field is a structure of relations between positions within which the actors 
and groups think, act, and take positions. These positions are defined by the vol-
ume and structure of resources that a social agent or groups possess, referred to 
by Bourdieu as capital.24 In other words, a field can be understood as a “system 
of relations between positions, occupied by specialised agents and institutions 
who struggle over something they have in common.”25 Although a field is always 
marked by a struggle, what is at stake differs across fields. Simplified, one can 
very well imagine that what is at stake within academia (knowledge, publications, 
ideas) is a very different thing than within business (competition, money, profit). 
There are “rules of the game” that agents, groups, and institutions not only have 
to understand but relate to in order to advance their positions (again, related to 
their structure and volume of capital) within the field.  

The field concept has mainly been used within the context of the nation state. 
Increasingly though, scholars are exploring the possibilities of applying Bourdieu’s 

 
24 Hilgers, Mathieu & Mangez, Éric (2015), Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Fields: Concepts and 
Applications. New York: Routledge, p. 11. 
25 Broady, Donald (1991 [1990]), Sociologi och epistemologi: Pierre Bourdieus författarskap och den 
historiska epistemologin. Stockholm: HLS Förlag, p. 226. 
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sociology on global, international, and supranational research objects.26 In 
particular, Europe and the EU have been theoretically framed in a multitude of 
different ways by scholars making use of the field notion.27 For instance, Antoine 
Vauchez conceptualises Europe as a “weak field” due to its lack of autonomy within 
which European lawyers and experts may circulate. Others have framed the EU as 
a field of power, as a political field or as a bureaucratic field.28 However, most of 
these scholars are studying professionals working in or around the EU institutions.  

One of the main challenges of this thesis, but perhaps also one of its contribu-
tions, is that the College of Europe can be situated in the intersection of various 
levels of analysis. It has links to both the national and the transnational level as 
well as to various professional sectors (national bureaucracy, EU bureaucracy, 
national law firms, EU law firms, consultancies, lobbyists etc.). Therefore, the 
field concept is relevant but rather than making a field analysis of the school, it is 
the fact that the school lies in the intersection of several fields that will be used as 
a theoretical point of departure. The intersection across fields will be used as an 
analytical prism when making sense of what is taking place within the school.  

Through EU funding schemes such as the Erasmus programme facilitating 
mobility and the Jean Monnet Programme supporting teaching and research in 
European studies, a European Area of Higher Education (EHEA) has emerged. 
Being an educational institution, the College of Europe is occupying a position 
vis-a-vis other educational institution in a European field of higher education 
(which itself is dominated by the global field of higher education) and perhaps 
more prominently, in the subfield of schools offering European Affairs diplomas. 
What is at stake within this field does not have to limit itself to attracting the best 
and brightest students or competent and well-known faculty but could also be to 
successfully apply and receive funding from the EU or be able to influence the 
agenda of what European studies as a discipline should entail, what it is and, 
hence, what it is not. At the same time, the College of Europe continuously 
wishes to position itself close to the EU. One recent example of this is the 
appointment of Frederica Mogherini, the former High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Vice-President of the 
European Commission, as the new rector of the College in 2020.29  

 
26 Delval, Anne-Sophie (2022), L’Internationalisation des écoles hôtelières suisses: attirer les 
étudiant×e×s fortuné×e×s du monde entier. Neuchâtel: Alphil-Presses universitaires; Dugonjic-Rodwin, 
Leonora (2021), Field Theory and Education: A Case Study of the International Baccalaureate. 
International Studies of Sociology of Education, vol. 30, no. 3, pp. 325–348.  
27 Both Europe and EU will be used as notions throughout this study. They are not interchangeable 
but only referring to the EU would be limiting since the College’s mission is to contribute to 
European (not EU) integration, its students are not only coming from the EU countries, and the 
school itself was founded before the EU. The EU refers to an intraregional economic and political 
cooperation while Europe is a geographically broader space.  
28 Kauppi, Niilo (2018), Toward A Reflexive Political Sociology of the European Union: Fields, 
Intellectuals and Politicians. London: Palgrave McMillan; Georgakakis, Didier & Rowell, Jay 
(2013), The field of Eurocracy: Mapping EU Actors and Professionals. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  
29 Mogherini, also Italy’s former foreign minister, has a proven track record in both national and 
EU politics. Yet, concerns have been raised from alumni, professors and even EU officials that 
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Didier Georgakakis analyses the EU as a bureaucratic centre rather than a 
political one. From this perspective, it is a field of delegation of power to various 
types of actors, be it political or administrative (public or private, national or 
supranational).30 The field of Eurocracy is defined as “the permanent social space 
where there are people (some permanent, others part-time) competing to define 
European policies, norms, and instruments as well as the skills of legitimate def-
inition.”31 Its theoretical advantage is that it allows to analyse the complexity and 
heterogeneity of the resources that the EU-professionals dispose of depending on 
their temporality in the field and to what extent they are insiders (the EU insti-
tutions) or outsiders. It also incorporates EU actors operating at the national level 
or within the private sector in Brussels.  

The struggle in the field of Eurocracy concerns the definitions of European 
policies and legitimate properties for occupying various positions within the field, 
whether this is on the supranational or national level, in the public sector or the 
business world.32 The stakes, however, are not the same for all the players, not 
even for the insiders within the field. EU officials with permanent contracts 
(through the concours) are more likely invested in the “game” than temporary 
agents (such as detached national experts within the EU institutions with short-
term contracts), who will continue their careers somewhere else after a couple of 
years.33 A particular agent’s investment is of dual sense. There is the economic 
aspect and the affective one. The latter is what Bourdieu would refer to as the 
illusio, a belief in the game that produces the game, produced in the relation of 
an agent’s habitus to a field it is adjusted.34 This belief can be seen as a belief in 
the European project, where the insiders of the field of the Eurocracy would be 
more invested than for instance bureaucrats within national administrations.  

 
Mogherini has not the academic credentials necessary to be the rector or the College. Mogherini 
has a degree in political science from Sapienza University but she will be the first rector without a 
PhD, although she has an honorary doctorate from Tampere University. The appointment of the 
new rector has attracted media attention and exposed a tension existing within the school. This is 
best described by a quote from an alumnus who stated that “it looks like the College has put star 
power and network prowess above academic rigor and experience.” See Politico (2020), 
“Mogherini’s College application prompts cries of cronyism”, 13 May, https://www.politico.eu 
/article/federica-mogherini-college-of-europe-cronyism-storm/, [2022–09–29]; Jonworth.eu, 
“Why Federica Mogherini should not be appointed Rector of the College of Europe, and if she is 
appointed, Herman Van Rompuy has questions to answer”, https://jonworth.eu/why-federica-
mogherini-should-not-be-appointed-rector-of-the-college-of-europe-and-if-she-is-appointed-
herman-van-rompuy-has-questions-to-answer/, [2022–09–29]. 
30 Georgakakis, Didier (2011), “Don’t Throw Out the ‘Brussels Bubble’ with the Bathwater: From 
EU Institutions to the Field of Eurocracy”, International Political Sociology, vol. 5, no. 3., p. 332. 
31 Georgakakis, D. (2011), Ibid., p. 331. 
32 Georgakakis, Didier & Vauchez, Antoine (2015), “Le concept de champ à l’épreuve de l’Europe” 
in Siméant, Johanna, Enquêtes globales en sciences sociales, Paris: CNRS Éditions, pp. 205–208. 
33 Georgakakis, D. & Vauchez, A. (2015), Ibid. 
34 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), p. 11; Bourdieu, Pierre (1984 [1979]), Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, p. 79. 
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It could be argued that institutions offering diplomas in EU Affairs are located 
within the periphery of the field of Eurocracy.35 The College of Europe has links 
to the EU (invited speakers during the opening ceremonies, practitioners coming 
to teach as visiting professors). The school receives EU funding and some 
prominent alumni work within the EU institutions. However, previous studies 
indicate that most alumni return to their home countries or end up working in the 
private sector rather than for the EU institutions and, apart from EU-funding, 
scholarships from national governments constitute the most important financial 
revenue.36 

From this perspective, rather than situating the College of Europe within the 
field of Eurocracy, it will be theoretically constructed as preparing its students to 
enter the field of Eurocracy as EU-professionals, at the national or the suprana-
tional level, in the public or the private sector. National civil servants, permanent 
representatives, as well as law firms and consultancies, also occupy positions 
within the field of Eurocracy but their overall capital volume and composition 
differ from each other and from the EU civil servants.37  

During the academic year in Bruges, the students live and learn in an interna-
tional environment. More importantly for their aspiring future professional roles 
within EU affairs, they learn how to negotiate, cooperate, and collaborate in such 
a space. Furthermore, since practitioners visit regularly as faculty or as guest 
speakers, students get a tentative experience of interacting with individuals from 
the EU milieu. The College of Europe can thus be viewed as a social space. One 
route, which I will follow, to grasp the structure of such a space is investigating 
the distribution of different assets and resources that the students possess before 
arriving in Bruges as well as accumulated during the school year. These proper-
ties, material and symbolic, are related to each other in a systematic way.38 They 
can be seen as resources (monetary or symbolic).  

A social space, in its Bourdieusian rendition, is also marked by inequalities: all 
resources are not valued equally, and some students have greater – or more rec-
ognised assets – than others. It is the habitus that enables agents’ sense-making 
and position-taking within a given field or social space. Pierre Bourdieu’s concept 
of habitus is described as “the generative, unifying principle of conducts and 
opinions which is also their explanatory principle, since it tends to reproduce the 

 
35 Sebastian Michon’s study on French European masters’ programmes (and the European Institute 
of the Free Brussels and the College of Europe) constructs his research object in this way, see 
Michon, S. (2017). 
36 Behar, M. (2021); Schnabel, V. (1998).  
37 Compare map of the field in terms of the distribution of overall capital linked to the degree of 
permanence in the field and the representation of the field in the form of structures of opposition 
between insiders and outsiders and between public sector and business world, see Georgakakis, D. 
& Rowell, J. (2013), pp. 229, 232. 
38 Bourdieu, Pierre (1989b), “Social Space and Symbolic Power”, Sociological Theory, vol 7, no. 1, 
14–25, p. 19. 
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system of objective conditions of which it is the product.”39 In order to maintain 
or transform positions in a given social space, agents can also reconvert the capital 
they are already in possession of into more profitable forms of capital.40  

With this theoretical framing in mind, the analytical stake in the empirical 
chapters is to understand what type of EU professional that is being forged. This 
will partly be done by analysing institutionalised rituals and technical and social 
competences transmitted, learnt, and acquired at the College of Europe. Even 
though the theoretical framework is largely departing from the sociology of Pierre 
Bourdieu, this part is also complemented by insights from Peter Berger’s and 
Thomas Luckmann’s knowledge-theory.  

The College of Europe as an Institution 
According to Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, institutionalization occurs 
when there is a “reciprocal typification of habitualised actions by types of 
actors.”41 What this essentially means is that when a certain type of human behav-
iour is repeated over time, by certain type of actors, it becomes endowed with 
social meaning and recognised as such; hence, institutionalised.42 Therefore, all 
institutions are social constructions governed by an institutional order containing 
“taken-for-granted” routines.43 Institutions in a society can take many forms: 
marriage, family, firms, schools. A school, as a site of secondary socialisation, dif-
ferentiates itself from the family as a site of primary socialisation. What type of 
techniques and internalization of knowledge that is being generated through ed-
ucation depends on the socialisation process. The internalisation of techniques 
and knowledge of a music student is quite different than of an engineering stu-
dent. This is due to the practicability of the two forms of education as well as 
different bodies of knowledge required.44  

Hence, the type of knowledge that is desired to interiorise is intrinsically linked 
to the forms of transmission and techniques, itself related to the practical side of 
the social reality where the knowledge has a function. However, what institutions 
such as school say they do and what they actually do can be two different realities, 
i.e., the formal and informal can be decoupled from each other.45 While situated 
in the field of higher education, the College of Europe has links to the EU and a 
mission of contributing to European integration. Analysing the College as an 

 
39 Bourdieu, Pierre & Passeron, Jean-Claude (1990 [1970]), La reproduction: éléments pour une 
théorie du système d’enseignement. Paris: Éditions de Minuit, p. 61. 
40 Bourdieu, Pierre (1996 [1989]), The State Nobility, Oxford: Polity Press, p. 277. 
41 Berger, Peter L. & Luckmann, Thomas (1991 [1966]), The Social Construction of Reality: A 
Treatise in the Sociology, New York: Open Road Integrated Media, p. 72. 
42 Berger, P. L. & Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), Ibid., p. 70–72. 
43 Berger, P. L. & Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), Ibid., p. 75. 
44 Berger, P. L. and Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), Ibid., p. 164. 
45 Meyer, John W. & Rowan, Brian (1977), “Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as 
Myth and Ceremony”, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 83, no. 2, pp. 340–363, pp. 356–357. 
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institution requires first to situate it in its historical context, since any institution is 
a product of its history.46 Furthermore, through analysing specific ceremonies and 
institutional rites occurring throughout the school year, the institutional 
presentation, promotion, and impression management can be captured. As 
Bergman and Luckmann remind us, “the reality or everyday life maintains itself by 
being embodied in routines, which is the essence of institutionalization.”47 

Elite schools also perform the alchemic part of consecration. This social magic 
is largely operating through various “rites of institutions”, that is, decisive rites 
and ceremonies that mould the admitted students into a collective promotion.48 

Through these, the differences between those who attend prestigious schools and 
those who do not are emphasised, underscored and ultimately legitimised.49 

According to Pierre Bourdieu, elite schools transmit technical and social compe-
tences through their institutional organisation in the form of knowledge. The 
technical competences transmitted throughout the school system of exclusive 
schools that prepare students to occupy dominant positions within a field can be 
considered as masking the social function of producing, and legitimising the pro-
duction, of the dominant social group.50 This is done through various exams, 
tests, ceremonies, and rites. Through these, a distinction is produced based on 
the properties, resources, tastes, and habits that are dominant within the field that 
the school is preparing its students to enter upon graduation.51 This distinction 
cultivated within the school can be certain slang and use of language, attitudes, 
ways of dressing, carrying oneself, and internal jokes. In short, a palette of 
embodied knowledge that is learnt alongside the curriculum; cemented and 
fortified through ceremonies and rites. This ultimately forms the students into a 
collective representation and inculcates them with a sense of loyalty and 
belonging. This sense of solidarity is built upon a common “logical conformism”, 
that is, a homogenization of mental structures is the foundation of elite schools’ 
esprit de corps.52  

Habitus Formation through Practices  
In this section, I want to develop what habitus is and its relation to social prac-
tices, how and when habitus transforms and most importantly, how I utilise this 
concept in this thesis and whether any hypothesis are to be made to that end. In 

 
46 Berger, P. L. & Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), Ibid., p. 72. 
47 Berger, P. L. & Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), Ibid., p. 169. 
48 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), pp. 140–43. 
49 Bourdieu, Pierre (1982a), “Les rites comme actes d’institution”, Actes de la Recherche en Sciences 
Sociales, vol. 43, no. 1, pp. 58–63, pp. 58–59. 
50 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), pp. 101–103. 
51 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), Ibid. 
52 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), Ibid., pp. 110–111. 
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the previous chapter, I referred to habitus, in Bourdieu’s own words, as “the gen-
erative, unifying principle of conducts and opinions which is also their explana-
tory principle, since it tends to reproduce the system of objective conditions of 
which it is the product.”53 In simple words, habitus guides a social agent in acting, 
thinking, and feeling in any given social setting but this is done in an unconscious 
way. Habitus is our mental and embodied dispositions, and it does not change 
easily but is formed and transformed over long periods of time and over genera-
tions. Pierre Bourdieu puts this in a more poetic way by describing habitus as 
“history turned into nature.”54  

Habitus, according to Bourdieu, produces practices but these practices are not 
simply a result of the objective structure within which the social conditions of the 
habitus is produced, i.e., there is no top-down explanation between the production 
of social conditions and the practices of an individual or a group. Instead, Bourdieu 
views habitus as the mediator between the system of relation of the objective 
structure and the system of relation within which practice is produced.55 As such, 
habitus is a concept which can be used to better understand the relation between 
the macro-level of objective structure and the micro-level of social practices. 
Bourdieu, with a penchant for complicated sentences and playfulness with words, 
described the habitus in the well-known phrase to many students’ horror including 
myself when first encountered with, as “structured structures predisposed to serve 
as structuring structures.”56 Yet this sentence, once it has sunk in, is the perfect 
conceptualisation of the relation between structure, habitus, and practice. Habitus, 
by schemas of perception and interpretation, produces without specific intent, 
social practices by an individual or a group of individuals which are endowed with 
meaning and often taken for granted by the agents engaged in them.57  

From this point of view, studying practices of individuals or group of individ-
uals informs us about the habitus, individual or collective, of the social agents 
when taking their social trajectories and material conditions within which they 
have been produced into account. Applying the concept of habitus, studying 
practices cannot be reduced to merely the interpersonal relationship among social 
agents in a social setting in the same manner as a speech by a social agent cannot 
be reduced to the mere discourse. What is essential is to consider who is speaking 
and to whom and from what social position within the social space.58  

Practices by social agents belonging to a homogenous group habitus or class 
habitus will not produce a sense of unease but a social agent who find themselves 
in a social setting that is not aligned with the habitus will feel discomfort, out of 
place and not necessarily take the social practices for granted. How this could 

 
53 Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J.-C. (1990 [1970]), p. 61. 
54 Bourdieu, Pierre (1977 [1997]), Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 78. 
55 Bourdieu, Pierre (1977 [1997]), Ibid.  
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play out at the College of Europe is that students with different class habitus will 
have different experiences from their year in Bruges. Furthermore, the objective 
structure of the relation between groups that students belong to (i.e., EU member 
state versus non-EU member state, “old” member state versus “new” member 
state, LAW students versus POL students) and their dispositions will be analysed 
in relation to the practices observed.  

Even though the College of Europe students have international experiences 
from before, the year in Bruges may still have a formative function because of the 
social intensity and proximity enforced upon students. This will also depend on 
the students’ habitus upon arriving where it is hypothesised that students with a 
less internationalised habitus and who are socially distant to EU and Brussels (i.e., 
not having grown up there, not having parents working for the EU, not having 
conducted a traineeship in or around the EU institutions before enrolling, and 
not being from an EU member state) may have a harder time to find their place 
at the school.  

International Capital and a European-specific Capital? 
The specificity of the College of Europe is that it is an international private board-
ing school, which means that its distinction from national schools lies in the 
international capital that is being cultivated through different practices. Interna-
tional capital has theoretically been conceptualised as a form of cultural capital, 
acquired by living in a foreign country (that is, a capital which is related to but 
distinct from one’s national capital). Recent scholarship perceives it as a multi-
plier to other forms of assets and resources already possessed.59 Apart from general 
forms of capital (economic, cultural, social), capital can also be field-specific. 
Cultural capital may take the form of embodied (long-lasting dispositions in body 
and mind, our knowledge, taste, the way we dress, walk, talk etc.), objectified (art 
collection, books) and institutionalised (academic degree) form.60 In the same 
way, one can think of international capital in three forms. In its institutionalised 
form, international capital would be a diploma from an international school.61 
Its objectified form could be owning real estate abroad. Finally, its embodied 
form would be practices, knowledge and taste related to international settings.  

 
59 Wagner, Anne-Catherine (2007b), Les classes sociales dans la mondialisation. Paris: La Découverte, 
p. 85; Wagner, Anne-Catherine (2020), “The Internationalization of Elite Education: Merging 
Angles of Analysis and Building a Research Subject” in Denord, Francois. & Palme, Mikael, 
Researching Elites and Power. Theory, Methods, Analyses. Cham: Springer, pp. 193–201, p. 198. 
60 Bourdieu, Pierre (1986 [1983]), “The Forms of Capital” in Richardson, John, Handbook of 
Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education. New York: Greenwood Press, pp. 244–48. 
61 Wagner, A-C. (2020), Ibid., p. 193. 
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One important aspect often highlighted in studies on international schooling 
and international professionals is that there is an interplay between the interna-
tional and the national.62 International capital means little if it is not related to 
national capital, either as a mark of distinction or as a multiplier to previously 
accumulated cultural capital within the national educational system.63 Therefore, 
international capital does not automatically mean the devaluation of national 
resources. Rather, research suggests that international resources are 
complementing national resources, enabling individuals to move from the 
national logic to the international and back, acting as “international brokers.”64 
From this perspective, an embodied state of international capital would be to 
possess an ability to play with different principles of legitimation depending on 
the place, space, and situation one finds oneself in. However, it would be an error 
to assume that an accumulation of international capital automatically means that 
an agent is able to convert it in the national setting. Recent scholarship has found 
that international institutionalised capital, in the form of foreign diplomas, does 
not necessarily travel easily across borders.65  

It would also be an error to assume that the acquisition of international capital 
automatically means a loss of national capital. Research on highly mobile families 
has shown that families invest in international resources that easily travel across 
borders (English language, learning a music instrument, international educa-
tion).66 At the same time, however, families continuously strive to maintain a 
strong link to the national by teaching their children the language of their home 
countries and celebrating national cultural and religious events.67 Therefore, to 
speak of the acquisition and convertibility of international and national resources 
is necessarily a dual, mutual and complex process which also varies across space 
and place. In some countries, such as the Nordic countries which are small, open 
economies, international capital has symbolic power and international experi-
ences are appreciated by the employers.68 In other countries, such as France, 
international education is often viewed as a place of refuge for students from 
dominant classes who struggle academically within the national system and thus 
international educational options are viewed as a way to circumvent the national 
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educational system within which they are failing.69 In other words, the national 
level continuously structures the symbolic power of and convertibility of interna-
tional capital, which can vary across space, sector and discipline (economics is 
more international than law for instance). 

International capital, largely inherited and further reinforced by international 
schooling and professional experiences in foreign countries, can be viewed as a 
symbolic capital.70 Symbolic capital exist through the esteem, recognition, belief, 
credit, confidence of others, and can only be perpetuated as long as it succeeds in 
obtaining belief in its existence.71 It is hypothesised that students reconvert their 
previously acquired national and international capital into specific European 
social and symbolic capital. International social capital is likely to be developed 
over the academic year due to the intensity of the socialisation that the students 
are succumbed to. This leads us to the question of international capital in the 
European context and whether one can theoretically conceptualise a European-
specific form of international capital.  

For the purpose of this thesis, it will be considered that if students have parents 
working for the EU institutions, have grown up in Brussels, gone to the European 
school, already being bilingual in English and French or being familiar and at 
ease in this milieu socially or professionally (through previously conducted train-
eeships for instance), they will have a closer social distance to the EU which could 
potentially work as European symbolic capital within the school. Thus, European 
symbolic capital can be acquired, and inherited, before enrolling at the College 
of Europe. On the other hand, for those students who arrive with further social 
distance to the EU, it is possible that they will acquire some of this European 
symbolic capital throughout the academic year in Bruges. To what extent they 
will do so and how well students will navigate their boarding school year will 
depend on the volume and structure of their previously accumulated resources, 
i.e., their habitus.  

One may assume that there is a hierarchy amongst students at the school along 
a geopolitical dimension as well. For instance, students coming from smaller or 
bigger countries, belonging to the EU or not (“old”, “new”, “big”, “small”, non-
EU member state etc.), or enrolled in different programmes preparing for differ-
ent future careers. These factors will have an impact on students’ future expecta-
tions and hence their positioning vis-à-vis each other throughout the academic 
year. It is hypothesised that students coming from “big” and “old” member states 
will have more symbolic European capital than students coming from “new” and 
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“small” member states, who in turn will enjoy more symbolic European capital 
than students coming from countries outside of the EU. It is possible that stu-
dents will not reproduce existing European geopolitical divisions but instead 
overcome them, or perhaps create new ones. Symbolic European capital is 
defined as social, cultural, linguistic, and national resources that enhances 
recognition in relation to Europe and specifically, but not necessarily, the EU. 

Finally, sociologists following the Bourdieu tradition view international 
schooling as a way for children of internationally mobile parents to reproduce 
their inherited international assets. These international assets can consist of bi-
nationality, fluency of many languages, spending vacations abroad, and having 
dispersed family members and friends across many national borders. Thus, lan-
guage is treated as one of many international dispositions that is almost passively 
produced and reproduced by the mere fact of enrolling in international schools. 
Yet, Bourdieu reminds us that language has a social dimension and function, 
related to relations of symbolic power.72 There is a hierarchisation between lan-
guages where some languages are considered more important, acceptable, and 
legitimate at the international scene than others. This becomes especially observ-
able in bilingual and multilingual situations where often a hierarchy between a 
dominating language and dominated language(s) emerge.73  

Furthermore, language as a tool of communication cannot be dissociated with 
the person or a group of people who are speaking and their position vis-à-vis the 
people at the receiving end, nor with what is said or not said, or how something 
is said or not said. As such, according to Bourdieu, “language is not only an 
instrument of communication or even knowledge, but also an instrument of 
power.”74 One hypothesis is then that an existing hierarchy prevails not merely 
between English and French within the school but also between students who 
master bilingualism perfectly and those who struggle with it (if any) where those 
who master it perfectly and at ease would enjoy higher volumes of symbolic cap-
ital compared to those who do not within the student body.  

Conclusion 
Departing from Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology, I construct the College of Europe as 
a social space in the intersection between various fields at the national, European 
and global level where various struggles and tensions can play out simultaneously. 
As any social space, it is hierarchically structured where some dispositions and 
assets are more valuable than others. Being an international private boarding 
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school where students are supposed to “live Europe” it is hypothesised that geo-
politics and language play a role regarding position-taking within the social space. 
Furthermore, by links to the subfield of European studies and to the field of 
Eurocracy, it is possible that there is a tension between academic capital and 
political or bureaucratic capital within the school. By analysing the College of 
Europe as an institution with an emphasis on routines, rites and practices, the 
social and technical competences that students acquire and internalise can be cap-
tured. Students previously held international resources will be particularly theo-
retically relevant when questioning whether a convertibility into a European-
specific capital is taking place during the academic year in Bruges and if so, 
whether and how this is related to the making of an EU professional. 
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CHAPTER 3  
Three Strands of Previous Research 

The College of Europe is an international and private boarding school which 
presents itself as a preparation ground for the future generation of European lead-
ers.75 As such, this study lies at the intersection of three strands of research litera-
ture: elite schools and boarding schools, international private schooling, and EU-
professionals. This chapter will go through what we know within each strand of 
research and what insights to bring forth in the study of the College of Europe. 
The focus is on the various dispositions that are being forged and maintained 
through elite schools and boarding schools but within an international higher 
education context and in relation to the EU labour market.  

Drawing on Elite School Culture 
Börjesson et al. offers three definitions of elite education: meritocratic, social, and 
functional.76 While the first two are related to a school’s recruitment i.e., the 
grades of students and the social origin of students, the latter is linked to a school’s 
output, that is, where do the students end up upon graduation or at a later stage 
in life. All three criteria, although located in different spectrums of time (prior 
entry or post-graduation) are student centred. They are either concerned with 
students social and academic characteristics or students’ future trajectories.77  

Whether a school can be defined as an elite school or not much depends on 
how it is situated compared to other schools within the same field. Since this 
study focuses on solely one school and not a field analysis of higher education 
institutions within European Studies, the focus is concentrated to what is hap-
pening within the social space of the school and how previous research can enable 
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a better understanding of the practices observed, rather than determining to what 
extent the College of Europe is an elite school or not. 

At the College of Europe, students stem from middle and upper middle class 
but 70 per cent have scholarships and it is not certain they would be able to afford 
the educational fees associated with private international schooling otherwise.78 
As chapter 6 on student selection will show, it is not the “best of the best”, aca-
demically speaking, that the school is selecting or attracting. Finally, from a func-
tional criterion, contrary to the myth of being a feeder school to the EU institu-
tion, the College does not enjoy a monopoly on educating future eurocrats.79 
Research has uncovered that the schooling system sorts, selects, and plays to the 
advantage of the dominant classes even in countries who are not considered to 
have elite schools.80 The College of Europe is socially selective, demonstrated by 
having interviews as a part of the student selection as well as the student profiles, 
and the school is frequently mentioned in the literature on EU-professionals.81  

Rather than labelling the College of Europe as an elite school (or not), it is 
sufficient to state that it draws on elements of elite school culture through its 
reputation, network, student selection, ceremonies, and rituals as well as stated 
purpose of educating the future generation of European leaders. Therefore, 
understanding the particularities of elite schools and of boarding schools will 
enable us to better understand the College of Europe and its school culture in 
relation to a segment of internationally mobile students within the EU labour 
market context.  

Elite Schools and Boarding Schools 
Elite schools and particularly boarding schools have been the object of study in 
highly stratified education systems such as the United States (US), the UK and 
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France but also in egalitarian countries, like Sweden or Ireland.82 Peter Cookson 
and Caroline Persell’s research on American and British elite boarding schools 
and Pierre Bourdieu’s study of the grands écoles in France highlighted the 
importance of certain educational institutions in relation to future occupational 
positions of power.83 According to Shamus Khan, contemporary elites go through 
specific institutions, “clubs” and schools in order to acquire credibility.84  

While there is no fixed model of elite education, elite identities are structured 
according to race, class, and gender where white upper-class masculinity is still a 
dominant feature.85 Earlier works on elite schools and boarding schools emphasised 
their social reproduction function while recent studies show how elite institutions 
have adapted to a changing environment where a broadened recruitment has 
enabled meritocracy to replace inherent privilege as a principle of legitimation.86  

Ultimately, while the mechanisms of boarding schools and elite institutions 
may have changed in line with societal, political, and economic changes, they are 
still sites of social reproduction and inequalities. Dominant classes having passed 
through specific educational institutions internalise the sense of deserving their 
positions of power and that social hierarchies are fair.87 Thus, the inequalities 
between elite students and other students become naturalised. Practices that elite 
schools frequently adopt is sorting and selecting students that already fit the scho-
lastic and social transmission and interiorisation taking place within the school.88  

Another part of the “work” boarding schools do is the forming of their stu-
dents’ persona from a holistic point of view, be it socially, morally, intellectually, 
physically, or spiritually, instilling students with a sense of entitlement, self-con-
fidence, social and intellectual superiority and an “assured optimism” regarding 
their future.89 Studying elites through their networks allows us to understand how 
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power is concentrated and dispersed at the international level. However, by stud-
ying elites through (school) culture we are better able to comprehend the specific 
characteristics and properties valued and required for transnational elites to not 
only distinguish themselves from national elites but also acquire credibility and 
access to occupational positions and networks on the international scene.  

Preparing for Power and Professional Life 
Elite schools prepare students to occupy future positions of power.90 They do so 
by inculcating their students with various dispositions and a sense of privilege 
and merit of their opportunities compared to other segments in society. Boarding 
schools play a crucial part in the production and reproduction of students’ dis-
positions. School ethnographies look at what schools as institutions do, practices 
that take place within the school walls, what is being performed, both through 
routines and every-day life. Learning to dress and act for ones future professional 
and social roles in society seems to be an integral part of an elite school 
education.91 Repeating ceremonies and dinners involving formal dress code 
enables students to navigate formal settings and conversations with comfort and 
ease, instilling them with a sense of belonging and self-confidence.92  

While most studies on elite and boarding schools focus on teenagers and 
young adults aspiring to get into a good university, rather than those entering the 
labour market, there are some important exceptions. Yves-Marie Abraham’s work 
on the French elite business school HEC is informative as he shows how the 
school is dismantling students’ scholastic dispositions, which got them accepted 
to the school in the first place and encourages frivolous attitudes to prepare them 
for their future roles as managers.93  

Lauren Rivera’s work on American job recruiters in the top tier sector of 
investment banks, consultancies and law firms demonstrated how recruiters, 
when screening candidate’s CVs, marked “high-status extra-curricular activities” 
as signals of merit and achievement before the interviews.94 Elite school’s typically 
offer a wide range of extra-curricular activities but this ultimately benefits stu-
dents from dominant classes since research suggest that students from working 
class origins tend to focus on academic grades while students from dominant 
classes partake in extra-curricular activities in order to distinguish themselves 
from other candidates when entering the labour market after graduation.95  
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In a study on Swiss hospitality management schools, Ann-Sophie Delval 
points to the duality in the education offered to an international and elitist stu-
dent clientele by shaping them into generalist managers through a very practical, 
operationally oriented programme.96 These three examples drawn from France, 
Switzerland, and the US show how the boundary between academia and the 
labour market becomes blurred through an incorporation of learning professional 
and practical skillsets, dispositions and attitudes which serve to prepare students 
to enter the professional life. 

Compared to the cited examples primarily looking at schools and programmes 
in relation to future managerial positions within the private sector, the College 
of Europe differs in an important sense since there is an ideological component 
to its education. Apart from the stated objective on the school’s website to forge 
the next generation of European leaders, it has a political mission of contributing 
to European integration by transcending national mental and physical barriers 
through having students live and study together.97 Therefore, the shared lived 
experience in Bruges is a crucial component transforming a nationally hetero-
genous student group into a collective transnational social group.  

Forging a Collective Group 
One of the most emphasised characteristics of a boarding school is the disman-
tling of the individual in favour of the collective.98 This is done through the 
selection of students which ensure that profiles of students align with the school 
ethos, organisation and rules. In other words, that a “social paradise” is created 
enhancing the cohesiveness of the group and an esprit de corps.99 Time in boarding 
schools is often organised to maximise collective activities. Team sports and com-
petitions serve to encourage a team spirit, bonding, and identification with the 
school, which together with other school ceremonies, rituals and events reinforces 
students’ sense of belonging to a special community.100  

Through scheduling students’ time and leisure, boarding schools take over the 
role of parenting and enhance a simultaneously disciplinary and caring role.101 A 
sense of loyalty towards the institutions and a common sense of belongingness 
amongst students is developed where elite identifications, through schooling, 
bear consequences of exclusionary practices being prolonged to adult life.102 This 
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is done by alumni networks and matrimonial practices that reinforce social clo-
sure and internal cohesiveness of dominant groups which equally has bearing on 
networks being forged that can be utilised within the professional sphere.103  

In sum, a specific particularity of boarding schools is their focus on creating a 
collective group conscious which enables students to forge a network and advo-
cate common interests for the group. This is partly done through a strong social 
selection to the boarding schools, creating a “social paradise” where the students 
are very homogenous.104 The College of Europe is relatively unknown to the gen-
eral population. This, it could be argued, reinforces the school’s role of social 
reproduction since one must know about the school to be able to apply to it. Yet 
the College of Europe differs from most studies on elite schools and boarding 
schools since it is an international private school, bilingual and has a highly 
international student body. Therefore, the next section will treat international 
private schooling, European mobility, and the role of language in international 
education. 

International Schooling, Mobility and Language 
In the aftermath of the Second World War, international private schools were 
created to offer an alternative education to the children of expats, diplomats, and 
professionals within international organisations.105 These schools were private 
but not for profit and they advocated an internationalist ideology. Its curriculum 
centred on the notions of global peace, tolerance, and multiculturalism, directed 
to children from various nationalities, religious background, and cultures.106  

The literature on international private schools differentiates between tradi-
tional international schools catering to international professionals’ children and 
new international streams aiming at local students primarily where the objective 
is to teach in English with the goal and hope of getting into a prestigious Anglo-
Saxon University.107 The College was not created to cater to international profes-
sionals’ children such as the IB schools or the European Schools nor for the 
international economic elites’ children such as the Swiss international boarding 
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schools.108 It was created to form future European leaders by offering 
postgraduate international education to adults.  

Recent scholarship mentioning the College of Europe differ greatly in their 
portrayal of the school, ranging from depicting it as a school aspiring to form a 
European administrative elite to an European intellectual hub.109 Regardless, 
what the College shares with other international schools is that it gives its students 
an opportunity to acquire a predominantly international culture which, accord-
ing to Anne-Catherine Wagner, differs from cosmopolitanism in the sense that 
while the latter presupposes a cohesion of a small aristocratic elite, the interna-
tional culture of professionals is defined by the valorisation of the diversity of 
national cultures.110  

International Education as a Social and Professional Strategy 
Internationalisation of higher education has led to the emergence of an industry 
of international student recruitment since the 1990s.111 Students act as 
consumers in that they do not only look at reputation of schools but also 
employability upon graduation, whether that is in their home countries or at the 
destination.112 International higher education has become a market where 
boundaries between the academic world and the economic world are fluid.113 

When it comes to elites, exposing children to ‘the international’ is hardly new. 
Cosmopolitanism has traditionally been linked to upper strata of the European 
bourgeoisie, for instance by the grands tours.114 What is new is that “the interna-
tional” has become accessible to other social groups, very much like education 
itself has.115 Socio-economic status play a role both in terms of who partakes in 
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exchange programmes as well as choices of student destination, subjects and stu-
dent choice availability. Not all social groups benefit to the same extent by inter-
nationalisation. Whether studies abroad and international experiences will add a 
positive value to an individual’s life trajectory largely depends on the other types 
of resources accumulated.116 This is symptomatic of international education’s 
tendency to benefit middle and upper middle class in granting them 
opportunities and competitive advantages.117 

Research tends to focus on either the impact of international education on 
social stratification or on the identity of international students. Social stratifica-
tion through international education can happen in two ways. One, it is a new 
means for elite groups to socially reproduce. Two, it is an opportunity for the 
middle classes to move socially upwards.118 If national middle classes are reinvent-
ing themselves through the acquisition of international properties, it becomes 
relevant to study a school like the College of Europe since it provides the oppor-
tunity to not only study social groups from one nation but from many. 

Anne-Catherine Wagner studied the interrelation between national environ-
ments and transnational properties developed when agents move to another 
country. Departing from the work of Pierre Bourdieu, Wagner refers to these 
properties and sensibilities as “international culture” which encompasses 
knowledge of languages, having friends and family who are geographically dis-
persed, the ability of having a career in multiple countries and knowledge of for-
eign cultures.119 Today, language is an essential part of the internationalisation 
strategies of private schools, through offering foreign language courses or bilin-
gual programmes.120 

The Importance of Language 
English language occupies a dominant position in international spaces. Even if 
bilingualism and multilingualism is now associated with international schooling, 
the latter tended to be monolingual, following an Anglo-American cultural model 
in curricula and language of instruction.121 Anne-Marie de Mejia concludes that 
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international schools were not initially designed explicitly as bilingual institutions 
but instead as institutions offering an alternative cultural and educational 
model.122 The College of Europe differs from international schools in this regard, 
since it was explicitly designed as a bilingual institution where the curricula would 
be taught in both English and in French.  

According to Abram de Swaan, when it comes to European integration, lan-
guage has been largely undiscussed.123 Language is often viewed as an asset that is 
acquired, polished or improved through international experience and interna-
tional schooling when acquiring international sensibilities and culture.124 For 
multilingual agents, when investing in a new language, its “plurality” and “cen-
trality” of the language will determined whether it is worth investing in.125 The 
plurality indicator refers to how many people speak the language i.e., the degree 
of communication access that is given by acquiring a new language. The central-
ity indicator refers to how central the language is within the world system of 
languages, where English occupies the most dominant place. When looking at 
these two indicators within the EU context, French has more centrality than Ger-
man and is also a world language due to its colonial past and having been a dip-
lomatic language.126  

Researchers tend to ask, “what can language give and to whom?” rather than 
“what does language actually do?” A study of the College of Europe would be a 
perfect case study to observe the social function of bilingualism within an inter-
national school, something that has thus far not been treated extensively and 
overlooked in the research literature. Since the student body is multilingual and 
most students do not have English or French as their mother tongues, there is an 
immediate hierarchisation between the two dominant teaching languages and the 
other languages that students bring with them. Language is also intrinsically 
linked with mobility. 

Intra-European Mobility 
Mobility literature tends to differentiate between study migration being geared 
towards capitals and metropolitan cities with linguistic similarities and geograph-
ical proximity, and labour migration being largely motivated by economic 
gains.127 Looking at general intra-European student flows, UK, Germany and 

 
London: Routledge; De Mejia, Anne-Marie (2002), Power, Prestige and Bilingualism: International 
Perspectives on Elite Bilingual Education. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, p. 14. 
122 De Mejia, A-M. (2002), p. 14. 
123 De Swaan, Abram (1993a), “The Evolving European Language System: A Theory of 
Communication Potential and Language Competition”, International Political Science Review, 
vol. 14, no. 3, pp. 241–255, p. 244.  
124 Wagner, A-C. (1998); Wagner, A-C. (2007a). 
125 De Swaan, A. (1993a),Ibid., p. 246. 
126 De Swaan, A. (1993a),Ibid., p. 247. 
127 Moyyaart, Jarl & de Valk, Helga (2021), Intra-EU migration 2010–2020. QuantMig Project 
Deliverable D4.2. The Hague: University of Groningen, pp. 11–13; Balàz, Vladimir, Allan M. & 



FORMING EU-PROFESSIONALS 

 44 

France stand out as main study destinations.128 Mette Ginnerskov-Dahlberg’s 
study on master students from Eastern Europe in Denmark showed that there is 
a thin line between student mobility and work mobility. Ginnerskov-Dahlberg 
concluded that there is a glorification of Western lifestyle and opportunities 
attached to studying, moving, and working in the West compared to staying and 
working in the East.129  

The Erasmus programme is by far the most cited example of coordinated stu-
dent mobility in Europe. Established in 1987 by the European Commission, it 
enables students from EU member states to study abroad for a semester or two 
during their university studies through a scholarship funded by the EU. More 
than 3 million students have participated in the study programme since its crea-
tion.130 Characterised by a certain lifestyle consisting of extensive traveling, par-
tying and intense international socialising amongst themselves, students partici-
pating in this form of mobility have been coined as the “Erasmus generation.”131  

In his study on Swedish and Greek Erasmus students, Ioannis Tsoukalas, 
argues that while the students do not interact much with the local population, 
they represent an international microcosm on their own through which cosmo-
politan attitudes are cultivated. Through this, a “new breed of citizens” is being 
promoted by the EU.132 One of the fundamental goals behind the Erasmus pro-
gramme emphasised in the literature is its political and ideological aim of foster-
ing a sense of “Europeanness” amongst young Europeans, a sense of belonging 
and identification with the European continent and its citizens.133  

Adrien Favell, in his study of highly mobile European professionals, also links 
mobility with cosmopolitan dispositions. Coined by Favell as “Eurostars” and 
“pioneers of European integration”, these professionals residing in Amsterdam, 
Brussels and London are free movers, highly skilled and desiring to transcend the 
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nation-state “containers.”134 Similarly to the Erasmus students, the “Eurostars” 
are not really emotionally invested in their new home of residence but primarily 
motivated by cultural curiosity and adventure rather than by material gains, the 
latter of which they may even be quite uninformed about when making their 
decision to move.135  

Although belonging to the minority of the migrating European population, 
Louise Schou Therkildsen argues in her doctoral thesis that the EU has made the 
“Eurostar” (in my opinion also the Erasmus student) into a model European cit-
izen as a rhetorical device to enhance a European identity.136 Therkildsen further 
demonstrates how a shift has occurred on behalf of the EU from seeking legiti-
mation for its institutions to externalising it onto European citizens, making it 
an individual responsibility to collectively forge a European identity by cultivat-
ing cosmopolitanism through participating in the free movement.137 Yet it is not 
the Erasmus student, nor the “Eurostars”, who represents most European stu-
dents and migrants. Few take advantage of their right of free movement to work 
in another country rather than their home countries.138 Magali Ballatore shows a 
similar figure regarding Erasmus students. Merely 5 per cent of the students 
enrolled in European higher education participate in the exchange programme.139 
Just like Favell’s “Eurostars”, Erasmus students tend to come from middle and 
upper middle class rather than working class.140  

In other words, most European students stay at home and most European 
migrants are motivated by economic gains and do not belong to the high-skilled, 
adventurous, and cosmopolitan segment that Favell depicts. They do, however, 
correspond with the profile of the College of Europe students. Drawing on her 
dissertation on the College of Europe, Kerstin Poehls notes that 95 per cent of 
the College students she met during her field work had done an Erasmus or a 
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study semester abroad.141 It is probably a fair assumption that students enrolled 
in an international postgraduate programme are aspiring to integrate the labour 
market upon graduation and perhaps even embark on a “Eurostar” lifestyle by 
becoming mobile professionals within the field of EU affairs. Therefore, the next 
section will outline relevant studies made on EU-professionals working in and 
around EU institutions. 

EU-professionals  
The careers and social profiles of EU-professionals have been increasingly studied 
since the 1990s.142 MEP assistants,143 Commission officials,144 the COREPER,145 
interest groups and lobbyists,146 European lawyers and judges147 and European 
national political and economic elites have all been the object of study.148 Still, 
the study of EU politics has mainly been preserved to economists, political scien-
tists and legal scholars.149 Consequently, as noted by Niilo Kauppi, the human 
dimension has largely been missing.150  

Transnational elites can play with different principles of legitimacy, sometimes 
advancing excellence within the national system and sometimes the value from 
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international experiences.151 For instance, lawyers could circulate from their 
national logics to a European logic and thus not only contribute to “building 
Europe” but also “building themselves.”152 Transnational experts operated at the 
periphery of the formation of politics and international institutions. Through 
their ability to circulate between various transnational spheres, transnational 
experts contributed to the structuring of the formation of these spaces. However, 
EU-professionals are far from a Brussels-based “clique” working within the EU 
institutions or a socially homogenous group who acts in its self-interest such as 
class theory would have us believe.153 As the next section will show, it is a 
diversified group, both nationally and professionally. 

Dispositions of EU-professionals  
While I went into more details regarding the field-concept and how to 
understand the EU from a theoretical point of view in the previous chapter, I 
want to draw attention to the fact that the EU professional does not necessarily 
have to be someone that works within the EU administration as a permanent 
employee. In an article from 2015, Sebastian Büttner et al state that they: 

seek to show that there is indeed a horizontal field of EU-related experts and pro-
fessionals with own rules, field-specific resources and knowledge, EU-specific net-
works, and certain field-specific standards of expertise and professionalism which 
is not confined to Brussels and the mystified “EU elite” in the “Brussels bubble”154 

It is not necessarily the case that all students of European studies dream of 
becoming an EU civil servant. Even if they do, quite realistically, there are more 
students enrolled in European studies programmes than there are positions 
available within the EU institutions. This also applies to the College of Europe 
students, albeit the school’s advantage of geographical proximity to Brussels and 
its network with the “Brussels bubble”, not the least of which includes part of the 
so-called flying faculty155, who are practitioners working in Brussels.156  

Apart from the EU officials who are permanent and likely the most invested 
in “making” and “building” Europe, there exists a vast range of other actors who 
are involved in the process of EU policymaking and legislation. There are expert 
groups advising the European Commission, there are lobbyists and consultancies 
representing their clients, there are trade union associations, there are journalists 
and media, there are think tanks, NGOs and there are permanent representations 
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of national governments and there are even subnational authorities such as 
regions setting up so called “Brussels Offices.” In other words, there exists a 
multitude of various career avenues and options for those who wish to make 
Europe their breadwinner.  

Büttner et al. outlines various types of EU-professionals moving from the core 
of EU policy making to its periphery. At the core, not surprisingly, are the 
employees within the EU institutions. Around the core, one finds expert groups, 
interest groups and lobbyists. Furthest away from the core, operating from the 
periphery as “mediators and satellites of EU policy-making”, are the EU-
professionals in local and national contexts.157  

Obviously, the type of expertise and skillset required and found legitimate will 
vary depending on whether the work is public, private, attached to the national 
or the European level, within the EU institution or outside of them. What they 
do have in common though is that all the professions benefit from knowledge of 
how the EU institutions work and having a social transnational network.  

For instance, Cécile Robert outlines social properties of experts in so called 
expert groups employed by the EU institutions and found that although they are 
a highly diversified group representing national administrations, academics, 
industry, NGOs, unions, regional and local authorities, consumers and interna-
tional organisations, these experts share several commonalities. Chosen experts 
tend to be internationally open, embody neutrality and be multipositional, i.e., 
holding positions in several different social and professional spaces.158  

Comprehending formal and informal “ways of doing” in the EU institutions, 
navigating in a multicultural environment, and disposing of the right kind of 
transnational social capital facilitate a career within and around the EU-sphere. 
These properties are more easily acquired if the individual has previously accu-
mulated international predispositions than if not.159 The processes, spaces and 
institutions within which agents are free to develop such properties before they 
occupy transnational positions have yet been underexplored. Schooling is one 
arena where social groups acquire necessary dispositions for their future profes-
sional trajectories.  

In the last thirty years, study programmes and diplomas in European studies 
have expanded and it is leaving a mark on the structure of the professional field 
of EU affairs.160 For instance, Anne-Catherine Wagner shows how there exists an 
internal opposition within trade union associations between long-standing accu-
mulated militant resources through experience from the trade union movement 
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and the increasingly competitive academic resources accumulated through qual-
ifications and languages.161 As such, Wagner concludes, the properties of trade 
unionists are converging to other “European professionals”, i.e., “their resources 
consist of technical knowledge, skills and ways of seeing and doing things which 
determine integration into the key institutions of Europe.” Specifically, this 
means putting national and political categories of analysis at distance.162  

Similarly, when it comes to interest groups and lobbyists, Guillaume Courty 
and Hélène Michel point to two paths of entry for aspiring professionals: through 
national interest group representation or by entering the field of lobbying directly 
after having obtained an academic diploma in European affairs or international 
affairs.163 Amongst the group of diploma holders, Courty and Michel make a 
second distinction between the “Europeans” and the “internationals.” For the 
“internationals”, Brussels is simply the first stop on the embarking of their inter-
national career. For the “Europeans”, however, Brussels represents the end game. 
Sociologically, they are close to the European Commission officials and, accord-
ing to Courty and Michel, share “the same qualifications and the same expecta-
tions of Europe.”164  

Compared to the “internationals”, the “Europeans” have a technocratic view 
of Europe, which manifests by a preference for textual work, writing research 
reports and sending written contributions. While the “Europeans” are considered 
as permanent players, in Brussels for the long run, the “internationals” tend to be 
temporary agents whose profiles are of a general nature and whose interests and 
actions extend beyond Europe.165 In short, on a general level around the core of 
the EU institutions, one can discern between two groups of EU-professionals 
where one group tends to accumulate their expertise at the national level before 
embarking on a career in Brussels and the other group invests in a diploma in EU 
studies or international affairs prior to entering the professional field of EU 
affairs. Regardless of pathway and regardless of sector, national categories of anal-
ysis must be kept at bay while dispositions of neutrality, expertise, and demon-
strated aptitude for working in an international cross-sectoral setting is valued.  

A reasonable hypothesis would be that these dispositions are more valued and 
legitimate the closer to the core of the EU professional field one gets, i.e., the EU 
institutions, while losing importance the further one gets from the core and Brus-
sels. This hypothesis is party confirmed by a study done on German and Polish 
EU-professionals at the local and national level. It was concluded that there is 
stark contrast between Brussels-based EU-professionals and the former, many 

 
161 Wagner, Anne-Catherine (2013), “The Personnel of the European Trade Union 
Confederation: Specifically European Types of Capital?” in Georgakakis, Didier & Rowell, Jay, 
The Field of Eurocracy: Mapping EU Actors and Professionals. New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
p. 197. 
162 Wagner, A-C. (2013), Ibid., p. 200.  
163 Courty, G. & Michel, H. (2013), p. 184. 
164 Courty, G. & Michel, H. (2013), Ibid., p. 186. 
165 Courty, G. & Michel, H. (2013), Ibid. 
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who had never been to Brussels and whose expertise related to EU funding, 
whether it concerned fundraising, management and coordination of EU-funded 
projects or implementation.166 This is quite different from the EU-professionals 
working around the core of the EU institutions who actively engage, participate, 
and try to influence the EU policy making process, and therefore, must comply 
to a larger extent to “how things work” within the so called “Brussels bubble.”  

A specific category of EU-professionals exist who rely on national career paths 
but are semi-permanent players in Brussels. These are the permanent representa-
tives of member states to the EU, who enjoy diplomatic status and work within 
the mediator space between the national and the supranational level. Filippa 
Chatzistavrou study on 145 biographies of permanent representatives to the EU 
showed that while they belong to national social elites and have accumulated 
postgraduate academic qualifications from national elite educational establish-
ments, the majority had not been internationally mobile during their studies and 
overall, multilingual proficiency was low.167 However, even though their careers 
and educational trajectories are predominantly national, Chatzistavrou argues 
that compared to other diplomats, the EU diplomats differ as they rely on the 
accumulation of a specific set of EU-related political and social resources which 
enable them to advance in their careers, in particular EU-related competences 
such as negotiation techniques and decision-making practices.168  

The Core: Employees within the EU institutions 
To become an EU official, one has to pass an exam (hence onwards referred to as 
the concours) and, if successful, one is employed for life. The EU officials’ rights 
and duties have been institutionalised in an objective form through Staff Regu-
lations which means they constitute a professional category apart from national 
civil servants. This autonomy can be questioned. National civil servants have the 
monopoly to embody the interest of the State, but EU civil servants cannot solely 
embody interest on behalf of the European community, as competences are 
shared with its member states in many policy areas.169 Didier Georgakakis situates 
EU officials halfway between an occupational group and a social class.170 Accord-
ing to Didier Georgakakis, EU officials differentiate themselves from both a State 
Nobility and an international economic bourgeoisie because:  

 
166 Büttner et al. (2015), pp. 583–584. 
167 Chatzistavrou, F. (2013), pp. 64–65. 
168 Chatzistavrou, F. (2013), pp. 70–71; Baisnée, Olivier & Smith, Andy (2006), “Pour une 
sociologie de l’apolitique: acteurs, interactions et representations au Coeur du government de 
l’Union européenne” in Cohen, Antonin, Lacroix, Bernard & Riutort, Philippe, Les formes de 
l’activité politique: Eléments d’analyse sociologique, du XVIIIe siècle à nos jours, Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, pp. 335–354. 
169 Georgakakis, D. (2017), p. 59. 
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Unlike the international economic bourgeoisie, they owe their position to their 
cultural and informational (expertise) capital and to the tenure of their status as 
civil servants. Unlike State Nobility, the lion’s share of their transnational dispo-
sitions and resources, and the interdependences attached to their position make 
them a body of out-of-state (and for some of them, anti-state) servants.171  

Cris Shore, on the other hand, conducted an ethnographic study of the EU offi-
cials and considers them as a separate social class; a transnational elite sharing a 
similar habitus.172 According to Shore, a specific European institutional habitus 
develops throughout the years within the EU institutions. As such, Shore con-
cludes that EU civil servants can be considered a European political class.173 To 
what extent the EU officials can be considered a transnational social or political 
class falls outside of the scope of this thesis. However, research conducted on EU 
officials, and EU professional in general, tends to highlight their differentiation 
from national civil servants and professionals, be it their vocation of being of 
service to Europe or their cosmopolitan lifestyle.174 

Apart from permanent contracts, there are a multitude of employment con-
tracts of temporary nature within the EU institutions, for instance the already 
mentioned expert groups but also trainees, contract agents and seconded national 
experts. A contract agent can be employed within the EU institutions for up to 6 
years. A seconded national expert is a civil servant from an EU member state who 
is sent to the EU administration for up to 6 years. All the major EU institutions, 
that is, the European Commission (EC), the European Parliament (EP), the 
Council of the European Union (the Council) and the Court of Justice of the 
EIS (CJUE) have their own traineeship programme with their own selection pro-
cess. The most prestigious is the EC’s traineeship called the Blue Book. It is a 
five-month long traineeship with an allowance of around 1,250 EUR and is 
highly competitive.  

Candidates are first pre-selected based on a point system by anonymous eval-
uators ranking candidates by degree (minimum bachelor’s degree), knowledge of 
working languages of the EC (French, English, German) and knowledge of any 
official languages of the EU (each member states language count as an official 
language of the EU).175 Multilingualism is therefore a generally valued asset 
within the trainee selection to the EC, especially French, English, and German. 

 
171 Georgakakis, D. (2017), p. 63. 
172 Shore, Cris (2010), “La socialisation de l’administration de l’Union européenne: une approche 
anthropologique des phénomènes d’européanisation et de supranationalisme”, in Michel, Hélène 
& Robert, Cécile, La Fabrique des «Européens»: processus de socialisation et construction européenne. 
Strasbourg: Presses Universitaires de Strasbourg, p. 196. 
173 Shore, C. (2010), pp. 193–94. 
174 Favell, A. (2008); Fligstein, Neil (2008). Euroclash: the EU, European Identity and the Future of 
Europe. Oxford: Oxford University Press; Mau, Steffen (2010), Social Transnationalism: Lifeworlds 
beyond the Nation-State. London: Routledge; Recchi, Ettore & Favell, Adrian (2009), Pioneers of 
European Integration: Citizenship and Mobility in the EU. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.  
175 Traineeships.ec.europa.eu, “Frequently Asked Questions” https://traineeships.ec.europa. 
eu/faq?%2C=, [2022–04–08]. 
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Furthermore, additional points are given to candidates for having an “interna-
tional profile demonstrated through education, work or volunteering experience 
abroad, and aptitude to work in an international environment.”176 Nationality 
counts in traineeship selection to the EU institutions, in recruiting Member of 
Parliament (MEP) assistants to the European Parliament as well as the high-level 
political appointments of Directorates-Generals in the European Commission.177 
At the same time, having lived in a foreign country during childhood or studies, 
being bi-national and having a Europe-related diploma are assets in landing a job 
within the EU institutions.178  

The European Commission, considered the supranational EU institution and 
possessing a monopoly on initiating EU legislation, is marked by high national 
heterogeneity but minimal social heterogeneity.179 The hiring process of EU offi-
cials, an open competition, remained largely unchanged from the 1960s until the 
concours reform in 2010. This concours reform drastically changed the recruit-
ment practice since it no longer tested applicants’ knowledge of Europe and 
European culture and instead drew inspiration from the private-sector’s form of 
recruitment.180 The reform had two implications. First, graduates having studied 
European-related subjects were suddenly disadvantaged during the selection to 
the benefit of business graduates who are comfortable with logical and abstract 
assessments.181 Second, it was possible that successful concours candidates had no 
previous knowledge of the EU nor an outspoken desire to contribute to the Euro-
pean project as a vocation. This, according to Didier Georgakakis, leads to a frag-
mentation of EU civil servants as a social group, their European vocation and 
ultimately what it entails to be an EU official.182 However, regardless of the 
changes to hiring practices affecting the EU officials as a social group, internal 
cleavages and hierarchies exist within the EU institutions.  

Hierarchies and Internal Cleavages  
Daniel Drewski explores national and regional symbolic boundaries within the 
European Commission. His respondents were employees within the European 
Commission, ranging from policy officers to senior managers, from ten different 
EU member states.183 Drewski notes that several results from his interviews align 
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with previous research, such as the Commission officials de-emphasising the 
importance of nationality, that preconceived stereotypes were deconstructed 
through work in a multinational setting and that most respondents had an inter-
national education and socialised amongst each other in the “Brussels bubble”, 
leading to transnational lifestyle and ethos.184  

However, Drewski’s study nuances these general patterns by distinguishing 
four areas where higher officials of the European Commission drew national and 
regional boundaries amongst themselves in their daily work regarding organisa-
tional culture, working language, professional ethos and status and influence 
within the organisation. According to Drewski, within each of these areas, EC 
officials would: 

Mobilise geographical distinctions such as between “Northern” and “Southern 
Europeans” or “old” and “new” member states to categorise and to make sense of 
them.185 

Regarding working language, officials were split between one camp wanting Eng-
lish to be the lingua Franca and a second camp wishing for a balance between 
English and French as working languages. For those in the first camp, mainly 
from Northern and Central and Eastern Europe, the penchant for English was 
backed up by arguments of efficient communication. On the other hand, the 
second camp, mainly consisting of French, Italian, Greek and Spanish respond-
ents, the argument of balancing the two languages was related to cultural diversity 
and identity.186 In other words, for the latter, language had a symbolic value and 
not just an instrumental one.187  

Another symbolic boundary identified by Drewski was to what extent EU 
officials felt a vocation to “build Europe” and to defend the European interest. 
In other words, the ethos of the European civil service. This entailed a commit-
ment to European integration as opposed to job security, career or salary as well 
as putting the national perspective at distance to the benefit of a European per-
spective. Most notably, a difference emerged between the “old” and “new” mem-
ber states. EU officials from the “new” member states highlighted the fact that 
being able to dismiss material rewards and primarily be driven by values is a priv-
ilege associated with the higher level of socio-economic development of Western 
Europe.188 Hence, alongside horizontal international dispositions uniting EU 
civil servants, macro-level geopolitics and socioeconomic inequality amongst 
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member states seem to affect EU officials regarding how they relate to one 
another and their work of “building Europe.”  

Conclusion  
This chapter has outlined the three strands of research pertinent to a study of the 
College of Europe. Previous research on elite schooling and boarding schools has 
uncovered the role of elite institutions in reproducing existing social inequalities 
and hierarchies by forging certain dispositions in their students through practices 
and forging them into a collective, thus preparing them for future positions of 
power. From the research on EU-professionals we know that they are a very het-
erogenous professional group, yet there are certain dispositions and skills that are 
valued higher the closer one works to the European institutions. Namely, an abil-
ity to put national categories at a distance to the benefit of a European one, being 
internationally open, neutral, technocratic, and building specific EU-
institutional expertise.  

There is still a sociological lacuna regarding the schooling of EU-professionals. 
At the same time, scholars on EU-professionals have noted the relevance of 
accumulated academic resources and languages, specifically in European studies 
and international education. Many of the dispositions and skills valued among 
EU-professionals, such as knowledge of languages, ability to work in an interna-
tional environment and putting national categories at a distance, are learnt 
through international education and experiences. 

Nevertheless, when comparing the College of Europe to the schools studied 
within the literature of elite schooling and international schooling, several differ-
ences were noticed. While the College of Europe seems to draw on elite schooling 
culture, it is very closely situated to the EU labour market and has a political 
mission of contributing to European integration. Therefore, it is also pertinent 
to investigate whether, and if so, how European macro-level patterns of domi-
nance, language and social inequality shape the making of the EU professional 
during their schooling. A study on the College of Europe will add to the emerging 
body of literature on EU-professionals and EU social actors, international private 
schooling, and elite schooling by focusing on the schooling of aspiring EU-
professionals and how the year in Bruges favours, or not, these aspirations. The 
design and methodology of the study will be the focus in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4  
Design of the Study 

This chapter outlines the methodological and analytical choices that underpinned 
the study, what data was gathered because of these choices, the limits of these and 
how I have tried to compensate for these limits. The chapter is organised in four 
parts, moving from a practical rendition to an increasingly reflexive analysis. 
Firstly, I will outline what type of data that was gathered, for what purpose and 
its analytical consequences. Secondly, as the empirical chapters rely heavily on 
interview material, I will go through the interview guides and the interview set-
ting and how these may have influenced the data and results obtained. Thirdly, 
I will summarise the procedure of data analysis and its theoretical underpinnings. 
Fourth, I will account for how ethical considerations influence the way in which 
I present the results in the empirical chapters and how, through reflexivity, my 
own social position vis-à-vis my study subjects may have affected the obtained 
data and my interpretation of the data.  

Data Collection and Sample 
A first methodological decision was to adopt a qualitative approach due to my 
research focus, which was to study one single higher education institution rather 
than the structure of many. Since what I was interested in was practices and what 
happens in the “black box”, a second methodological choice was to go beyond an 
interview-based study in order to generate the data needed to answer my research 
questions. Ethnographic fieldwork combined with semi-structured interviews 
with students and administration generated the main data on which this study is 
built upon. These were then complemented with other types of material such as 
school brochures, students’ LinkedIn profiles and the student yearbook. While 
the former constitutes the basis on which I construct my results and analysis, the 
latter were necessary pieces to gather in order to contextualise the results. All the 
methodological choices I made also meant methodological choices I rejected. In 
this section, I will go through the various methods and generated data and the 
analytical consequences they had. 
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Ethnographic Fieldwork Marked by Two Phases  
Increasingly, scholars have pointed to the limitations of interviews as a method 
to accurately predict or assess people’s actions and behaviours, referred to as the 
“attitudinal fallacy” by Colin Jerolmack and Shamus Khan.189 Ethnography’s 
main advantage is that it enables to capture the every-day life, perceptions, prac-
tices and meaning-making of the social group of interest.190 In this study, the 
social group of interest were the College students. Through the participation in 
the every-day life of the research subjects, it is possible to observe and analyse the 
difference between “what people say” and “what people do.”191 

The fieldwork occurred during the academic year of 2017–18 but my first 
visit to the field was in November 2016. According to Charlotte Davies, it is 
difficult to gain access to elitist surroundings as “people in position of power (…) 
have greater resources to restrict researchers access to their lives.”192 Contrary to 
what method literature suggest when it comes to boarding schools and elites, 
access was not difficult to obtain.193 I sent an email to one of the Department 
Directors, who happened to be a former professor of mine during my master 
studies. Through him, I was able to arrange for a visit the year prior to my field 
work. I believe this greatly facilitated my access. During this visit, I met with key 
people from the school administration,194 observed the Opening Ceremony and 
conducted two pilot interviews with currently enrolled students.195 I visited the 
two campuses, the library and had lunch at the student canteen.  

This first visit was crucial in order to negotiate access to the field and my 
position as a researcher vis-à-vis the school administration. The Opening Cere-
mony and the pilot interviews gave me valuable insights not only on how the 
College presents itself towards the outside but also a first indication of themes of 
interest from the pilot interviews. It sparked a curiosity in students’ international 
capital as well as how their home countries’ geopolitical status affected their time 
in Bruges. Once I returned the following year, the academic year of 2017–18, the 
duration of my stay in the field variated between a few days to several weeks per 
month. This in and out approach to the field permitted time to take stock of the 
observations and what to focus on during the next visit. During the first month 
of the academic year, I spent nearly every day in Bruges. The next three months 
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I spent up to a week per month. In the second semester, I went on a week-long 
study trip to Strasbourg and Luxemburg in February. In March I lived in a stu-
dent room in of the school’s residences. During April and May, I stayed up to 
two weeks per month in an Airbnb in Bruges. In June, I lived once again in a 
residence, but this time in a studio equipped with a small kitchen where faculty 
stayed when teaching in Bruges. The two months I lived in a student residence 
were the months that were the most intense during the fieldwork as I felt totally 
immersed and could not go back to the private space of an Airbnb when feeling 
overwhelmed. It was also the two most productive months in terms of interviews 
and getting deep into the field.  

I believe the strategy of being present at the school each day during the first 
month and up to a week the following months of the first semester allowed me 
to integrate the world of the College of Europe in a steadfast manner where I 
could get to know some of the students, faculty, and school administration in a 
slow pace, without feeling that I was being abrasive, since the students themselves 
were probably overwhelmed and needed time to adjust to their new surround-
ings. By being there every day during the first month, I established my presence. 
Through leaving the field regularly the following months of the semester, I 
allowed myself to get some mental space and to discover changes occurring 
between the times I integrated the field. During the second semester, my 
approach was entirely different. I started with going on a three-day long study 
trip with the POL study programme by bus and, soon after, I moved into a stu-
dent residence. The months I was not living in the student residence, I was in 
Bruges almost as much or more than I was at my home in Sweden. During the 
time off the field, I kept in contact with the students and the lines between 
researcher and research subjects were increasingly blurred.  

The ethnographic fieldwork can be divided in two phases. During the first 
semester, I did not conduct any interviews but focused mainly on classroom 
observations, getting to know students, and navigating the field as an outsider. I 
primarily went to European General (EG) classes since I found them both ana-
lytically and strategically important. EG classes were given as optional courses 
across programmes, thus they gave an idea of what the school thinks its students 
should learn, regardless of programme affiliation. It also provided me with an 
opportunity to get to know students from different programmes. I did, however, 
also attend other classes within programmes, mainly per advice from students 
who thought I should join them to a class they particularly enjoyed. As a part of 
negotiating my access to the field and following classes, I had to first obtain an 
approval from the department directors and then from the individual teachers 
before observing. I was not allowed to attend courses from the LAW programme. 
I was never given a concrete reason for this, but I interpret this restriction of 
access as a protection strategy.196 I tried to compensate for this restriction by 

 
196 This status is mainly related to its heavy focus on competition law and strict 50–50 language 
policy between English and French.  
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interviewing students from the LAW programme and asking them questions con-
cerning the academic part of their programme. I also interviewed the permanent 
professor of the LAW department (the Director, however, was not able to find 
time for an interview).  

I do not think this restriction affected my results much since, although I 
observed over 40 hours of class, the formal curriculum is not the main focus of 
my empirical chapters. Instead, I focus on the informal curricula and institutional 
rituals, for instance the national weeks, which were relevant in relation to my 
overarching interest of how and what type of Europe that was being constructed 
in Bruges. However, had I not observed the classroom interactions, I would not 
have been able to come to this conclusion.  

The second phase of my fieldwork took place during the second semester. 
While I kept going to classes, my interest was increasingly shifted to the student 
life outside of the classroom. Most interviews were conducted during these two 
months. Participant observations took place in classes, in the student residences, 
conferences, national weeks organised by students, student parties, student res-
taurant, student groups, study trips, (one day-trip to Flanders and a three day trip 
to the EU institutions in Luxemburg and Strasbourg), football tournaments, the 
library, a career day organised where Brussels-based law firms would scout out 
potential future employees and an internship fair organised by the London 
School of Economics, Sciences Po and the College of Europe in Brussels. During 
the second semester I started interviewing students, faculty and administration. 
While participant observation captured daily routines and practices of the stu-
dents, the interviews captured their aspirations, vocalised strategies and how they 
made sense of their time at the school (and valued it).  

Over the course of the academic year, I wrote 155 pages of fieldnotes. At the 
beginning, I had the intent to keep a field journal to separate my observations 
from my emotions, ideas, and thoughts regarding the field work. However, I 
found it difficult to separate them and, in the end, I wrote them in brackets in 
the same document as my observations. As such, the document contained a bri-
colage of environment descriptions (although regrettably not as much as I wished, 
as I tended to focus on actions, spoken words and attitudes and often forgot to 
notice the disposition of a room, appearances and clothing), notes from lectures, 
dialogues between students, reflections around what type of strategy to employ, 
whom to interview, what variables to focus on and short paragraphs around my 
own social awkwardness, feelings of displacement, isolation, doubt, etc. Since I 
wanted to document everything of every day as thoroughly as possible, I took 
notes throughout the day. In the classroom, I would write them in my notebook. 
I would write the interactions taking place in English or in French as they were 
spoken but if I had own comments and observations to add next to what was 
being said or happening, I would write them in Swedish or in Polish (depending 
on whom I sat next to in the classroom) to be discrete. I would also use the class 
breaks to go to the restroom and quickly write down some things I did not want 
to forget on my phone. Taking real-time notes was more awkward outside of the 
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classroom but I could use my phone from time to time to note down quotes I 
wanted to remember or points to develop later in the evening.  

In general, I was always behind with writing up my fieldnotes but found it 
difficult to say no if I was invited to an activity in order to stay in and write my 
them. The fieldwork was intense, and I rarely felt that I was in control of the day. 
This was especially so during the two months I lived in a residence. I would wake 
up, had a plan of a class I wanted to attend, or student group activity, or a planned 
lunch. I ate breakfast in common breakfast room of the residence while living 
there. I would eat lunch at the student canteen and I would spend the afternoon 
in the library with students or have interviews. I would sometimes eat dinner in 
the student canteen, sometimes on my own in the room, and sometimes with 
students in town. Usually there was a social activity in the evenings. It could be 
a student group meeting, an evening conference, or a party. Even if I had made 
a reasonable plan for the day, and scheduled in time to write fieldnotes, at some 
point in the day (could be at the breakfast, in the street, during a break, in the 
library, at the canteen), I would meet someone who would spontaneously invite 
me somewhere. These invitations always felt like opportunities I did not want to 
miss out on. I was often under the impression that I did not control the flow of 
my fieldwork, but that I was a leaf in the wind and wherever it blew, I went.  

This feeling was especially persistent during the second semester, when I did 
not have the same possibility to go out of the field, ground myself and recharge, 
before heading back in. If, during the first semester, I felt that I was being in the 
wrong place when I was not in the field, during the second semester, I felt that I 
was possibly always doing the wrong thing and that I never had enough time. In 
interviews with students, they expressed feelings of intensity, of being submerged, 
of not having enough time, of not getting enough sleep and a difficulty to prior-
itise between coursework, sleep, and social activities. If the objective was to 
understand the social world of the College of Europe as closely as possible 
through integrating myself and experiencing it as the students, then at least from 
this perspective my time in the field was a huge success. 

Choosing Informants  
I conducted 38 formal interviews, 27 with students and 11 with the administra-
tion. Nationality and regional belonging were an important variable when it 
comes to students in terms of data analysis. I mainly interviewed students from 
Scandinavian and from Central and Eastern European Countries. I did, however, 
also interview students from Southern Europe, from Anglo-Saxon countries and 
from non-EU members in order to allow for other perspectives based on regional 
belonging to emerge. 
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Table 1. Sample of students’ national and regional belonging 

Country of origin Number of respondents 

  

Northern Europe  

Sweden 5 

Denmark 7 

United Kingdom 1 

Ireland 1 

  

Southern Europe  

Italy 1 

Portugal 1 

  

Central Eastern Europe  

Poland 6 

Slovakia 2 

  

Non-EU members  

Norway 1 

Ukraine 2 

  

Total  27 

My choice to focus on Scandinavian students and Slavic students can be consid-
ered a “least-likely case.”197 I did not enter with a set mind on these students. I 
started to interview Swedish students as it was easier to get to know these students 
and because, at the time, I was considering complementing the ethnographic 
study with data from Statistics Sweden on Swedish students’ profiles over time 
in order to overcome the limits of ethnography, i.e., that while it informs us a lot 
about what is happening int the here and now, and how things happen, its short-
coming is variation over time. This idea was later abandoned due to an already 
rich material. After interviewing Scandinavian students, my focus shifted to the 
programme affiliation since the LAW programme stood out compared to the 
others. I then decided to conduct interviews with Central and Eastern European 
students. In short, the choices made of whom to interview have been based on a 
combination of feasible access to data and insights discovered during fieldwork. 
In the end, as Charlotte Davies points out, often researchers do not choose 
informants as much as getting chosen by informants.198  

By choosing Scandinavian and Slavic students, coming from countries whose 
population is known to be Eurosceptic, I maximised the possibility of different 
attitudes towards Europe to emerge throughout the interviews. Choosing to focus 

 
197 Eckstein, Harry (2000), “Case Study and Theory in Political Science”, in Gromm, Roger, 
Hammersley, Martyn & Foster, Peter, Case Study Method: Key Issues, Key Texts. London: Sage 
Publications, pp. 119–165. 
198 Davies, C. (2008), p. 89. 
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on these two sets of European regions meant choosing to focus on a comparative 
study between two dominated student groups at the school. They can be seen as 
dominated both numerically in student numbers and linguistically. Choosing to 
focus on these two regions also meant a diversification in terms of regional soci-
oeconomic levels. Furthermore, research on the EU has shown that there is a 
persistent North-South, East-West and “old” versus “new” member states divi-
sion within the EU.199 By choosing Northern countries and Eastern countries, I 
was able to capture geographical divisions, as well as between “old” and “new” 
member states. This choice does mean that I did not capture the perspectives of 
the so called “big” member states of France, Germany, and United Kingdom 
(before Brexit). Even if I did not interview students from these countries per se, I 
did interact and observe them throughout the academic year, in classroom set-
tings and during informal moments.  

Apart from formal interviews with students, I also conducted 17 informal 
interviews with students, alumni and faculty and EU officials.200 Additionally, in 
January 2019, I met 8 students in Brussels for informal follow-up interviews after 
the College year. These informal interviews were no recorded but happened over 
lunch, at their home, and over beers in the European quarter. Although not rec-
orded, I wrote field notes after the meetings, something that was communicated 
with the informants from the start. Although these interviews have not been used 
much, they have informed my study and contextualised my data analysis.  

Finally, regarding the administration, I interviewed 11 people who were at 
various levels within the organisational hierarchy: from academic assistants to the 
rector. Selecting informants from the administration depended on their position 
within the organisational hierarchy as well as their programme affiliation.201 I 
wanted to interview administrative staff raging from the position of academic 
assistant to the rector. I also wanted to interview at least one director or 
permanent professor per study programme.202 The interview material gathered 

 
199 Drewski, D. (2022), p. 12, 143 ff., see also Ban, C. (2013); Georgakakis, D. (2017), Lewicki, 
Pawel (2018), EU-Space and the Euroclass: Modernity, Nationality and Lifestyle among Eurocrats in 
Brussels. Bielefeld: Transcript Publishing; Abélès et al. (1993); Gerhards, J. (2007). 
200 Students I informally interviewed came from Italy, Belgium, Finland, Switzerland, Germany, 
France, Spain. The alumni I met in Brussels were female, Swedish and Belgo-Moroccan. The 
alumni I met in Switzerland was a Swiss-Turkish male. I interviewed five visiting professors, four 
male and one female, two of which were practitioners working for the European Commission. The 
academics were institutionally affiliated with Sorbonne, the European University Institute and the 
Free University Brussels. The two EU officials worked at the DG Education and Culture and I 
interviewed them to understand the financial support from the EU to the College of Europe. 
201 I interviewed the Director or the Permanent Professor from all programmes, as well as key 
people in management position (Head of Students Affairs, Head of Admissions, Head of 
Communications etc.) and two academic assistants (including a third academic assistant 
informally). 
202 These were POL, ECO, IRD and LAW. The year prior to my fieldwork the College of Europe 
launched a joint master programme in transatlantic affairs with Tufts University. I did not focus 
on it as it was less established, comparingly much smaller and did not follow the same structure as 
the other programmes. It spans over two years and focuses more on transatlantic cooperation than 
European integration.  
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throughout these interviews primarily focused on understanding the College of 
Europe as an institution.  

School Brochures  
I did not receive access to student applications or to the archives. The argument 
put forward was the new EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) which 
came into force in May 2018. A methodological consequence of this was that I 
was not able to trace student profiles over time and whether a change had 
occurred since 1995.203 I have tried to compensate for this by relying on punctual 
studies of specific years and compare with my own data of the observed year.204 I 
did, eventually, receive access to the Communication Office’s archive on school 
brochures ranging from 1953–2002 (from 2003 onwards, they can be found 
online). I also found material such as course programmes, exam questions etc. I 
was primarily interested in capturing how the school was portraying itself and 
how the academic content changed over time.  

I analysed brochures within the time span of 1953–2017205 by going through 
each brochure carefully, noting the discourse of the institution, changes in the 
narrative, its mission, and the academic programme. While the period of 1950–
1970 and 1980–2017 had most school brochures, there were missing brochures 
during the period of 1970–1980. This was very unfortunate since a change in 
leadership occurred in 1972. According to a publication on the College’s history, 
made by flying faculty of the institution and built on access to the College 
archives, a change in how the school portrayed itself and the programme occurred 
due to this leadership change.206 The brochures from the 1980s reflected this, but 
it would have been interesting to trace it during the decade before when the lead-
ership change occurred.  

As marketing material, the school brochures are informative on how the College 
of Europe portrayed itself to the “outside world” over time. Apart from giving 
insight to how the school wished to come across, it also reflected the official 
discourse of values and the mission of the institution. The limit of this data is, of 
course, that it reflects how the College as an institution wished to come across, 
which is not necessarily an accurate reflection of its history. In order to not fall in 
the trap of retelling the institutional narrative and mythology, I have consulted 
historical studies of the College.207 I believe this is adequate for my purpose of using 

 
203 Virginie Schnabel’s study on student profiles based on student applications between 1950 and 
1995, see Schnabel, V. (1998). 
204 Specifically, Michon, S. (2017) and Behar, M. (2021). 
205 1953 was the year of which I found the earliest brochure and 2017 was the year of my fieldwork 
which marked a logical end of the analysis.  
206 Bekenmans, Léonce, Mahncke, Dieter & Picht, Robert (1999), The College of Europe: Fifty 
Years of Service to Europe. Le Collège d’Europe: Cinquante Années au Service de l’Europe. Bruges: 
College of Europe, p. 47. 
207 Vermeulen, Caroline (2000), Le Collège d’Europe á l’ère des pionniers. Bruxelles: Peter Lang 
International Academic Publishers; St. John, S. (2021); Behar, M. (2021). 
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this data, as a framing of the institution in order to contextualise the empirical 
chapters rather than a serious historical analysis of the institution’s socio-genesis. 

Students LinkedIn Profiles and the Yearbook  
To gather data on the student profiles of the observed year, I consulted students 
LinkedIn Profiles. The data I was primarily interested in was education (BA or 
MA, academic institution, discipline) work experience (specifically EU train-
eeships), and international experiences (Erasmus, free mover, internship). I 
retrieved the names of the students, programme affiliation and nationality from 
the College’s Yearbook. LinkedIn is a social professional network platform which 
can be seen a digital CV. It is possible (and highly probably) that people lie or at 
least make their skills look better than they are. Nevertheless, most of the variables 
I was interested in were checked by the College of Europe (educational diplomas, 
Erasmus exchanges, certificates of language knowledge) prior to enrolment as part 
of the selection process. Therefore, I consider that the data is reliable.  

One shortcoming of this data is that it does not give any information regarding 
students’ social origin, usually measured by parents (and sometimes grand-
parents) education level and professions. I lack information regarding students’ 
social origin as a cohort for the year I observed. I could have gathered this through 
a survey but since it is a sensitive question, it is not sure how many would have 
answered, and I deemed the work associated with formulating a well-constructed 
survey and the data analysis not a fruitful avenue.  

Instead, I asked my 27 student informants about their parents’ and grandpar-
ents’ educational levels and professions (and everyone else I spoke to during this 
year when the opportunity presented itself) and got an indicator of social origin 
through this. Furthermore, two recent studies did a survey on College students, 
in which social class was one of the variables.208 I believe it is sufficient to rely on 
these secondary data regarding the College students as a cohort, coupled with my 
own primary data from interviews, which nuances quotes made by students 
regarding their lived experience in the empirical chapters.  

Interview Guideline and Setting  
My interviews with students were semi-structured and built around two parts. 
The first part entailed a shorter set of survey-type questions where the main idea 
was to get information on the students’ socioeconomic origin and previous 
academic and professional trajectories. This allowed potentially sensitive ques-

 
208 Michon, S. (2017); Behar, M. (2021). 
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tions to be asked, such as parents’ and grandparents’ educational levels and occu-
pation.209 These short questions would often lead to several follow-up questions 
from my side and lengthy explanations by the interviewee. Asking potentially 
sensitive questions at the beginning of the interview can be seen as orthodox as it 
is often suggested that the end of the interview is a better moment to ask such 
questions.210 Perhaps because the students were precisely still students and not in 
positions of powerful professional occupations, I did not notice any uncomfort-
able feelings, hesitance or resistance when asking these questions. Rather, they 
worked well as a sort of icebreaker for the interview before we went to questions 
that required longer, reflective answers.  

The second part of the interview would centre around three topics: students’ 
reasons for applying to the College and expectations, how they perceived and 
valued the year at the College, and their future career aspirations. If this was the 
standard interview structure and point of departure, each interview would take a 
shape of its own depending on what the interviewee shared. The average inter-
view would take approximately 1 hour 30 min, with the shortest interview being 
around 45 minutes, and the longest 2hours and 15 minutes. The latter one was 
done with a student and his fiancée, so there were two people. 

Concerning place for interviews, I would always let the interviewee decide 
according to their preference. At the beginning, I would propose to have the 
interview in their student rooms, but I quickly understood that student rooms 
were not ideal for interviews. The walls were paper thin, so it did not provide a 
safe space to speak. Additionally, the student rooms were the only private space 
available to the students, and as I would most often get to know students through 
interviews, I came to realise that the rooms simply felt too intimate for the stu-
dents to let a stranger in. Only one of the interviews was conducted in the student 
room and that was because it was not possible to be in the common room in the 
student residence at the time of the interview.  

Common rooms in student residences were used for several interviews as they 
were most often empty during the days when students had classes or were in the 
library. These rooms were cosily equipped with sofas, soft carpets and TV’s which 
enabled the interviewee to feel relaxed. Most often, however, the interviews took 
place on the campus as students would then easily get back to studying in the 
library. Some interviews took place in classrooms. It was not my favourite place, 
as I deemed it to stiff. One interview took place in a coffee shop and two were 
conducted while walking around the city and along the canals of Bruges.  

Most interviews took place in a room which was located next to the library 
and belonged to the career’s office. It was equipped with sofas, bookshelves and 
a little table. Students would often go there to make a phone call, eat a snack, or 

 
209 Laurens Sylvain, (2007) “‘Pourquoi’ et ‘comment’ poser les questions qui fâchent? Réflexions 
sur les dilemmes récurrents que posent les entretiens avec des ‘imposants’”, Genèses, vol. 4, no. 69, 
pp. 112–127, p. 120.  
210 Beaud, Stéphane & Weber, Florence (2003), Guide de l’enquête de terrain: produire et analyser 
des données ethnographiques. Paris: La Découverte, pp. 226–228.  
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take a pause and chat with each other. This room had glass doors so everyone 
could see who was inside. This first felt less than suboptimal because I assumed 
that the students would wish to be anonymous, but I quickly realised that stu-
dents did not mind at all. In fact, after my first interview there (initiated by the 
student) most of the students would suggest us to sit there since it was both com-
fortable and convenient. The room became sort of an unofficial interview office 
of mine, and if students saw that I was sitting inside with someone, they would 
not enter.  

Paradoxically, the interviews were used as a methodological tool to facilitate 
my participant observations by allowing me to get deeper into the field. I got to 
know students through the interviews: their origin, trajectories, aspirations, 
expectations and plans. But it was rarely in the interviews that students would 
express criticism of the College, which had to do with the formal setting of the 
interviews but not solely. Students sometime expressed fear and would ask again 
before developing a critical point “is it sure it is anonymous?” Criticism was in-
stead expressed right after the interview or, often, during coffees breaks, gather-
ings or parties, which I was invited to due having gotten to know them through 
the interviews in the first place. First, I thought the hesitance on behalf of stu-
dents to express criticism was because of loyalty towards the College or a fear that 
the school administration would find out. Later, I realised that there was a self-
serving underlying reason for this reluctance as one student explained that her 
fellow College friends had discouraged her determination to be vocal about her 
criticism of the school, by stating that if the school’s reputation is damaged, they 
as graduates will suffer from it when facing future employers.  

Concerning the administration, interviews most often took place in their 
offices. While I did not have an elaborated interview guide for the administration 
as for students, I divided it in two parts but contrary to my interviews with stu-
dents, I sometimes felt the reluctance from the informants and did not dare to 
ask questions regarding parents and grand-parents occupation and professions 
during the interviews. The interviews would centre on the professional tasks and 
duties of the informant, on the selection process of students, on the recruitment 
process of faculty, on how they would describe the “typical” College student, and 
finally, how they would situate their own programme in relation to the other ones 
at the school.  

Procedure of Data Analysis  
I entered the field with an open mind but theoretically informed. As such, my 
time in the field draws closer to theory-driven ethnography than to empiricist 
ethnography in that it was not, as Michael Burawoy puts it, “the data speak for 
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themselves and theory emerges tabula rasa from hearing and seeing.”211 While I 
tried to let the field work develop naturally, I was already interested in the notion 
of international capital before entering the field. Therefore, I took special interest 
in conversations that concerned languages, international experiences, and travels. 
However, by being present at the school, I realised that language at the school 
had a proper social function and, therefore, I analyse bilingualism differently than 
merely as an international resource. While I was theoretically informed by Pierre 
Bourdieu’s sociology, I did not let it rule and guide my observations, but I used 
it to think, question and reformulate my observations and research questions. 
Another technique I used was to take note of everything that students said about 
national stereotypes when referring to each other. This included myself and I 
took special notice to how Scandinavian students would refer to me and how 
Slavic students would refer to me but also of themselves. I did the same in class-
room settings when professors would speak of certain member states. From this 
I started mapping out a European symbolic hierarchical map constructed within 
the school.  

After the fieldwork, I printed the fieldnotes and read them back-to-back to get 
an impression of what was standing out with the year I had just followed and 
observed. I created mind maps, key words, and started colour code themes within 
the document. The fieldnotes complement the interview transcripts by giving 
them context. For instance, if I was writing about national stereotypes, I would 
make a word search in the field notes to see what situations I observed on the 
topic of stereotypes that could contextualise an interview quote. Apart from con-
text, they are also used as first-hand data when describing situations occurring in 
the empirical chapters. 

The formal interviews were recorded and listened to repeatedly before being 
transcribed. I reread the transcripts and patterns slowly emerged. This took 
months if not years. During the final stages, I started to colour-code themes that 
stood out. Themes were first broad (international capital that later only focused 
on language, for instance, or anything that had to do with Europe in a large sense, 
that later became opinions and valorisation on the EU as a political and ideolog-
ical project). Once done, I could compare the themes between different student 
groups according to variables such as regional belonging, gender (a variable I let 
go due to time restriction) and social class.  

I analysed the data on two levels when writing the empirical chapters: from 
the institutional side and from the students’ side; of the individuals’ previously 
accumulated resources before entering the school and of students’ home coun-
tries’ positions vis-à-vis the EU. Through this double-level analysis, I could ana-
lytically separate the dominant school culture, on the one hand, and how this was 
received, perceived and internalised amongst different groups of students, on the 
other hand. The analysis also became, in line with Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology, 

 
211 Burawoy, Michael (2019), “Empiricism and its Fallacies”, Contexts, vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 47–53, 
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relational through considering students previously accumulated resources in their 
meeting with the school culture.  

The quotes I have chosen are a consequence of the above analysis. I have cho-
sen quotes that capture the dominant school culture (whether this is on language 
use or overcoming nationalism) and then did the same regarding the two student 
populations that I focused on, i.e., Scandinavian and Slavic students. While 
regional belonging in terms of socioeconomics is the variable which explains the 
difference between the two student groups for chapter 7 and chapter 9, it is less 
so for chapter 6 and 8 where it is individuals’ social class, international resources 
and regional belonging in terms of linguistics that are the variables explaining 
how well students adapt, conform and succeed (or not) within the institutional 
setting.  

Ethical Considerations and Reflexivity  
Prior to the start of the field work, an ethical application was submitted to and 
approved by the Swedish Ethical Board Committee. For the interviews with 
teachers, administrators and students, each informant was informed about the 
purpose of the thesis project, the interview themes, and they signed a consent 
form (see appendix 4 and appendix 5). The informant was told that the interview 
could be cancelled at any time and that the consent could be revoked at any time. 
This happened on one occasion and has of course been respected.  

Regarding the observations in classrooms, consent was obtained from the rec-
tor, directors and then from each teacher prior to each lecture in which I partic-
ipated. I was always introduced at the beginning of a lecture, so the students were 
aware of my presence. The purpose of these observations was the school culture 
and the interaction between teachers and students and not the actions of specific 
individuals. In social situations outside of the interview setting and the classroom, 
the researcher role became fluid. I was always clear about my role as a PhD 
student when introduced to new students and always tried to answer questions 
that students had about my dissertation to the best of my ability.  

One methodological concern in view of ethics was the anonymity. Firstly, 
since the College of Europe is singled out due to its specificity it was not possible 
to write this thesis while not stating the name of the school, as is often done in 
school ethnographies.212 Secondly, concerning the year of the field work, it is easy 
to figure it out since many international political events bears meaning to the 
school year. Thirdly, as several people told me, it will be “impossible to guarantee 
anonymity” since “everybody knows everybody” at the school. Indeed, if there 
are only five Swedish students, three of them are female and only one was raised 
in Brussels, it is very easy to figure who is the “anonymous” informant.  

 
212 Khan, S. R. (2011); Gaztambide-Fernandez, R. (2009a); Darmon, M. (2013); Stevens, M. 
(2007). 
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This poses severe challenges in the text as social origin, previous trajectories, 
gender and nationality is often necessary to understand a quote and to be able to 
properly analyse it. I have solved this by only giving the nationality and gender in 
the interview appendix as for instance programme affiliation would have made it 
too easy to identify the informant. In quotes, I also abstain from programme 
affiliation unless it is necessary to add for the analytical point (mainly in chapter 9) 
but then I have taken away the name in order to protect the informant. This editing 
change between the previous chapters and chapter 9 may disrupt the narrative for 
the reader but I believe the guarantee of anonymity outweighs this inconsistence.  

A few words on my positioning in relation to the field. As the mythology of 
the College is that it is a steppingstone for an EU career and many alumni do end 
up in prominent positions, my thesis can be considered to adding to the call for 
“study up” literature.213 However, similarities exist between me and my research 
subjects. I have a master’s degree in European studies from Geneva University. I 
have been a Blue Book trainee (i.e., selected for the European Commission’s own 
5-month long traineeship programme), did an internship at the UN in Geneva 
and worked briefly as an assistant in the Committee on EU Affairs in the Swedish 
Parliament. I am fluent in English and French. Therefore, one could potentially 
argue that I am studying “sideways” to some extent as I have the profile of a 
College student. Nevertheless, I am not a College student and will never be. I am 
consequently an outsider. Therefore, I believe “studying up” is an appropriate 
term. The fact that I was of similar age to the students enabled me to mix in with 
the students without attracting much attention from the start. Through my sim-
ilar educational background, I was not lost at lectures, but could follow them 
with ease. Regarding the administration, my previous work experience in inter-
national organisations had prepared me well for interactions within an interna-
tional setting. It enabled me to come across as someone fitting into the College’s 
social world.  

Finally, although I did not enter the field with a clear intention of interviewing 
Scandinavians and Slavic students, it is perhaps no coincidence that I ended up 
with these two sets of informants, considering that I was born and raised in Swe-
den but my family on my mother’s side is Polish. My knowledge of Swedish and 
Polish culture and language made it easier for me to approach these students, 
compared to, for instance, the German or the French students. However, since 
there are analytical arguments for why these two student groups are interesting 
to compare, I do not believe that this was a weakness to my study but rather a 
strength that enabled me to come closer to my informants and their inner worlds.  

 
213 Nader, Laura (1972), “Up the Anthropologist: Perspective Gained from Studying Up”, in 
Hymes, Dell, Reinventing Anthropology. New York: Pantheon Books, pp. 284–311; Priyadharshini, 
Esther (2003), “Coming Unstuck: Thinking Otherwise about ‘Studying Up’”, Anthropology and 
Education Quarterly, vol. 34, no. 4., pp. 420–437. 
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Conclusion  
The research design of this study, theoretically informed by Pierre Bourdieu’s 
sociology, was largely built on ethnographic fieldwork combined with semi-
structured interviews with students, alumni, faculty and administration. It was 
completed with other data and material, such as school brochures, students’ 
LinkedIn profiles and the student yearbook. Informants were selected based on 
regional belonging, Scandinavian, and Slavic students. They constitute a least 
likely case, and while both student population come from countries which are 
dominated within the EU and have a Eurosceptic population, they differ in terms 
of socioeconomic development and symbolic reputation. One challenge has been 
ethics and the guarantee of anonymity. While the school’s name and year of field-
work are necessary information for the analysis, some information has been re-
tracted in relation to quotes, which makes for a less relational analysis at times. 
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CHAPTER 5  
A School with a Political Mission  

Although only located one hour by train from French-speaking Brussels, Bruges 
is Flemish-speaking and lies in the Belgian region of Flanders. It is a small pic-
turesque medieval town with narrow, cobble-stoned streets twirling left and right. 
Even with a map, it is easy to get lost in its tiny city core. Thanks to its network 
of canals which spans the city, it has earned its name as “Venice of the North.” 
On warm summer days, sightseeing boats filled with tourists compete with swans 
and families of ducks over the space on the water. A popular daytrip from Brus-
sels, crowds of tourists are a common sight in the city centre, ranked as a historical 
world heritage by UNESCO. According to 2017 numbers, there were 126 visi-
tors per 100 residents in the historical city centre.214  

The College has two campuses where lectures are being held. The names 
derive from the streets they are situated at. The oldest, Dijver, is located close to 
the main square of Bruges and its town hall. Apart from classrooms, a big audi-
torium for conferences and the library, it is also where the student affairs office, 
the admission office, the communication office, and the career office are located. 
The library is located at the Dijver campus. Outside the library is a green court-
yard where students can sit, talk and have a break over a coffee. The second cam-
pus, Verversdijk, is a short 10-minute walk from Dijver. Newer and modern, 
Verversdijk is where most academic staff are located, including the Rector’s office.  

Lunch and dinner are served in the student canteen, located in the same build-
ing as the Garenmarkt residence. Most students live in one of the student resi-
dences scattered around the historical city centre. Each student residence has a 
breakfast room, a study room and a common area equipped with sofa, tv and 
table for the students to relax. The student bar is in the basement of one of the 
residences and is open each Thursday evening. It is here that the students will 
live for ten months. Soon enough they will regard this place their home. They 
will know the ins and outs of the city centre, the shortcuts between the residences 
and become annoyed by the tourists when trying to surpass their slow stroll on 
the bike, late to a lecture after an evening out the night before. All this resemble 
to normal student life anywhere else but there are some significant differences.  

 
214 The Brussels Times (2019), “Too many tourists: Bruges will no longer advertise for day 
trippers”, 12 June, https://www.brusselstimes.com/news/art-culture/58344/too-many-tourists-
bruges-will-no-longer-advertises-for-day-trippers-brussels-ghent-tourism-visit-cruise-ship/,[2020–
08–21]. 
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All aspects of life are being conducted within the confines of the geographical 
space of the city of Bruges. The week is tightly scheduled. Students are organised 
according to programme affiliation and residences they live in, yet lunch and 
dinner are served in the canteen where students have the possibility to socialise 
outside of their programme or residence circles. All these activities are brought 
together in order to socialise the students into one collective College promotion. 
There are several barriers contributing to making the student population isolated. 
For instance, the tourists that arrive during the day are only in town for a few 
hours. The local population speak Flemish which is not one of the College’s 
working languages. Bruges is not a university town so there is no other student 
population in the age group of the College students with whom they could inter-
act. In other words, age and linguistic barriers exist between them and the local 
population enable the students to naturally gravitate towards each other.  

Working as a hybrid chapter, this chapter links the first part of the thesis which 
constructs the research object to the second, empirical part of the thesis. It gives 
background information needed to better understand the empirical chapters. It 
is built mainly on secondary data but also on first-hand data gathered from school 
brochures, interviews, students LinkedIn profiles, and the College of Europe’s 
website. The chapter is organised in three sections. First, a brief historical over-
view will be provided largely dividing the College’s existence into three main time 
periods, marked by two long rectorships and a period of increased competition. 
Special attention is devoted to the duality between ideology and pragmatism 
inherited from its creation as well as the importance given to French language. 
The second section depicts the institutional positioning, admissions, faculty, and 
curricula. The third and final section describes student characteristics, distin-
guished by being nationally diverse but socially homogenous and endowed with 
large amounts of international capital.  

History  
The College of Europe was created in 1949 by European federalists, although the 
ideas behind its creation can be traced back to federalist theories in the intellectual 
milieus of the 1930s.215 Its history can be divided into three distinct time periods: 
1949–1972 when the school was created and under the leadership of rector Henri 
Brugmans, 1973–1990 when the school expanded and increasingly specialised 
under the leadership of rector Jerzy Lukaszewski, and finally from the 1990s 
onwards, when the school faced increasing competition over students. I will, 
however, start with tracing the Congress of Europe in 1948 and its aftermath. 

 
215 As this chapter serves to provide a short and concise historical overview of the College of Europe, 
its history will be depicted with large brush strokes. For a more in-depth, socio-historical account 
of the school, see Behar, M. (2021); Vermeulen, C. (2000).  
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The Hague Congress and its Aftermath 
The creation of the College of Europe is often linked to the Hague Congress, also 
known as the Congress of Europe, in 1948 when around 800 delegates from 20 
European countries, chaired by Winston Churchill, met to discuss the future of 
Europe. While all participants agreed on the idea of European integration, the 
form of this was contested between the federalists (advocating a European federal 
union with the United States as a model) and unionists (advocating a union based 
on intergovernmental relations between the European states). The unionists 
dominated the Congress. To a certain extent, this could be explained through the 
fact that the federalists themselves were split into two camps: the Hamiltonians 
and the personalists. While the former saw federalism as a political arrangement, 
the latter viewed it as underpinned by a humanistic philosophy and although 
constituting a minority within federalist circles, it was the personalist ideas, i.e., 
to transform the whole personal being of students, that underpinned the College 
of Europe’s initial educational curricula.216  

It is often cited, erroneously, that the creation of College of Europe was dis-
cussed during the Hague Congress. What was touched upon briefly during the 
Congress was the creation of a European University.217 The Congress can be seen 
as having created a favourable climate, a fertile soil, for the idea of a postgraduate 
European institution to take root in the minds of European advocates. The crea-
tion of the College was due to a collective convergence of interests between dif-
ferent group of actors such as the European Movement and the municipality of 
Bruges rather than independent concrete acts of individual actors, even though 
the College’s school brochures highlight Salvador Maderiaga, Karel Verleye, 
Henri Brugmans and even Winston Churchill as its founding fathers.218  

The 1950s were marked by several initiatives to create European studies insti-
tutes in Bologna, Geneva, Nancy, Paris, Rome, Saarbrucken, Strasbourg or Turin 
but these materialised later or did not survive their first years. The College of 
Europe was therefore one of the first concrete outcomes of an education with 
foundations in federalist ideas and specifically inspired by the personalist idea of 
teaching European culture and citizenship through life in community and thus 
transforming and realising the full potential of a persona.219 Bruges was chosen 
as it was seen as a typical European city with its medieval architecture. Not being 
a university town was seen as a benefit. The plan had the strong backing from the 
city’s municipality who helped with funding and made buildings available to the 

 
216 Behar, M. (2021), p. 55. 
217 St. John, S. (2021), p 107. 
218 Winston Churchill for instance, had no role in the creation of the College other than being the 
president of the Congress of Haye where the general idea of a European University was expressed 
but later not followed up upon. This, however, has not stopped the College from integrating 
Churchill within its mythology as a founding father in school brochures, naming him as the patron 
of the promotion 1970/71 and inaugurating a room in one of the student residences as the Sir 
Winston Churchill Room in 2017. 
219 Behar, M. (2021), p. 119. 
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College.220 The College’s finances have been a concern since its creation. From 
the start, the school administration tried to receive financial support from the 
Council of Europe but with little luck due to lukewarm interest from its member 
states.221 The Belgian government was a major financial contributor, later 
matched and surpassed by the European Community.222 Receiving funding from 
national governments proved to be difficult and the College administration used 
their personal contacts to maximise the probability of success in funding.223 

1949–1972: In Service to Europe 
The first rector and co-founder of the College of Europe was Henri Brugmans 
was a Dutch professor in French literature at the University of Utrecht. He was, 
like Salvador Madariaga, a convinced federalist. As the president of the Union of 
the European Federalists, Brugmans brought with him a humanist and holistic 
approach to studying Europe. The question of language was an important since 
it had implications on the recruitment of both students and professors. Con-
structed as a bilingual institution with two official working languages, English 
was seen as the number one world language while French occupied an important 
place as a European language.224 Nevertheless, during the first decade, French was 
the dominant language amongst students, and it was not until the academic year 
of 1958–1959 that the rector esteemed that: 

In the daily life of the College, our two official languages were really equal in 
practice, without one being, after all, “more equal” than the other. The reason for 
this is that the French speaking students of this year were better linguists than any 
of their predecessors.225  

The College, although originally built on the Oxford model of communal living 
and teaching, adopted a “favoured nation” policy towards France and French 
professors occupied a predominant place.226 In a speech by Henri Brugmans to 
the students during the closing ceremony of the academic year of 1955, he 
defined the role of the students as to be of service to Europe.227 In a school bro-
chure from the early 1950s, it was stated that the College of Europe “seeks to 
teach, to propagate, to form a new Europe and to create a real spirit of European 

 
220 Bekenmans et al. (1999), pp. 23, 25–26. Although initially the city was lukewarm towards the 
College of Europe, See Vermeulen, C. (2000), pp. 79–81.  
221 Vermeulen, C. (2000), p. 57. 
222 Vermeulen, C. (2000), pp. 54–63. 
223 Vermeulen, C. (2000), Ibid. 
224 Vermeulen, C. (2002), Ibid., p. 107. 
225 Discourse of Henri Brugmans to the students during the closing ceremony of the 9th academic 
year, cited in Vermeulen, C. (2000), p. 106. 
226 St. John, S. (2021), p. 114. 
227 Closing Ceremony Speech of Henri Brugmans, 1955. 
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citizenship.”228 This was to be achieved through the formation of a new genera-
tion of European professionals which would further European integration.229 
These European professionals were to embark on careers within some of the 
European organisations that had just been created – or were in the process of 
being created.230  

According to Caroline Vermeulen’s historical rendition of the school, herself 
an alumna, the College was never intended to be a European federalist school, a 
European research institute or a European ENA.231 Instead, its teaching was 
intended to transmit a European spirit which would then further transpire to 
students’ future workplaces, regardless if this was in European administration, 
national administration or in the private sector.232 This European spirit would 
transgress nationalism, partly to be achieved through the curriculum, by students 
moving beyond their previous national disciplines and studying Europe holisti-
cally. The subjects in the early academic curriculum were grouped under six head-
ings:233  

Table 2. Subjects in 1953–54. 

History of Europe, including history of art of literature; political and social thought 

Sociology 

Human Geography 

International Economics 

Law, international, comparative, constitutional  

European Institutions 

The curriculum strived to “avoid either overspecialisation or dilettantism.”234 It 
was very humanistic in its character. Students were to be acquainted with not 
only the functioning of European institutions but also the study of European art 
and literature, sociology and human geography. The disciplines of economics and 
law had a clear international component to them. Based on this curriculum, what 
was being formed were well-rounded, international humanists ingrained with 
general culture rather than technical expertise.  

Although the College of Europe portrayed itself through the school brochures 
as the place where future European leaders will be forged and whose mission and 
aim is to be of service to Europe, looking at the history of the institution, this can 

 
228 College brochure 1953–54, p. 22. 
229 It is specifically indicated so in an early document from 1950.  
230 Possible future employers mentioned in the earliest school brochures rangers from supranational 
organisations such as the Coal and Steel Community (the predecessor of the European Community 
and later the European Union), international organizations such as the Council of Europe and the 
United Nations as well as national careers within the civil service, academia, journalism and busi-
ness. 
231 Vermeulen, C. (2000), p. 89. The ENA, short for Ecole nationale d’administration was a 
French elite school which formed French national civil servants. 
232 Vermeulen, C. (2000), Ibid. 
233 College brochure 1953–54, p. 7. 
234 College brochure 1953–54, Ibid. 
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be contested in several ways. The College was a very small institution with less 
than 50 students per year during the first two decades which means the potential 
impact based on the small inflow and outflow of students can be questioned. It 
was located in the provincial city of Bruges which is not a university town and 
had no strong links with other academic institutions, it struggled financially and 
could not attract students without scholarships funded by national governments 
since these would not have been so important to obtain otherwise.  

1973–1990: Expansion and Specialization  
During the time of Jerzy Lukaszeski’s leadership, between 1973 and 1990, the 
school expanded the number of students, faculty and administrative staff.235 The 
lobbying efforts for funding improved and many national governments increased 
their scholarships without which it would not have been possible to increase the 
student numbers as rapidly.236 The academic programme became specialised in 
its subjects and the overall strategy of the school increasingly focused on filling 
the perceived gap of specialists needed within the European administration and 
bureaucracy.237 A major revision of the curricula during the academic year of 
1973–74 entailed a new range of subjects geared towards public administration 
and administrative science, and the section of political science was renamed into 
administrative science.238 During the following decade, the number of practition-
ers from the EC-institutions increased and the course literature also comprised 
documents from the European Community. Summer training courses were 
organised for young officials from the EC-institutions. In short, the school made 
it an active strategy to try to become the very thing the previous rector had feared 
and opposed himself against, a European administrative school.  

In the 1980s, the school brochures began incorporating photos of students 
posing together with keynote speakers such as Margaret Thatcher or Francois 
Mitterrand. Photos of prospective working places started appearing in the 1990s, 
mainly of EU institutions. The College year was linked to concrete professional 
skills to be employed at the international level. Ultimately this experience would 
make students “accustomed to plurinational teamwork” and give “practical train-
ing for possible careers within international organisations and business” which, it 

 
235 Bekenmans et al. (1999), p. 47. 
236 Bekenmans et al. (1999), pp. 84–85. 
237 College brochure 1962–63. The progressive shift from the 1970s onwards, from a European 
generalist learning to specialised and technical teaching related to the functioning of the European 
Union, is also briefly noted in an article by Virginie Schnabel, see Schnabel, Virginie (2002), “La 
‘mafia de Bruges’ mythes et réalités du networking européen” in Georgakakis, Didier, Les métiers 
de l’europé politique: acteurs et professionnalisations de l’Union européenne. Strasbourg: Presses 
Universitaires de Strasbourg, p. 260. 
238 The Administrative Science “dominante” was later renamed to Political and Administrative 
Studies as its curriculum reflected more subjects of political than administrative nature. This name 
was to be kept until the academic year of 2018/19 when the department rebranded itself to the 
European Political and Governance Studies. Another change in the early 2000 was the creation of 
the European International Relations Department. 
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was said, were increasing alongside the European integration.239 The location of 
Bruges was explicitly linked to Brussels and the institutions of the European com-
munity as an advantage of proximity.240 This differed greatly from brochures in 
the 1950s where the city of Bruges was portrayed as a symbolic representation of 
a “truly European city.”241  

In 1971 and later in 1981, the European University Institute (EUI) in Flor-
ence and the European Institute of Public Administration (EIPA) in Maastricht 
were created with the financial support of the European Community. The three 
institutions differed since EIPA offered master’s degrees, the College postgradu-
ate degrees and the EUI PhD degrees. This did not mean that the College did 
not fear the creation of other similar institutions, especially the EUI which had 
the guaranteed support and financing of the six member states of the European 
Community.242 While the legal basis of the College of Europe is a “foundation 
of public utility” based on Belgian law243, the EUI was established as a public 
structure linked to and supported by the European Community, giving the latter 
a stronger European legal basis and recognition.244 The College had to continue 
to rely on the good will of national governments, the European Community and 
the private sector for scholarships and donations.  

From 1990: Increased Competition over Students 
In the 1990s, Jerzy Lukaszewki got offered a position as the Polish ambassador 
to France which he accepted. This marked the end of long tenures by rectors at 
the College of Europe. Frequent changes in the leadership would occur hence-
forth. The student numbers and student nationalities increased as a result of the 
European Community expanding with new member states. After the collapse of 
the Soviet regime in 1989 and in waiting for the eastern enlargement of the EU 
to occur (which did not happen until 2004), the College opened a second campus 
in Natolin, Poland in 1992. Hence onwards, the College established the motto 
“One College, two campuses.” Still, the reputation of the Bruges campus prevails, 
testified by fewer student applications to the Natolin campus and some Natolin 
students preferring to put “College of Europe” rather than specifying their cam-
pus in their job applications.245 

Although the College’s marketing strategy was largely to present itself to 
potential students as the best place to study European Affairs – it was far from 
being the sole institution offering diplomas in this domain and it has never 

 
239 College brochure 1982–83. 
240 College brochure 1982–83. 
241 College brochure 1953–54. 
242 St John (2021), p. 133. 
243 Coleurope.eu, “Statutes”, https://www.coleurope.eu/sites/default/files/content/thecollege/ who 
swho/Statuts.fr.Moniteur%20belge%202006.pdf, [2022–02–15]. 
244 St John, S. (2021), p. 132. 
245 Poehls, K. (2005).  
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enjoyed a monopoly status toward the European institutions as the ENA has his-
torically to the national administration in France.246 Furthermore, the EU-
funded Jean Monnet Programme, launched in the 1990s, gave a financial 
incentive for national universities to create programmes in European studies. The 
College of Europe went from competing with and looking towards primarily the 
EUI to competing over students with national universities. However, under the 
Jean Monnet Activities, there are also six so-called “designated institutions 
pursuing an aim of European interest.”247 These designated institutions are 
allocated annual operating grants by the Commission without competition from 
others and 70 per cent of the Jean Monnet budget goes to these designated 
institutions.248 Even so, the increased competition can be noticed in the 
marketing material of the school. From mid-2000s until today, less and less focus 
is put in the brochures on the aim and objective of the College and more emphasis 
is instead given to why students should want to study at the College: academic 
quality, tradition, diversity, and career perspectives. While these characteristics 
were previously used to endorse the institution and its reputation, the focus had 
shifted towards viewing students as consumers.  

The School 
The second part of this chapter will describe three aspects of the College today: 
its institutional positioning, admissions, and scholarships and finally, faculty and 
curricula. All three aspects shed light on how the College differentiates itself from 
a national university.  

Institutional Positioning 
The College’s main organisational organ is the administrative council. The 
administrative council approves the general orientations of the College and makes 
sure that the overall objective of the College is implemented. It is nominated for 
five years after consultation with the Belgian and Polish governments as well as 
the president of the European Commission.249 An executive committee is elected 

 
246 Schnabel, V. (1998), p. 34; Georgakakis, D. (2017), p. 186.  
247 College of Europe (Bruges, Natolin), European University Institute (Florence), European Insti-
tute of Public Administration (Maastricht), Academy of European Law (Trier), European Agency 
for Development in Special Needs Education (Middlefart), International Centre for European 
Training (Nice). 
248 Interview with Commission employee, DG EAC, January 2019. 
249 Its members are the Mayor of Bruges, three representatives each from the Belgian federal 
authorities and the Polish authorities, one representative each from the Belgian Flemish region and 
Walloon region, and representatives from other European governments which support the school 
financially with a fixed minimum amount. During the observed year, administrative council 
members representing their governments were ambassadors from: France, Italy, Ireland, Malta, 
Switzerland, Luxemburg, Sweden, Cyprus, Spain, Germany, Poland, Romania, the Netherlands, 
Hungary, and Finland. 
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for a period of five years, composing of maximum twelve members from the 
administrative council. Its main task is to ensure good administrative manage-
ment and finances. Finally, the academic council is representing the academic 
community. It is chaired by the rector and its composition is determined by the 
administrative council. It is the academic council who decides on the curricula, 
and it is here that the opposition between academia and professionalism plays out 
the most.250 The College’s main financial contributors are the European Com-
mission (roughly thirty per cent of the budget251), the government of Belgium 
(for Bruges campus), the government of Poland (for Natolin campus), the City 
of Bruges and the Region of West Flanders.252 Furthermore, national govern-
ments fund partial or full scholarships for their nationals and the College also 
receives private funding.253  

Interviews with the administration suggests that the London School of Eco-
nomics and the Sciences Po are the College’s main competitors today as they were 
most frequently mentioned by staff members.254 Compared to the College, how-
ever, the London School of Economic and Sciences Po are more recognised and 
well known. Another difference is that although the latter two offer degrees in 
European studies and have international students, they do not have a mission to 
contribute to European integration and are tied to the national educational sys-
tem which the College is not, nor do they benefit from the symbolic and social 
capital that is rendered through the College’s geographical proximity to Brussels 
and the European institutions. 

Contrary to the myth of the school, the College was never intended to only 
focus on forming European civil servants within the European institutions. In 
fact, the private sector has always constituted a work destination for College stu-
dents. Virginie Schnabel, in her study of the school during the late 1990s, esti-
mated that merely 15 per cent of the students work for the European institutions 
or international organisations.255 Recent figures are provided by Maxime Behar 

 
250 One example was when the POL department decided to offer a 30-hour practical training on 
the EU’s EPSO exam, the EU’s entry exam for permanent positions within the EU institutions, as 
an optional course for its students. This was done so as many students expressed frustration because 
they were receiving a lot of knowledge of EU affairs but were not able to valorise it during the 
concours. The training was to be held by an official from the European Commission who was also 
a College alumnus. This proposal met resistance within the academic council as it was not deemed 
academic enough to be offering ECTS-credits and could therefore not be a part of the academic 
programme. It was not until an abstract, theoretical part was added as an introduction to the course 
and a flying professor from the London School of Economics was flown in to speak about it in 
front of the academic council that the course got accepted for ECTS credits.  
251 Interview with Administration, March 2018.  
252 Coleurope.eu, “Financial Contributors & Sponsors”, https://www.coleurope.eu/about-college/ 
college-network/financial-contributors-sponsors, [2022–01–08]. 
253 Coleurope.eu, “Financial Contributors & Sponsors”, https://www.coleurope.eu/about-college/ 
college-network/financial-contributors-sponsors, [2022–01–08]. 
254 Although competitors, the College co-organises an internship fair with these two schools in 
Brussels in the second semester, as described in chapter 9. 
255 Schnabel, V. (1998), p. 34. 
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who tracked College alumni of the 2016–17 promotion five years after their grad-
uation, where 17 per cent worked within European institutions compared to 25 
per cent who worked with consultancy or lobbying, followed by 16 per cent 
working for the national administration and 11 per cent working for law firms 
specialising in competition law.256 Alumni statistics provided by the College are 
not very transparent but the ones available show that the private sector has always 
been an important work destination for College alumni.257 According to the 
alumni employment statistics presented in the 2020/2021 school brochure, a 
larger share of alumni worked in the private sector than for the EU institutions 
and EU agencies.258 Counting private companies, consultancies, trade associa-
tions and law firms, the share of employed alumni was 33 per cent, well above 
the 25 per cent who reported working for the EU.259 

Considering that the College is a private international school and contrary to 
the myth, caters a larger share of its students to the private sector than to the 
European institutions, can the College be compared to a business school? Like a 
business school, emphasis is put on networking, accumulation of social capital, 
and a strong focus on practical skills rather than theory. This is best exemplified 
by the administration speaking of forming future European leaders and not 
future European academics for instance.260 On the other hand, there is a differ-
ence in disciplines taught where European studies at the College stems from a 
vocation to contribute to European integration and not – or at least not solely – 
to merely land a well remunerated job.  

In sum, it is difficult to situate the College of Europe within a broader Euro-
pean or international educational landscape as any attempt of comparison tends 
to end with it being “quite like but different.” This also plays out in the admis-
sions and scholarship allocation where various actors are involved.  

 
256 See Behar, M. (2021), p. 515 for a more detailed breakdown of numbers.  
257 In fact, while the discourses and curricula are focused on the European community and its 
institutions, alumni statistics when available are demonstrating the consistent role of the private 
sector as an employer for College alumni. 
258 College brochure 2020–21, p. 50. In the same brochure it is stated that there are 14,500 alumni 
but it is not accounted for how many answered the survey regarding their employment. In 
conversations with the administration and the alumni association during the fieldwork, it was 
frequently mentioned that tracking alumni and their careers was difficult as alumni change 
employment and countries frequently especially during the first year after graduation and response 
rates tend to be low. 
259 Regarding statistics on alumni working in the EU institutions and agencies, it is not clear if 
only permanent positions or also temporary contracts such as internships are counted. Therefore, 
the number could be misrepresentative as trainee positions is not an indicator nor a guarantee of a 
more permanent position within the European institutions. Based on LinkedIn data, almost 30% 
of the observed cohort did a traineeship within the European institutions during the year after 
graduation. Half of these were Blue Book traineeships. 
260 Coleurope.eu “Why Study at the College of Europe?”, https://www.coleurope.eu/why-study-
college-europe, Also evoked in interviews with the Rector and Head of Communications taking 
place in June 2018.  
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Admissions and Scholarships 
The school’s recruitment process consists of two steps. As a first step, candidates 
submit an online application. The online application includes supporting docu-
ments of previous degrees and transcripts, extra-curricular activities, previous 
professional experience, a letter of motivation, proof of language proficiency in 
French and in English and information regarding previous Erasmus experiences. 
Proof of Erasmus experience is uploaded as a separate “degree”261 which means 
that it is available as a separate indicator for admission officers. In addition, two 
reference letters are requested of each applicant. The online applications are eval-
uated within each department by academic assistants, often alumni themselves, 
together with permanent professors and Directors of the academic programmes, 
in cooperation with the Admissions Office. After this first screening, interviews 
are arranged with selected candidates.  

The selection committee composition varies from country to country and may 
consist of delegates from the ministries of foreign affairs,262 the ministries of edu-
cation,263 the national delegations or representations to the EU,264 the European 
movement265 or, in the case of Spain, by regional representatives. Representatives 
of the College administration are also present, and it is not uncommon for a 
visiting professor to be part of the selection committee. While several stakeholders 
may be involved in the interview process, the College maintains veto power and 
thus has the last say regarding the composition of its student body.266 In short, 
there are several stakeholders involved in the recruitment of students: regional 
authorities, national governments, civil society and academia. Furthermore, the 
admissions process is an unequal playing field: structured according to nationality 
and financial means. This is further reinforced by the scholarships issued by 
national governments, the College and the EU. 

Historically, scholarships have played the role of enabling less socially privi-
leged groups to attend universities. Scholarships are part of the overall 
“politisation” of education, where “social” demands expect universities to be 
socially diverse.267 However, while scholarships tend to cater to groups considered 
less privileged based on factors such as financial means, gender or race, nationality 
serves as the basis for scholarship allocation at the College. What nationality (or 
nationalities) a candidate has determines what type of scholarships they can apply 
for and obtain. Since 70 per cent of students at the College receive a full or partial 
scholarship, this is an essential part of what enables students to attend the College. 

 
261 Coleurope.eu “Application Instructions”, https://www.coleurope.eu/admission/apply-online/ 
explanatory-note-concerning-applications-admission, [2022–09–29]. 
262 France, Italy, Malta, Moldova, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Turkey. 
263 Andorra, Czech Republic, Morocco, Switzerland, Tunisia. 
264 Georgia, Gibraltar. 
265 Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Luxemburg. 
266 Interview with admission office, March 2018. 
267 Darmon, Muriel (2012), “Selecting, Electing, Predicting: How Students Are Chosen for the 
Classes Préparatoires”, Sociétés contemporaines, vol. 2, no. 86, pp. 5–29, p. 8. 
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Consequently, this means that scholarship availability is essential for the school 
to ensure that they have incoming students.  

National and European-level policies affect the number of scholarships avail-
able and, by extension, the composition of the student body in terms of nation-
alities. The EU funds scholarships to citizens of the so-called European Neigh-
bourhood Policy (ENP) countries.268 To a lesser extent, ENP-EU scholarships 
are also available for citizens from EU member states. The existence of the ENP 
scholarship has increased the number of non-EU students at College, making the 
student body more international. The ENP scholarships are primarily for stu-
dents from ENP countries to learn about the EU. These scholarships cover tui-
tion, boarding and travel costs.269 ENP scholarships can thus be viewed as an 
attempt by the EU to diffuse European values and knowledge of the EU to its 
neighbouring countries. 

While scholarships are most often granted by a government to its own citizens, 
in some cases governments offer scholarships to citizens of other countries. For 
example, Poland funds seven full scholarships to Ukrainian students and six full 
scholarships to students from the Western Balkan area. Finally, national regions 
and the private sector can offer scholarships.270 According to interviews with the 
administration, financial support from the private sector is becoming increasingly 
important for the College. 

In sum, scholarships are provided by a vast range of actors, each with its own 
agenda: whether it is a government, a region, the College itself, the EU or a pri-
vate actor. For its own marketing purposes, the College is naturally eager to 
recruit students who fit into the school’s social environment and who will even-
tually engage in successful careers. However, the College also needs to assure dif-
ferent stakeholders that their scholarship funding is worth the investment. Partly, 
as was shown in the historical overview, it does so by emphasising the diversity 
in its faculty composition and curricula. 

Faculty and Curricula 
Recruiting permanent faculty proved difficult from the onset since few academics 
were keen to leave their national careers for even one academic year in Bruges, a 
provincial city with no university.271 Furthermore, an eligible faculty candidate 
not only had to be willing to come to Bruges but had to have expertise in a subject 
taught at the College and be able to teach in either English or French. Finally, 

 
268 Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Moldova, Morocco, the Palestinian Authority, Syria, Tunisia and Ukraine. 
269 Coleurope.eu, “Scholarships for university graduates coming from European Neighbourhood 
Policy countries”, https://www.coleurope.eu/admission/scholarships/scholarships-university-grad 
uates-coming-european-neighbourhood, [2022–09–29]. 
270 Coleurope.eu, “Scholarships Contributors”, https://www.coleurope.eu/about-college/college-
network/financial-contributors-sponsors/scholarships#Private, [2022–09–29]. 
271 Vermeulen, C. (2000), pp. 115–116. 
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there was national representation that had to be considered when employing fac-
ulty.272 Therefore, the College of Europe opted for so-called flying faculty, with 
visiting professors coming to Bruges to teach for one or two days but who were 
permanently employed at another institution. The benefit of visiting professors 
was that they were seen as acting as College ambassadors when returning to their 
home institution.273  

Today, merely four professors are employed as permanent professors, one per 
department. The other roughly 200 professors are visiting professors. The recruit-
ment of flying faculty is mainly done through word of mouth from previous fac-
ulty and personal networks of the department Directors.274 Amongst them, the 
majority are male. Even though all teaching staff are referred to as professors, less 
than half of the flying faculty are university teachers. The majority of the visiting 
professors are employed at universities in the UK (28 per cent), France (24 per 
cent) and Belgium (20 per cent).275 As such, the faculty is less diverse than it 
seems. This overrepresentation has most likely to do with the linguistic require-
ment of teaching being done in French or English. Looking at the practitioners, 
a majority work for the European Commission (45 per cent), followed by con-
sulting firms and lobbying groups (24 per cent), and law firms (10,5 per cent).276  

The diversity is not only expressed in the institutional belonging of the faculty 
but in the teaching methods. The administration and students alike refer to a 
contrasting UK model versus French model of teaching where the UK model is 
defined by a seminar-led teaching, encouraging interaction from students 
whereas the French model is defined by lecture-led teaching with students taking 
on passive roles as listeners. To students, this is presented as an additional way of 
making them live the diversity of Europe.277 This diversity also applies to the 
curriculum. The academic curriculum is divided into two semesters.  

During the first semester, students are following mandatory courses. These 
courses depend on the programme affiliation. The courses tend to be general and 
serve to bring all students to the same level of knowledge regarding EU’s history, 
the functioning of the EU institutions or EU’s institutional law. In the second 
semester, students choose optional courses and can deepen their knowledge in a 
specific topic. For instance, students of the POL programme may choose to take 
a course on EU’s energy policy while students of the LAW programme may 
choose to deepen their knowledge of competition law. Additionally, students 
choose two courses from the list of the European General courses (EG classes). 
These classes are taken by all students regardless of programme affiliation.278  

 
272 Vermeulen, C. (2000), Ibid. 
273 Vermeulen, C. (2000), Ibid. 
274 Interviews with Department Director from POL and IRD.  
275 Behar, M. (2021), p. 273. 
276 Behar, M. (2021), p. 278.  
277 Rector’s speech to students on the first day of the Academic Year.  
278 The exception is the IRD programme whose students follow a language class instead. 
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Apart from the formal curricula, evening conferences, network events or social 
events are organised by the administration and the students themselves. There 
are several student groups that students can (and are expected to) get involved in 
during the academic year. Student groups can be for leisure (football, yoga), the 
College life (Bar committee, Yearbook committee), artistic pursuits (the choir, 
the Creative Writing Society,) but most are linked to professional development 
(Energy group, Young Diplomats, Business Group, Asylum and Migration 
Awareness Society, Foreign Affairs Group).  

In sum, faculty is nationally and professionally diverse and not institutionally 
attached to the College. The curriculum is general in its character but has become 
specialised over the course of time. This can be seen as catering to the College’s 
dual objective of making the students go beyond their disciplines and national 
traditions to have a broader perspective of European complexities and giving 
them a specialised training in European studies, to ensure them a job upon 
graduating. The last part of this chapter will analyse the student composition. 

The Students  
A study on students enrolled in the Bruges and Natolin campuses showed that 
an overwhelming majority of students had previously studied political science, 
law or economics.279 During the observed year, the gender ratio was approxi-
mately fifty-fifty. Looking at the programmes, the ECO programme was male-
dominated while the other three (LAW, POL, IRD) were balanced when it came 
to the gender ratio. Student numbers were equally distributed across the LAW, 
POL and IRD programmes with around 100 students admitted to each pro-
gramme and the remaining ones into the ECO programme.  

Nationally Heterogenous but Socially Homogenous  
During the observed academic year, there were 345 students admitted to Bruges 
from around 50 nationalities.280 The top three biggest countries based on stu-
dents’ nationality were France (53 students), Spain (45 students) and Italy (43 
students). These three countries alone accounted for over 40 per cent of the total 
student population, indicating that while students are highly diversified in terms 
of nationality, some nationalities are numerically dominant.  

Close to 80 per cent of the students during the observed academic year came 
from EU member states. When counting students from EU countries and the 

 
279 Political science 32 per cent, law 29 per cent, economics 25 per cent, languages 12 per cent, 
international relations 10 per cent, history 7 per cent, European studies 7 per cent and social 
sciences 3 per cent, see Michon, 2017, p 105. 
280 While 345 students were admitted, only 337 students were in the Yearbook which I used as a 
reference point to search for students LinkedIn profiles. 
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ENP countries281 together, 91 per cent of the students were accounted for. A 
conclusion based on these numbers is that students at the College of Europe 
mainly come from EU countries and third countries that are of geopolitical 
interest to the EU (namely the ENP countries).  

For corresponding figures between 1950 and 1995, 81 per cent of students 
came from EU member states, with the rest from the close EU neighbourhood, 
at that time the Central and European Countries.282 However, considering the 
EU enlargements of 2004, 2007 and 2013, the EU member states shifted in 
numbers from 15 to 28 and geographically from Western Europe to also incor-
porating Central- and Eastern Europe. What is now referred to as relatively close 
neighbourhood countries are the ENP countries which are mainly countries sit-
uated outside of Europe and not only the EU. Hence, over time, the student 
cohorts at the College have become increasingly international. If the students are 
nationally heterogenous, they are socially homogenous. The College students 
distinguish themselves by coming from affluent social origins and being 
international. Internationally mobile students tend to come from an elevated 
social origin.283 

Collected data of 5000 student applications between 1950 and 1995 by 
Virginie Schnabel showed that less than 3 per cent of the College students had 
blue-collar parents.284 In other words, the students who apply for the College of 
Europe do not tend to come from a working-class origin. Similar data has not 
been collected between 1995 and 2018, therefore it is not possible to attest to 
whether a structural change or persistence in terms of socioeconomic compo-
sition amongst students have occurred. However, two recent studies collected 
data on social origins of College of Europe students. 

A study by French sociologist Sebastian Michon in 2017 showed that 21 per 
cent of the students had one parent and 40 per cent had both parents belonging 
to the upper echelons of the social strata. When looking at fathers’ occupation, 
20 per cent worked in managerial positions in the private sector, 18 per cent 
worked in liberal professions and 14 per cent in managerial positions in the public 
sector.285 When looking at the educational level of parents, 86 per cent of the 
fathers and 83 per cent of the mothers had a higher education.286 

 
281 ENP countries: Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Libya, Moldova, Morocco, Palestine, Syria, Tunisia, Ukraine. 
282 Schnabel, V. (1998), p. 37. 
283 Drewski, D. (2022), p. 167; Gerhards, Jürgen, Silke, Hans & Carlson, Sören (2017), Social 
Class and Transnational Human Capital: How Middle and Upper Class Parents Prepare Their 
Children for Globalization. London: Routledge. 
284 Schnabel, V. (1998), p. 38. 
285 Michon, S. (2017) pp. 105–106. 
286 40 per cent of the fathers and 32 per cent of mothers have studied 5 years after high school, 25 
per cent of fathers and 30 per cent of mothers have studied 3–4 years post high school and 21 per 
cent of fathers and 22 per cent of mothers have studied 2 years after high school diploma, see 
Michon, S. (2017), Ibid. 
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As part of his doctoral thesis, Maxime Behar conducted a survey on the stu-
dents enrolled in the academic year 2016–2017. It corroborated both Schnabel’s 
and Michon’s results on students coming from upper- and middle class families, 
being highly internationalised and having parents, even grandparents, with large 
amounts of educational capital.287  

During the observed academic year, few of the students interviewed, formally 
or informally, had parents who could be labelled as blue-collar parents. The larg-
est proportion of students belonged to middle and upper middle class whose 
parents had a university degree and a liberal profession. In other words, findings 
in interviews and ethnographic fieldwork undertaken as a part of this thesis are 
in line with previous studies concerning students’ social origin. In sum, College 
students tend to come from families endowed with high educational capital, are 
socially homogenous and based on parents’ professions, are closer to the 
economic pole than the cultural one in a Bourdieusian sense.  

A Highly Internationalised Student Body 
International capital can be measured through how many languages one speaks, 
international experiences (studies and internships abroad), how many countries one 
has lived in, if one has double nationality or binational parents.288 Data on 
languages, countries and previous academic and professional experiences abroad 
comes from students’ LinkedIn profiles.289 According to this data, students spoke 
several languages, had already accumulated cultural capital, were geographically 
mobile and had lived in several countries well before arriving in Bruges. They 
invested in “the international” but primarily in the international that had symbolic 
value for them. Thus, when going abroad, they tended to choose France, UK and 
the US, also known as “zones of prestige”, with numerous highly ranked 
universities.290  

While only 3 per cent of the students spoke two languages (the official minimum 
as the school is bilingual), one third of the students spoke four languages. Linguistic 
capital can be acquired through language courses at home but learning or deepening 
one’s knowledge in a specific language is enhanced if one lives in a country where 

 
287 However, in contrast to the previous studies whose results stay on a general level, Behar 
demonstrates how intra-European socio-economic inequalities are echoed within the student body. 
While 55 per cent parents of students from Northern and Western Europe and 57 per cent of 
parents of students from Southern Europe have a minimum education level of a two-year master, 
only 36 per cent of parents of students from Central and Eastern Europe have the equivalent. See 
Behar, M. (2021), pp. 416–421, 424. 
288 Wagner, A-C. (1998), pp. 17, 212. 
289 80 per cent of the 337 students in the Yearbook of the Bruges campus had a LinkedIn profile.  
290 Munk, Martin D. (2009), “Transnational Investments in Informational Capital: A 
Comparative Study on Denmark, France and Sweden”, Acta Sociologica, vol. 52, no. 1, pp. 5–23, 
pp. 10–11. 
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that language is spoken and can be seen as a transnational investment.291 Nine out of 
ten students had lived in another country than their own.  

One quarter of the students, not counting the French nationals, had lived in 
France for a period of at least three months. That such a large proportion of 
College students had lived there was most likely linked to French being one of 
the school’s official languages, 13 per cent of the students had lived in the United 
Kingdom and 11 per cent in the United States. Almost one-third of the students 
had lived in Belgium. Close to one-fifth of the student had done an EU train-
eeship before enrolling at the College. Studies was the main reason for students 
going to France while internships in or around the EU institutions was the reason 
for students moving to Belgium.  

When looking at students endowed with the least amount of international 
capital, they tended to be either LAW or ECO students. POL and IRD students 
were overrepresented when looking at students having had internships related to 
the international, such as within a ministry of foreign affairs, embassies abroad or 
permanent representations to the EU or another international organisation (UN, 
OSCE, Council of Europe). Especially IRD students invested in these types of 
internships which is in line with their study interest. This pattern disappears 
when looking solely at traineeships within the EU institutions. Students having 
done such traineeships were equally distributed amongst the POL, IRD and 
LAW programmes except for the ECO programme where students with this type 
of experience were underrepresented.  

In sum, a characteristic of the College students is that they have had interna-
tional experiences prior to enrolment and possess knowledge of foreign languages, 
both which are correlated to social class. In fact, that the students are socially 
homogenous and tend to come from middle and upper middle class, is masked 
by their national heterogeneity.  

Conclusion 
Historically, the College of Europe is simultaneously ideological and pragmatic. 
It is ideological in the sense that it has a political mission of contributing to 
European integration through overcoming nationalism by bringing students 
from different European countries to study and live together. It is pragmatic in 
the sense that it is a postgraduate institution who prepares students for profes-
sional lives and strives to form Europe’s future leaders.  

Therefore, the College must be academically credible to attract students as 
well as funding from the EU and from national governments through scholar-
ships. For the same reasons, it must also succeed to form European professionals 

 
291 Gerhards, Jürgen & Hans, Silke (2013), “Transnational Human Capital, Education, and Social 
Inequality: Analyses of International Student Exchange”, Zeitschirft für Soziologie, vol. 42, no. 2, 
pp. 99–117. 



FORMING EU-PROFESSIONALS 

 88 

working in or around the EU institutions to maintain its reputation. These 
objectives are mutually interdependent but on occasion they pull the school in 
different directions. This push and pull are reflected in the curricula. Over time, 
specialization of the curricula became increasingly important to the detriment of 
a humanistic curricula. This was due to a change of leadership in 1970s and a 
wish to increasingly position the school towards the EU institutions.  

The College is striving to fulfil its political mission of contributing to Euro-
pean integration by exposing the students to diversity in their studies. Diversity 
in student nationalities and their academic disciplines, diversity in faculty 
through hiring both academics and practitioners, diversity in the curricula 
through balancing between general and specialised courses and finally, diversity 
in languages through having both English and French as official working lan-
guages. Created as a bilingual school, French was the dominant language within 
the school and French teachers held a predominant position. French students are 
numerically dominant within the student body, indicating a potential continua-
tion of the “favoured nation” policy towards France.  

The students are nationally heterogenous with over 50 nationalities within the 
student cohort. However, national heterogeneity within the student body masks 
the fact that the students are socially homogenous. The College students possess 
large volumes of international resources. They speak several languages, are geo-
graphically mobile and have lived in several countries before enrolling at the 
College. The fact that these are shared resources across the student body could 
indicate that this is valorised and explicitly sought after in student candidates 
during the selection process. 



 

 89 

CHAPTER 6  
Student Selection 

The College of Europe only has ten months to its disposal to fulfil its institutional 
mission of contributing to European integration. To succeed with the duality of 
its mission, simultaneously providing the students an opportunity to live Europe 
while giving them tangible professional skills as future European leaders, a fair 
assumption would be that the selection process plays an important role in 
increasing the probability of success of the institutional mission. Once a candi-
date has been admitted to an interview, it means that she or he formally fulfils 
the official requirements to enrol. What is then at stake in the interview? The 
interview is a particular moment where what is being sought after in candidates, 
on the one hand, and what candidates bring with them into the interview, on the 
other hand, collide against each other.  

Private boarding schools, such as the College of Europe, can chose their stu-
dents.292 In a study on a French Jesuit boarding school, Jean-Pierre Faguer 
demonstrated that candidates, who were socially and culturally homogenous with 
existing students, had “won in advance.”293 Studies of American Ivy League 
schools have shown how elite institutions place emphasis on subjective personal 
characteristics and personality traits rather than scholastic achievements as a form 
of social closure.294 Selection interviews benefit candidates who can display dispo-
sitions associated with dominant classes such as charm, ease and confidence.295  

Through observations of selection interviews, formal and informal classifica-
tions and principles of division are being exposed – and at the same time – inter-
views ensure that selective institutions maintain a socially homogenous student 
population, while making students feeling elected and selected.296 This data will 
be complemented with interviews with the administration taking part in the 
admission process, and with students who were successfully admitted. This 
exposes how the administration portrayed the “ideal” candidate and how stu-
dents, depending on their dispositions, experienced the interviews.  

 
292 Cookson, P.W. & Persell, C.H. (1985), p. 49. 
293 Faguer, J-P. (1991), cited in Courtois, A. (2018), p. 106. 
294 Karabel, Jerome (2006), The Chosen: The Hidden History of Admission and Exclusion at Harvard, 
Yale and Princeton. Boston: Mariner Books; Soares, Joseph A. (2007), The Power of Privilege: Yale 
and America’s Elite Colleges, Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
295 Courtois, (2018), p. 105, Delval A-S. (2020), p. 189.  
296 Bourdieu, P. (1996 [1989]), p. 103–109; Courtois, A. (2018), pp. 108–109.  
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This relates to questions regarding how students are selected, what type of 
dispositions students attending the College possess and how students were able 
(or not) to invoke certain dispositions during the selections process. As such, this 
chapter is one piece of the puzzle to the overarching research question of whether 
one can differentiate between an international capital of European specificity and 
an international general capital?  

The “Ideal” Candidate 
On several occasions, I was told by administrative staff that when looking at can-
didates, “intelligence was not everything.” Having good grades, I was told, does 
not necessarily make for a great leader. A senior administrative staff member 
described a typical College student in the following way:  

Staff member: Someone who is bright in the sense that they have an ability to 
think and have a reasonably good university background. They don’t necessarily 
need to be the best but they have to be a good student. 
SL: What is a reasonably good university background? 
Staff member: Well, I have been in universities my whole career and I can tell you 
that it’s not the student who gets 20/20 who generally succeed best in life, not 
always. It’s often the student who gets the 16 and the 15 and the 14. Because 
university education only gives you so much, the rest is character. If I have to 
describe a typical College student, I would say, you know they are good students, 
they get good marks at university but they also have a certain drive, a certain char-
acter and a certain, maybe even without directly saying it but you can see a lot of 
potential in the students, that they will go on and succeed in making things hap-
pen so in part they have good leadership skills. And as I said, many of our students 
have a social conscience. We don’t choose them for that but many of them come 
here with a social conscience in the sense that we do want a better world (….) A 
typical College student will have empathy, will have a social conscience, most of 
the time they are open, accepting, good students. 

The justification of exclusionary practices was made on social rather than aca-
demic grounds. Yet, Bourdieu showed in his study on French elite that students 
who belong to dominant groups tended to receive higher grades than students 
belonging to dominated groups – and students with the same grades would still 
be ranked differently by teachers based on their social origin with positive 
attributes accorded by to students from dominant classes to a larger extent than 
to students from dominated classes.297 In other words, there exists a correlation 
between grades and social origins. 

By dissociating scholastic achievement and personal characteristics (“it is not 
the student who gets 20/20 who generally succeed best in life”), an idea of stu-
dents as inherently special and unique, equipped with skills that cannot be taught 

 
297 Bourdieu, P. (1996 [1989]), pp. 32–37. 
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in school, emerged. At the same time, by focusing on students’ characteristics and 
social dispositions rather than academic merit, the selection became increasingly 
socially selective and vague (how do you measure leadership qualities in a selec-
tion interview? What are these leadership qualities to begin with?).  

Focusing on personal characteristics rather than academic merit in admission 
to higher education is an effective way for social closure and exclusion practices, 
as was shown by Jerome Karabel’s work on Ivy League Schools, since personal 
characteristics as selection criteria are fluid, vague and subjective.298 Hence, they 
are easily applied in a discriminatory way without coming across as such. There-
fore, admission criteria also constitute an effective organisational gatekeeping 
tool.299 In fact, Karabel notes that elite college admissions have been far more 
successful in “democratising anxiety than opportunity.”300 The “mysteriousness” 
of admission selection, as American sociologist Rubén Gaztambide-Fernandez 
refers to it, serves to make elite students internalise elite status through feeling 
not only selected but elected.301  

On the other hand, if top grades tend to correlate with social origin, the choice 
to not focus on academic merit as a principle of legitimation could well be an 
indicator that the College students are not, in fact, from the most socially domi-
nant classes in Europe. Instead, the admission process could be socially selective 
based on international dispositions similar to the ones possessed by the “interna-
tional managers” studied by Anne-Catherine Wagner in the late 1990s, correlated 
with upper echelons of society but not necessarily the most dominant.302 Instead, 
international schooling can be used by the dominated dominant as a strategy to 
circumvent being dominated scholastically within the national school system, as 
demonstrated by studies on Swiss private schools for instance.303  

In fact, while international experiences can be considered valuable in admis-
sion processes, they seldom compensate for weak academic credentials.304 At the 
College, on the contrary, international dispositions were emphasised to a much 
greater degree than scholastic dispositions. Previous international experiences car-
ried a lot of weight as demonstrated by having Erasmus as a separate indicator in 
the screening of online applications. According to a staff member, Erasmus is 
linked to a European experience and identity.  

 
298 Karabel, Jerome (1984), “Status Group Struggle, Organizational Interests, and the Limits of 
Institutional Autonomy: The Transformation of Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, 1918–1940”, 
Theory and Society, vol. 13, no. 1, pp. 1–40, p. 30; Karabel, J. (2006); Schwartz, David (2008), 
“Social Closure in American Elite Higher Education”, Theory and Society, vol. 37, no. 4, pp. 409–
419, p. 413. 
299 Schwartz, D. (2008), p. 414. 
300 Karabel, J. (2006), p. 547. 
301 Gaztambide-Fernandez, R. (2009a), pp. 44–45. 
302 Wagner makes the point that international careers can constitute a “medium” success in 
comparison with national criteria through exploiting international resources that are relatively rare, 
see Wagner, A-C (1998), p. 145.  
303 See for instance Bertron, C. (2016) on Swiss boarding schools and Delval, A-S. (2020) on Swiss 
hospitality management schools.  
304 Darmon, M. (2012), p. 15; Wagner (2020), p. 196. 
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Administrator: Most of them have done Erasmus, this is very important.  
SL: Why is Erasmus important? 
Administrator: Because you are a European citizen, and you want to experience 
Europe. (You) can’t just say “I’m Swedish, I studied in Sweden” and then go to 
the College. Then (the) motivation is limited.  

The Erasmus programme, created and funded by the EU, was used as marker in 
the selection process of candidates’ proximity to Europe versus distance to the 
national. An application with only experiences related to the national was con-
sidered to be limited. Based on LinkedIn data of the student cohort of 2017–18, 
an Erasmus exchange semester constituted a corner stone of College students’ 
trajectories.305 Erasmus was referred to as “mainstream” amongst students by one 
Director at the College but the programme is in fact catering to a very small 
proportion of no more than five per cent of students enrolled in European higher 
education.306 Erasmus students also tend to have parents with higher education 
and income levels, and are likely to have had international experiences prior to 
their Erasmus exchange.307 

Erasmus was seen as a marker of “being a European citizen” and a testimony 
of wanting to “experience Europe.” The ideal candidate had a specific set of 
international capital related to Europe. Apart from intra-European exchange 
studies, internships were also valued. One academic assistant, echoing several staff 
members, told me that students’ reasons for applying were “super important, 
more than grades” and professional experience, such as “good internships in 
embassies or (that were) EU-related” counted as well Although linked to general 
international dispositions such as speaking several languages, double nationality, 
studies abroad, having family and friends internationally dispersed, what was pri-
marily sought for in candidates was a specific Europe-related form of interna-
tional capital.  

The two clearest indications of these were having done an Erasmus exchange 
semester and/or an internship in or around the EU institutions. A “good intern-
ship” was not necessarily required to be at the EU level but an internship at a 
ministry of foreign affairs or better yet, at an embassy, was highly valued too. 
Testified experience of candidates having gone outside of their national frame of 
reference and preferably, residence, was a “sign” that was sought after in candi-
dates’ CVs. Studies on hiring practices have shown that recruiters operate as gate-
keepers, ensuring a good fit through a cultural matching between the organisa-
tion, evaluators, and applicants.308  

 
305 The same was found in previous ethnographies on College students, see Schnabel, V. (1998), 
Poehls, K. (2012) and Behar, M. (2021). 
306 Ballatore, M. (2017), p. 82. 
307 Ballatore, M. & Ferede, M. K. (2013), pp. 527, 531; Murphy-Lejeune, E. (2002), pp. 51–62; 
Tsoukalis, I. (2019), pp. 31–33; Van Mol, C. (2014), pp. 43–45. 
308 Rivera, Lauren A. (2020), “Employer Decision Making”, Annual Review of Sociology, vol. 46, 
no. 1, pp. 215–233, p. 216; Rivera, Lauren A. (2012), “Hiring as Cultural Matching: The Case of 
Elite Professional Service Firms”, American Sociological Review, vol. 77, no. 6, pp. 999–1022, 
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International experiences related to Europe were not enough, a serious candi-
date should, according to an academic assistant, also “have a plan.” A permanent 
professor evoked a similar reasoning by stating that students should “have a good 
sense of why they actually come here.”  

Somehow you try to feel whether they will be able to contribute to the College, 
to the student body, and whether the College can mean something for them in 
the pursuit of their career goals.  

A prospective student should already have a clear idea of what they want to do 
after graduating and how the College degree will be useful in accomplishing these 
goals. The selection of successful candidates was portrayed as an equal give and 
take, a mutual reciprocity, where students should contribute to the student body 
– the Admissions Office for instance spoke of the “added value” of individual 
applicants – while reaping the benefits of the school for their future career aspi-
rations. Muriel Darmon has pointed to professors’ search for an “academic 
energy” when selecting students to French prep schools.309 The academic energy 
combines the academic and social requirements, expectations and prediction of 
students having the capacity (to succeed academically) and the obedience (to fit 
within the social system of the school).310 In contrast, the College seems to be 
looking for a “professional energy” as a prediction of a good fit within the student 
body and the school. Social qualities (“ambition,” “drive,” “leadership skills”) 
combined with Europe-related international experiences through studies and 
internships were important markers of future success. Another one was through 
students linking their desire to enrol at the College to the European labour 
market. According to the Admissions office, the focus on career can also be seen 
in students cover letters where a shift occurred over the last thirty years: 

It has changed. (At the) end of 80s, beginning of 90s, (the) motivation was “I am 
a European citizen and I want to do something for Europe”, it was more of a 
dream. Now, they (the students) are careerists. (They) want to find their place in 
the world. Before, (they were) more idealistic, now (they are) careerists. (They are) 
more anxious and serious. 

While the Admissions Office, as well as other key persons within the administra-
tion, pointed to students’ increased anxiety when it comes to their careers, stu-
dents were expected to have “a plan” as the academic assistant put it or show how 

 
p. 1001; Hora, Matthew T. (2020), “Hiring as Cultural Gatekeeping into Occupational 
Communities: Implications for Higher Education and Student Employability”, Higher Education, 
vol. 79, no. 2, pp. 307–324, pp 309, 320; Hamann, Julian & Beljean, Stefan (2021), “Career 
Gatekeeping in Cultural Fields”, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 9, no. 1, pp 43–69, p. 44. 
309 Darmon draws on Michel Foucault’s concept of energy and its dual definition of capacity and 
obedience, translated to behavioural and academic demands on students in the French prep schools, 
see Darmon, M. (2012), p. 22; Focuault, Michel (1978), Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 
Prison. New York: Pantheon Books, pp. 137–138.  
310 Darmon, M. (2012), Ibid. 
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the College fitted into the “pursuit of their career goals” as the permanent pro-
fessor phrased it. Furthermore, if previously it used to be enough to simply state 
“I am a European citizen” in cover letters, now students were expected to prove 
it through international experiences. In other words, while it was enough to “feel” 
European before, today students had not only to feel European but also to de-
monstrate “being” European. How did this play out during the selection inter-
views? What questions were asked, what was measured, tested, and sought after 
in candidates?  

Selection Interviews  
Over two days, interviews with Swedish candidates were held on Skype at the 
campus in Bruges. I was allowed to observe these interviews under the condition 
that I would not ask any questions and would not be visible during the meeting. 
The interviews took place in a classroom in a building at Verversdijk, the newer, 
modern campus site. There were two desks in front of the whiteboard where four 
academic assistants were seated. The clothing of the academic assistants ranged 
from casual jeans and pullovers to business attire.  

Using a projector, the Skype interview was displayed on the whiteboard so 
everybody had a good view on the student candidate. I was told to sit at the 
teachers’ desk so I would be out of sight. From my position I was unable to clearly 
see the candidates but could hear them well. As I was facing the academic assis-
tants, I was able to read their faces as candidates were responding to questions. 
What I was interested in observing during the two days of interviews with Swe-
dish candidates was what type of questions would they be asked, what character-
istics would be valued, what type of knowledge? 

The interview schedule was tightly packed, with twenty minutes slots per can-
didate, leaving little time between the interviews for discussion amongst the aca-
demic assistants and even less time for technical issues. Out of nine student can-
didates, six were female and three were male. Three had double nationality. Since 
there were five half scholarships available, the chances of getting in and receive 
funding were rather favourable.  

Linguistic Competence 
For Swedish applicants, English knowledge was usually not a problem. French 
language was the main reason for stress amongst candidates. Before one interview, 
one academic assistant looking at the next candidate’s CV said “C.1 in French, 
so should definitely understand.” This was the first indication that a candidate’s 
French level was taken under consideration when interviewing students. Earlier 
the same week, over lunch, one academic assistant told me about the difficulty in 
finding eligible candidates from Scandinavian countries who match the bilingual 
requirement of the College. 
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Interviews were testing the candidates’ linguistic competence by frequently 
switching between English and French and most of the time, without any warn-
ing. At some point in the interview, every other question was in English and every 
other question was in French. The sudden and frequent switches made candidates 
who were at ease with both languages chuckle, while candidates less confident in 
French would struggle to answer and sometimes blank. One admitted Swedish 
student told me that during her interview the previous year, she had been asked 
questions in French by a professor from the United Kingdom. The fact that even 
native English speakers chose to ask questions in French during selection inter-
views underscores the importance given to candidates’ ability to navigate a bilin-
gual interview.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the College was created as a bilingual 
institution from the onset, and French language occupied a central position when 
looking at the founding fathers and their social trajectories. The continued 
importance attached to bilingualism, and especially the French language, had 
institutional and historical reasons. The language switches in selections interviews 
were a historical institutional remnant, what Berger and Luckmann refer to as an 
habitualised action.311 

However, online applications were already weeding out candidates that were 
not formally bilingual. Candidates who did not fulfil the language requirement 
based on their online application should not pass to the interview stage, as a rule. 
From this perspective, insisting on testing candidates’ linguistic competences dur-
ing selection interviews could be a measurement of how at ease the candidates 
were in pressured situations.312  

The knowledge of French was accredited such importance that it could deter-
mine what programme a candidate was admitted to. Prior to interviewing a can-
didate who had applied to both IRD and POL, the IRD assistant told the POL 
assistant that if the candidate’s French was “bad,” then they would admit the 
candidate to the IRD programme since the POL programme may increase their 
oral examination in French the following year.  

In sum, language, and in particular French for the Swedish candidates, was an 
important criterion in the selection of candidates that not only measured candi-
dates’ language skills (since it had already been done through the online applica-
tion) but also their social disposition of how at ease they were, faced with switch-
ing languages during pressure. A candidate’s nationality had an impact on the 
evaluators’ expectations and even what programme a candidate may be admitted 
to. The importance rendered to French language in selection interviews of Swe-
dish students could stem from the fact that Scandinavian students generally strug-
gled with this language. However, it is also linked to the school’s historical origins 
and bilingual status, and as chapter 8 will analyse in depth, language use at the 
school has not merely a technical but a social function. 

 
311 Berger, P. L. & Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), pp. 70–71. 
312 Bourdieu, P. (1996 [1989]), pp. 19–22.  
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Professional Energy: EU-knowledge and a Career Plan 
Interviews were testing candidates’ reasons for applying and desire to enrol. 
Rather than just a measurement of the interest in the school (“Have you looked 
at the website?,” “Do you know what courses you want to take?,”, “Why do you 
want to study this particular programme?”), it was done so in relation to how the 
candidate planned to use the diploma and navigate the year (“Have you thought 
about what you want to write your MA thesis about?,” “What do you want to do 
after the College?”).  

In an interview with Pontus, the first question, in French, was about his rea-
sons for having applied to the POL programme specifically. In his reply, Pontus 
combined two aspects of his “Europeanness.” First, he underscored his interna-
tional profile (Swedish national, born in Brussels, currently studying in London) 
but linked it to the EU. It was “thanks to the EU” and the freedom of movement 
that he was connected to three European countries. Second, he proceeded to sit-
uate the College as a “steppingstone” to realise his goal of working for the EU.  

By making a link between his international background and the EU on the 
one hand, and between the College and a future ambition of working for the EU 
on the other hand, he managed to convey the message of him simultaneously 
“being” and “feeling” European. Pontus was European because he had an attach-
ment to three European countries, and it was thanks to his European citizenship 
that enabled him to travel and live in these countries, so he felt European.  

While inherited and previously acquired international dispositions such as 
having a double nationality or having lived and studied in several European coun-
tries was an advantage in demonstrating one’s “Europeanness”, it was not 
enough. What was sought after were candidates with a coherent plan for why 
they wanted to study at the College, and how they intended to use the diploma 
to the benefit their future careers.  

One IRD academic assistant told me that candidates “should not say ‘I am 
interested in European law or international relations or European politics’ but ‘I 
am interested in the EU in relation to X because it is relevant for…’” It seemed 
strange to ask students what they were going to write their master’s thesis on, 
what they wanted to do after the College or demand such degree of specificity in 
candidates’ interest in European Studies even before enrolment. In an interview 
with a POL academic assistant, I returned to this topic: 

SL: In interviews observed, you expected students to have a clear idea what to do 
after the College, even the topic of their MA thesis?  
Ac. Assistant: Yes, but I think when we ask those questions, we don’t really expect 
that they are telling the truth or that everything is clear in their minds. We want 
them to be able to answer quickly to that kind of question and also to see the 
ability to have some storytelling. (…) They need to be able to sell themselves, to 
be convincing. Its’ for the sake of the exercise, we want to see if they are able to 
tell a story.  
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Having a convincing story that one has a clear career objective was more 
important whether it was true or not. As with the linguistic switches between 
English and French, what was sought after in student candidates was a display of 
ease.313 This is in line with studies on admissions officers in American elite 
schools, evaluators tend to draw a narrative on the candidate’s application 
through “evaluative storytelling.”314 The same practice was used in the College 
interviews, within less than fifteen minutes.  

Selecting students was linked to the social and academic prediction of a given 
candidate.315 For instance, in relation to professional energy, it was not only what 
the candidate said but how they acted and carried themselves during the inter-
view. After one Skype interview with Vanessa, who was at the time doing an 
internship at the UN in an African country, one academic assistant remarked 
negatively “also, she was looking at her notes, it is not professional.”  

In the same way, conveying the sense of being professional and embodying it 
with ease was as important as the ability of constructing a convincing narrative 
of how the College fit into their future career trajectory and why they themselves 
were a good fit for the College. This is what Pontus achieved by linking his 
international profile to his reasons for applying, by evoking his European identity 
and trajectory as a merit of European integration, and finally linking the school 
to his future career aspiration. To “sell” himself, Pontus relied on his interna-
tional trajectory. Far from just an ability in storytelling, his ease was embodied 
and his “story” being convincing due to his international dispositions that had 
been incorporated in his life since his birth.  

Asking questions about candidates’ interest in courses, thesis topics, and future 
career aspirations was a measurement of candidates’ professional energy. Another 
measurement of this was to ask questions about current EU politics, following 
up on Pontus’ expressed desire of taking a course on the EU’s democratic deficit. 
“Legitimacy and democratic deficiency, please define these concepts and do you 
think there is democratic deficiency in the EU?” “Juncker316 has proposed to have 
a co-President between the Council and the Commission, merging them in a 
sense, would this increase democracy in your opinion?” “Define the Spitzenkan-
didat process, how would it work and would it be an improvement?” “Concern-
ing Brexit and the future seats of the British MEPs in the European Parliament, 
there is a proposition of transnationalist seats constituting a pan-European group, 
would this make the EU more or less democratic?” 

In her thesis on Swiss hospitality management schools, Ann-Sophie Delval 
argues that the assessment of the knowledge of the professional environment dur-
ing interviews was to ensure that candidates have realistic expectations of their 
future professions and a measurement of having gained maturity and humility 

 
313 Bourdieu, P. (1996 [1989]), pp. 19–22. 
314 Stevens, M. (2007), pp. 199–201, 214. 
315 Darmon, M. (2012), p. 20. 
316 Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European Commission between 2014–2019. 
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for the profession.317 At the College, these questions were not linked to expecta-
tion management but rather to see how socially close or distanced a candidate 
was to the professional milieu of EU politics. Being up to speed on current 
developments within the EU institutions was also a demonstration of students’ 
ability to go beyond national frames of references and adopt European ones.318  

Exemplifying this, two academic assistants assessed a candidate’s EU-
knowledge with the remark “he made two serious mistakes, he said for instance 
that MEPs represent national interests which is wrong.” It can be argued that 
MEPs in fact do represent national interests to some extent, merely by the fact 
that they are elected by their national voters. Ursula Hoffmann-Lange even 
argues that parliamentarians are expected to represent national and sub-national 
constituents.319 Furthermore, a study on the parliamentarians showed that they 
were in fact in regular contact and identified strongly with their national parties 
during their time at the European Parliament.320 Looking at MEPs from a 
European frame of reference, expected by the academic assistants, the answer 
would have been that the parliamentarians are directly elected by EU citizens and 
hence representing EU citizens, demonstrated by the fact that parliamentarians 
are elected into political party groups that transcend national lines within the 
European Parliament.  

International Dispositions as a Sign of Excellence 
Throughout the interviews, candidates like Pontus, who have an international 
profile (having lived and studied in many countries, double nationality etc.) 
invoked their European identity more often than candidates with higher volumes 
of national resources. Candidates who had mainly lived and had been schooled 
in Sweden, were less prepared for questions related to current EU affairs and 
struggled with the French language. For instance, Vanessa (Swedish and French 
nationality), who was currently doing an internship for the United Nations in an 
African country, responded similarly to Pontus that her identity as a European 
had been shaped by living in Sweden, Austria, and Switzerland.  

This type of international candidate profile, compared to national candidate 
profiles, could easily and convincingly convey the image of fitting the student 

 
317 Delval, Anne-Sophie (2019), Les (en)jeux d’internationalisation des écoles hôtelières suisses. 
Neuchâtel: University of Neuchâtel, pp. 186, 189–190. 
318 A similar analysis is made by Didier Georgakakis regarding assessment during the EU entry 
exam. Questions on the EU’s founding fathers were, according to Georgakakis, not a test of the 
candidate’s knowledge of history but a test of a candidate’s ability to move past national references, 
so a French candidate responding “Monnet, Schuman and Delors” would receive a lower score 
than answering “Adenauer, Monnet and Spinelli”, see Georgakakis, D. (2017), p. 186. 
319 Hoffmann-Lange, Ursula (2012), “Vertical and Horizontal Accountability of Global Elites: 
Some Theoretical Reflections and a Preliminary Research Agenda”, Historical Social 
Research/Historische Sozialforschung, vol. 37, no. 1, pp. 193–208, p. 202. 
320 Scully, Roger (2005), Becoming EUROPEANS? Attitudes, Behavior and Socialization in the 
European Parliament. Oxford: Oxford Press, pp. 73–74. 
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body of the College, international in itself. As mentioned previously, one thing 
that was sought after was the added value of a given candidate. A candidate who 
was able to paint a narrative of both “being” and “feeling” European and show-
casing how the College fitted into her or his future career, was a candidate who 
had good chances of tipping the balance to her or his favour.  

Furthermore, students with double nationalities had an advantage in the 
selection process since they had two national tickets to help them gain admission 
to the College and better chances of landing a scholarship. It was not uncommon 
for students to be admitted based on their second nationality, and they strategi-
cally used their nationalities as an asset.  

For instance, one Belgian-Moroccan alumnus described in our interview how, 
although she had been raised in Belgium, she was admitted based on her Moroc-
can nationality. As a result, she received the ENP scholarship. Consequently, she 
had to sit through two weeks of introductory courses on European integration 
together with other ENP scholarship-recipients, even though she had just com-
pleted a master’s degree in European Affairs from the Free University of Brussels.  

In another telling example, during the observed year, a Canadian national was 
admitted on his second, Romanian, nationality. This student thus had the oppo-
site strategy and entered the school as an EU citizen rather than an ENP student. 
In a sense, the number of nationalities at the College masks the various strategies 
employed by students with regards to obtaining scholarships and increasing their 
chances of being admitted to the school.  

Two observed interviews will illustrate the difference between candidates with 
international dispositions from candidates with national dispositions. Rather 
than just analysing these interviews from the optic international versus national 
and pointing to how international dispositions were more valued (not an unrea-
sonable hypothesis when studying at an international school) than national dis-
positions in the selection process to the College of Europe, the focus is on what 
type of international assets that were at play and how they related to economic, 
cultural, linguistic, and social assets during the interview.  

The first example is Claudia, who was applying for the LAW programme as a 
first option but was rejected on this application and was interviewed for her sec-
ond option instead, the POL programme. Claudia has double nationality (Swe-
dish, Portuguese) and was at the time of the interview studying law at a regional 
Sciences-Po in France. Before the interview, one academic assistant commented 
on the candidate’s dossier that “she is half Swedish, half Portuguese, interesting” 
and then, adding “she lives in (French city), so (she) should also know French.” 
Already before the interview, Claudia was catching the interest of the academic 
assistant through her dual nationality and fluent knowledge of French.  

During the interview, Claudia did not hide her disappointment over not hav-
ing been selected for the LAW programme. In response to the standard question 
of why she applied to the POL programme and the College in general, she 
answered bluntly “I have a law background, so I was very surprised to be admitted 
to the POL interview and not the LAW one, but I understand (it) as I emphasised 
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an EU career in my cover letter. So maybe because of this?” Her own explanation 
for the rejection was that by having emphasised a future career within the EU 
institution rather than law firms focused on EU legislation, she automatically 
placed herself in line with the POL department. This is not entirely correct as 
students of the LAW programme can equally work for the EU Court of Justice 
or within the Commission’s Legal Services, amongst others. Nevertheless, it 
showed that the candidate had an awareness of the difference between the POL 
programme and the LAW programme, the latter having a close link to the private 
sector through law firms.  

The academic assistants avoided answering the question and instead asked the 
candidate if there were any POL courses that she might be interested in. “As a 
law student I am put off by not seeing the word law in a course description” was 
the somewhat short and direct answer. The candidate’s knowledge of current EU 
affairs was solid and her English and French near perfect. She also had a fairly 
clear idea of a potential PhD topic that she wanted to pursue after the College.  

After the interview, she received the score 18/20 on knowledge about the EU 
and landed on a total score of 83, which meant she would be accepted.321 One of 
the academic assistants said after they had ended the call “I wanted to say ‘Have 
a good day and looking forward to seeing you in Bruges.’” This interaction left 
me perplexed. I had been told that a student’s “motivation is important, more 
than grades” by several persons within the school administration. This candidate 
did not hide her absolute and complete disinterest in the POL programme yet 
still she got accepted, and the academic assistants had seemed very pleased with 
her interview, judging by this remark. 

The second example is Malin, whose first option was IRD for which she was 
rejected. Instead, she was being interviewed for POL. Malin was a Swedish 
national, studying a master’s degree in European studies at a well-established uni-
versity in Sweden during the time of the interview. She had briefly studied French 
language in France. She seemed very nervous and giggled a lot. In response to the 
question of why she had applied to the College, she mentioned that her god-
mother and some friends had gone to the College as well. She said she wanted to 
change the world and the College would help her to do so.  

Compared to other candidates, Malin provided vague responses and only had 
a vague idea about her future. Based on the first hesitant answers, the academic 
assistants tried to ease in with a question to test her EU-knowledge. “You are 
studying European studies,” one of the academic assistants reminded Malin in a 
clumsy attempt of reassurance, “we will ask you a question about the EU which 
normally should not be a problem for you. How does the EU adopt laws, known 
as the co-decision procedure?”  

This question is very basic question for any student of EU studies, yet Malin 
still gave a very short answer compared to other candidates, missing the opportunity 

 
321 I did not have the recorded scores for all the candidates as the academic assistants would fill 
them in quickly and quietly, not always in my presence. 
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to elaborate. The academic assistant followed up by asking the candidate to describe 
the various EU institutions and their roles. Later, one academic assistant told me 
that interview guides were elaborated on department levels regarding what to ask 
and how to ask various questions, depending on the intention of measurement.  

For instance, what questions to ask when wanting to test French language 
proficiency, if a candidate was nervous, or in case the candidate’s knowledge of 
the EU seemed to be too narrow. “If they seem a bit lost” the academic assistants 
explained, “then start with ‘can you describe the EU institutions’ or ‘how many 
member states are there’ and if they are still lost then it is a no-go. Otherwise 
(one) follows up on what the candidate says.” Therefore, asking Malin about the 
functioning of the EU institutions was a red flag. Malin blanked. The academic 
assistant switched from general questions to target ones on current EU politics. 
Even though Malin had not cracked the interview code, one could tell how badly 
she wanted to be admitted. It rippled through her nervous giggles and echoed in 
her voice when she responded to the questions that she did know the answers to.  

Ironically, the detached and borderline arrogant answers of Claudia showed a 
clearer understanding of what the College was and how one can use (or not use) 
the diploma. She had a clear idea of what she wanted (EU law courses) and not 
(EU politics courses). It was her disappointment that showed that she understood 
that a College diploma from one programme can mean something very different 
compared to a diploma from another programme. Furthermore, she had excellent 
knowledge of current EU affairs and spoke fluent English and French. From this 
point of view, she was the “ideal” College candidate. This demonstrated profes-
sional energy compensated for the lack of real interest in the POL programme.  

On the contrary, Malin’s lack of knowledge of current EU politics albeit being 
a student of European studies, her struggle with French fluency, and inability to 
construct a convincing narrative of a clear professional future was not compen-
sated by her attempt to invoke her social capital in the form of College alumni 
(her godmother, several friends) nor her educational capital underway in the form 
of a European master from a well-established university. While Malin had briefly 
studied French, she lacked the specific composition of linguistic and professional 
experience demonstrated by Claudia, Pontus and Vanessa.  

While international dispositions increased a candidate’s ability to convey a 
certain professional energy, it could not compensate for the lack of professional 
energy completely. This was demonstrated in the case of Vanessa, who was called 
out by an academic assistant after the interview for reading notes that was seen as 
“not professional.” Vanessa’s international capital was general rather than 
Europe-specific, such as an internship at the UN in Africa rather than internships 
in or around the EU institutions. Perhaps this was the reason why she felt she 
needed to prepare notes to read from to increase her chances of responding well 
to EU-related questions.  

Vanessa’s interview showed the possible limits of the multiplier effect of inter-
national capital, which is considered to benefit students with an already consid-
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erable amount of other forms of assets. 322 However, Vanessa’s inability to capi-
talize on her international capital during the interview was not related to her 
overall low composition of assets but to the fact that international capital was 
expected to be context-bound to Europe, pointing to specific forms of interna-
tional capital as limiting or enabling an individual to reap the benefits from the 
multiplier effect.  

On the contrary, Emilia, whose profile was closer to Malin than Claudia, 
Vanessa, or Pontus, could compensate her shortcomings on French fluency and 
providing short answers with the symbolic capital of just having completed a 
traineeship within the European Commission (so called Blue Book). After a 
somewhat slow, insecure, and hesitant start to the interview, the academic assis-
tants asked Emilia specifically about her Blue Book and asked her to tell them 
about recent developments regarding the EU’s social pillar. This was done with 
ease, through an elaborated answer, as Emilia had just completed a five-month 
traineeship working precisely in this area. After Emilia’s interview, the academic 
assistants remarked that “it was difficult reading her” and that she came across as 
“nervous” with a “weak EU-knowledge but this could be because of stress.” In 
the end, they decided to put her on top of the reserve list, which essentially meant 
that she would be accepted.323 

Had Vanessa been asked about the UN’s mission or policy in the field she 
conducted her internship, she would not have needed her notes. Instead, after 
the interview, one frustrated academic assistant exclaimed “EU IRD is the name 
(of the programme), of course we are going to ask about EU-relations!” following 
Vanessa’s inability to respond to EU-related questions. Otherwise, she was a good 
and interesting candidate according to the academic assistant  

Pontus, Claudia, and Vanessa could invoke their accumulated international 
capital by speaking of an acquired European identity. They also embodied these 
dispositions by a demonstrated ease, confidence and linguistic fluency in English 
and French. However, the case of Vanessa shows the limit of general international 
dispositions and the importance of a European form of international capital, for 
instance the dispositions of being able to go beyond one’s national frame of ref-
erences through following current developments at the EU institutional and 
political level. The case of Emilia showed how this European form of interna-
tional capital, for instance through having completed a traineeship within the 
European Commission, could be used as symbolic capital to try to compensate 
for a lack of general international capital.  

Based on the observed interviews, a conclusion was that prior socialising into 
the European political sphere through internships or studies abroad meant a can-
didate had increased chances of convincing the administration that they were 

 
322 Wagner, A-C. (2020), p. 198. 
323 I was told by academic assistants that a candidate needed a minimum of 60 points to get in, but 
if they got between 50 and 60 then they “sure to be accepted to the College,” which means a 
number of accepted candidates decide to decline their offer. Unfortunately, I do not have specific 
numbers on this.  
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serious about having a career within EU affairs and that they would be able to 
integrate a nationally heterogenous group whose members had similar experi-
ences and career outlooks. This also impacted how the students lived experience 
of the selection interviews.  

Student Experiences of the Selection Interviews  
Generally, the students did not find the interviews very pleasant. The students 
felt that the point of the interview was to make it an unpleasant experience. Many 
attested to the fact that it was stressful and that they were sure they would not get 
in afterwards. A few cried after the interview. Pushing students during interviews 
was perceived from the student side as a tactic from the administration to see how 
they operate under pressure, how well they can maintain their composure and 
respond clearly. Most students whom I interviewed prepared themselves before 
the interviews by asking alumni, friends, or friends of friends for tips and tricks, 
what to expect and how to prepare in the best way possible for the upcoming 
interviews. In other words, the students invoked their social capital to prepare 
themselves to their best ability.324  

So far, students’ international dispositions and a European specific interna-
tional capital has been analysed in relation to what was sought after in students, 
related to a professional energy, and how well students managed to convey this 
energy based on this specific capital, or the lack of it. However, social class also 
mattered in relation to these assets and affected how students experienced the 
interview. Two extracts from male students of Polish nationality exemplify this. 
Both were admitted to the IRD programme with full scholarships for the 
observed academic year but had very different experiences of the recruitment pro-
cess. Below is an extract from an interview with Adam, a son of diplomats: 

Adam: I know a lot of people prepared heavily for the interview, but I didn’t. 
Because, first of all I didn’t really think I would get it because my knowledge of 
the EU institutions was very low.  
SL: Even after a whole undergraduate (diploma) in European studies? 
Adam: Yes, because it wasn’t really EU focused. It was kind of general political 
science. Before the interview for a week, I kind of read the basics of the EU insti-
tutions and that’s all I knew. So, I didn’t have high hopes. And during the inter-
view, they only asked one question about the EU institutions specifically. They 
asked me “what is the most important EU institution” or something along those 
lines, so that was nice. And other questions were on current events, pretty much. 
And also, on my ambitions. So that’s why I did better than I would if they 
(would’ve) asked me much about the EU institutions, probably. 
SL: Why do you think they ask about current events?  
Adam: I guess they want to check if I am interested in politics and what is going 
on (at) the moment… but, yeah, it wasn’t really stressful because I really wasn’t 

 
324 Bourdieu, P. (1986 [1983]), pp. 248–50. 
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sure what I would do after my studies. It wasn’t like I had all my eggs in the 
College of Europe basket. I probably would’ve found something else during the 
summer. Yeah, I wasn’t really sure if I wanted to study for another year, anyway. 
But then when I got the scholarship to go here, I thought it would be kind of 
stupid not to.  

Second, an extract from an interview with another student, Daniel, a son of farm-
land-traders:  

SL: Can you speak about the selection process, how you got recruited? 
Daniel: So, first of all, when I compare my profile with other people, I have got a 
feeling that my profile is worse. 
SL: Why? 
Daniel: Because I haven’t lived abroad for a longer time, it was just an Erasmus. 
SL: (For) one year! 
Daniel: You have people who lived ten years (abroad) here, people who (did) 
internships in embassies, (EU) institutions, some of them (did) (the) Blue Book 
already, I don’t have this. I got (a) regular student average profile with some 
additions. And how was it really? I spent a lot of time to prepare the best applica-
tion I possibly could. Then, when I learnt I had been invited to the interview, it 
was a very stressful thing. Because I was sitting in the middle of the classroom 
with, I would say, twelve to fifteen people around me. With some distance (of) 
three meters looking at me, from my left to my right, like 180 degrees. And some 
of them were visibly bored because I was one of the many that they interviewed, 
so I totally understand, but some of them were not. Fortunately, below my belly 
there was a desk (…) so I could crush my fingers below the level of the desk and 
nobody saw how stressed I was and how I was destroying my hands while trying 
to answer clearly and as good as possible (…) the experience was, as I said, dread-
ful. 

Daniel’s perceived agony during the interview and his meticulous application 
preparation on the one hand, and Adam’s seemingly breezy and detached expe-
rience prior and during the interview can better be understood by looking at their 
respective habitus. Adam grew up and went to school in different countries, fol-
lowing his parents’ diplomatic careers. He went to international schools, had 
mainly international friends and spoke five-six languages fluently. 

Adam studied as a free mover in the UK, did an Erasmus in Switzerland and 
had internships in embassies which he obtained through the connections of his 
parents. Should he not have been accepted to the College, he felt certain that he 
would have found something else during the summer prior to enrolment. The 
reason he decided to go in the end was because he got fully funded and hence 
considered it “stupid not to.” 

Daniel on the other hand, started to prepare his application years before 
enrolling. His parents did not go to university, and they did not travel a lot. He 
heard of the College during his university studies in law at a national university. 
He realised that to get in he would have to start building his profile and make it 
increasingly international. He went abroad twice, once to do a traineeship at a 
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Baltic university for a couple of months and a second time to do an Erasmus for 
two semesters in Austria. He started to learn French. He perfected his English. 
Still, after all the prior hard work and effort, he regarded his profile to be worse 
than the other students.  

Although Daniel did apply to some PhD positions elsewhere, he had been 
pretty much set on the College for years. In other words, he had put most of his 
eggs in the College of Europe basket. Daniel needed the College experience to 
validate and reconvert all the investments, in international experiences and lan-
guage training, into a tangible institutionalised cultural capital: a degree from a 
bilingual international school.325 Adam did not; he had already inherited and 
accumulated plenty of international symbolic, cultural, and social capital 
throughout his family connections, international schooling, and valued train-
eeships in the admission process to the College of Europe.  

The example of Adam and Daniel shows how international dispositions are 
not something merely accumulated through exposure to the international in the 
form of stays abroad but incorporated as an embodied disposition over time, 
related to inherited social, economic, and cultural assets. For children of domi-
nant classes, travelling and abroad stays have a formative function, preparing 
them for positions of power, through exposing them to international socialisa-
tion.326 Students like Adam, endowed with high volumes of these resources, could 
reap the multiplier effect of their international assets to their fullest. Students like 
Daniel, who had accumulated but not inherited their international capital and 
had low volumes of other resources, were not able to display and embody the 
sense of ease that only came naturally to those with a long duration of interna-
tional socialisation. The different profiles of Daniel and Adam, both admitted to 
the College, points to a variation of selected students to the school where students 
like Adam felt “at home” while students like Daniel felt “out of place.”327 

Three Profiles of Selected Students 
Throughout the selection process, students that were considered a good match for 
the College were selected from the pool of applicants through a two-step 
recruitment process. Based on the 27 students interviewed, three types of student 
profiles were distinguished.328 First, a minority but symbolically dominant, was a 

 
325 Bourdieu (1986 [1983]), pp. 247, 251. 
326 Wagner, A-C. (2007a), p. 60. 
327 Bourdieu Pierre & Passeron, Jean-Claude (1979 [1964]), The Inheritors: French Students and 
Their Relation to Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, p. 13. 
328 These can be contrasted to the three groups identified by Sebastian Michon in his study on 
French master students, College of Europe students and Université de Bruxelles students. Michon 
identifies two opposing axes between international capital and educational capital within his 
student population. The College students, together with students enrolled at Sciences Po, ULB or 
IEP Strasbourg were found in the group endowed with most international capital. He concludes 
that within the transnational space, international capital dominates over educational capital. My 
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group of students endowed with inherited international capital. These students had 
grown up in bilingual and/or international environments, in upper-middle class 
families (they were children of lawyers, university professors, surgeons, EU civil 
servants, diplomats). International traveling had been an integral part of these 
students’ life, due to their parents’ work or through international family relations.  

Second, the “international aspirants” were the largest group of students and 
came from middle class families with large amounts of cultural capital but not 
necessarily international capital. They were closer to the first group than the third 
group, but they differed from the first group in that their trajectories were marked 
by national schools rather international schools. These students had acquired 
symbolic international capital on their own through Erasmus programme 
exchanges or internships at ministries of foreign affairs, embassies or in an EU 
institution. They often had a pragmatic approach to why they wanted to study at 
the College. Among these students, knowledge acquisition, language acquisition 
and practical skills were often invoked.  

Third, the “international social climbers” were a minority of students with a 
working-class origin who, just like the second group, had invested in interna-
tional capital through studies but had attended less prestigious universities. 
Often, they were the first person in their family to attend university. For them, 
the College represented, in the form of an international education, an oppor-
tunity for social upward mobility.  

Within the first group, the “international inheritors,”329 parents had taken an 
active role in opening international avenues for their children. These students 
had often attended international schools such as IB schools or the European 
school in Brussels, a school for children of EU civil servants. Their families had 
frequently vacationed abroad and students belonging to this group had a very 

 
typology of interviewed College students can be seen as a further breaking down of Michon’s group 
and demonstrates a variation in inherited and accumulated international capital in relation to social 
origin and national educational trajectories. See Michon, S. (2017), pp. 108–109. 
329 A similar analysis is made by Maxime Behar in his thesis on the College of Europe, see Behar, 
M. (2021), pp. 440–441. Through a survey of the student population, Behar constructs this group, 
also by the name of international inheritors, as a small but dominant population within the student 
body of around 20% who have had an international schooling rather than a national schooling 
from childhood. Contrary to the Behar, who concluded that children of eurocrats were almost 
inexistent within the student population as none of his respondents had parents working in the EU 
institutions, my data points to the possibility of a small but significant student population within 
the group of international inheritors that do have parents working in the EU institutions. Since I 
did not conduct a survey but base these student categorisations on the students I interviewed, I 
cannot claim this as a general property within the total student population, as my sample might be 
skewed. Out of thirty-four formal and informal interviews, I categorise six students to belong to 
the group of international inheritors. Four out of six (two Swedes, one Belgian, one Italian) had at 
least one parent, mainly the father, working in an EU institution and had gone to the European 
school. The remaining two students (Danish and Polish) were children whose parents worked for 
NATO or as diplomats. They too, had gone to either the European school or the IB school. While 
Behar’s group of international inheritors have parents belonging to the upper classes endowed with 
large amounts of economic capital rather than cultural, my small sample indicates parents working 
in international organisations rather than for international corporations. 



 

 

 
STUDENT SELECTION 

107 

relaxed relationship with traveling. For them, crossing European borders was no 
more intimidating than crossing the street. 

Oscar grew up in a posh suburban area close to a Scandinavian capital. He 
went to a private school before his family moved to Brussels when his father, a 
surgeon, got a job in an international organisation. After he graduated from the 
European school, his family encouraged him to stay on and study in Leuven and 
even offered to buy him a car so that he could easily commute between Brussels 
and Leuven. He eventually enrolled to study law faculty at a renowned public 
university in his home country. During his studies, he went on an Erasmus to 
Leuven and did an exchange at a university in the south of France. For him, 
studying at the College had been a “childhood dream”. He first heard of the Col-
lege from his mother, who herself studied in France. She was “often the one 
pitching ideas,” encouraging him to “look outside” of his home country. When 
trying to explain why he always wanted to study at the College, he framed it as a 
next logical step considering his trajectory: 

I mean, you start from the European school, you build on with law and then you 
do more law in Belgium and the EU and suddenly you have many more reasons 
why it would be a good fit to come to (the College) and then French from study-
ing there (in France) and family and friends… so I guess that all just coincided. 

For Oscar, his exposure to a European environment in the European school, his 
choice to study law and doing an Erasmus in Belgium with a focus on EU law, 
his choice of studying French in France and his social network of family and 
friends all “coincided” for him to consider the College a “good fit.” And vice 
versa, one may add, he could be considered a good fit for the College of Europe. 
This perceived natural continuation between an international schooling environ-
ment and the College of Europe was a constructed narrative where one thing led 
to another and suddenly it “made sense” to go to the school that also valued and 
legitimised the already possessed assets. Inherited cultural privilege, here in the 
form of having been exposed to the international since early years, is transmitted 
discretely between generations and manifests itself in a detached attitude towards 
the school system, by being at ease and feeling “at home.”330  

Victoria’s both parents, citizens of a Nordic country, work as EU officials for 
EU institutions. Victoria was born in Switzerland as her father worked for the 
UN at the time. At the age of three, the family moved to Brussels. After the 
European school, she enrolled in higher education as a free-mover studying 
towards a joint degree in law from the University of Paris-Assas and King’s Col-
lege. It was during an internship at the EU Court of Justice that she was reminded 
of how much she had missed being in an international environment. For her, the 
College of Europe offered the environment that she felt she needed and was com-
fortable in: 

 
330 Bourdieu, P. & Passeron, J-C. (1964), pp. 25, 34.  



FORMING EU-PROFESSIONALS 

 108 

I grew up in a very European environment (…) and a very international environ-
ment too…I almost need (that) to feel I am using my full capacity (…) So, it is 
partly that, the sort of environment it is (here). I think it is very fulfilling, because 
there are people from everywhere who had all sorts of experiences, who speak dif-
ferent languages…I think it renders an additional layer, it is always a new dimen-
sion to everything one does and I think that is fascinating.  

International inheritors such as Victoria grew up in mobile families. Often, they 
had English and French as teaching languages in school if not from home. Many 
students, before arriving, thought their fellow students would be elitist and wor-
ried about their social integration. The students belonging to the “international 
inheritors” did not invoke any such qualms. Jacob, who grew up in Brussels in a 
bilingual family, with his father working for the EU, had been schooled in the 
European school and had expected the College to be similar:  

SL: How did you imagine the other students? Or did you not think of them but 
more on the studies? 
Jacob: I thought it would be kind of similar to the European school, like, or that 
there would be people from all over. That it would be back to, yeah well not back 
to the European school but (…) the international feeling. 

Among the second group of students, international capital was acquired through 
academic or professional experiences. Compared to the “international inheritors” 
the environment of the College was not familiar to the “international aspirants” 
nor a natural habitat that they were already accustomed too. This environment, 
however, served as a push factor to apply for admissions, as it was viewed as pres-
tigious and as offering an opportunity to build expertise and language skills. For 
instance, Charlotte for whom the EU always represented a strategic career option 
while her heart was beating for literature, or Sebastian for whom the College was 
a steppingstone towards enrolling in the national diplomat programme, or László, 
who already had a PhD in law and worked for a think tank, enrolled at the Col-
lege to better understand EU law and thereby develop professionally. This is in 
line with Maxime Behar’s findings in his thesis on the College of Europe students, 
where he argues that for the majority, the year in Bruges constitutes a strategy of 
social distinction through international education by European middle and upper 
middle classes, who have largely accumulated their international assets through 
their schooling rather than inherited them.331 

These students invested in the “European” and the “international” with a very 
pragmatic, goal-oriented mindset. While their parents perhaps did not map out 
their children’s futures, they were nevertheless supportive of their children’s 
ambitions and goals. Charlotte’s parents, for instance, went on a family trip from 
Sweden to accompany at an open day at Oxford University when she was con-
sidering applying there. Yet, students belonging to this group did not speak of 

 
331 Behar, M. (2021), pp. 452–453. 
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their parent’s role to the same extent as did the international inheritors did, whose 
parents assumed an active role in suggesting where their children should study.  

Finally, for the “international social climbers”, their parents had played a mar-
ginal role in the decision to attend the College of Europe. They were a minority 
at the school. Precisely because of this, these students deserve attention as their 
trajectories serve as contrast to the trajectories of students in the other two groups. 
For this group of students, being European implied having a lot of cultural capital 
and a cosmopolitan outlook, similarly to the parents of the first student group. A 
French female student that I met during the first day of the academic year, who 
had previously studied at a provincial IEP and subsequently at Sorbonne, told 
me that her parents were always interested in Europe but that they “aren’t Euro-
peans at all, they are farmers.” It was interesting that she made the connection 
between being European and having a lot of cultural capital. This was echoed in 
an interview with Alessia, an Italian student who referred to her family as a “very 
sedimentary family, low-class family” from the countryside, which for her meant 
“not the kind of people who usually move places, or study,” “don’t speak any 
foreign languages” nor “know about European issues.”  

As I said, I come from a working-class family. And especially, even more than 
working class, I would identify them as more from the countryside. And you know 
the popular image of peasants hiding the money under the matrass? That’s how 
they are, you know (…) what I knew that she (her mom) wouldn’t say no to, was 
education. Education has always been the thing that, you know, no matter what, 
they were going to spend money on it. My mother, in order for me to do these 
study trips, she worked extra hours for months. Because for her it was very 
important that I would have this chance, learning languages properly and every-
thing.  

Alessia’s family would not spend money on anything considered frivolous but if 
they were to spend money on something, it would be education. Due to this, 
Alessia went on several language trips organised by her high school years: twice 
to the US and once to Scotland. During one of these study trips, she fell in love 
and ended up being involved in a long-distance relationship between Italy, the 
country of her residence at the time, and Spain. This experience would change 
her perception of traveling and mobility: 

For the first time in my life, I realised that taking a plane was not such a big deal 
as I thought it was (…) It was the first time I would do the whole process on my 
own, buy the ticket and go to the airport (…) my family don’t travel by plane, 
they are all scared of it. The only time I had done it before was during the study 
trips but it was the teacher who took care of everything. There, for the first time, 
I had to actually go to the website, buy the ticket and go to the airport and do the 
whole thing. And I realised that actually the distances are much shorter than in 
my mind (…) and this thing made me realise that I could actually go somewhere 
else (to study). 
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Alessia’s father saved up money to buy her a car, but she told him that she wanted 
to use the money to study abroad instead and that after her studies she would 
save up to buy a car for herself. This contrast from the experience of another 
student interviewed, who was offered a car by his parents to try to convince him 
to stay and study in Belgium when the family was moving back to Denmark.  

Alessia, after participating in a simulation game of the European Parliament 
during high school, started researching professional profiles of those working in 
EU institutions. She noticed that being multilingual was a common denominator 
amongst EU-professionals. She therefore decided, much like Daniel, who also 
started building his international profile years before enrolling at the College, to 
study abroad. As she had studied both English and French in high school, she 
wanted to study in either the UK or France to improve one of these languages. 
She soon dismissed the UK as it was too expensive. She initially wanted to apply 
to Sciences Po in Paris but was unable to do so due to administrative reasons. 
Instead, she enrolled at a French provincial university where she graduated with 
a double bachelor’s degree in law and political science. Afterwards, she stayed on 
and completed her master’s degree at the provincial IEP in the same city.  

During her studies in France, Alessia became involved in the Young European 
Federalists group, the youth section of the European Movement. It was there that 
she first heard of the College. Initially, however, she dismissed the idea of attend-
ing, as she was told that it was “very hard to get in.” During this time, she 
encountered a former professor engaged in the European Movement and the 
Maison d’Europe, who became her mentor.332 He told her that she had a good 
profile for the College of Europe and that she should apply. Again, she dismissed 
the idea, as it was “expensive, too tough selection.” The year after, she completed 
a summer internship with a MEP in the European Parliament. At the end of this 
experience, her mentor asked what her plans were after graduation. When she 
said that she was unsure, he once again encouraged her to apply to the College 
and offered to help with her application and to write a reference letter. That was 
the third time she considered applying to the College, after having self-excluded 
herself on two previous occasions.  

Through Alessia’s story, it becomes painstakingly obvious how differently stu-
dents perceive the question of international mobility. For most students, travel-
ling within the EU was described as “absolutely normal.” For Alessia, however, a 
flight between Italy and Spain had a profound impact, leading her to reflect on 
how spatial distances can be mental constructions. In sum, this chapter has 
showed that while the College tends to recruit a socially homogenous student 

 
332 European Movement was founded in 1947 and is the largest pan-European network of pro-
European organisations, see Europeanmovement.eu (2021), “Who we are”, https://european 
movement.eu/who-we-are/, [2021–11–29]. Maison d’Europe is an association created in the late 
1940s to facilitate cooperation between France and Germany in the aftermath of the Second World 
War but today aims to be a bridge between European citizens and the European institutions, see 
Maisons-europe.eu (2021) “Qui sont les maisons de l’Europe?” https://www.maisons-
europe.eu/qui-sont-les-maisons-de-leurope/, [2021–11–29]. 
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body with strong international dispositions, a variation within the student body 
exists, which impacted not how only they perceived the school before applying 
but also the selection interviews, and most likely, the academic year once they 
arrived in Bruges.  

Conclusion  
Building on the previous chapter where the focus was the College of Europe’s 
formal institutional objectives and how it has changed over time, this chapter 
took the school’s informal features at the present as a point of departure. I con-
ducted formal and informal interviews with the school administration regarding 
what is sought after in students. These were complemented by observing admis-
sion interviews. The admission interviews represent a moment in time where stu-
dents who formally meet the selections criteria are sorted into admitted and 
rejected candidates. It is an opportunity to see in real time how the school 
administration weed out students based on informal and subjective criteria and 
how students’ dispositions are valued or devalued.  

The ideal candidate could simultaneously demonstrate “being” and “feeling” 
European. The ability to convincingly invoke this were intrinsically linked to 
international dispositions such as dual nationality, having grown up in a mobile 
family, having lived in several countries and demonstrating an ease with switch-
ing frequently between English and French. European symbolic capital was espe-
cially sought after in students. It was measured by whether a candidate had done 
an EU/European-related internship, participated in the Erasmus exchange pro-
gramme, was bilingual in English and French and had knowledge of current EU-
institutional developments. A professional energy was valued in candidates as a 
prediction of how well a candidate would fit in the school. Knowledge about 
current EU affairs was not a test to see how well a candidate was going to succeed 
with the academic side of the College, but how well a candidate could go beyond 
their national frame of reference. 

Regarding successfully admitted students, three student profiles were distin-
guished based on their international capital and social origin. The first group 
were the “international inheritors.” These students did not have a strong 
anchoring to a national schooling system but had gone through international 
schooling such as the European school in Brussels. Their parents worked as EU 
civil servants or diplomats, and they had high volumes of inherited international 
capital. For the “international inheritors,” the College represented a social para-
dise and was a continuation of an investment into the international, a strategy of 
social reproduction. 

On the opposite side of the spectrum were the working-class students. Often 
the first generation to attend universities, they had invested years into building 
their “College profile.” These students were increasingly inclined to self-exclusion 
and self-depreciation, while they linked being European with being cosmopolitan 
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and well-educated, further enhancing an elitist notion of the school. For them, 
the College represented an opportunity for upward social mobility.  

The largest group of students were neither “international inheritors” nor 
working-class students but middle and upper middle class students with inherited 
economic and cultural capital. These students’ scholarly capital had 
predominantly been accumulated through the national schooling system, while 
having accumulated international capital through Erasmus or internship abroad, 
rather than inherited it. For these students, the College represented a strategy for 
social distinction by further accumulating international capital and reconverting 
their national scholarly capital into certified international capital. 

This chapter has responded to questions such as whether there is an “ideal 
type” of the College of Europe student, what type of dispositions that are valued 
(or not) by the school administrations when selecting students, and what groups 
and strategies for enrolling can be discerned within the student body based on 
their dispositions and previously inherited and accumulated assets. The next 
chapter will focus on what happens once the students enrol at the College of 
Europe by analysing how they live and construct Europe. 
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CHAPTER 7  
Living Europe 

On the first day of the new academic year, the students were gathered in the 
biggest lecture hall for the welcoming speech by the rector. While approximately 
one fourth of the student body already knew each other as they had spent the 
previous two weeks following the introductory classes, this was the first time all 
the 345 students were present in the same place. The room started to fill up. I 
heard French, English and Russian around me.  

Moments later, the rector took the stage and welcomed the students. He told 
the students that there was a strong element of “peer-teaching” throughout the 
year, that the students had to “invest in the College formula”333 and ultimately 
to “look, think and break out of barriers” in terms of their breaking with previous 
study discipline or breaking with cultural barriers through socialising with other 
students from other academic disciplines and nationalities.  

Furthermore, the rector continued, “the EU’s recent crisis shows how EU’s 
interior and hidden barriers can reappear.”334 The students, the rector concluded, 
should understand these, engage with them, and ultimately overcome them. The 
College brochure for the year 2017–2018 stated that “If you wish to understand 
Europe, live it and prepare for a career transcending national borders then the 
College of Europe should be your choice.”335 

From the rector’s speech, a huge chunk of understanding Europe was to be 
taught through the mere socialisation amongst students from different corners of 
the EU, Europe and outside of the continent. Already during the first day of the 
academic year, the division in the student body between the EU citizens and the 
non-EU citizens was marked and their two separate professional futures ahead:  

 
333 The rector explained the “College formula” as consisting of four elements: the constant review 
of the study programme, the different perspectives offered through having students with different 
study backgrounds, the student life and the extra-curricular activities. 
334 Although, not specifying what he meant with “the EU’s recent crisis”, in the few years prior to 
the observed academic year of 2017–2018, the geopolitical context of Europe was marked by 
eurozone debt crisis in 2009, the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, terrorist attacks in Paris 
and in Brussels in 2015, a refugee crisis where the European solidarity failed to live up to its name, 
the vote by UK to leave the EU in 2016, and the election of Donald Trump as President of the 
United States in the same year. Two EU member states (Poland and Hungary) were on a collision 
course with the EU through having implemented policies, amongst others, in relation to their 
judicial system, abortion and media, which were not considered aligned with the democratic 
principles from a union law perspective by the European Commission. 
335 College brochure, 2017–18, p. 3.  
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And for non-EU citizens, you will contribute to a better relation between EU and 
your own country, and perhaps guide your country towards EU membership.  

While all the students were encouraged to understand, engage, and overcome 
academic and cultural barriers, only EU citizens were expected to dedicate their 
future professional lives within the EU. Instead, the non-EU citizens were 
expected to work outside of the EU towards a rapprochement between their 
home countries and the EU. After finishing his speech, the rector invited the 
students to introduce themselves. This was not done according to name but 
according to nationality. In alphabetical order, starting from Albania and ending 
with the United States of America, the Rector called out the countries represented 
that year at the College. After a country had been called out, the nationals stood 
up while the rest of the students applauded.  

By asking students to stand up according to their nationality, the students 
acted as representatives for their home countries. By applauding every time some 
nationality representatives of the student cohort stood up, the remaining sitting 
students underscored this impression. For some nationality representatives, the 
applauses grew stronger.336 Over the lapse of two hours, the students embodied 
different roles. They arrived at the lecture hall as students on their first day of the 
academic year. When asked to stand up according to nationalities, they acted as 
national representatives of their respective country.  

By taking turns in standing up and being greeted by applauses, it was a form 
of welcoming by recognition and validation of the diversity in the student body, 
a diversity in terms of nationalities that also marks the European continent as 
such. This ritual cemented a crucial point in the minds and bodies of the stu-
dents. They will not only learn about Europe at the College, but they are also 
first and foremost about to embark on a journey of living it. 

The idea of bringing students with different national and academic back-
grounds and make them overcome national and disciplinary silos through inter-
action is in line with the origins of the school and its ideology of contributing to 
European integration. At the same time, however, both the speech and the ritual 
of student introduction by nationality seemed to invoke symbolic hierarchies and 
underscore national differences within the student body.  

This chapter is about how, and what kind of, Europe that is being constructed 
within the school i.e., what type of EU or Europe that is being promoted on the 
one hand, and how this is received, accepted, and practiced by the students on 
the other hand. Through this, research questions concerning how the interna-
tional versus the national are treated as assets (or not) within the school, in par-
ticular regarding the European supranational context, will be answered. The 
chapter is organised in three parts. First, the focus is on how the official discourse 
around the EU and European integration is within the school. Second, through 

 
336 France, Germany, Liechtenstein, Ukraine, United Kingdom, South Korea. My impression was 
that there was partially a political component to the students’ applauses, measured in strength and 
length. 
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analysing the traditional National Weeks taking place in the second semester, 
attention is shifted from discourse to how students “practice” Europe. The third 
and final part looks at students’ EU attitudes based on their home countries’ 
position vis-à-vis the EU.  

A European Integration Project through Culture 
While universities are committed to academic rigour and research excellence, the 
College of Europe was first and foremost committed to contribute to the “coop-
eration and integration in Europe” according to the rector: 

We have the mission to contribute to the cooperation and integration to Europe. 
We are not neutral. Universities are committed to excellence in research and 
teaching. No, we are not committed to that in the first place; we have a mission 
since the founding fathers to actively contribute for things to better in Europe. 

This political mission was framed by the rector as an active action with a concrete 
aim in sight: for things to improve and become better in Europe. This commit-
ment was traced back by the rector to the school being an integration project, 
created to overcome national differences through education.  

So, it was a very small pioneering institution where there was only the idealism to 
say “we have to educate future leaders, young Europeans willing to take responsi-
bility so that we have nothing like the first and second World War and Nazi 
experience, never again, we need a new approach.” 

The way the rector referred to the school’s mission was similar to how the EU is 
depicting itself: as a peace project in order to make sure the atrocities of the Sec-
ond World War will never repeat themselves. The difference is of course that 
while the EU was initially based on economic cooperation, the College of Europe 
was built on cultural cooperation across nationals through education. However, 
as was shown in chapter 5, the school’s initially broad and humanistic curricula 
became focused and specialised on the EU and EU policies over time.  

This was a consequence of the EU becoming the main vehicle for European 
economic and political integration as well as what was seen as an opportunity to 
fill a gap in the future labour market, i.e., educate future eurocrats who would 
work within the EU administration. Today’s students, as described in chapter 6, 
were expected to be able to demonstrate knowledge about current EU policies as 
well as a future career “project” tied to the EU. Hence, the school was positioning 
itself close to the EU. How is then Europe and the EU talked about, portrayed 
and framed within the school?  
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Emotional Attachment to European Integration and the EU 
Throughout interviews, staff members often took distance to what they perceived 
was a common perception of the College, namely that it is a brainwashing insti-
tution for EU fanatics. 

There is a strong idea out there that the College is trying to train Europhiles and 
brainwashes them into being proponents of the EU project. I would say (the stu-
dents) probably came in that way because who else would want to spend a year 
and 25,000 euros doing nothing but studying European integration?  

The above quote was given by a permanent professor at the College, whose argu-
ment was that if many students exit the school as Europhiles, it is not because 
they have been brainwashed throughout the year but, rather, that they entered as 
convinced Europeans in the first place. As was showed in the previous chapter, if 
the students came in as convinced Europeans, i.e., believing in and being positive 
towards European integration across national borders, it was because the school 
was looking for this disposition in their student body, measured by how able a 
student could convey an impression of themselves as both being and feeling 
European. This belief in Europe and especially in the EU was highlighted by a 
French alumnus invited to speak during a weekend in front of the students. The 
alumnus, who was working as an advisor to the French President Emmanuel 
Macron, explained the attachment to Europe as foremost a “personal family 
history.” According to him, one is “spontaneously pro-European in Bruges” 
because one has “lived the European experience” before coming to Bruges, 
consisting of having done an Erasmus exchange, travelled, and having open-
minded parents. 

The shared and uncontested belief in the system, captured by Bourdieu 
through the concept of doxa, here exemplified through the collective belief in 
Europe and the EU as a political project, explained and accepted by the group 
because of a common “European experience”, only reinforced the already shared 
belief and thus reproduced what was already taken for granted and considered a 
“natural world.”337  

Yet this collective, inclusive belief in Europe through European experiences 
obscures the reality of how exclusive these experiences are. Just like cultural and 
economic capital is transferred over generations, so are cosmopolitan resources.338 
From Bourdieu’s writing, we may add that if an attachment exists, it is because 
an agent has been socialised into it. Similarly, if someone is invested in some-
thing, it is because there is something to gain from this investment. This invest-
ment in the game, referred to as illusio, depend on the belief in the game, i.e., the 

 
337 Bourdieu, P. (1977 [1997]), p. 164.  
338 Serre, Delphine & Wagner, Anne-Catherine (2015), “For a Relational Approach to Cultural 
Capital: A Concept Tested by Changes in the French Social Space”, The Sociological Review, vol. 63, 
no. 2, pp. 433–450, p. 441. 
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doxa.339 This suggests that the emotional attachment to Europe, the EU, the euro 
or the EU Treaties, however real it may feel to the students, is an incorporated 
disposition that feels as natural to them as the immense sense of pleasure that 
high-pitched tones evoke in the opera-lover who also happens to belong to the 
dominant cultural fraction of society.340  

This does not mean that students do not actually believe in Europe but that 
they believe in Europe precisely because their dispositions, their previous trajec-
tory and their accumulated resources are especially apt to such a belief. They have 
found themselves at the College because it is here that their “personal family his-
tory” and “lived European experience” are valued, further reinforced, and per-
ceived as legitimate.341 

At the College, according to a professor who also taught at the London School 
of Economics (LSE), the main difference between the two international student 
cohorts was that the discussion amongst College students focused on how the EU 
can improve rather than, as was often the case at the LSE, questioning the EU’s 
existence or usefulness. This was in line with my own observations during class. 
Around 40 hours of in-class observations were made and not once was the validity 
or legitimacy of the EU as an organisation questioned by students or professors. 
The EU was portrayed as an inherently good but imperfect project.  

These attitudes towards the EU were grounded on a collective belief that with-
out the EU things would be much worse in Europe. This collective belief was 
cultivated and reinforced through the choice of faculty, guest speakers, and the 
form and structure of discussions on the EU in class. For instance, a staff member 
told me that there were diverging opinions within the administration concerning 
who could be invited to speak at the College. For instance, some thought it would 
be good to invite Eurosceptic voices to add perspective to the students while oth-
ers thought that this would be against the College’s mission of contributing to 
European integration.  

When criticism was raised of the EU in class or in interviews, it often revolved 
around the EU being institutionally opaque and a complicated bureaucratic 
machinery i.e., difficult to understand for the EU citizens. However, often, it was 
rather the EU citizens’ lack of understanding that was evoked by students in dis-
cussions. More than once, I heard a student refer to the EU citizens lack of 
enthusiasm over the EU project by the sentence “they just don’t get it.” The 
below extract from a student discussion organised by the student group Young 

 
339 Bourdieu, Pierre & Wacquant, Loïc (1992), An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. Cambridge: 
Polity Press, p. 98.  
340 Bourdieu, P. (1984 [1979]), pp. 6–9. 
341 A study on French and Belgian master students concluded that students chose European studies 
as a strategy rather than from a European vocation. These students chose masters in European 
studies in order to narrow down professionally from the international or the general to the 
European while keeping the possibility of having an international career, matching their inherited 
and accumulated dispositions, see Michon, S. (2017). 



FORMING EU-PROFESSIONALS 

 118 

European Federalists (JEF), moderated by a professor on the topic “Should the 
EU become a Federation?”, illustrates this. 

Student (male, nationality unknown): Less educated people do not know about 
the EU, a large part of the population cannot communicate with others and are 
not mobile. Erasmus is only for students, so it is creating an elite because the rest 
cannot go.  
Prof: Indeed, one can argue that Erasmus caters to an elite who is already pro-
European so not necessarily the best investment anyway to create a European 
identity but you also have other types of mobility, such as working mobility, for 
example from newer member states, for instance construction workers. 
Student (male, nationality unknown): But again, it is about communication. The 
Polish plumber in France who do not speak English will not be able to communi-
cate with others anyhow. 
Prof: That is a very elitist notion, that if you are not educated then it means you 
do not speak other languages 
Student (male, British): the EU is an elitist project, and Erasmus caters an elite. It 
is a capitalist movement and free trade has distributional consequences and as long 
as it is mainly within this that the main cooperation is taking place, it will not 
change. A federation, however, could counterbalance this. 
Student (female, nationality unknown): Why do we talk about having an EU 
Finance minister? Why not an EU labour minister? 
Student (male, French): The problem is the member states, they block it. 
Student (female, Italian): But let us take the example of free movement of people, 
in contrast to free movement of capital, different member states control this move-
ment unless it is in schemes, such as the Erasmus. We, as educated citizens, we do 
not realise this. The Commission needs to realise (how it is) for the average stu-
dent.  
Student (gender and nationality not recorded): A transnational mindset in a glob-
alisation time is essential, but many at the College or other European schools can 
travel, work abroad and then it is easier to find commonalities with like-minded 
in other countries than lower segments of the own society. So maybe giving the 
EU more competences in other domains is indeed going too fast, maybe it has to 
be done differently.  
Student (male, German): We have a not educated society, so we need to go slowly. 
Normal people don’t get it anyway, even if we change the competences. 
Student (female, Irish): There is something slightly obnoxious about us sitting 
here and talking about less educated people. But I was wondering what you think 
about cooperation in post-Brexit, is this good? Some speak about that it is even 
good that Brexit is occurring as there will not be any more protests and this will 
enhance closer cooperation but countries as Ireland and Denmark would still pro-
test. 

Through highlighting the perceived knowledge deficit amongst European citi-
zens, the students masked the social reality of there being winners and losers in 
the European integration – they themselves being on the winning side – and the 
uneven distribution of international capital. While the students acknowledged 
that the EU is an elitist project and a “capitalist movement”, that the Erasmus 
programme caters to an “already pro-European elite”, the focus of the discussion 
was on the member states blocking further integration, for instance through 
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developing a federation or endowing the EU with larger competences in other 
areas which would counterbalance the financial and trade competences.  

If the EU was imperfect, the solution identified by the students was further 
and deeper integration, not entirely surprising in a discussion organised by JEF 
members. Yet, this type of reasoning was also echoed in interviews with students 
who were not JEF members. Similarly, if the EU citizens felt disenchanted with 
the idea of Europe in large and specifically the EU as a political project, the solu-
tion was to educate “normal people” so they could “get it.” In other words, the 
College students saw their own past trajectories as a recipe for a successful acqui-
sition of a continental European identity.  

This type of discourse, focusing on international student mobility, ability to 
communicate cross-borders, having EU-knowledge and a transnational mindset, 
emphasised the false dichotomy between global and local, international, and 
national by disregarding factors such as social class and an unequal distribution 
of social opportunities across Europe. Arguing that a lack of education was the 
main obstacle in forging a shared continental identity was an act of symbolic 
violence by a dominant social group endowed with large amounts of educational 
and international assets through pointing a finger at those lacking these assets and 
blaming them for it.342  

Perhaps it was a sense of this inflicted injustice that finally compelled one stu-
dent to point out that it was “slightly obnoxious” of them to sit and talk about 
less educated people, before quickly changing the topic to post-Brexit coopera-
tion. Through this type of reasoning, as will be shown in the next section, stu-
dents carved out a leadership role for themselves as having the responsibility of 
“building Europe” in their future professional careers. 

Responsibility of Building Europe  
In a speech given to the Portuguese Prime Minister Antònio Costa, the students 
depicted themselves as different from past generations by feeling the “most Eu-
ropean throughout history of time”: 

Aucune autre génération dans l’histoire du continent ne se sent plus européenne 
que la nôtre. La plupart d’entre nous sommes nait après le Traité de Maastricht 
et, donc, sommes nait citoyens de l’Union. Grace à l’intégration européenne, nous 
avons voyagé, étudié et travaillé partout en Europe. Nous avons créé des liens 
d’amitiés entre Européens et, ainsi, de façon plus ou moins involontaire, nous 
avons contribué pour le développement d’une identité continentale.343  

 
342 According to Bourdieu, symbolic violence is characterised by its “gentle, invisible form of 
violence, which is never recognised as such”, see Bourdieu, P. (1977 [1997]), p. 192. 
343 No other generation in the history of the continent feels more European than ours. Most of us 
were born after the Maastricht Treaty and, therefore, are born citizens of the union. Thanks to 
European integration, we have traveled, studied, and worked all over Europe. We have created 
friendships between Europeans and thus, more or less involuntarily, we have contributed to the 
development of a continental identity. Own translation. 
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According to the students, through the Treaty of Maastricht they have been 
“born as EU citizens” and thanks to the European integration, they have “trav-
elled, studied and worked everywhere in Europe” and thereby made friendships 
across the continent. This, according to the students, have enabled them to con-
tribute, almost involuntarily, to the development of a continental identity. The 
students used a legal text as the basis for their argument of feeling more European 
than any other generation before them. The Treaty of Maastricht established the 
citizenship of the EU. This citizenship is the legal basis for EU nationals’ right of 
free movement, i.e., to circulate freely in the EU to live, work and study.344  

The reason why the College students have travelled, studied and worked all 
over Europe is not their European citizenship granted by the Maastricht Treaty 
but rather their ability of taking part of programmes such as the Erasmus or to 
be able to land an internship or a job in another country than their own. This 
ability derives from their already inherited and accumulated linguistic, cultural, 
social, and economic resources. The students continued by declaring that they 
were prepared to “receive the torch” and emphasised the responsibility that comes 
with it: 

What is the specific role that our generation should take in this continuous and 
most important task of building Europe? As a generation, we have the gift and 
privilege of understanding different cultures and backgrounds, regardless of phys-
ical frontiers and prejudices. This is also a source of responsibility. Responsibility 
towards those who are not yet part of this project but want to adhere. Responsi-
bility towards those who being part of this union feel disenchanted with it. And, 
most of all, responsibility towards ourselves and our common future. 

Students’ self-proclaimed future responsibility consisted in paving the way for 
non-EU members to adhere as well as convincing the lukewarm current ones to 
remain. The task of building Europe, and the mission of contributing to Euro-
pean integration, was to be achieved through working towards deeper and wider 
European integration.  

In classic elite theory, leadership by a small minority over the masses is 
defended through a facilitation in organisation of society and ascribed character-
istics to the ones in the minority rule.345 The elite is legitimate to be in the 
position of power because they are enlightened and informed to make sound 
decisions that improve the society, including over those who are not in the 
position of power.346 Elite school research has over and over again showed how 
descendants from dominant classes are internalising a sense of privilege based on 

 
344 Europarl.europa.eu, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/145/obcania-unie-a-
ich-prava, [2022–09–29]. 
345 Bottomore, Tom (1993), Elites and Society. London: Routledge, pp. 2–7.  
346 Bottomore, T. (1993), Ibid. 
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merit of their own achievement, which prepares them for this type of leadership 
and responsibility.347  

The students’ discourse was similar in how they constructed their future: 
through their international experiences, they have gained an understanding of 
Europe that makes them qualified to continue the “task of building Europe.” For 
some students, the possibility of “building Europe” can be done from within the 
EU and for others, they will be working from the outside. This asymmetrical 
relationship in relation to students’ professional future careers was also reflected in 
how students were categorised by the school administration, revealing a system of 
dominance based on students’ home countries EU-membership, or lack thereof. 

Symbolic Hierarchies Based on EU-membership  
Upon receiving the question to describe the typical College student, one Pro-
gramme Director responded that there was no longer such a thing within the 
school due to its increased internationalisation. Another staff member recalled 
students from outside the EU at the College being “absolutely exceptional” while 
now they represented 21 per cent of the student body (according to my own 
calculations the number is closer to 25 per cent).  

One big change is that we have opened up to students outside of Europe, we have 
now I think 21% of students who are non-EU students. It has an impact on the 
student body because there are more perceptions and cultures outside of EU pre-
sent. When I came in (the) 1990s it was absolutely exceptional to have someone 
outside of EU, only one or two students. 

The main reason for the increase in students from outside of the EU was the EU-
funded ENP-scholarship for students from countries situated close to the EU 
border.348 The ENP scholarships covered full tuition, board and lodging as well 
as traveling to and from Bruges from the students’ home country.349 Curiously, 
the students would be categorised in terms of their home countries status and 
position vis-à-vis the EU. “Ten-twelve years ago, we had fewer nationalities and 
more old member states, now we have more students from outside of the EU 
than in the past” a staff member told me.  

Some staff members framed the internationalisation of the student body as an 
increase in perceptions and cultures but others saw a decrease in quality of can-
didate applications:  

 
347 Cookson, P.W. & Persell, C.H. (1985); Courtois, A. (2018); Delval, A-S. (2020); Gaztambide-
Fernandez, R. (2009a); Khan, S. R (2012). 
348 The ENP-region consists of Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Moldova, Morocco, the Palestinian Authority, Syria, Tunisia and 
Ukraine. 
349 Coleurope.eu, “Scholarships for university graduates coming from European Neighbourhood 
Policy countries” https://www.coleurope.eu/admission/scholarships/scholarships-university-grad 
uates-coming-european-neighbourhood, [2022–09–29]. 
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It is an extremely generous scholarship for students from that region, so we get 
unserious applications where the motivation is like “So, why not spend a year in 
Belgium?” They will actually write it. Or “Oh I’m a musician and I would love to 
travel through Europe.” You have a lot of those. 

Another staff member made a distinction in academic achievements between the 
students from “EU12”350 (yet another way of saying students from old member 
states) for whom the College was “easy” and students from outside of EU, such 
as the ENP region, for whom the College was comparingly more difficult, even 
“a real shock.” According to the same staff member, Germans, Italians, French 
and Nordics students perfectly understood the “rules of the game” at the school, 
but some of the ENP students lacked the “codes and the strategies” of the Col-
lege, for instance that nothing is negotiable and that grades cannot be changed.  

The fact that the EU12 or EU15351 were singled out rather than the EU28 
versus non-EU members points to a hierarchical symbolic dominance based not 
only on EU-membership but also on the seniority of this membership. A first 
distinction was made between EU and non-EU countries. A second distinction 
was made between the EU countries between “old” and “new” member states.  

By referring to “old member states” there must also be, implicitly, new mem-
ber states. To group students according to their home countries’ position vis-à-
vis the EU hints at a dominance order related to a distinction between east and 
west, whether one belongs to the EU club or not, and if so, for how long. This 
dominance order was reproducing existing power relations existing within the 
EU.352 Through this, symbolic capital in the form of recognition and prestige was 
rendered to students from “old” member states.353  

The official discourse portraying Europe as a common destiny, a uniting force 
and a joint responsibility shared amongst students to further build Europe, 
essentially through further EU integration, stands in stark contrast to how students 
were being categorised according to their nationality and regional belonging. In the 
next section, the focus shifts from the official discourse around Europe towards 
“human connections across borders and institutions enabling this” by analysing 
students’ cultural practices during the institutional ritual of National Weeks.354 

 
350 Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Greece, Spain, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Portugal, and the United Kingdom. 
351 EU12 plus Austria, Finland, and Sweden. 
352 Bargaoanu, Alina, Buturoiu, Raluca & Durach, Flavia (2019), “The East-West Divide in the 
European Union: A Development Divide Reframed as a Political One”, in Dobrescu, Paul, 
Development in Turbulent Times. New York: Springer, pp. 105–118., pp. 116–17; Rhodes, Martin, 
Epstein, Rachel & Börzel, Tania (2019), “Introduction: Peripheries in Competition? Political and 
Economic Development in the EU”, West European Politics, vol. 42, no. 5, pp. 927–940, pp. 936–
37; Anghel, Veronica (2020), “Together or Apart? The European Union’s East–West Divide”, 
Survival, vol. 62, no. 3, pp. 179–202, p 198. 
353 Bourdieu, P. (1977 [1997]), p. 179. 
354 De Swaan, Abram (2002), “The Sociological Study of Transnational Society,” in Kooiman, 
Dick, Koster, Adrianus, Smeets, Peer & Venema, Bernhard, Conflict in a Globalising World; Studies 
in Honour of Peter Kloos. Assen: Royal Van Gorcum, pp. 19–33, p. 28.  
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National Weeks 
Although the majority of students’ home countries were in fact EU member 
states, one can assume that students arrived with different notions of what Europe 
is and what it means to be “European.” The first time these various versions of 
Europe were confronted with one another in an explicit way was during the 
National Weeks, an institutional ritual which took place during the second 
semester. The analytical point of departure of this section is to investigate how 
Europe was being constructed amongst students throughout these weeks. This 
will be done through a first step in analysing the National Weeks in terms of 
organisation (how students grouped themselves and according to what logic) and 
content (what “cornerstones” do the weeks consists of). In a second step, an in-
depth analysis will be made of the Celtic National Week and the Nordic-Baltic 
National Week. The data on the Nordic Week is from both interviews and 
participant observation, while the data on the Celtic Week is drawn from 
interviews with students. Concerning the number and overall structure of the 
national weeks, it was found through the school’s website for the observed year. 
The choice of two national weeks located in Northern and Western Europe for 
the in-depth analysis was based on identified commonalities linked to cultural 
practices during these two weeks as well as data available.355 

Redrawing the Map of Europe 
The national weeks, a cemented ritual, celebrated the culture of a country or 
region through conferences, gastronomy, movie-nights and at least one or two 
themed parties. During these weeks, students did their utmost to showcase their 
respective countries’ culture to the other students. On the school’s website, one 
can read that:  

Since the very beginning of the College of Europe, national days/weeks have 
become a fundamental part of the College traditions. Students organise cultural 
activities, high-level conferences, a typical meal from their home country and/or 
a party to let their colleagues see what makes their nationality so different and 
unique.356 

 
355 A choice to contrast a North European national week to a South European national week, a 
West European national week to an East European week, any EU member state national week to a 
non-EU member state national week, the French national week (the dominant student group 
within the school) to a dominated student group’s national week would have given interesting 
insights. I hope to have captured some of these competing perspectives and logics of European 
borders in the section on the organisation and structuring of the national weeks. 
356 Coleurope.eu, “College of Europe Bruges campus national weeks”, https://www.coleurope. 
eu/life-at-the-college/college-europe-bruges-campus-national-weeks, [2021–09–08]. 
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Through the national weeks, the students were to become acquainted with the 
diversity of the cultures and nations existing in Europe and even beyond. Dis-
courses around national identities and national stereotypes tend to be geared 
towards exceptionalism, exaggerating differences, and overlooking the common 
similarities.357 Having “national” weeks rather than “European cultural weeks” 
seemed to be at odds with the mission of the school to overcome national barriers. 
Would not a search for similarities rather than differences be more aligned with 
the school’s mission? Since there were not enough weeks during the second 
semester for each of the roughly 50 nationalities to have their own national week, 
they were organised in coalitions of countries. This was portrayed as a pedagogical 
exercise from the institutional side, as can be read on the school website: 

As there are only a limited number of weeks, the students are asked to team up 
with students from other nationalities and to look for common but also for 
diverging identity characteristics to make their week a success.358 

First, students had to identify similarities based on national or regional identities 
and secondly, make up a week programme trying to differentiate themselves from 
other national and regional identities within Europe in order to showcase what 
“makes their nationality so different and unique.” How to organise a week and 
with whom was entirely up to the students, although formats were to some degree 
inspired from previous promotions. Some core components structured the weeks: 
one or two conferences with invited speakers, one meal with typical national 
dishes in the student canteen, one theme-party in the student bar on Thursday 
night and one party in a residence during Saturday night. The national weeks 
often exposed symbolic struggles amongst students that were often, but not 
always, correlated with overall European geopolitics. Deciding what national 
weeks should be present, how to organise them, choosing topics for conferences, 
what meals to cook in the canteen, or a theme for the party, are all potential 
sources of conflict.  

There was not only a cultural component to the ritual of the national weeks 
but also a pragmatic career-driven one: to invite high-level speakers working in 
the professional field the students themselves would like to integrate upon grad-
uation. These were individuals from the students’ home countries. Far from being 
mere fun and play, the national weeks presented the students with the oppor-
tunity of forging relevant contacts within the field of Eurocracy. When it comes 
to choosing with whom to pair up with and organise a national week, there 
seemed to be several potential logics operating at the same time: a national, a 
cultural-linguistic and a geopolitical one. During the observed year, the French 
students organised the French week and the Italian students the Italian week. 

 
357 Barkhoof, Jürgen & Leerssen, Joep (2021), “Introduction” in National Stereotyping, Identity 
Politics, European Crises, Leiden: Koninklijke Brill, p. 4 
358 Coleurope.eu, “College of Europe Bruges campus national weeks”, https://www.coleurope. 
eu/life-at-the-college/college-europe-bruges-campus-national-weeks, [2021–09–08]. 



 

 

 
LIVING EUROPE 

125 

Countries with less representation in student numbers grouped together in order 
to split the organisational work between them.  

The DACHLI week was organised by German-speaking students from Ger-
many (D), Austria (A), German-speaking Switzerland (CH) and Liechtenstein 
(LI). Other examples of national weeks were the Spanish-Portuguese, the Bene-
lux, the Polish-Ukrainian, the Nordic-Baltic, the Hungarian-Slovak, the Hel-
lenic. These are all examples of countries that are considered culturally, geograph-
ically or linguistically close, i.e., a social order which, through the students’ self-
organisation, was accepted. The students’ organisation ultimately reproduced 
existing nation-states by following national geographical borders, hence nation-
alism was embedded in this routine activity.359  

There were exceptions to this. For instance, the Celtic national week originally 
consisted of British, Scottish and Irish students, thus following national lines 
from the start. Soon, however, French Breton students and Spanish Galician stu-
dents wanted to join. Instead of partaking in the French week or the Spanish-
Portuguese week, these students opted for another week altogether, with whom 
they felt a cultural affinity i.e., “breaking” with the existing social order and sur-
passing national identity in finding European cultural commonalties. During a 
previous promotion, some students from the north of Germany joined the Nor-
dic week instead of the DACHLI week as they felt cultural affinities with the 
Baltic region rather than linguistic affinities with Austria or Switzerland. In these 
two examples, the European map was redrawn entirely, showcasing the diversity 
of competing regional and cultural identities existing in Europe.360  

On the other hand, the Chinese and Korean students’ cultures were simply 
lumped into the “Asian week” during the observed year. One of the students 
organising this week considered the other College students extremely euro-cen-
tric and quite ignorant when it comes to countries outside of Europe. “For 
instance, they asked me what the difference is between Japan, China and Korea” 
she said in mocked disbelief before answering “the same as between Germany, 
France and Italy: they are entirely different countries!” Non-European students 
were also actively excluded from joining National Weeks. During the observed 
year, a Brazilian student was not allowed to join the French National Week and 
a Russian national was not allowed to join the Polish-Ukrainian National Week. 

 
359 Loyal, Steven & Quilley, Stephen (2020), “State Formation, Habitus and National Character: 
Elias, Bourdieu, Polanyi, and Gellner and the Case of Asylum Seekers in Ireland”, Historical Social 
Research, vol. 45, no. 1, pp. 226–261, p. 238. 
360 Research on Euroscepticism also reveals several competing identifications (local, national, and 
European), see Sierp, Aline & Karner, Christian (2017), “National Stereotypes in the Context of 
European Crisis”, National Identities, vol. 19, no. 1, pp. 1–9, p. 4.; Karner, Christian (2013), 
“Europe and the Nation: Austrian EU Scepticism and its Contestation”, Journal of Contemporary 
European Studies, vol. 21, no. 2, pp. 252–268; Sierp, Aline (2016), “Drawing Lessons from the 
Past: Mapping Change in Central and South-Eastern Europe”, East European Politics & Societies, 
vol. 30, no. 1, pp. 3–9. 
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Exclusion in the first case was based on national identity. Although having stud-
ied and lived for years in France, the Brazilian student was not considered 
“French” enough to be allowed to join the French National Week.  

Drawing on Norbert Elias and Pierre Bourdieu, Stephen Loyal and Stephen 
Quilley frame the concept of national character as a case of habitus related to the 
nation state and its socio-spatial scale.361 From this perspective, the French 
nationals drew a boundary based on their shared national habitus. Regarding the 
second exclusion, however, one Ukrainian student explained that the reason was 
not a personal one but a pragmatic decision based on the perceived certainty that 
no Ukrainian ambassador would come and speak during their week if they would 
organise a national week with a Russian national based on geopolitical reasons.362 
The exclusion of third country nationals, a Russian student and a Brazilian stu-
dent, was also an exercise in drawing a symbolic boundary between what is 
European – and what is not. It is perhaps no coincidence that exclusion practices 
targeted third country nationals while intra-EU students rejected national iden-
tity and joined other countries national weeks. To exclude non-European stu-
dents revealed social closure strategies alongside national habitus related to estab-
lished-outsider relations.363 

Yet tensions and division arose not only between European and non-European 
students but also within National Weeks comprising several EU member states 
with different positions vis-à-vis the EU. National and European position-taking 
were intertwined in the interactions amongst students and as will be shown in 
the next section, even something as simple as choosing a party theme can become 
political within the realm of the school.  

Recognition and Misrecognition of International Culture 
Choosing the theme for the student bar night on Thursday during the Celtic 
national week proved to be tricky. A first idea was to have a wake as a theme for 
the student bar evening.364 In order to adapt it to the party-mood of the student 
bar nights, the original idea turned into a general “festive celebration of the dead” 
which was supposed to be accompanied by Britpop music. This idea was “diffi-
cult to explain to the other College students” and so one Facebook group post 
from a non-British student suggested the wake to be for the imminent Brexit to 
which the British nationals responded that the wake theme should be abandoned 
altogether. Instead, they suggested that the theme should just be Britpop with a 
dress code of the Union Jack colours. This felt unacceptable to the other students 
within the Celtic Week.  

 
361 Loyal, S. & Quilley, S. (2020), Ibid., p. 226. 
362 For instance, the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. 
363 Loyal, S. & Quilley, S. (2020), Ibid., p. 228.  
364 The wake, a funeral rite where the mourners keep watch over their dead at home until they are 
buried is a Celtic custom later incorporated within the Anglo-Saxon Christianity, see 
Britannica.com, “Wake”, https://www.britannica.com/topic/wake-religious-rite, [2021–09–08]. 
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The Irish national habitus, according to Stephen Loyal and Stephen Quilley, 
has historically developed as a direct response to the powerful British colonial 
habitus.365 While the relations between the nations have altered and changed due 
to a shift in the power balance between the two countries, especially after the Irish 
independence, the party theme as an object of struggle was a struggle for national 
cultural recognition and status distinction.366 In fact, as one Irish student put it, 
it felt odd to co-organise the week together in the first place as their respective 
countries faced “different futures” post-Brexit. 

Through the suggestion of having the wake for the imminent Brexit, the 
theme turned political and when the British nationals preferred to only have Brit-
pop and dressing in Union Jack colours as a direct response to this, it was per-
ceived as imposing by the other students. At this point, the group decided to opt 
for a Braveheart theme with Britpop music. Braveheart, a Hollywood-produced 
movie described on the movie website IMDB as “Scottish warrior William Wal-
lace leads his countrymen in a rebellion to free his homeland from the tyranny of 
King Edward I of England”367 is a historical fiction war movie. The tradition of a 
wake, considered “difficult to explain to the other students” was replaced with a 
Hollywood-produced movie which felt acceptable to all students even though, or 
perhaps just because, it is better known for its dramatic and violent battle scenes 
than its historical accuracy.368 This leads to a reflection regarding what national 
and cultural traditions are “translatable” within an international setting. Or, in 
other words, what types of traditions are not translatable and misrecognised 
within an international setting?  

Braveheart and Britpop were easily translatable within an international sphere 
because they were already a mainstream cultural reference internationally. The movie 
Braveheart has won five Oscars, have a cumulative worldwide gross of $213,216,216 
and is still, 25 years after it was released, ranked as number 78 on IMDB: s top rated 
movies.369 Britpop, a music genre associated with bands such as Oasis and Blur, had 
its peak in the mid-1990s with international hits like “Wonderwall” and “Song 2.” 
The majority of the students had most likely already seen Braveheart and danced to, 
or at least listened to, Britpop at some point in their lives before arriving at the 
College, as movies and pop music are becoming increasingly global.370 Simply put, 
even though Braveheart is about Scottish independence and Britpop stems from 
Britain, one does not need to be British or Scottish to “get” or consume this culture, 

 
365 Loyal, S. & Quilley, S. (2020), Ibid., p. 227. 
366 Loyal, S. & Quilley, S. (2020), Ibid., p. 255. 
367 Imdb.com, “Braveheart”, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0112573/, [2021–09–08]. 
368 Britannica.com, “Braveheart”, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Braveheart, [2021–09–08]. 
369 Imdb.com, “Braveheart”, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0112573/, [2021–09–08]. 
370 On pop-music, see Achterberg, Peter, Heilbron, Johan, Houtman, Dick & Aupers, Stef (2011), 
“A Cultural Globalization of Pop Music? American, Dutch, French and German Popular Music 
Charts (1965–2006),” American Behavioral Scientist, vol. 55, no. 5, pp. 589–608. On movies, see 
Crane, Diana (2014), “Cultural Globalization and the Dominance of the American Film Industry: 
Cultural Policies, National Film Industries, and Transnational Film”, International Journal of 
Cultural Policy, vol. 20, no. 4, pp. 365–382. 
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appropriate it and develop a personal relation to it by having a positive or negative 
opinion about it. The tradition of the wake, compared to mainstream international 
popular culture stemming from Hollywood, was a part of the Irish cultural tradition 
and closely related to the national habitus.371 This is why the wake was difficult to 
explain to the other students.  

Similarly, during the Nordic-Baltic National Week, it was frequently repeated 
to me that the other College students “don’t get it.” During the Thursday night 
at the student bar, the theme was Eurovision. The drink of the evening was a 
polar bear (translated from Danish by College students, the common English 
name is Blue Lagoon), a makeup booth with glitter could be found close to the 
bar, and on the dance floor, loud schlager music was pumping out from the loud-
speakers. Schlager music is recognised as “simple patterns of music (…) its lyrics 
are rarely political, often concerning romantic themes.”372 Well-known classic 
schlager songs were played to the joy of the Swedes but also the Danes, the Nor-
wegians, and Finns who formed a circle on the dancefloor, danced and jumped 
around while shouting the lyrics in unison. Song after song was met with happy 
cheers of recognition from the Nordic group while the rest of students seemed to 
be at loss regarding their fellow students’ delight concerning songs they had never 
heard and whose lyrics they could not understand.  

Finally, one of the Scandinavian students who was half-French arrived to the 
group from the bar and shouted over the music: “the music has to change, we 
have to play songs in English!” One of the Nordic students leaned to me and said 
“We have a play list of 250 songs (for this week) but it is reduced to 20 where 
basically Abba, Avicii and Swedish House Mafia is played on repeat. I don’t think 
the other students understand the concept of Eurovision!” At that point, I had 
myself been swept away by the familiarity of songs, too busy jumping around 
excitedly shouting the lyrics to Carola’s Fångad av en stormvind, the winner of 
the Eurovision Song Contest in 1991, to realise that other than the students 
organising the week, the dancefloor was empty. Instead, the other students gath-
ered around in the bar and in the corridor next to the dancefloor, drinking the 
polar beer and chatting, occasionally peeking curiously on the oddly excited danc-
ing Nordic students.  

The rest of the evening, the dancefloor played international hits from Abba, 
Swedish House Mafia and Avicii and soon the dancefloor was crowded with other 
College students as well. Just like with the example of Britpop, while these groups 
are originally from Sweden, they are internationally known and so they “worked” 
in an international setting while Scandinavian schlager-music clearly did not. It 
was not that the other students did not “get it” but rather that Scandinavians 

 
371 Ronan, Maria (2021), “Funerals in the Time of Coronavirus”, Irish Journal of Sociology, vol. 29, 
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372 The Guardian (2011), “Schlager louts: meet Germany’s biggest pop stars”, 15 March, https:// 
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tried to import too national cultural elements which were not regarded or vali-
dated within the transnational sphere. Schlager music was not validated because 
it had no value within the symbolic space of international lifestyles within the 
school, apart for those who had grown up with the songs and understood the 
lyrics.373 It was exactly this that was pointed out by the student with the comment 
“we have to play songs in English!” This student, with one foot in the Scandina-
vian culture and one foot in the French culture could more easily understand the 
misrecognition occurring than her fellow Scandinavian friends and tried to rectify 
it, with effective results since the dancefloor was crowded soon after the music 
had changed.  

Reproducing National Divisions through the National Weeks 
It was revealed throughout the interviews that when students teamed up with 
another country’s nationals, they effectively split the week amongst themselves. 
For instance, that the Spanish and Portuguese students decided to co-organise 
the week together was treated as a big event as it had not happened for the past 
10 years amongst students for historical reasons. But when asking how the week 
was organised, in reality, the Spanish students and the Portuguese students had 
simply divided the week into “Spanish events” and “Portuguese events” according 
to one Portuguese student:  

When I say we managed to organise the week together we managed effectively 
(to) split the week, we didn’t organise anything together, we had like Portuguese 
events and Spanish events. 

The same thing occurred during the Nordic-Baltic Week where no one really 
bothered to even say Nordic-Baltic Week but kept referring to it as the Nordic 
Week, indicating a clear dominance from the Nordic countries over the periph-
eral Baltic ones. In fact, one telling anecdote of how EU geopolitics play into the 
national weeks was that the Nordic students considered having “Net Contribu-
tors” as a theme for their week, hinting at the Nordic countries’ contribution to 
the overall EU budget is larger than what they receive back from the EU.374 When 
the students from the Baltic countries wanted to join the week, this theme was 
abandoned since these countries are not net contributors and instead the theme 
for the week was “Nordic Cool.” Amongst the Polish and Ukrainian students 
who organised a week together, they also split the week according to one Polish 
student:  

We were technically with the Ukrainians but we did everything. We had (the) 
money, (the) resources, we organised, we bought everything. They came to cut 

 
373 Bourdieu, P. (1989b), pp. 17, 20. 
374 BBC News (2019), “EU budget: Who pays most in and who gets most back?”, 28 May, https:// 
www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-48256318, [2021–11–08].  
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meat and blow balloons. There was no purpose of us being together, we shared 
the week so they had their conference and we had ours but in terms of co-
organisation… (rolls eyes back).  

According to this student, and similarly to the Nordic-Baltic week and the Span-
ish-Portuguese week, the students shared the week on paper but de facto split the 
week between themselves. Finally, the national weeks demonstrated cleavages 
amongst students, nations, and resources more than anything else. One student 
from a new member state questioned the national weeks in terms results, and to 
what extent it really creates a “European understanding”:  

(The) College speaks a lot of building bridges and creating (a) European under-
standing through national weeks for examples. I’m very glad we have it but I don’t 
think it works. You will see Eastern Europe (students) sit with Eastern, Western 
Europe (students) with Western. 

According to this student, the “Eastern Europe students sit with Eastern, Western 
Europe (students) with Western.” How does this cleavage happen within the stu-
dent body in a school where the whole point is to overcome nationalism? The 
national weeks can be seen as a political exercise with informal playful elements 
where students embodied roles as representatives of their home countries accord-
ing to the position their home country has within or in relation to the EU.  

This was explicit in the exclusion of the Russian national, which was not a 
personal act but based on current geopolitics. It translated into a struggle between 
European (Western) and Russian (non-Western) competing ideologies. Since the 
dominant ideology within the school is the former, these students felt obliged to 
decline the participation of a Russian national in order to comply with the pro-
Europeanness required in order to attract speakers within the professional sphere 
they wished to integrate into in their future.  

Learning how to embody different roles and logics, moving from the national 
to the European to the international and back again, being invested, i.e., “believ-
ing” in the EU and the European, and negotiating across borders were ultimately 
what the students incorporated and practiced during these national weeks, 
through the mundane activities of organizing themselves, deciding the party 
themes or whom to invite for a conference. The national weeks represented an 
occasion for students, through the form of play, to situate themselves hierarchi-
cally through the mirroring of the existing dominance patters within the EU. 
Research on simulation games of the EU and the UN decision-making process 
have also emphasised how play and simulation have a function to socialise indi-
viduals into the European and the international and its power structures, for 
instance through developing negotiation skills.375 As such, the national weeks 

 
375 Perchoc, Philippe (2016), “Les simulations européennes: généalogie d’une adaptation au 
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(2021), pp. 291–95, 496–497; Dugonjic-Rodwin, Leonora (2022), “Becoming ‘International’: 
Transgressing National Identity as Ritual for Class Identification”, Ethnography, pp. 1–23. 
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represented a core element of the pedagogic curricula taught at the school, i.e., 
to live Europe. 

Through these rituals, students experienced how national logics in some cases 
took precedent over cultural, linguistic, or regional ones and in some cases not. 
They also learnt, as was shown in the example of Eurovision, what does not work 
or is not translatable into the transnational. Through negotiation with each other 
over what constitutes various acceptable and translatable cultural practices within 
the school, students were learning first-hand how to be comfortable working and 
socialising within a transnational sphere. They also learnt to situate themselves 
within the field of Eurocracy since they experienced first-hand how national iden-
tity and one’s country’s position vis-à-vis the EU has an impact on the position-
taking and whether one is amongst the dominating or dominated groups within 
the school, itself being so tied to the professional field of EU affairs and current 
European geopolitics.  

In sum, while the overall attitude within the school towards Europe and spe-
cifically the EU was advocating increased, deeper and wider integration and 
cooperation across and beyond the EU border, the national weeks taught students 
to internalise the symbolical geopolitical hierarchies existing within the EU and 
Europe. Through self-organising themselves, students reproduced the social 
order existing in Europe but through inclusion and exclusion practices, they also 
rejected national identities and drew symbolic boundaries between what they 
considered European and not.  

After having analysed the official EU discourse and contrasted it with how 
students practice Europe through the National Weeks, the symbolic hierarchy 
and dominance order of the EU field stands out as especially pertinent in relation 
to structuring the socialisation at the College of Europe. The last section of this 
chapter will look closer to the dominance relation between old and new member 
states. How does this affect socialisation amongst students and is there any vari-
ation in how student relate to the EU, depending on their country’s position 
within the EU’s hierarchical social order? 

How Students live Europe within the School 

At the beginning of the year, some students raised a petition against the food in 
the student canteen, creating a divide in opinions regarding the canteen food 
along a west-east division amongst students. The students raising the petition 
argued that since they were paying for their Bruges year, they had the right to 
demand better food. There was a counter-reaction amongst a part of the student 
body who thought that instead of complaining about food, students should be 
grateful since food is not a given to everybody in the world.  

Bianca, a Scandinavian student, and her closest friends at the school (from 
Spain, Portugal and Azerbaijan) opted out of the canteen altogether and ate out 
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each lunch, typically at Le Pain Quotidien where a daily lunch is between 10 and 
12 euros. 

I eat almost each day lunch with (another College student) outside the canteen 
because food is too important for us. And food in the canteen, first of all its dis-
gusting and second of all there is no nutrition, everything is fried there is nothing 
fresh. The meat is like, I don’t want to support that kind of meat industry, and 
the same with the eggs. (…) The money doesn’t matter because I worked for five 
years and I got a scholarship so… the rest that I am paying from my own pocket, 
I am happy to pay it, you know.  

The point here is not to assess how students chose to spend their money. Rather, 
the point is that some students could choose to opt out of the canteen, or go for 
weekend travels, while others could not. Bianca who could afford eating out and 
opted out of the canteen altogether made the choice out of reasons connected to 
health (“food is too important”; “there is no nutrition”) and ethics (“I don’t want 
to support that kind of meat industry”). These dispositions were linked to a ma-
terially endowed student population that ultimately worked as social distinction 
within the student group. Research on Erasmus students show that financial con-
cern is one of the main barriers for mobility.376  

While eating out each day as Bianca and her friends was not common, stu-
dents did go to restaurants or ordered pizza to the residence on Sundays when 
the canteen was closed. Some Slavic students, however, could not even afford this 
expense. Instead, they took extra food with them from the canteen the day before 
or cooked together in the only residence that was equipped with a kitchen. It was 
not only attitudes towards the canteen food that divided the students, but it was 
also the style of living and dressing during the academic year: 

Western Europe is wealthier and you can see that people from Germany, France, 
Spain, (that) they are travelling more during the academic year (…) I think 
Ukrainians, Polish, Hungarian, Slovakians, they stick together more than with 
Germans, French, (…) I would say (there is a) very good distinction based on the 
economic status and you can even see what kind of clothes they wear and for me 
it’s quite obvious. 

Anastasia, a student from a new member state, linked economic status and cloth-
ing to students’ geographical belonging. According to Anastasia, economic status 
determined not only whom students spent time with, but also what they did 
together and how they carried themselves in terms of dressing. These corporal 
dispositions of Western students in terms of dressing, choice of food and the 
ability to engage in weekend-travel during the Bruges year ultimately worked as 
a social distinction, based on economic resources that enabled a certain lifestyle, 
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compatible with the international culture that students had been socially condi-
tioned to, outside of the school activities.377 These every-day micro-decisions 
affected the socialisation and ties between students as explained by Daniel, a stu-
dent from a new member state. 

The College tries to build bridges but people divide themselves. They do it on 
their own accord and (it) happens naturally but it shouldn’t happen. (It is) mostly 
about culture, conviction, (how you) spend your free time (and) with whom. If 
you don’t join (the) French in the canteen you have to be with someone else. 
Every day you make choices and (if you) prefer something cheaper or something 
else you (will) eventually be out. In my case I’m happy in the outer group as I 
have good relations with Slavic students but a few of my colleagues tried to join 
(others) and were left alone eventually because (they) couldn’t keep up the pace 
or do what the rest was doing which is a bit sad. 

Economic resources were also used in the form of weekend escapes to other capitals 
a train-ride away from Bruges (London, Paris, Amsterdam) or a flight away. 
Western European students frequently went on trips during the academic year and 
visited restaurants in Bruges, while Eastern European students did so to a much 
lesser extent. One of the students who could not “keep up the pace” as Daniel put 
it was Anastasia, who “diversified” her social network with intention but felt 
obliged to decline an invitation to join the group for a weekend trip to Istanbul:  

I have friends that are French, German, Italian, because I try to diversify. (They) 
asked me “do you want to go to Istanbul” or something, and I could do it but I 
don’t have any pocket money from my scholarship so I would have to ask my 
parents so I don’t think it would be fair to ask them for extra money to travel. 
(…) This small stuff, for instance how often Italians and French and Germans are 
eating in the restaurants and… small daily quality of life things. 

These “small daily quality of life things” became a structuring factor in how stu-
dent socialised within each other. The unevenly distributed material resources 
amongst students impacted their daily strategies and habits. Scandinavian stu-
dents would often explain national clustering because of cultural affinities, com-
mon language, number of people (“French are so many and stick together”, 
“Scandinavians are so few so they stick together”) and a shared humour as devel-
oped by a Scandinavian IRD student:  

Scandinavians are a bit different than the rest of Europe (in) that you are a bit 
more relaxed, you don’t stress that much, we joke a bit more. It is also that you 
can speak your own language (…) you see that a lot of people hang around in the 
same nationality so for example in the first weeks you often find that French peo-
ple hang around with French people or Spanish people hang together so then of 
course since we are not that many Scandinavians or Nordic students we have to 
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FORMING EU-PROFESSIONALS 

 134 

find a bubble you can hang around with, someone you can have as a reference 
point in your social life. So that is the natural thing you would do. 

Stereotypes worked as a tool to legitimate groupings along national lines – 
making it “the natural thing you would do” – while masking the social mecha-
nisms that material resources have. In other words, national stereotypes invoked 
by students in order to explain national groupings worked as a form of misrecog-
nition of European social inequality. For Pierre Bourdieu, misrecognition refers 
to every-day practices where something is not being recognised for what it is 
because the individual or group of individuals confronting it have previously, due 
to their habitus, not recognised it.378 Through misrecognition, a social situation 
or practice can be attributed with another meaning altogether, and consequently 
conceal other social effects.  

The real mechanism of social division amongst the student body, in the form of 
material resources and directly linked to students’ geographical belonging, had 
consequences on the students’ ability to partake in all social activities, thus creating 
internal hierarchies amongst the students. Students from newer member states were 
not only symbolically dominated, as shown in the previous section of this chapter, 
but also materially dominated compared to students from older member states. 
Does this impact the students’ attitudes and belief in the EU project? 

Opting Out: Scandinavian Pragmatism  
When speaking of the EU, Scandinavian students tended to demonstrate a prag-
matic attitude compared to the enthusiastic, emotional dominant discourse at the 
school.379 Scandinavian students adopted a neutral, almost detached, attitude. 
The EU was portrayed as an already lived reality with concrete consequences on 
the national legislation and policy-making rather than a dream to work towards.  

It doesn’t make sense just to focus on Denmark because we are in such a big 
European context that nothing is really national anymore (…) the whole Brexit 
thing and taking back the sovereignty, I don’t think there is a way back to that 
kind of sovereignty in a globalised world.  

The EU was considered necessary by this Danish female student because coun-
tries can accomplish more together than alone. Throughout the interviews, sim-
ilar arguments for European integration and cooperation was invoked by Scan-
dinavian students. There was no “going back” to isolated national governance 
and to consider dismantling the EU would be “naïve.” Instead, as exemplified by 
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a male student who had worked within the Swedish government before enrolling 
at the College, European cooperation was presented as the “realistic” future. 

You somehow have a basic understanding that in certain matters we must coop-
erate and I do not think that will change much. I think it is interesting to see how 
the cohesion within the EU is affected by, for example, Poland and Hungary. It 
is of course not so good for the EU as a whole, that it has such internal strife. But 
it is still realistic to believe that we will continue (to cooperate) and move on in 
one way or another. 

Only when pushed further on this idea of “necessity” for supranational coopera-
tion versus intergovernmental cooperation would students invoke the official EU 
discourse, adopted and legitimised within the school, around European integra-
tion as a peace project. Another female Danish student presented the EU as a 
stimulating intellectual exercise, a sort of “puzzle” to be solved:  

For me, the EU is like a puzzle. You have to find out how these different institu-
tions relate to each other and how they work and it’s so complicated and nobody 
really gets it. So, for me it was this challenge of a puzzle and trying to figure it out. 

Throughout the interviews with the Scandinavian students, no one spoke of their 
emotions towards the EU which can be contrasted to the official discourse of 
emotional attachment. Instead, rationality, EU viewed as a necessity or as an 
intellectual puzzle, pragmatism and neutrality was colouring the Scandinavian 
students’ views and attitudes. They did not glorify Emmanuel Macron, who was 
seen as the embodiment of the young European leader by many students within 
the school and none of them were active in the student group Young European 
Federalists (JEF) during their time at the school.380 The reason, as explained by a 
female Swedish student, was that she did not consider federalism a “good solu-
tion” for the EU in its current state due to its many problems: 

There are many here who are involved in JEF, Young European Federalists, and 
I have not wanted to join it because I think there are too many problems with the 
EU now to think that federalism is a good solution.  

The problems, according to this Swedish student, had to do with democratic 
deficit, a lack of a social dimension and transparency. Still, leaning on the school’s 
official discourse, the student emphasised that the EU was a “a good project”, a 
“peace project” and reforms should be done from “within the organisation.”  

 
380 Young European Federalists is a “political youth NGO advocating for the creation of a 
democratic European federation as a guarantee for peace, the rule of law and human rights” that 
was created in 1972 but has roots since the 1950s, see Jef.eu, “About JEF”, https://jef.eu/about-
jef/, [2021–09–09]. 
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Scandinavian students opted-out of the dominant EU discourse present at the 
school through their pragmatic stance. This was not done in an overly demon-
strative way but rather quietly, simply through not adopting the school’s official 
discourse when speaking of the EU. One Scandinavian student, however, 
expressed a sort of uncomfortableness, almost awkwardness, towards the idealistic 
“daydreaming” present within the school: 

There are many here who are very pro-EU in a way that feels almost a bit cliché 
sometimes (…) there is a lot of daydreaming, like “how are we going to change 
Europe”, “we are Europe's future” and there is a lot of that. It is good to have that 
ambition but it is also deviated from reality sometimes, I can experience.  

This student took an active distance towards a school culture and students’ atti-
tudes that he perceived as being “very pro-European” to the point of being 
“almost a bit cliché” sometimes.381 Surprisingly, the Scandinavian students opt-
ing-out of the dominant school culture in terms of how they spoke and conveyed 
the EU was not penalised within the school neither by other students nor, as far 
as I observed, by the school administration or faculty in class. One explanation 
for this was that Scandinavian students relied on their countries good reputation 
when socialising and participating in class. In class, Nordic countries (including 
Finland) were often used as “good examples” of following the EU directives and 
legislation. Stereotypes were often invoked when students socialised. From this 
perspective, Scandinavian countries were symbolically dominant.  

These countries were referred to by other students, almost comically exagger-
ated, as countries that were modern, rich, clean, technologically advanced, 
endowed with a beautiful, tall, and blond population ruled by a transparent and 
non-corrupt government that was a front-runner ahead of the rest of Europe, if 
not the world, in adopting policies regarding the environment, gender-equality 
and social security. As was shown in the section on the National Weeks, the Nor-
dic students themselves played with the positive connotation of their countries 
by considering, half-jokingly, to use “Net Contributors” as a slogan for their week 
before the students from the Baltic states joined the week and it was no longer 
possible to have this theme.  

In sum, Scandinavian students opted out of the dominant school discourse 
around the EU but were not being penalised for doing so as their countries were 
symbolically (in terms of policy implementing) and economically (in terms of 
contributing to the EU budget) dominant within the field of Eurocracy. This was 
not the case for Slavic students, who compared to the Scandinavian students, 
were both symbolically and materially dominated.  

 
381 While none of the other Scandinavian students opposed themselves explicitly in such a way 
towards the school’s dominant EU discourse, many of them did so implicitly through 
differentiating themselves from Southern and Eastern students when speaking of their future career 
aspirations, something I will return to in chapter 9. 
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Having to Take a Stance: Slavic Adaptation or Rejection 
After having analysed interview data and fieldnotes of Slavic students, what stood 
out to me was that rather than expressing a pragmatic lukewarm attitude towards 
the EU as the Scandinavian students did, Slavic students felt compelled to take a 
stance regarding their home countries vis-à-vis the EU. This was done either by 
rejecting their home country’s politics or by raising (and questioning) the felt 
social pressure to comply with the school’s dominant EU discourse. In the first 
case, the EU was presented as an ideal while their home countries were portrayed 
as lagging behind. In an interview with a Polish female student, she expressed a 
view of the EU that was very much aligned with the emotional attachment 
towards European integration presented in the first section of this chapter: 

You won't get a more pro-European person at the College probably, I'm abso-
lutely obsessed with the idea of Europe. It’s so brilliant, and the fact that it is built 
on peace and on this very brilliant idea of allowing peace to happen through eco-
nomic ties even... this is like... this is beyond wonderful for me.  

The EU was presented as brilliant due to the fact of being built on peace through 
economic ties, echoing the mainstream view on the EU within the school. Later 
in the interview, Poland was being presented as the opposite of this ideal: 

Poland is going through a lot of shit right now, if we don’t stop it and try to 
mediate, Hungary, like making Budapest out of Warsaw is just one step away but 
a regression to illiberal democracy is a regression that I really dislike as an idea.  

While not all Polish students expressed such an explicit euro-enthusiasm, they 
did often take distance, individually and as a group, to their current governments’ 
politics. Having the expectation to align with the dominant Western and Brus-
sels-oriented “opinions and convictions” was the way to be European within the 
school as described by a Polish male student: 

Being European is more about being Brussels-centred and Western-European 
centred in opinions and convictions. And what Eastern Europe should do is to 
adjust and this is a very strong opinion. If Eastern Europe doesn’t adjust then it 
is separating itself and actually doing something wrong. So, it is always the West-
erns who show the way and we Eastern have to follow. 

According to this student, Eastern Europeans were expected to just “adapt” to 
“Brussels-centred” and “Western-European” opinions and convictions and if 
they did not do so, then they were separating and isolating themselves from 
Europe. An example of this “Brussels-centred” conviction that I noticed during 
the school year was a glorification amongst students and administration alike of 
political leaders such as Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron who have made 
Europe a point on their political agenda while demonising political leaders such 
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as Viktor Orbàn and Nigel Farage, which have equally made Europe a point on 
their agenda but from a nationalistic perspective.  

Nationals from Poland and Hungary (as well as the UK due to Brexit), regard-
less of their own political convictions, had to get used to having to hear negative 
comments about their home countries since their countries were on the collision 
route with Brussels.382 In class, Poland and Hungary were often invoked as “bad 
examples” of rule of law. Students enrolled on ENP-scholarships, equally felt a 
pressure of confirming and demonstrating a “pro-European” attitude. For a 
Ukrainian student, this translates as a felt pressure to demonstrate enthusiasm 
and willingness for Ukraine to become an EU-member:  

I feel like it’s still a little bit brain-washing (here). I mean, they paid for me so they 
expect me to do be so pro-European but it would be interesting to have some 
alternative views. I don’t say I became… I’m not as euro-optimistic as other 
people here because probably because I am from Eastern Europe. And when 
people say “yes, yes, Ukraine is going to be part (of the EU).” It’s probably not, I 
think. 

This student felt that since her studies were paid, she was expected to be pro-
European. She linked her less euro-optimistic attitude to being Eastern Euro-
pean, which she later in the interview explained with knowing that she could not 
get a job due to visa issues within the EU institutions. She did not think that 
Ukraine would become an EU member state because the “EU doesn’t want to 
have a border with Russia. It is just simple geopolitics.” What the student was 
implicitly saying was that the dominating discourse within the school, that the 
ENP countries should also adhere to the EU, is simply just rhetoric and not based 
on geopolitical reality.  

How can we understand that Slavic students felt pressure to actively take a 
stance by either adopting or rejecting the dominant EU attitudes while the Scan-
dinavians simply opted-out without feeling this pressure? In the previous section, 
I explained this through the Scandinavian countries symbolic and material dom-
inance within the field of Eurocracy. Could the same line of argument be of 
explanatory use here? The stereotypes of Slavic students were less positive than 
the ones invoked regarding Scandinavian countries and students. They concerned 
heavy drinking habits, being poor and migrating to Western Europe to take on 
unqualified jobs.383 One strategy to cope with these negative stereotypes were to 
make fun of them and thereby take distance to them. Rather than getting 
offended, one Polish student appropriated the negative stereotype of her country 
and used humour to try to shame her fellow (German in this specific example) 
College students: 

 
382 NBC News (2021), “How the European Union is struggling to contain its ‘illiberal’ 
democracies”, 21 October, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/european-union-battling-pol 
and-hungary-illiberal-policies-rcna2888, [2021–11–08]. 
383 Referring to the “Polish plumber” was recurrent, for instance during the discussion by the JEF 
invoked earlier in this chapter.  
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I experienced it once, I was trying to find my bike, and “Yeah, but you are Polish, 
steal whatever you want” but the moment I started joking about it myself: “What 
are you looking for”, “Oh I want to randomly steal a random bike”, I think they 
realise that maybe it’s not the right thing… 

While this student’s strategy was to joke to shame, another Polish student used 
to joke about “central European stereotypes and Slavic people” with his friend 
from Finland. Students who were “not from Eastern Europe” but “usually from 
Southern or Western Europe” would sometimes get offended by these jokes:  

Like for instance once, we were eating, there was my Finnish friend and a Spanish 
girl joined us. He didn’t finish his meal and he said something along the lines of 
“I’m leaving leftovers for Polish people” and then she felt really offended (laugh-
ter) and started saying something like “you can’t joke like this” so I had to step in 
and calm her down and say that it’s normal.  

Humour was being used regarding stereotypes in socialisation amongst students 
where Slavic students made fun of themselves and thereby taking social distance 
to them. Instead, it was students from other European regions reacting strongly 
to jokes at the expense of Central- and Eastern European students. The joke by 
a student from a Nordic i.e., “rich” country saying “I am leaving leftovers for 
Polish people” i.e., to students from a “poor” country in comparison, did not 
align with the dominant school discourse of European integration but made the 
power relations between the countries explicit. Rather than maintaining the 
legitimate front of European “togetherness” while interiorising symbolic hierar-
chies, it tipped the balance by exposing objective power relations.  

Conclusion 
This chapter departed from investigating how Europe is being constructed and 
lived throughout the academic year. The school culture within the College of 
Europe is one of convicted EU enthusiasm. While this is hardly surprising con-
sidering its mission to contribute to European integration, there is a nostalgia for 
the EU15 and de facto a symbolic hierarchy prevalent at the school between old 
and new member states. While the dominant view within the school is “more 
Europe, the better”, the lived reality within the school is much more complex. 
The institutional ritual of the national weeks is, from a pedagogical side, for stu-
dents to experience the cultural variations within Europe and to learn from each 
other. From this perspective, the school’s is realising its mission of contributing 
to the European integration by finding commonalities in diversity. While the 
organisation and co-hosting national weeks gave students an opportunity to 
reconstruct their mental maps of Europe and negotiate, shifting and moving bor-
ders, students essentially reproduced the social order existing in Europe. The 
overall school culture endorsed deeper and wider integration and cooperation 
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across and beyond the EU border, but the national weeks taught students to 
internalise existing symbolical geopolitical hierarchies within the EU and Europe.  

The division within the student body between old and new member states also 
manifested itself within the student body in material and symbolic terms. Eastern 
European students had less economic resources compared to students from west-
ern and Northern Europe, which prevented them from partaking in restaurant 
outings and weekend traveling ultimately resulting in Eastern European students 
gravitating towards each other. European status hierarchies played out in other 
ways than stemming from socioeconomic inequality between richer and poorer 
European countries. Scandinavian countries enjoyed a high position within the 
EU symbolic hierarchy (EU net-contributors, considered a “good student” of EU 
law implementation within national legislation, progressive in environmental 
policies, social security, and gender equality). Eastern European countries on the 
other hand, especially Poland and Hungary, were positioned in a low position 
within the EU status hierarchy at the time (having nationalistic governments in 
place, being on a judicial collision route with the European Commission, having 
democracy issues from an EU law perspective). This impacted how students 
positioned themselves vis-à-vis each other and their EU attitudes. Scandinavian 
students enjoyed the privilege of opting out of the general discourse of EU 
enthusiasm prevalent within the school by demonstrating a more neutral stance 
to European integration without being penalised for it. Slavic students on the 
other hand had to actively defend or reject their government’s policies.  

This chapter, through analysing how Europe is being lived and constructed 
throughout the academic year, has partly responded to the research questions 
regarding what is happening in the meeting between the school and its students. 
Although the College of Europe’s mission is to overcome national barriers, to 
some extent these are being reinforced instead by reproducing the existing Euro-
pean social order of socioeconomic inequalities, geopolitical and status hierar-
chies. If the previous chapter grouped students based on social class and volume 
of international capital, this chapter found that national and regional belonging 
of students is an additional variable that differentiates various groups of students 
as it is an important factor in how students are being viewed by the school 
administration as well as by each other. The next chapter will further investigate 
the social world of the College of Europe and how students take their place within 
it based on these dispositions through analysing language practices of bilingual-
ism. 
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CHAPTER 8  
Parlez-vous English? 

One of the most prominent impressions from my first encounter with the College 
of Europe concerned its language use. It was the year prior to my planned field 
work and I was in Bruges to meet the school administration for the first time. 
Since my visit coincided with the Opening Ceremony of that academic year, I 
asked if I could attend it. The school’s Opening Ceremony has historically 
catered for European integration discourses held by heavyweight names on the 
European political scene.384  

Knowing this, there were many things that I had expected and was not entirely 
surprised to discover during the ceremony. The formal business attire and dress 
code; the official and ceremonial atmosphere; the location that was a concert hall; 
the classical music interlude in the programme; the referral to students through-
out the speeches as future European leaders; the mingling afterwards accompa-
nied by champagne and canapés. All these things fitted into the image that I had 
constructed of the school prior to this visit by browsing its website and reading 
about it in the media: that it was elitist and Europe-centred.  

What I had not expected was the frequent language switches throughout the 
speeches, as described in my field notes from that day: “What is most striking 
throughout the ceremony is the use and mix of French and English. Both languages 
are official languages of the College but during the ceremony there is a clear domina-
tion of French over English. English is inserted at times, often in speeches that have 
started in French but then it can suddenly switch back from English to French again. 
For instance, when the Rector speaks of the promotion’s patron, the economist John 
Maynard Keynes, he traces Keynes life in French for twenty minutes, until he arrives 
at a quote describing Keynes. He says the quote in English “Keynes unites reason with 
hope”, repeats it once more for emphasis in English, and from then on, he continues 
his speech in English. The sudden and unexpected switch to another language is not 
lost on the audience and surprised chuckles can be heard amongst the guests on the 
balcony as well as amongst the students on the parterre.” 

 
384 Amongst others, key-note speakers have been the Italian federalist and author of the Ventotene 
Manifesto Altiero Spinelli, former French President Francois Mitterand, former President of the 
European Commission Jacques Delors, former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and in 
recent years, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, and President of the European Commission Jean-
Claude Juncker. 
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To me, nothing felt natural about the sudden, orchestrated and frequent 
changes in languages. Since the Open Ceremonies are live-streamed and can be 
seen by anyone, I was not sure if this peculiar language practice was aimed at the 
students or the larger audience attending the ceremony either as invited guests or 
online spectators – or both. Were these language switches an integral part of the 
school culture, and if so, what did they mean and what were they supposed to 
achieve? Perhaps I had mistaken the chuckles amongst students and guests (many 
of whom were alumni) as an effect of surprise – when they were instead produced 
as an effect of recognition, in itself a detached form of acknowledgement that one 
is able to follow the language alternations of the speaker?  

Or, was this ritualistic performance aimed at the larger audience, as a sort of 
impression management by the school to the outside? What did the school want 
to communicate about itself by doing this, what sort of image was it trying to 
maintain or uphold? Was it a position-taking on behalf of the school administra-
tion to situate the school closer to the field of Eurocracy?385 Generally, this prac-
tice leads to questions concerning the importance of language and its meaning 
within this bilingual school and more broadly about the use of language as a social 
practice in international schools. Similarly to other international schools, the stu-
dent body consist of many nationalities and hence, many languages are repre-
sented within it. The College, however, differs from international schools in two 
important ways.  

First, compared to international schools where bilingualism developed over 
time, the College was explicitly conceived as a bilingual institution.386 This means 
that most students must adhere, adopt and adapt to not one but to two foreign 
languages. How do students cope with the bilingualism in the school? How is 
this linked to their nationality and previously accumulated linguistic, social and 
economic resources? What strategies do they develop, both academically and 
socially, if they are weaker in one of the languages? 

Second, within international schools, English is usually the lingua franca.387 
At the College however, during its most official and public ceremony throughout 
the school year, French dominated. These two particularities of the school, the 
bilingualism and the seemingly larger relative importance given to French over 
English, can be understood as the school being embedded within the European 
context rather than the international one. For instance, while the United Nations 

 
385 The annual State of the Union Speech by the President of the European Commission is marked 
by language switches from English to French but they do not occur so often and also incorporate 
German. See for instance Ec.europa.eu, “President Jean-Claude Juncker’s State of the Union 
Address 2017”, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_17_3165, 
[2021–10–25]. 
386 De Mejia, A-M. (2002), p. 14. 
387 Alhasnawi, Sami (2021), “English as an Academic Lingua Franca: Discourse Hybridity and 
Meaning Multiplicity in an International Anglophone HE institution”, Journal of English as a 
Lingua Franca, vol. 10 no. 1, pp. 31–58; Jenkins, Jennifer (2014), English as a Lingua Franca in the 
International University: The Politics of Academic English Language Policy. London: Routledge.  
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has six official languages, the Council of Europe has only English and French as 
official languages.  

Although the EU’s language policy is that each member state’s language is an 
official language, its informal working languages are English, French and Ger-
man. Over the course of time, the French language has lost ground to English.388 
In fact, before the entry of Denmark, Ireland and the UK in 1973, French had 
been the only informal working language for the first fifteen years of the Euro-
pean Community (EC), the predecessor of the EU. With the entry of Austria, 
Finland and Sweden in 1995, the English language was cemented as a working 
language and French language lost is status as the language used in communica-
tions with the media.389 French language was not only the main working language 
for the European institutions created after the Second World War, but also the 
dominant language of the College of Europe at the beginning.390 Analysing the 
use, meaning and value of languages becomes essential in order to comprehend 
the College’s particular school culture in regard to forming a collective identity, 
and how students relate, appropriate or reject it.  

This chapter is divided into two parts. The concern of part one is to regard 
the practice of language switching as a ritualised performance and to understand 
when, why and how it is used by the school. Building on this discussion, part two 
explores how the school’s bilingualism affect students’ daily life, academically and 
socially, and how it differs amongst various groups of students. Not merely a 
symbolic or linguistic resource, language is regarded from a point of dominance 
order and language use as a tool of dominance. This chapter aims to respond to 
the research question regarding the social function of language within the school.  

The Institutional Practice of Language Switching  
Mixing languages was practiced in both formal and informal settings but it was 
only performed in an orchestrated way in formal settings. In class, a monolingual 
consistency was the norm instead. This part will try to understand why it is so 
and what technical and social functions it plays within the school.391  

 
388 Hartwood, Mark (2022), “Europeanization and Language: The Impact on EU Language Status 
on Maltese”, Journal of Contemporary EU Studies, pp. 405–418; Kruse, Jan & Ammon, Ulrich 
(2013), “Language Competence and Language Choice within EU Institutions and Their Effect on 
National Legislative Authorities” in Berthoud, Anne-Claude, Grin, Francois & Lüdi, Georges, 
Exploring the Dynamics of Multilingualism: The DYLAN Project. Amsterdam: John Benjamin 
Publishing Company, p. 157; Oakes, Leigh (2001), Language and National Identity: Comparing 
France and Sweden. Amsterdam: John Benjamin Publishing Company, pp. 132–33. 
389 Oakes, L. (2001), p. 139. 
390 As discussed in chapter 5. 
391 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), p. 152.  
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Formal Settings: Orchestrated Language Switches 
On the first day of the introduction course, extending two weeks prior to the 
official academic year, student arrived in the morning to a big auditorium at the 
Verversdijk campus, the modern and recently built campus in the city-centre of 
Bruges. Students chit-chatted with each other, comparing each other’s residences 
in terms of distance to the student canteen, the size of the student rooms and 
other facilities present within the residences. At the welcoming this morning, 
there was one permanent professor and eight academic assistants.  

When introducing themselves, they did so in the language that the previous 
person had not spoken. Person A started to speak in French, switched to English 
after a couple of sentences and then back to French. If person A finished in 
French, then person B picked up by commencing in English, switched to French 
and then ended in English. Then person C started in French etc. These language 
alternations did not only occur once or twice but several times depending on the 
length of the presentation. In other words, there was a sort of temporality dimen-
sion to the occurrence of language switching.  

In a promotional video depicting the College experience at the Bruges campus, 
language switch occurred twenty-two times in the lapse of 7 minutes and 36 sec-
onds.392 That means that the language changed on an average each twenty sec-
onds. By switching languages, there was an underlying presumption that the 
receiving end will be able to follow the speech regardless of whether English or 
French is spoken. Put differently, it was a very effective tool of exclusion for those 
who did not master both languages. Not being accustomed to this practice 
myself, these back and forth changes between English and French produced the 
effect of surprise at first. Once accustomed to the rhythm of the language changes, 
I noticed it produced the curious effect of no longer being conscious of the 
occurred switch. As a result, the mix of the two languages merged into one 
coherent language of communication where I followed the content of the speech 
regardless of language or how often it changed.  

However, if one did not understand one of the languages well enough it pro-
duced the effect of linguistic and social closure, since one would only understand 
half of the words spoken. This was most evidently exposed when a delegation of 
Russian students came to visit the school and the Head of Communication pre-
senting the College by showing them the promotional video had to constantly 
pause the video and translate the French parts in real-time for the student dele-
gation in order for them to understand the presentation.  

In an interview with one of the academic assistants present during the wel-
coming day of the introduction weeks, I brought up the practice of switching 
languages during that day and how orchestrated it had felt.  

Academic assistant: Of course, it was intentional. 

 
392 Coleurope.eu, “College of Europe Bruges campus video”, https://www.coleurope.eu/about-
college/information-products/college-europe-bruges-campus-video, [2022–09–29]. 
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SL: Why? 
Academic assistant: Because we want to uphold our bilingual status, to show im-
mediately that this is how it is going to work. We all expect you to be able to 
communicate with us both in English and French. In practice, we are always going 
to speak in the language that is the easiest. For most of the people it is English. 

The language switching is thus used as an indication from the school towards the 
students of what is expected from them. The students are supposed to be able to 
understand the administration in either language and they are also expected to be 
able to communicate themselves in both languages when interacting with the 
administration. As such, the importance devoted to the “bilingual status”, 
through code-switching and demonstrated bilingual ease were part of a specific 
collective practice of languages which made the school stand out, and through it, 
the students. However, as indicated in the quote, in practice communication 
would happen in the language that the students feel most comfortable in which 
is English.  

It is not only within the College of Europe that the English language has 
become increasingly utilised to the detriment of French but the same can be said 
in Europe and the European institutions overall.393 English, in the world system 
of languages, can be seen as a “supercentral language”, taking a position of dom-
ination and competing sometimes with national and sometimes with regional 
peripheral languages in the world.394 Official languages are partially related to the 
State and State formation both in regards to its social use as well as the conditions 
of the emerging linguistic market.395 Schools have the function of consecrating 
what is legitimate and as such, when it comes to languages, reproduce the 
conditions of the linguistic domination by one official language over regional 
ones, or one dominant language in case of bilingualism.396  

In Class: Monolingual Consistency  
The practice of language switching was not employed in class. Naturally, the stu-
dents could not know this on the first day of the introductory courses and therefore 
most of the questions from the students revolved around the use of English and 
French in class. “Should the presentation and the essay on the same topic be in the 
same language?”; “If one asks a question after a presentation, does it have to be in 
the same language as the presentation was given in?” Surprised by these questions 
concerning language use in class, the academic assistants looked puzzled at each 
other before trying to argue for an approach of consistency in language deployment. 

 
393 Bellier, Irène (1995), “Moralité, langue et pouvoirs dans les institutions européennes”, Social 
Anthropology, vol. 3, no. 3, pp. 235–250, p. 245. 
394 De Swaan, Abram (1993b), “The Emergent World Language System: An Introduction”, 
International Political Science Review, vol. 14, no. 3, pp. 219–226, p. 220. 
395 Bourdieu, Pierre (1982b), Langage et pouvoir symbolique. Paris: Seuil, p. 71. 
396 Bourdieu, P. (1982b), Ibid. 
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“If you start in one language, you continue in that language, essay and questions 
included as it will be easier and that’s how usually classes are held.”  

Ironically, this line of argument went exactly opposite of the academic assis-
tants’ practice when introducing themselves to the students. For the academic 
assistants, often recent alumni of the school, the practice of when and how to use 
language alternation was a taken-for-granted routine.397 It was a practice that had 
been naturalised for them to the point where they could not even understand the 
students’ confusion regarding when and how to use English and French. In other 
words, this practice had undergone a habitualisation over time, incorporated into 
what Berger and Luckmann refer to as the social stock of knowledge of everyday 
life, which is differentiated by the degrees of familiarity – here in the case of fre-
quent code-switching that had become a natural pattern for the academic assis-
tants but not yet for the new students.398  

The monolingual consistency approach in class adopted by the administration 
had become increasingly rigorous during the past ten years, one visiting professor 
told me. At the time when she started teaching at the College, students could 
speak or write either in English or in French during class, in essays or during 
exams. Now, the school’s language policy was that if the class was given in Eng-
lish, then only English should be used.399 Therefore, the language switching dur-
ing the introductory weeks was not really telling students “this is how it is going 
to work” but rather “this is how we portray that things work when we are repre-
senting the school.” In other words, how the school is presenting itself is decou-
pled from the institutional reality.400  

Students experienced this ritualised practice again during the welcoming ses-
sion by the Rector two weeks later and again a month later during the Opening 
Ceremony. During the Opening Ceremony, the students themselves embodied 
this practice of language switching during the student speech to the keynote 
speaker. Since the two students delivering the speech received coaching by the 
school’s Head of Communication before, language switching was something that 
the administration made sure was an integral part of the speech. During the 
speech, in itself no longer than one page, the students changed languages six 
times. Hence, it was not merely a practice embodied by the school administration 
but students were equally expected to perform this ritual when they were repre-
senting the school. In other words, it was something to be learnt and mastered.  

 
397 Berger, P. L. & Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), p. 75. 
398 Berger, P. L. & Luckmann, T. (1991 [1966]), Ibid., pp. 57, 70–71.  
399 This can be explained by the creation of the IRD programme but also to the ENP scholarship 
oriented mainly to non-EU citizens, which has made the student body increasingly international 
with students being comfortable in English rather than in French. 
400 Meyer, J.W. & Rowan, B. (1977), pp. 356–357. 
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Bilingualism as Closure and Social and Technical Competences  
During the second semester, a presentation of the POL programme for French 
master students eligible to apply for the following academic year took place at 
Institut d’Etudes Politiques (IEP) in Strasbourg.401 Apart from the Department 
Director and an academic assistant, there were two enrolled students taking part 
in the presentation. Before the presentation, one of the students with Spanish 
nationality expressed his anxiety, in fluent French, over the fact that he had never 
before presented in French. The academic assistant and the Director calmed the 
student down by telling him that he did not have to speak in French but could 
speak in English if he preferred since any applicant to the College is supposed to 
be bilingual. In other words, even though they were going to present the school 
in front of a group of French students, if they were “College material”, then they 
should be comfortable following a presentation given in English.  

Although given the permission to present in English if he would like to, the 
College student insisted that he would still like to present in French. He was then 
encouraged to switch languages during the presentation anyway at a certain 
moment “parce que ça fait belle image.”402 Hence, presenting in two languages is 
employed as a mark of distinction by the school to the outside. From this per-
spective, it was a tool of impression management. Impression management, 
according to Erving Goffman, are techniques employed in every-day social inter-
actions, through performances of speech, manner, dressing, where we aim to con-
trol the impression given to the receiver, or audience, for instance during a job-
interview or a public speech.403  

French IEP: s, or Sciences Po, can be seen as competitors to the College of 
Europe within the educational sub-field of European studies. Therefore, the 
emphasis on a bilingual presentation was a position-taking from the College vis-
à-vis its competitors. Here, it was not French that had symbolic power but it was 
English that made the school differentiate itself from the IEP, an educational 
institution more anchored within the French national context than the European. 
But why was it so important for the school to “uphold its bilingual status” as 
expressed by the academic assistant? How can one understand this performed 
ritual based on the given examples of when it occurs? Since this practice was 
always employed in situations when the school is presenting itself to the outside 
world, such as the Opening Ceremony, presentation to potential future student 
candidates, promotional videos of the school, during selection interviews, it func-
tioned as a social closure between the insiders and outsider.  

However, this practice was also embodied within the school (administration 
presentations, conferences, speeches). The linguistic switch was therefore acting 

 
401 Also known as Sciences Po Strasbourg. 
402 Translates literally, as “because it makes a good image” but the connotation is “because it makes 
a good impression.” 
403 Goffman, Erving (1956), The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Edinburgh: University of 
Edinburgh, pp. 132, 144.  
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as a binding mechanism present at the institution. This practice does not exist in 
traditional universities, thus adding to the students’ feeling of being special.404 
Being able to not only communicating fluently in English and in French but 
adopting the style of frequent language switching and being comfortable in it was 
a mark of a status group in the Weberian sense. As such, it was working as a social 
closure of the student group. 

The practice of frequent language switching was a defining ritual; it conveys a 
sense of belonging, understanding, and adhering for the students. Through 
engaging in this practice actively or passively, students took part of a collective 
identity formation whilst being socialised into the imagined professional com-
munity they aspired to integrate.405 The language alternation was also a profes-
sional skill to be mastered. The habit of switching languages by the administra-
tion in formal settings would then have function of preparing the students for 
their professional future, making the students comfortable switching languages if 
needed. The deployment of the two languages could be an indicator for the stu-
dents of what to expect in their future careers. The school is then a training 
ground in order for the students to become accustomed to this practice.  

When the school engaged in this performance to the outside, it was a demon-
stration of the school’s closeness to the EU professional sphere where it is a cus-
tom to switch languages.406 Even if the EU directives and documents are trans-
lated to nearly all of the official languages of its member states, its official working 
languages within the administration are English, French and German with the 
former two being dominant over the third.407 While the English language has a 
global link with the United States, French and German were the main European 
languages tacitly competing with each other from the start of the European insti-
tutions after the Second World War. Germany drew the shorter end of the stick 
in the competition for linguistic dominance due to its historical role in the war 
and therefore was less inclined to advance a German cultural policy which France 
on the other hand has never really been shy about doing historically.408 

By becoming comfortable to communicate publicly in both languages and to 
listen to speeches in both languages, the College students acquire a know-how 
that students elsewhere do not necessarily do. When encouraging the enrolled 
Spanish College student to perform language alternation during the presentation 
for the French master students, it can be seen as promise for the prospective stu-
dents that if they enrol at the College, they too will learn to be equally comfort-
able in communicating bilingually as the College student in front of them. The 

 
404 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), p. 165.  
405 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), p. 143; Norton, Bonny (2016), “Identity and Language Learning: Back 
to the Future”, TESOL Quartely, vol. 50, no. 2, pp. 475–479, p. 477. 
406 Wodak, Ruth, Krzyzanowski, Michal & Forchtner, Bernard (2012), “The Interplay with 
Language Ideologies and Contextual Cues in Multilingual Interactions: Language Choice and 
Code-Switching in European Union Institutions”, Journal of Language and Society, vol. 41, no. 2, 
pp. 157–186, pp. 171–72. 
407 Wodak et al. (2012), pp. 166–67; Bellier, I. (1995), pp. 244–245. 
408 De Swaan, A. (1993a), pp. 245–46. 
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College, being a boarding school, is not only set out to transmit knowledge as a 
regular university but to transform the whole person similarly to elite schools in 
the France, the United Kingdom and the United States.409 The use of bilingual-
ism is thus an element of this ongoing transformation of students into the Euro-
pean leaders that is their promised future that the school refers to for instance on 
its website or when addressing the students during the Opening Ceremony. 

Within the professional context of consulting management, English words are 
often inserted into the conversation between French consultants and clients as a 
demonstration of a similar educational background where most have completed 
MBA degrees in prestigious schools like HEC, INSEAD or top business schools 
in the United States.410 Mixing languages increased the legitimacy of the consult-
ants as being viewed as experts and at the same time worked as symbolic capital 
by emphasising the educational background of the consultants.411 Furthermore, 
multilingual speakers are able to connect and mediate between various language 
groups, similar to “multipositional” agents between sectors or “transnational bro-
kers” between the national and international.412 A similar logic is applicable for 
the “EU experts” forged at the College of Europe. Apart from what languages 
were being used, how and when, a vocabulary related to the EU institutions were 
commonly used such as Blue Book, MEP assistants, EPSO, PLUX, DGs etc. This 
sort of “eurospeak” not only works as reinforcing the bonds between the members 
of the “in-group” but also gives the students a set of vocabulary used in a specific 
professional and social milieu, i.e., the field of Eurocracy.413  

However, the literature on “eurospeak” and insertion of French words into 
English conversations or English words into French conversations does not 
incorporate the almost exaggerated frequency of the code-switching as observed 
at the College. Neither do the official speeches by the EU involve such frequency 
in language alternation. As one Scandinavian alumna noticed once she started 
working within the EU institutions upon graduation from Bruges:  

One aspect of bilingualism that I have reflected more on since I moved to Brussels 
and started working here is that you do not actually have to be fluent in French 
to still feel that you are part of a bilingual “eurospeak.” I rarely participate in whole 
conversations in French, but it is common for French words to be mixed into 
English conversations and for certain words such as “stage” and “rentrée” to be 
used in conversations where both parties prefer English but can speak enough 
French to do so.  

 
409 For ethnographies on boarding schools see Cookson, P.W. & Persell, C.H. (1985); Darmon, 
M. (2013), and Khan, S. R. (2011). 
410 Boni-Le Goff Isabel & Noûs, Camille (2020), “Parler en expert·e·s: les pratiques langagières 
dans le conseil en management”, Sociétés contemporaines, vol. 1, no. 117, pp. 73–97, p. 80. 
411 Boni-Le Goff I. & Noûs, C. (2020). 
412 De Swaan, A. (1993a), p. 246; Boltanski, Luc (1973), “L’espace positionnel: multiplicité des 
positions institutionnelles et habitus de classe”, Revue française de sociologie, vol. 14, no. 1, pp. 3–
26, p. 3; Dezalay, Y. (2004), pp. 6–7. 
413 As noted by Sylvain Laurens in his study on EU lobbyists who invoke “euro-speak” in their 
daily work, see Laurens, S. (2015), pp. 217–218. 
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Therefore, a conclusion is that the frequency of code-switching occurring in 
Bruges is more linked to social distinction than a professional skill. Bilingualism 
makes the school stand out amongst other schools in EU affairs. Especially for 
the law department who keeps a strict linguistic policy of its students’ choosing 
half of the courses in each language, it is simultaneously seen as an identity marker 
of differentiation from other schools offering Master of Law degrees (LLM) in 
European law as well as closeness to the European professional context. As stated 
by one staff member within the law department:  

It’s our unique selling point (…) I am not sure we would have a bright future if 
we would drop that because that is exactly what sets us apart from many other 
institutions and many other LLM in European law. Since the working language 
of the Court of Justice is in French and also partially the European Commission, 
it also makes a lot of sense for there to be a steady supply of EU law specialist that 
has a working knowledge in French and not just from France but a general Euro-
pean supply. 

Apart from bilingualism being the “unique selling point”, a link between French 
and the professional world is made in the quote. The European Court of Justice, 
located in Luxemburg, is the only EU institution where French is still the main 
working language.414 Knowledge of French is therefore crucial for students in EU 
law who aspire to work with EU community law. Therefore, bilingualism is 
“what sets (the College) apart from many other institutions and many other 
LLMs in European law.”  

Within the educational sub-field of EU law programmes, French together 
with English becomes what makes the school differentiate itself from its compet-
itors. Compared to the POL programme wishing to emphasise English in front 
of the IEP students, for the LAW programme, it is the French that is emphasised 
compared to other LLM programmes, indicating that the dominant players in 
this site of struggle over students are institutions located in the Anglo-Saxon 
world which is confirmed when looking at the top schools in law.415 Bilingualism 
has been studied from the institutional side in regard to the field of Eurocracy 
and the field of education which both have bearing on how the school commu-
nicated with the outside as well as its institutional practice on an every-day basis. 
The practice of bilingualism, most of the times emphasising French but some-
times English as in the case when presenting in front of French master students, 
acts as a binding social mechanism of the student collective, preparing them for 
their imagined professional community. It is now time to turn the gaze towards 
the students and see how they cope with this practice.  

 
414 Arnull, Anthony (2019), “The Working Language of the CJUE: Time for a Change?”, Working 
Paper Series, Birmingham: University of Birmingham, pp. 1–2; Oakes, L. (2001), p. 133. 
415 Timeshighereducation.com, “World University Rankings 2020 by subject: law”, https://www. 
timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2020/subject-
ranking/law#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats, [2021–08–18]. 
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Bilingual Experiences and Strategies 
The specific use of languages and how students valued them were intrinsically 
linked to students own accumulated resources, linguistic competences, and rea-
sons for enrolling in the school. This translates into a variation in both lived ex-
periences and strategies developed throughout the year. 

French: A Linguistic Barrier and a Symbolic Resource 

Of course, the best way to improve your French is, as ever, to make friends with 
French natives, building up your level and confidence by socialising in it.416  

Thus far, bilingualism has been evoked as a social marker of distinction that dif-
ferentiates the College students and the school from other students in other edu-
cational institutions. It was, however, also a dividing factor amongst the College 
students. The use of language had an impact on the various ways and styles of 
socialising within the social space of the school.417 The uneven distribution of 
French knowledge, compared to English knowledge that was evenly distributed, 
affected the socialisation amongst students.  

A linguistic separation was created between native French-speakers (French, 
Belgians, Swiss) who preferred to socialise in French and the rest of the student 
body who were not able to follow the pace, jargon or speed of the native speakers. 
This does not mean all French students refused to speak English because they 
were not able to or did not want to. I observed examples of French students that 
socialised freely in English – yet through interviews and observations, it was 
obvious that non-native French students perceived the French students to social-
ise in “cliques.”  

For students struggling with the language, the perceived attitude of the native 
French speakers to refrain from switching to English or slowing down in French 
when a non-native speaker joined the group was labelled as French arrogance, as 
exemplified by a quote from a Scandinavian student:  

It has been the experience that (the French) always expect that they can speak 
French and then everyone will always understand completely. They don’t do it 
out of any negative thing, they just basically expect everyone to speak perfect 
French and if that is not a lovely French arrogance then I don’t know what it is 
(laughter).  

Even though this remark was made in a diplomatic and joking way, the same 
view was echoed in many other interviews with non-French students, in a blunter 
way regarding having their stereotype of French people confirmed at the school, 
for instance by this Slavic student: 

 
416 The student “Bible”, passed on from a previous promotion to the next, p. 27. 
417 Bourdieu, P. (1982b), p. 305. 
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The French friend of mine is an exception but (the) rest is a clique that are only 
interested in themselves and don’t speak English at all or very bad English so I 
think that stereotype was confirmed.  

This student links the unwillingness by French students to speak English to an 
inability by the French students to socialise in English and therefore, out of 
necessity, they group themselves into a “clique.” According to another Slavic stu-
dent, the sheer number of French students allowed them the possibility of form-
ing their own large group within the school, not because they could not keep up 
with the level of English but because they did not have to make the effort.  

(The) French is a very special case because there is a lot of them and they stick 
together even though they speak English, they prefer (to speak) French.  

In sum, the overall perception of non-French native students vis-à-vis the French 
native students were that the latter “stick to themselves”, “only hang out with 
each other”, “do not want to speak English.” Essentially, what these attitudes by 
the non-French students had in common was showing how the French language 
in itself works as a linguistic barrier amongst students.  

It is quite possible that English worked as a linguistic barrier in socialisation 
for the French students as well, since I did not interview French students, I do 
not have data to support or reject this possibility. However, if English had been 
symbolically and not only numerically dominant amongst, then non-native 
French speakers would not have brought up obstacles in socialising in French so 
often in the interviews.418 Students, apart from the law students, could get around 
the linguistic obstacle of French when it came to their scholastic achievement by 
choosing additional courses in English. If French had not have been symbolically 
dominant within the school culture, then students would not have perceived the 
French students’ socialisation, or their own inability to follow, as a problem.  

Socialisation in informal settings requires humour, a relaxed vocabulary, and 
thinking on your feet in order to be an active participant in a conversation. Rather 
than analysing these remarks as a confirmation of preciously held stereotypes of 
French arrogance, French-speaking students’ unwillingness to speak English or 
to adapt to English, they can in their totality be viewed as the non-French 
speakers’ inability to socialise in French because they themselves did not possess 
the French level needed, i.e., the linguistic capital.419 It is impossible to study in 
advance for a lunch conversation in the canteen or at the student bar in the same 
way as before an exam on a specific topic, as stated by this Scandinavian student: 

 
418 While I did not interview French students, another PhD thesis focused on these students one 
year prior to my field work. English language was not something evoked as a problem by these 
students to the same extent as French language was for my informants. Rather, the French 
language’s symbolic power was confirmed. Furthermore, it was noticed that French students’ 
scholastic trajectories through French IEP: s were compatible with the academic expectations at the 
College of Europe, giving them an advantage. See Behar, M. (2021). 
419 Bourdieu, P. (1982b), pp. 86–87.  
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My French is probably not super good in the sense that I understand a lot and I 
have no problem studying in French, but the socialising in French or talking to 
French (students) is difficult.  

Since most students mastered English but struggled with French, it was French 
that was language of symbolic value within the school. It is in bilingual situations 
of code-switching that one may observe what type of relationship the interlocu-
tors have with each other but also how languages are hierarchically ordered.420 
People with closer social distance and proximity to each other will change to 
informal ways of speaking, such as regional dialect but adopting a formal 
language when speaking to people which are socially distanced from them.421  

A similar hierarchy can be distinguished within the school where, although 
mixing languages, French worked as the official language of the school in formal 
settings and English was used in informal settings but had less symbolic value 
compared to French. Nevertheless, it is important to underscore that French lan-
guage enjoyed symbolic value not because it was opposed to English per se but 
because, French linguistic capital was less evenly distributed amongst the student 
body. Students needed to master it in order to “uphold the bilingual status” of 
the school. Both languages were needed to incorporate the social disposition of 
navigating the code-switching between languages. 

Observing when and how students chose to switch amongst themselves also 
indicates what symbolic value a given language has. At the beginning of the year 
during the introductory weeks, an exchange between two Scandinavian girls, 
Clara and Victoria, testified to this. Language courses were offered each day dur-
ing the two weeks of introductory courses. Students could choose either English 
or French. Those who had previously studied in either language were exempted 
from participation. The exchange took place after a long lunch before the first 
afternoon class. Clara entered the classroom announcing that she had just had a 
power nap and felt refreshed. For Victoria, who had had French from an early 
age in international schools and a university degree from France, it was surprising 
to learn that Clara, who had mainly lived and studied in her home country, had 
not needed to attend the language course over lunch: 

Victoria: You don’t have language course? 
Clara: (triumph in her voice): No 
Victoria: Not even French? 
Clara: (responds in French): Mais non, C1 (referring to the language level she has) 
Victoria: Moi aussi… C2.  

 
420 According to Bourdieu, “situations of bilingualism make it possible to observe in a quasi-
experimental way the variations of the language used in function of the relations between the 
interlocutors (and of their instruments of expression) in the structure of the distribution of the 
properly linguistic capital and of the other species of capital”, see Bourdieu, P. (1982b), Ibid., 
p. 116. 
421 Bourdieu, P. (1982b), Ibid., pp. 115–116. 
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This short exchange between the Scandinavian girls could be seen as negotiating 
positions between themselves. Clara was clearly very proud of the fact that she 
did not have to follow French classes and emphasised her French level by 
responding in French and adding the language level. Victoria, by responding back 
in French and also revealing her own language level (which was not only higher 
than Clara’s but the highest one can have for non-native speakers), marks the 
hierarchy between them and makes it clear to Clara that her linguistic compe-
tences in French are still better. Both girls had a high level of French. Still, as 
another Scandinavian student attested to, even if she had C1 in French, she could 
still not follow a conversation of a French student group because of the jargon 
and slang that was employed: 

They have this verlan where they throw around the syllables, have you heard of it? 
They take the last syllables in a word and put it first. Quartier, meaning block, so 
they say tiéquar. So, these are new words that they have just thrown around the 
syllables of and I don’t know why (laughter).  

Verlan, originating from l’envers which quite literally means “the inverse”, has 
become a way of speaking where the syllabus as thrown backwards and so metro 
becomes tromé, café become feca and français becomes cefran. Although originally 
developed in lower echelons of society and commonly used in the hip-hop genre, 
it has been appropriated by Parisian well-off youth as an identity marker of non-
conformity.422 Within the College of Europe however, it worked as social closure 
between the in-group of the French students and the out-group of the non-native 
French speakers. 

Within the French national context the appropriation of verlan by the French 
students belonging to the middle and upper middle class, acted similarly to the 
American high school students that Shamus Khan studied, who felt as comforta-
ble going to the opera as to a hip-hop concert.423 Within the context of the school, 
however, this nationally anchored social distinction of being culturally omnivore 
did not translate well with students of other nationalities since they do not have 
the same national frame of reference.424 Hence, the Scandinavian student “does 
not know why” the French students make, from her point of view, an already 
difficult language to follow increasingly complicated by inventing new words. 
Within the school, the use of verlan by the French students worked as social dis-
tinction and de facto as social closure for a subpopulation within the student body.  

Returning to the question of how students approached bilingualism at the 
school, this suggests that students were divided into either English-speaking com-
munities or French-speaking communities when socialising, where French had a 

 
422 Valdman, Albert (2000), “La langue des faubourgs et des banlieues: de l’argot au français 
populaire”, The French Review, vol. 73, no. 6, pp. 1179–1192, pp. 1190–1191.  
423 Khan, S. R. (2011), pp. 191–192.  
424 For the concept of omnivore, see Petersen, Richard A. & Kern, Roger M. (1996), “Changing 
Highbrow Taste: From Snob to Omnivore”, American Sociological Review, vol. 61, no. 5, pp. 900–
907, p. 900. 
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higher status not only amongst the administration but also from the students’ point 
of view. While English was the mainstream language of communication for the 
majority, the French students continued to mainly socialise in their mother tongue.  

Hidden Social Structures in Language Usage  
There were students who were caught in between these two worlds of English 
and French. For instance, Angelica, a student who grew up in France with parents 
from Eastern Europe. She struggled with English yet did not socialise with the 
French but rather with a nationally diverse group of students, most of whom were 
fluent in French:  

My Greek friend studied in (France) for five years and is fluent, my Bulgarian 
friend moved to France during high school, and my Moldovan-Irish friend was 
also in (Paris)-Assas. We speak mainly in English together but if I can’t find the 
words, I know I can say (them) in French. 

Most of her friends had a connection to France, its language and educational 
system but were not French nationals. In other words, they had similar social 
positions to the French language. Although at the time of the interview, taking 
place at the end of the school year, Angelica was perfectly fluent in English, she 
emphasised that the English-taught courses had been “horrible” during the aca-
demic year. The socialising had also been affected by her uneasiness in speaking 
English in the beginning.  

(In the) beginning (I was) a bit shy and not confident with English and felt I was 
tired when I spoke English. Now it’s ok. My English is ok, I can read and write 
in English without problems. 

Angelica incorporated English as a corporal disposition (before using the lan-
guage had made her physically tired and emotionally shy and feeling non-confi-
dent) to the point where she did not only succeed navigating in this language 
academically but it was also the main language she and her friends socialised in 
although most of them understood French. According to Bonny Norton, lan-
guage and power are related, where language learners can invest in a target lan-
guage (in this case that would be English) in order to access social networks and 
“reframe their relationships with others in order to claim more powerful identities 
from which to speak.”425  

Yet framing language acquisition as a mere access point to unlock, or acquire, 
other types of resources does not really capture the language usage in this exam-
ple. At the College of Europe, language was a social practice with demonstrated 
effects. Angelica went through a real metamorphosis over the year, culminating 
in having a two-hour interview completely in English with me where she 

 
425 Norton, B. (2016), p. 476. 
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expressed herself with ease and poise. It was not that she had acquired a technical 
linguistic skill and was able to have the interview without any stress. Rather, that 
she willingly had changed her mode of linguistic practice of socialising from pre-
dominantly in French before arriving in Bruges to predominantly in English with 
her friends at the school.  

English had been the major linguistic obstacle when she was applying to the 
College the first time since the interview had been entirely conducted in English. 
The interview had taken place in the home country of her parents since she had 
the same nationality and was entitled to apply for the scholarship. She had not 
been admitted during that interview selection but the second time around, the 
interview was mainly conducted in French and she also felt more prepared for 
the questions she would receive than the previous time. What Angelica had not 
expected, was to be asked to speak the language of the country where she applied 
for a scholarship, since the linguistic criteria to be admitted to the school is Eng-
lish and French.  

At the end, that’s the funny part of the interview, he (representative from the 
ministry of foreign affairs) said “ok, tell me the same but in (language of country).” 
I was like, “ok I can speak it.” Then he was like, “wow, but how often do you go 
to (country).” He was basically just checking if I speak (the language) because he 
looked at my CV, born in France…I was like oh my God, are you really asking 
me that, how often I come here? Thing is, I don’t have an accent (so) if I don’t 
tell you I was born in France, you can’t say.  

In the same interview, she had been asked why the citizens of said country should 
pay taxes to fund her scholarship and what benefits they would get from her going 
to the College. The request to speak the national language by the selection com-
mittee was a rejection of what was valued at the school: multilingualism, cosmop-
olitism, bi-nationality, and other international dispositions, themselves linked to 
both cultural capital and economic capital.426 This example showcases how lan-
guage usage is related to social structures more generally.  

The choice to ask interview questions in the national language although it was not 
a linguistic selection criterion for the school admittance, revealed hidden oppositions 
between national and international, the home country and the foreign, and 
patriotism versus cosmopolitanism. In that moment, Angelica was not judged by her 
characteristics of being a good College fit but rather to what extent she could be 
regarded as a national investment. The fact that the representative of the country’s 
ministry of foreign affairs decided to change the interview language, asking the same 
question again, can also be read as what de Swaan refers to a “coordination game” of 
languages resulting from the interplay of divergent preferences.427  

On the paper, Angelica was the perfect College candidate, born in one country 
with parents from another, fluent in French, having passed through a university 

 
426 Serre, D. & Wagner, A-C. (2015), p. 441.  
427 De Swaan, A. (1993b), p. 222.  
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in Paris, and conducted internships abroad. In reality she was too French to 
receive the national scholarship (she had to pay the school fees through a bank 
loan instead) and perhaps too little French to fit into to the verlan-speaking hub 
of French nationals. She came from a blue-collar origin. Her parents had not 
gone to university but had worked hard to give their daughter opportunities they 
themselves had not had. They lived in the south of France, i.e., in the periphery 
from a national point of view in regards to Paris and from a European point of 
view in regard to Brussels. 

Therefore, not obtaining the scholarship and having to take a bank loan was 
a double penalisation. She was penalised for not being considered national 
enough by her parents’ home country. She was also being penalised, in a symbolic 
sense compared to the majority of the College students, for not having the cul-
tural and foremost economic resources to be able to fund the year in Bruges which 
impacted her ability to join the French students for instance in their outings and 
restaurants visits. There were some other students who, at first sight, seem very 
similar to Angelica in their properties. Jacob and Victoria both grew up in another 
country than their parents were born in, they speak the language of their parents 
fluently and they do not have the nationality of the country they grew up in. 
There was one major difference compared to Angelica: their inherited and 
accumulated Europe-specific capital from their parents who were employed 
within the EU institutions.  

Europe-specific capital consisted in a socioeconomic origin linked to the field 
of Eurocracy, and a previous living and schooling trajectory such as growing up 
in the EU expat-community of Brussels, having gone to the European school 
(mainly for children of EU civil servants), and the acquired ability of switching 
between English and French in a natural, almost unconscious way rather than 
through a learnt, deliberate way. This specific social practice had been incorpo-
rated into their habitus from early on. Previous research has indicated the exist-
ence of code-switching as a social practice amongst students in the European 
school as well as in the classroom between students and the teacher but not as a 
formalised social practice of orchestrated code-switching.428 For Victoria, who 
grew up hearing English and French in her childhood, in school and at home, 
mixing languages at the College was something she referred to as a preference 
rather than a necessity:  

I love that the languages are mixed, because everyone has the same linguistic level 
and then you can choose the best expression in the original language.  

 
428 Muller, Alexandra & Beardsmore, Hugo Baetens (2004), “Multilingual Interaction in 
Plurilingual Classes: European School Practice”, International Journal of Bilingual Education and 
Bilingualism, vol. 7, no. 1, pp. 24–42; De Mejia, A-M. (2002), pp. 224–225; Beardsmore, Hugo 
Baetens & Anselmi, Gulia (1991), “Code-Switching in a Heterogenous, Unstable, Multilingual 
Speech Community”, Papers for the Symposium on Code-Switching in Bilingual Studies: Theory, 
Significance and Perspectives, Strasbourg: European Science Foundation, pp. 405–436, pp. 415–
416.  
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This differs from Angelica who mainly spoke English with her friends at the 
school but knew that she could say a word in French if needed. It differs from 
the students who felt they were able to study but not to socialise in French. These 
different attitudes towards language use and bilingualism at the school reveal a 
variation in properties in regards to how they are perceived and recognised as 
legitimate.429 It was not enough to have to speak several languages or having been 
studying abroad as almost all College students have done. Behind the ease of 
comfortably changing languages between English and French demonstrated by 
Jacob and Victoria, was a long investment in languages that started already during 
their childhood years and where their parents took an active role to ensure that 
their children would become perfectly bilingual.430 Neither the parents of Jacob 
nor Victoria were French native speakers. Victoria’s parents, both EU officials, 
come from a Scandinavian country. They had to learn French as adults. Victoria 
and her brother had acquired French already in kindergarten abroad and their 
parents made an active choice to make sure they would not lose it by choosing 
French for them in the European school as their first foreign language. 

From first grade onwards, you have a first foreign language. And then you choose 
between three. English, German and French. And since I already spoke French, 
my parents wanted to keep it alive. 

The acquisition of a foreign language was made on several assumptions of lan-
guage suitability, similarity, robustness and ease within which it can be acquired 
in the early stages of learning.431 For Victoria’s parents, it was a strategic choice 
to choose French for her in first grade in school. According to Victoria, her 
parents wanted to ensure that she maintained her French since she was already 
speaking it fluently. This was based on the belief that as a Scandinavian native 
speaker, she would learn English more easily than French. The struggle of 
learning French as adults was something that both her parents had experienced 
themselves. In other words, the choice was made due to the perceived “language 
distance” to French.432 

They thought that as a (Scandinavian) you learn English quite quickly because 
English is quite similar (…) We have heard English all our lives because both my 
parents have always worked in English as long as I have lived so I have always 
heard English. 

Victoria found it easy to switch between languages to the point where she “loved” 
that the languages were mixed at the school was a result of a long process that 
started when she was a child, ensured by her parents’ school choices (and profes-
sions). After high school, she chose to study a double degree in France and in 

 
429 Bourdieu, P. (1989b), p. 17. 
430 Gerhards, J. & Hans, S. (2013), pp 106–107. 
431 De Swaan, A. (1993b), p. 223. 
432 De Swaan, A. (1993b), Ibid. 
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UK. Although Victoria was neither a UK nor a French national, her whole life 
had been marked by English and French.  

Rather than having general international dispositions, European-specific dis-
positions, themselves related to class-specific and place-specific practices and 
resources had symbolic power at the College. Language, treated as a social prac-
tice rather than merely a linguistic resource, revealed students’ distance to the 
national versus the international. Demonstrated ease in code-switching between 
English and French can be seen as yet another testimony to the ability of going 
past a national frame of reference in language use. European languages are hier-
archically organised. Within a European context, the combination of English and 
French together, coupled with an ease to move from one to the other without 
hesitation, worked as a sign of excellence. Within the national context prior to 
enrolment, as was shown in the case of Angelica, this practice lost its significance. 
Compared to Angelica who had a culturally cleaved habitus between the country 
she grew up in (France) and the home country of her parents but with a school 
trajectory that was very nationally anchored in France, Victoria grew up in Brus-
sels and her whole schooling was marked by Europe and a French-English bilin-
gualism, hence closer to a “European habitus.” Similarly, Jacob grew up in Brus-
sel. His parents were from Scandinavia and Latin America and he also went to 
the European School as his father works for the EU.  

I grew up in Belgium and had many French teachers at the European School. I 
did not only study the French language at school but I also had history and geog-
raphy in French. I played a lot of football and (we spoke) French in the club and 
stuff, (I) just grew up with it. Newspapers, TV, I have never watched (parents’ 
home countries) TV, only French TV. 

For Jacob, French language was an integral part growing up, not only in school 
but also after-school such as being a part of a local football club, reading books 
and watching TV. French language was an essential part of his style of living. 
This demonstrates how various types or cultural capital (linguistic, humanistic, 
arts, sports) are related and forms a set of dispositions that makes Jacob inclined 
to continuously invest in and consume French language and francophone culture 
throughout his schooling. After high school, he studied law at a university in 
Scandinavia. He kept his French alive by watching French movies and hanging 
out with French exchange students. During his studies, he also went on an Eras-
mus to Paris. At the College, he did not socialise much with the Scandinavian 
students but with the Belgian and the French students. As he did not look 
Scandinavian, most people did not think he was from a Scandinavian country: 

I know basically flawless French and people probably do not think I am (Scandi-
navian) if I hang out with Belgians or French students. Then they almost think 
I'm Belgian.  
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Jacob’s framing of his socialising within the school also differed from other stu-
dents when it came to languages. While other students would emphasise language 
as blocking communication, Jacob spoke of languages in relation to his friend-
ships as a socialising enabler.  

What I like is hanging out with the Spaniards to speak Spanish. In the football 
team, it's almost only Spaniards, kind of (laughs). So, then it's a lot of Spanish. 
Then it is the French students as I speak French, but otherwise it is mostly English 
that is the normal language here. 

Jacob conceded that English was the “normal language” at the school but that he 
enjoyed hanging out with the Spanish students to speak Spanish and with the 
French student to speak French. Again, it is important to note that it was not the 
number of languages spoken that differentiated Jacob and Victoria from the other 
students but their level of comfort in using the valued two official languages 
within the school.433 This disposition, working as symbolic capital within the 
school is not related to general international dispositions but what can be referred 
to as a European habitus.  

It was a minority of the students that already possessed this when enrolling. 
Investment by language learners was related to the anticipation of receiving 
material and symbolic resources which would increase their accumulated cultural 
capital and symbolic power.434 From this point of view, the school year was a 
reconversion from the international (arriving mainly with English language skills) 
to the European (by engaging in the dual language practice through acquiring 
French) or from the national (arriving mainly with French language skills) to the 
European and possibly, the international (by acquiring English). The reason for 
why they were so comfortable with it was because they had grown up in a Euro-
pean context, where this specific linguistic social practice had been interiorised 
since a young age, very much due to their parents’ occupation, choice of school 
and extra-curricular activities. Something they later built upon, and which their 
habitus was especially apt to, during their university studies.  

Amongst the students interviewed, there were a few students who were equally 
comfortable in switching between English and French as Jacob and Victoria but 
who did not have parents working as EU officials, had not gone to the European 
school nor had they grown up in a French-speaking country. These students were 
binational and grew up with a French-speaking parent and were taught English 
at school. Even though they did not grow up in a European context like Jacob 
and Victoria, they were brought up in a French-speaking environment at home, 
had gone on family holidays to France and had accumulated European capital 

 
433 Shamus Khan notes that it is no longer the knowledge itself that sets elite students apart but the 
relationship to knowledge, whether it is the indifference or ease. Applied here, it is not enough to 
understand English and French to be able to follow courses but to display ease in socializing in a 
multilingual environment, see Khan, S. R. (2011), pp. 83, 183.  
434 Norton, B. (2016), p. 476. 
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through Erasmus exchange in Paris and an EU-related internship. While their 
habitus was not European per se as Jacob and Victoria’s, their inherited disposi-
tions matched what was required in terms of social distance and proximity to it. 
For them, it was easier to adjust to the school’s language practice. In sum, lan-
guage use at the school has a social function in forging the student body into a 
collective, giving both students and institution a mark of distinction towards the 
outside, yet not all students had the same ability to acquire the symbolic capital 
of perfect bilingual communication, demonstrated as an ease in code-switching. 

This section has shown that a variety of attitudes exists amongst students 
towards bilingualism and its use within the school, which in itself stems from an 
unequal distribution in linguistic resources depending on their habitus. How do 
students develop strategies in relation to this? 

Language Strategies: Acquiring, Surviving or Certifying French  

Ultimately, it is quite possible to get by at the College doing the bare minimum 
en francais (unless you study LAW in which case you got 50/50 ENG/FR) though 
the College will try very hard to guilt you into following the esprit de Collège and 
studying in French as well.435  

Students invested a lot in their French learning before coming to the College in 
terms of summer courses from Alliance Française but some continued to do so 
during the academic year too through language classes offered by the school or 
self-organised tandem sessions. László and Tina both participated tandem with 
fellow students to learn French. They had started to really learn French during 
the summer before the school year, although they had had some previous French 
language courses. They spoke, apart from English, two other languages on a 
native speaking level. László, a LAW student, could not use any of these languages 
as a resource (Central and Eastern European languages) since his tandem partner 
did not wish to learn them.  

It was basically a one-way tandem. The person already speaks English so what can 
I teach her?  

Since László was not a fluent French speaker, he mobilised his tandem partner to 
study case law in English and other materials from her master studies from the 
previous year in order to understand the case law in French. He did not feel he 
could teach her anything back since he did not know French and she already 
knew English, the two languages needed to pass exams at the College. Similarly, 
Tina, a POL student teamed up with a fellow College student to learn French. 
Apart from English, her mother tongue was a Scandinavian language and she 
spoke fluent German after having studied and lived in Germany and Austria. 

 
435 Student Bible, p. 26 (own emphasis in italic). 
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When I came here my main objective was to learn French so I dedicated all the 
time I had for those types of activities and learning French and doing tandems 
with French-German because you know, no one wants to learn (Scandinavian 
language) but I could offer German. 

Here, Tina could make use of one of the languages, although not one of the 
working languages of the school. German, compared to Scandinavian languages 
or Central and Eastern European languages was a resource she could use within 
the context of the school since German is one of the working languages of the 
EU. Tandem classes were self-organised by students, and it required that the stu-
dents mobilised their social capital within the school (i.e., finding someone will-
ing to do a tandem) and their linguistic capital (i.e., knowing a language that the 
other student would like to learn) in exchange for French. In the case of László, 
as he could not return the favour of teaching his fellow student a language she 
found useful, he would give her small gifts as token of gratitude.  

Tina put all her extra-curricular effort in learning French and did not join a 
student group as most students I encountered had. Instead, she devoted time to 
language courses and chose optional courses in French during the first semester. 
During the first semester, Tina followed both the B1 and the B2 language courses 
in French and chose the EG course in French. This huge investment in French 
language by Tina in the first semester comes close to Pierre Bourdieu’s concept 
of surinvestissment (overinvestment or overwork).436 In the second semester, how-
ever, she did not choose an optional course in French because the ones available 
did not interest her at all and she felt the “compromise would be too big just to 
get something in French.”  

While both László and Tina had come to the College with minimum French, 
their reasons for investing in French were different. László, enrolled in LAW, had 
to pass almost half of the courses in French. It was out of necessity that he organ-
ised the tandem sessions. Tina, enrolled in POL, invested heavily in learning 
French because she wanted to, not because she had to (at least not in order to 
obtain the College diploma). If she wanted, she could choose all her courses in 
English apart from one.  

Comparing the two students’ profiles and past experiences, László had an 
international profile and Tina a European profile. László had worked and lived 
in both China and the United States for long periods of time. He saw his future 
as not necessarily tied to EU or Europe but considered doing an LLM in the 
United States after the College. Tina on the other hand, had a father and a sister 
who both had gone to the College. Her sister currently worked for the European 
Commission and she herself saw her career within the EU administration and 
aspired to move to Brussels upon graduation. She had much more to gain by 
learning French than László who was not as set to work in Brussels after gradua-
tion but rather considered moving across the Atlantic to the US.  

 
436 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), p. 131. 
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László had an instrumental attitude to French in relation to his studies: he 
needed to learn enough to pass the exams. Tina did not need French for her 
studies apart from one class, so her investment in French was rather a result of 
her belief in the utility of the language for her future career.437 It was also a belief 
in the school, which accorded value, importance and legitimated her efforts in its 
scholarly every-day practices.438  

The link between French and the EU professional milieu became evident in 
another interview. Bianca had worked five years in a law firm before arriving at 
the College and was on absent leave during the academic year. She had a dream 
to live in Paris and to learn French. In order to convince her manager to grant 
her absent leave, she told him she wanted to move to Paris and study French in 
order to open up international career opportunities. Her manager told her she 
needed to study a master taught in French instead because no one would hire her 
based on a language diploma. In order to combine the wish to learn French with 
a master’s degree, the bilingualism of the College worked as a risk-reducing factor 
since Bianca knew she would have at least half of the courses in English:  

The problem was I was afraid to choose a full French master. This was bilingual 
so I thought at least I have 50% in English and I knew that if I want to work in 
the EU after, the College of Europe is better than… because the other good EU 
law institutions are in the UK I would say, Cambridge, Oxford, Kings College, 
LSE. The ones in Paris (are) not that good. So, I did look into all the universities 
there, I did look into all the masters (…) but in the end I went for the… stamp 
of the College you could say. 

Bianca, had a more outspoken strategy towards learning French than Tina and 
László. Her whole reason for enrolling was to get the French language certified as a 
working language that she could use to unlock international career opportunities.  

My main aim was to be able to study in French and to say “now I speak French 
because look: I studied in French” and I knew that would open doors for me. 

Bianca chose the College because, after researching, she concluded that the best 
institutions for EU law were in the UK (but they were not taught in French) or 
at the College. She needed the certified diploma from the College but she did not 
feel the need to invest as much in the school culture, from a purely professional 
point of view, as other students who had not come as far in their professional 
careers. Instead, she spent as much time as possible in Paris with friends. Bianca’s 
approach to language at the school was leaning towards viewing it as a technical 
competence to be acquired and having certified. Yet, as was pointed out bluntly 

 
437 For an overview of different social groups investment into language acquisition, see Krigh, 
Josefine (2019), Språkstudier som utbildningsstrategi hos grundskoleelever och deras familjer. Studier i 
utbildnings- och kultursociologi. Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, p. 239.  
438 Krigh, J. (2019), Ibid. 
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by one permanent staff member to Bianca when she stated the reason for her 
enrolment, “the College is not a language school.”  

In many ways, however, as chapter 9 will further elaborate on, the College was 
a pre-professional experience. Linked to this, language use, through bilingual 
ease, ability to code-switch and becoming familiar with “eurospeak”, was a means 
of socialisation into this professional milieu. As such, it rendered formalised gen-
eral knowledge to students, facilitating their circulation into their professional 
future within the sector of EU affairs.439 The languages strategies employed by 
students ranged from seizing all opportunities of acquiring French to simply 
viewing the whole year in Bruges as a linguistic professional certification. The 
middle ground strategy was learning enough French to overcome the study 
requirement of taking some courses in that language. How heavily the students 
invested in French largely depended on how they saw their professional future 
but it was also linked to students’ previous trajectories and if these had been 
European or international, i.e., their habitus.  

Conclusion 
This chapter focused on language practice within the College of Europe. In terms 
of school culture, the striking feature of frequent code-switching between English 
and French was a disposition expected to be learnt and mastered by students if it 
was not already. This linguistic practice was employed within formal settings, 
school ceremonies and whenever the school presented itself to the outside, yet 
not in class and it had no proper function or utility outside of the school. Code-
switching was a social practice endowed with symbolic capital confined to the 
social space of the school. The school’s bilingual status was presented as an 
important institutional feature by the school administration. The code-switching 
in formal ceremonies within the school and when presenting itself to the outside 
is interpreted as endowing the school with distinction while forging a collective 
habitus within the student body by making them feel selected and distinguished.  

Although it is necessary to master both English and French to successfully 
embody an ease in code-switching, French language enjoyed higher symbolic 
value than English. French was the dominating language at the College of Europe 
during the first years of its existence so the symbolic hierarchy of French over 
English could be a historical institutional feature. Although the school portrays 
itself as a bilingual institution and has a linguistic bilingual requirement that 
applicants must conform to be successfully admitted, the frequent code-switching 
in formal settings mask the reality within the school. That is, that most of the 
students are far from perfectly fluent in both languages (mainly not French) and 

 
439 Mangset, Marte (2017), “Elite Circulation and the Convertibility of Knowledge: Comparing 
Different Types and Forms of Knowledge and Degrees of Elite Circulation in Europe”, Journal of 
Education and Work, vol. 30, no. 2, pp. 129–144, pp. 129, 141. 
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that, apart from the LAW programme, one can pass through the whole year with 
merely one course in French should one wish to do so. Therefore, fluent French 
is the threshold for students to be bilingual and by extension the institution to 
uphold its bilingual status and confer distinction from it. A third explanation is 
the close positioning of the College of Europe to the EU institutions where 
French is a working language and also the spoken language of the cities where the 
main EU institutions are located: Brussels, Luxemburg, and Strasbourg.  

In the last chapter it was shown that although the idea of the College of Europe 
is to overcome national barriers, in some instances they are being reproduced due 
to existing European social inequalities and geopolitical hierarchies. The institu-
tional feature of bilingualism and in particular the linguistic practice of code-
switching can work as shared disposition and forging a collective habitus in the 
student body – if all can participate. This is not the case. Language structures 
groups of students where French native speakers gravitate towards each other, 
much in the same way as economic means made Eastern European students grav-
itate towards each other. The difference is that while the Eastern European stu-
dents gravitated towards each other out of necessity, French native speaking stu-
dents were able to converse in English but preferred to speak in their mother 
tongue which enjoyed higher status within the school anyway. This resulted in a 
linguistic barrier amongst students and de facto put an obstacle for students to 
socialise, learn from each other and build bridges across nations. 

Volume of linguistic capital distribution correlated with social class and overall 
international capital where the “international inheritors” already possessed an 
ability to code-switch. They embodied the disposition of bilingual ease and com-
fortableness in switching between English and English. This was linked to both 
inherited and accumulated linguistic and educational capital that was class and 
place-specific (EU civil servants as parents, growing up in EU expat community 
of Brussels, enrolment in the European school, continued international invest-
ment in higher education). Although not French native speakers, the interna-
tional inheritors could move pass the national and linguistic barriers between the 
native and non-native French speakers and conversation in French or in English 
without much effort. For students who had not yet mastered a bilingual ease, 
several strategies in linguistic investment were discerned, linked to their profes-
sional aspirations. For students who saw their professional future within EU 
institutions, French was invested in with a long-term goal of mastering the lan-
guage. Students who saw their professional future in an international context but 
not necessarily European, had an instrumental approach to French with a short-
term goal of passing the academic courses. 

This chapter analysed language as a social practice within the school. This 
illuminated the institutional feature of code-switching as an important part of 
the school culture and how bilingualism structured the social world of the College 
of Europe. Students positioned themselves within this linguistic space based on 
their overall volume of capital, specifically linguistic and international, and career 
aspirations determined their linguistic strategies throughout the academic year. 
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In the next chapter, I will return to the duality in the school culture discussed in 
chapter 5, between ideology and pragmatism, by analysing how this plays out in 
what the students learn and acquire in terms of competences in Bruges. 
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CHAPTER 9  
Get A Job! 

“Don’t leave with knowledge, become young potential leaders” the Rector told 
the students during the first day of the academic year. “The College is a pre-
professional experience” was a sentence that echoed through the first interactions 
I had with the school. As I diligently started to go and observe classes or ask the 
administration about the curricula, I was met with a hesitance and a redirection 
of my attention towards the extra-curricular activities within the school. “The 
College is much more than just the academic part”, “you should go to the student 
bar instead of the classroom”, “the College is happening outside of the classroom” 
were typical comments that surprisingly did not come from the students but from 
the administration.  

This redirection of my attention struck me as odd since there had been so 
much focus on “work”, “career” and “professionalism” throughout the selection 
interviews and during the first weeks at the school. Whereas now, the focus 
shifted to “play”, “fun” and “socialisation” outside of the classroom. I had 
assumed that the function of the school, as a steppingstone to the future career 
aspirations of students, would be accomplished through skills and competences 
taught through its curricula by practitioners and academics. Yet the administra-
tion and students alike kept insisting that the “magic of the College” was hap-
pening outside of the classroom: in the student canteen, in its residences, in the 
student bar and during evening conferences. In short, when students were inter-
acting amongst themselves outside of the classroom. 

A characteristic of boarding schools is that they do not merely aim to transfer 
professional skills or academic credits but strive to transform the whole persona 
of their pupils, shaping them into something extraordinary i.e., preparing them 
for power.440 But how is this done in the context of preparing students to occupy 
transnational positions within EU affairs? This chapter focuses on what students 
learn throughout the year in Bruges in terms of skills, attitudes and competences 
in order to prepare them for the after-College life. Related to this, the chapter 
also depicts how students view and frame their future professional lives after 
Bruges. As such, this chapter responds to research questions concerning the 
school’s institutional practices and students’ future career aspirations.  

 
440 Cookson, Peter W. (1982), “Boarding schools and the moral community”, The Journal of 
Educational Thought, vol. 16, no. 2. pp. 89–97, p. 95., Cookson, P.W. & Persell, C.H. (1985), 
p. 20; Darmon, M. (2013), p. 20; Gaztambide-Fernandez, R. (2009b). 
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Embodiment of an EU Professional 
The daily and weekly routines for students at the College were as follows: break-
fast in student residences, class, lunch in the canteen, class, tutorials, group work 
or library, dinner in the student canteen, evening class, the library, evening con-
ferences with reception, or extra-curricular activity. The self-organised student 
bar located in the basement of a student residence was open on Thursday nights 
and residence parties were held during the weekends. These every-day-every-week 
routines were, over the course of days, weeks and months, becoming cemented, 
taken for granted and inscribed in each students’ corporal “memory pad.”441 

This scheduling of students’ lives from morning to evening meant a loss of 
individual autonomy in order to shape a collective habitus. According to Bour-
dieu, a link exists between pedagogic work and the habitus of a group.442 On the 
one hand, habitus formation takes time and does not happen overnight.443 Stu-
dents only spent ten months in Bruges. On the other hand, as chapter 5 and 6 
demonstrated, students enrolled with a large amount of international capital and 
arrived in Bruges with the objective of a career in EU affairs in Brussels where 
these resources are validated and recognised.444 In other words, the habitus for-
mation taking place during the months in Bruges were well aligned with students’ 
previous trajectories and career aspirations. 

As such, the school worked as an amplifier of the dispositions students already 
possessed while accelerating the process of acquiring field-specific dispositions. 
In Bruges, students were becoming professionals, acquiring a transnational social 
and professional network and socialised into the professional sphere they aspired 
to, i.e., the field of Eurocracy.445 

Becoming Professional  
When students and alumni were asked to describe the Bruges year, the word 
“intense” came up more often than not in interviews. However, when talking 

 
441 Bourdieu, P. (2000 [1997]), p. 17. 
442 Bourdieu, P. & Passeron, J-C. (1990 [1970]), p. 196. 
443 Bourdieu, P. (2000 [1997]) pp. 145, 148–49, 161–62. 
444 Carolyn Ban, in her study on successful candidate profiles from new EU member states who 
had passed the EU concours, shows that these candidates had already studied abroad, often at 
Oxford, LSE or the College of Europe (Bruges campus), spoke 3 to 5 languager or more, but French 
language was not strong amongst the candidates. In sum, profiles of a successful EPSO candidates 
are in accordance with a College of Europe profile. See Ban, Carolyn. (2010), “La fabrication des 
nouveaux «eurocrates»: auto-sélection, sélection et socialisation des fonctionnaires de la 
Commission européenne des nouveaux pays membres”, in Michel, Hélène. & Robert, Cécile, La 
Fabrique des «Européens». Strasbourg: Presses universitaires de Strasbourg, pp. 108–109. According 
to Didier Georgakakis, what distinguishes EU civil service from national civil servants are the 
formers dispositions and transnational resources, see Georgakakis, Didier (2010), “Comment les 
institutions (européennes) socialisent: quelques hypothèses sur les fondements sociaux de la 
fabrique des euro-fonctionnaires”, in Michel, Hélène. & Robert, Cécile, La Fabrique des 
«Européens». Strasbourg: Presses universitaires de Strasbourg, pp. 137–38. 
445 Georgakakis, D. (2011), p. 331; Georgakakis, D. & Rowell, J. (2013).  
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about the academic side, it was rarely the content of the courses that was perceived 
as challenging. For the majority of students whom I interviewed, the first semes-
ter was largely a repetition of their previous studies. As one alumna who stayed 
on as an academic assistant during the observed year told me:  

The College is more about practical skills and networking and not actually the 
content so I was really disappointed, especially during the first semester. I was like 
“ok, I have already studied European studies, you are not really telling me some-
thing new.”  

It was instead the sheer amount of reading, the hours in class, the papers to write 
and deadlines to keep, and the extra-curricular and social activities that left stu-
dents feeling overwhelmed. Students learned how to manage their time and 
workload, balance their wish to engage in social activities with their need for rest 
as well as a specific way of learning and knowledge-acquisition.446 In order to 
meet the short and frequent paper submission deadlines, students had to quickly 
(albeit shallowly) delve into a topic and pick out the most relevant points within 
a short time frame rather than develop skills related to deep learning. Through 
meeting short and frequent deadlines, students built up a confidence through, as 
the academic assistant put it, “surprising themselves” by “achieving the 
impossible”: 

I learnt a lot of things besides the academic in terms of pushing myself for being 
able to delivering content. Like “ok what I would usually do in a week, I have to 
do it 24 hours” and in the end, you do it. And you don’t really know how you 
did it, but the College really gave me the chance of surprising myself many times 
and achieving things that I would’ve thought impossible to achieve.  

This sort of practice of subordinating learning to a pressure of urgency serves, 
according to Pierre Bourdieu, to form a docile and confident relation to culture 
in students which predisposes a future exercise of power.447 In other words, 
urgency of time is not merely something students are succumbed to, but it is 
something they learn, that is, they interiorise an intense relationship to time.448  

The intensity of workload and the urgency of time has been noted in several 
elite school studies.449 To be overwhelmed by the amount of work instils students 
of elite schools with a feeling of accomplishment and ultimately of deserving of 

 
446 According to Patrick J. Finn, elite boarding schools are focused on developing essay-text literacy 
in their students i.e., the ability to read, evaluate, analyse and synthesise a text while working-class 
and middle class schools tend to focus on functional literacy or informational literacy that do not 
entail analysing or evaluating text to the same extent, see Finn, Patrick J. (2012), “Preparing for 
Power in Elite Boarding Schools and in Working-Class Schools”, Theory into Practice, no. 51, no. 1, 
pp. 57–63, pp. 58–59. 
447 Bourdieu, P. (1989a), p. 117–18. 
448 Darmon, M. (2013), p. 150.  
449 Darmon, M. (2013), p. 137 ff.; Gaztambide-Fernandez, R. (2009a), pp. 81–82 ; Bourdieu, P. 
(1989a), pp. 113–114. 
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what usually comes next: graduation and a well-paid job. According to Shamus 
Khan, the culture of praising hard work and achievement leads to naturalising a 
socially constructed distinction.450 This produces the effect of various outcomes 
appearing to result from personal achievement, attributes, and characteristics 
rather than stemming from the variation of conditions within which these differ-
ent outcomes were generated.451  

This urgency in time should also be understood in view of the short period 
that students spent in Bruges – ten months – which predisposed an institutional 
need for students to be submerged in school activities to ensure that a collective 
habitus was being forged. Students were to experience and embody the “esprit de 
Bruges”, i.e., developing a bond of loyalty as a social group and towards the 
school. To be busy, social, proactive, engaged and constantly identifying and seiz-
ing opportunities possibly leading to a traineeship or job upon graduating was an 
integral part of the Bruges year. Students were in fact encouraged to choose to 
play and network over academic work as long as they passed their exams in the 
end. As one Department Director told the students “if you stay in your rooms, 
you won’t meet anyone and find a job!” In other words, a scholastic attitude was 
dismantled in favour of a professional one.452  

As was showed in chapter 6 on the student selection, the ideal candidate 
sought would expose a professional energy rather than an academic, summed up 
in the quote of one senior staff member when stating that “it’s not the student 
who gets 20/20 who generally succeeds best in life.” Students who arrived late to 
class on Friday mornings were excused, especially the ones working for the stu-
dent bar committee, since the student bar night was on Thursday night and the 
bar committee were the ones cleaning up in the morning hours. Another recur-
rent practice of students was to go out of the classroom and take phone calls to 
set up master thesis interviews. As long as they told the professors in advance, this 
practice was accepted even though it disrupted the class.  

The focus on career penetrated all social interactions, where students were 
repeatedly encouraged to “make the most of the Bruges year.” Students were 
looking for experiences and activities during the academic year to make their pro-
file interesting for the job market. Most students that I met during the field work 
were involved in a time-demanding extra-curricular activity and the reason for 
the involvement was often explained through a strategic career-focus narrative. 
For instance, in one project coordinated and supported by the school, a selected 
group of students worked pro bono as junior consultants for a well-established 
international consultancy firm with real clients. Marina, one student on the pro-

 
450 According to Shamus Khan, rather than work, elite school students engage in practice of 
“busyness”, meaning activities which make students feeling like they work but that has more to do 
with social aspects of the school and less with the formal curricula, see Khan, S. R. (2011), pp. 9 
178–79. 
451 Khan, S. R. (2011), p. 9. 
452 Abraham, Y-M. (2007), p. 64. 
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ject told me that they had put more time into chasing clients than actually work-
ing on the project. Even so, she was quick to add that there was still value that 
she could reap from the experience: 

It’s going to look good on the CV and when you do job interviews and they ask 
“so mention a challenge” I can always pull that one up.  

Even though the idea with the project was to build project skills, the student 
emphasised that a negative professional experience can be used during a job in-
terview and she could put the consultancy’s brand on her CV which was “going 
to look good.” Sebastian, a student who represented the College team for a moot 
court competition in European law, had a similar reasoning as Marina regarding 
his participation: 

(It) is something I can use later on (…) for instance, if I wanted to apply for a job 
in a law firm then I can point to this experience and say “I went on this competi-
tion which is basically a court case.” 

Just like Marina, Sebastian had a strategic rational to this investment into the 
extra-curricular activity and involvement in the moot court. It is something he 
“can use later on”, something to be considered, just like the consultancy project, 
as a tangible, professional experience to be put on the CV even though both ex-
periences were essentially simulated. For Sebastian, if his team would win the 
moot court, it would be what “defined his year” and his “project of the year”:  

It is the most important (experience) because it has the highest pay-off. Because 
if we win, that would be my project of the year here. That’s sort of what defines 
my year here at the College. Not the thesis nor what grade I got in this specific 
class. What defines my year here is how we do on the moot court if we win.  

Sociologist Lauren Rivera’s work on American job recruiters in the top tier sector 
of investment banks, consultancies and law firms showed that recruiters valorised 
extra-curricular activities in recruitment interviews. In fact, even prior to the 
interview, evaluators tended to rank experiences which strongly correlated to par-
ent’s socio-economic status such as “high-status extra-curricular activities” as sig-
nals of merit and achievement when screening candidates’ CVs.453 Rivera’s work 
is informative regarding the importance given to extra-curricular activities over 
classroom work by College students. The College students as a cohort have a 
similar academic background coupled with inherited and acquired international 
capital. Therefore, one of the strategies to distinguish themselves from one 
another, to build a convincing narrative for job interviews is through finding their 
“project” during the year in Bruges. The purpose of this would be for students to 
carve out their own niche of expertise to stand out in the pool of CVs about to 

 
453 Rivera, L. A. (2015), p. 86. 
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land on recruiters’ desk. From this perspective, the College of Europe is operating 
similarly to a business school. Business schools are focused on giving students 
opportunities to develop networks and business students are interested in acquir-
ing skills related to the practical rather than the academic world.454  

Students performed and embodied the roles of professionals, ranging from 
knowing how to construct a formal email (there was a tutorial for this that stu-
dents could access on the school’s intranet), being on time and being at ease (or 
coming across as being at ease) networking in both formal and informal settings 
with faculty and invited guest speakers. The expectation of being professional did 
not disappear in the informal moments as an incident which took place in the 
canteen will exemplify.  

Going to the canteen twice a day during six days out of seven was a ritual for 
most students during the academic year.455 It was a break from the long hours in 
the library during exam period, an opportunity to continue discussing something 
they had just heard in class, hearing the latest gossip circulating from the student 
bar last night or at a residence party over the weekend. The canteen was not only 
for students. Faculty would often eat their meals in the canteen which offered 
students an opportunity to develop ties in a more informal setting than the class-
room. Therefore, the canteen was a place of détente and relaxation but equally a 
place of networking. Maintaining a degree of professionalism was expected even 
during these meal-sharing daily rituals as Clara, a Danish female student 
explained to me: 

Clara: Me and (name of female Dane) and one of the Brazilian guys, because 
Brazilians are quite liberal like the Danes so we have that in common, so we were 
talking about whether or not you should have socks on during sex. And we had 
this as a topic during lunch. And you should have seen the faces of the German 
and the French people sitting around us, they were sitting with their mouths open 
and they wouldn’t believe what we were discussing. They thought it was the most 
insane (thing) to discuss. First of all, it was not only women sitting there, it was 
two girls and a guy discussing whether or not you should have socks on (…) they 
could not believe what they were hearing, for them it was so inappropriate. It’s 
not the context, I think they want to be more professional and I think even be-
tween co-students they want to seem more professional.  

Clara offers a three-folded explanation why the other students found the topic of 
“socks on or off during sex” so shocking. First, according to Clara, German and 
French students were more conservative than Danes and Brazilians. Second, it 
was a mixed gender discussion leading to believe that should it have been an only 

 
454 Rivera, L. A. (2015), p. 61; Abraham, Y-M. (2007), pp. 56–58; Khurana, Rakesh (2007), From 
Higher Aims to Hired Hands: The Social Transformation of American Business Schools and the 
Unfulfilled Promise of Management as a Profession. Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 286, 
290. 
455 As discussed in chapter 8, while the majority of students ate most of their meals in the student 
canteen, there was a western-eastern division amongst the student body between those who could 
choose to eat out and those who relied on the student canteen entirely.  
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female group discussion or an only male group discussion, it would not have been 
perceived as so inappropriate. Third, the French and German students sitting at 
the table expected a minimum degree of professionalism between students, treat-
ing the canteen meal more like a meal amongst professional co-workers rather 
than amongst students.  

Inevitably, College students develop deep bonds amongst each other since 
they spend so much time together. Romantic and sexual relations amongst stu-
dents were common and students did not lack opportunity to develop these rela-
tions. Therefore, the topic of sex during lunch could easily have taken place at a 
party, in a bar, or between lectures. In fact, students’ sexual practices were not 
something hidden and it was not uncommon that sexual connotations were 
intertwined into other social practices. For instance, I was warned by some stu-
dents to never ever eat a banana in public as photos were taken of students eating 
bananas and posted on Facebook in a group called the Banana Community. 
Obviously, there was a clear sexual undertone to this practice.456  

Returning to Clara’s depiction of the scene at the canteen, if socialisation out-
side the classroom was openly sexualised, then why were some of the students so 
shocked by the topic of sex during lunch? I believe that the fluid relation between 
work and play coupled with contradictory modes of social interaction offers a 
convincing explanation. Students had to balance between the professional and 
the personal and related to this, two sets of social behaviours co-existed. One was 
to be social, informal and to broaden one’s horizons and develop personally 
through spending time with each other. The second was to be professional, 
focused and use the Bruges year in a strategic way to advance one’s future career 
aspirations. These two types of social behaviours required two separate sets of 
attitudes, way of relating, carrying oneself, dressing and speaking. While co-
existing within the school culture, sometimes they collided against each other and 
were openly exposed, such as in the example of discussing sex in the canteen 
where half of the group were in their social, informal play-mode of interacting 
and the other half in their professional, formal work-mode.  

Rather than just learning how to balance between the professional and the 
personal sphere, between work and play, between informal and formal attitudes 
and behaviours, the time in Bruges erased the boundary between these dual 
spheres, integrating students’ private space into the school’s collective activities 

 
456 That something is not hidden does not mean that it is unproblematic. The feminist student 
group at the school circulated a questionnaire of sexual harassment to the students. Mainly female 
students but also male students reported having had their door knocked on by unwanted visitors 
in the middle of the night, receiving comments and invitations from persistent suitors, and being 
touched, kissed, groped and pressed upon during parties without wanting to. Sexual harassment at 
the College of Europe made news, see Le Vif (2019), “Sexisme? Omerta au Collège d’Europe”, Le 
Vif, 22 February, https://www.levif.be/actualite/europe/sexisme-omerta-au-college-d-europe/ 
article-normal-1095245.html, [2021–10–18]. How physical space relates to sex, power and assault 
is further developed by the term “sexual geographies” in Hirsch, Jennifer S. & Khan, Shamus 
Rahman (2020), Sexual Citizens: A Landmark Study of Sex, Power, and Assault on Campus. New 
York: Norton. 
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by erasing the boundary between them. This was achieved through scheduling 
students’ scholastic and social lives. One outcome of this was that students spent 
maximum amount of time with each other during the months in Bruges and thus 
participating in the forging of a transnational social and professional network. 

Acquiring a Social Network  
Although, as was shown in chapter 8, students tended to gravitate towards group-
ing themselves along nationality, they were organised into residence belonging, 
programme affiliation and self-organised extra-curricular activities which maxim-
ised opportunities for diversified socialisation. Students were less inclined to seek 
social contact outside of the promotion, since the social aspects were also regu-
lated by the school.457 In a study by Virginie Schnabel on the College of Europe 
students’ socialisation taking place in the late 1990s, she concluded that students 
develop relations in three modes: through interpersonal relations, group or extra-
curricular relations and semi-constrained relations (meaning for instance 
enforced group work in class-room context).458 While my own observations did 
not oppose this categorization of student relations, what was striking was the flu-
idity between these relations where the boundary and forms of social interactions 
were undefined and flexible.  

I just think the pressure is there because you are forced in a way to interact with 
so many people, when you are at the library, when you are in classes, when you 
are in the canteen and at home. And so, its 24/7, 7 days a week, you always have 
some people around you.  

Students regularly referred to the school as a “bubble” and their felt need to 
“escape” it through weekend trips to close cities or to their home country. Peer-
scrutiny of fellow students’ behaviour and the speed of the rumour spreading, 
whether true or false, especially regarding students’ flirtatious behaviour, added 
to the feeling of not having privacy, feeling observed and being talked about 
behind one’s back.  

It’s like that feeling, you don’t necessarily know people but you know of each 
other and you can’t really get away from that. I experience (it) quite often here 
that people you meet, you already know something about them without ever hav-
ing been introduced to them and probably the other way around (…) there is not 
really any way to be anonymous here.  

Through rumours, gossip and information sharing, commonalities and reference 
points were spread amongst students regarding each other. This was not merely 
limited to whom slept with whom or whether one was considered to be nice and 

 
457 Faguer, J-P. (1991), pp. 33–34. 
458 Schnabel, V. (2002), pp. 260–61. 
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social or weird and hiding in one’s room. Students shared information, as was 
observed many times over breakfast and other occasions, about career opportu-
nities, conferences to go to, how to best prepare for the EU’s entry exam, how to 
lobby for one’s traineeship application etc. One student told me told me he 
always took his breakfast plate back to his room as “it was way too early for career 
talk during breakfast.” 

Information channels were established and maintained but not limited to cir-
cles of students along the three modes of relationships identified by Virginie 
Schnabel. Information flows also occurred between flying faculty and students 
and between alumni and students. Through investing time each day in these 
small information exchanges, pieces of knowledge, levels of salaries, rumours and 
backchannel information of the Brussels labour market were integrated into the 
students’ ways of relating and talking about what was commonly referred to as 
the “EU bubble” or the “Brussels bubble.”  

Especially practitioners brought anecdotes and stories from the EU institu-
tions of “how things really work” to the school. At times, these anecdotes were 
very different from what students of European studies tend to read in textbooks. 
Most of these interactions occurred under Chatham house rules, that is, students 
were not allowed to post things on social media of what they had heard and 
learnt. The communication with teachers in class was informal, non-hierarchical 
and relaxed. Students did not merely frequent the faculty in the classroom but 
also met them in the canteen, over a drink after class, during conferences in Brus-
sels and some faculty members even went to the student bar as stated by a student 
enrolled in the LAW programme: 

I had two professors who insisted that we call them by their first name. I had 
professors coming with us to have drinks after our classes were over. Or coming 
with us to the student bar or inviting us to go to a certain conference with them. 
That is something very important at the College. 

Since the majority of the faculty would come to Bruges for the sole purpose of 
teaching while being affiliated to another organisation as academics or practition-
ers, they would usually arrive for two days with an intense teaching schedule. 
Being out of town in the sleepy small-town of Bruges, faculty would join the 
students in their social activities.  

One faculty member told me that when he was teaching in Bruges, he usually 
ate dinner in the canteen with the students or had drinks with students after class. 
During one Thursday night in the student bar, I was in the midst of a conversa-
tion with a student when she suddenly interrupted herself and whispered “do you 
see the guy behind you? I am having morning class with him tomorrow…” 

Students had the opportunity to build a professional network with practition-
ers in classroom-context but also outside of the classroom. This professional net-
work in the making was already utilised during the Bruges year in terms of 
receiving information about the professional sector students aspired to integrate 
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upon graduation. For instance, during a study trip taking place in the second 
semester, I was struck by how few of the questions posed by students, on their 
way to obtain a master in European studies, that were actually related to the 
European institutions they visited. Most of them concerned how to get a train-
eeship or a job within the said institution instead.  

One former alumna, Rebecca, who had a background in business studies and 
did a traineeship within the European Commission before deciding to apply to 
the College’s ECO progamme, recalled how she was envious of the College 
alumni trainees since they “knew everything”: 

A lot of trainees came from the College, and I was kind of…yeah, they stick 
together, because those guys knew everything, of course, they come from the Col-
lege (laughs), that is what they do here! And I had some kind of resilience towards 
them, and then at some point I realised (that) I am actually jealous because I wish 
I knew all of that because it would have helped me a lot. 

From Rebecca’s point of view, the College alumni represented a group she could 
not join because the informational capital they possessed, and their shared Col-
lege experience worked as a symbolic boundary. This shows how symbolic 
boundaries work as a “medium through which people acquire status and monop-
olise resources.”459 In constructing a symbolic boundary between herself and the 
College students (or the College students amongst themselves since they “stuck 
together”), Rebecca drew a line between the members of a group (the College 
students) and the non-members (herself), or “between the worthy and the less 
worthy.”460 Through applying and getting accepted to the College, Rebecca was 
able to claim membership within the group. Since Rebecca did not have a back-
ground in European studies, she also felt that she needed the theoretical back-
ground that she perceived the College alumni had. As she stated below, she was 
one of the few who went to the College for the knowledge:  

(I am) probably one of the rare people who came here for knowledge. Because 
mainly people come here for the networking part, you are close to Brussels, there 
are a lot of events organised by the College, a lot of clubs that students organise 
that kind of links you to someone in Brussels. So, I think a lot of people come 
here just for the networking part, to meet people, to get to the whole EU bubble 
in Brussels. 

 
459 Lamont, Michèle & Molnár, Virág (2002), “The Study of Boundaries in the Social Sciences”, 
Annual Review of Sociology, vol. 28, no. 1, pp. 167–195, p. 167. 
460 Jenny Stuber argues that it is “especially within the social and extra-curricular domains of 
educational setting that dynamics of inclusion and exclusion play out”, see Stuber, J. (2011), 
p. 119. Following this line of argument, the College of Europe’s emphasis on the social aspects of 
student life and extra-curricular activities could be a contributing factor of the students drawing 
boundaries not merely amongst themselves but also between themselves and the “outside” which 
they then continue to do during their Blue Book traineeship by “sticking together”. 
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There is another logic that underpinned Rebecca’s wish to study at the College. 
It was linked to her self-perception as being discriminated by not being an EU 
citizen. Rebecca was offered a short-term contract at the Commission after her 
traineeship but later this offer was withdrawn due to her not being an EU citizen.  

I think I could get a job even without the College in Brussels because I already 
had it so I think it is more about proactivity rather than the diploma. But then 
(with) this (the degree) you kind of belong to that group, especially since I was so 
discriminated with my citizenship so I was “ok, this kind of gives you that part of 
the other group let’s say”… that sounds very sad when I say it like this (laughs). 
No but I mean, it’s true: if you come from the College for instance, you are not 
just “I am a non-EU citizen”, so people look at you (a) bit differently. 

Rebecca clearly differentiated the College alumni as a distinct group and access 
to that group would make her less of an outsider in the EU-sphere. Her nation-
ality played an important part of her self-perception in relation to her professional 
aspirations and career expectations. Rebecca’s wish of belonging to the group of 
College alumni was an attempt of playing around nationality structuring her 
objective chances of landing a job. Rebecca’s experience shows that the collective 
group forging in Bruges, i.e., the social group in the making and the network that 
comes with it, is not something that benefits everyone equally but some students 
need it more than others. Over the year, the students were repeatedly told how 
important the College network was. “The College diploma will get you into the 
interview because there are so many alumni present in Brussels and they will make 
sure to select your CV” was repeated so often that it was taken for granted as a 
fact rather than hearsay. 

Student: We get to know each other so well, and in the future when we want jobs, 
we are going to help each other.  
SL: Do you think so? 
Student: Oh, yeah. And even alumni from here would rather hire a new College 
of Europe student than hire anyone else because they know what we have been 
through.  

Or reversely, horror stories were told to students such as “a student stole another 
student’s notes and then got into an interview a few years later facing the student 
whom she had stolen notes from, obviously she did not get the job.” These stories 
contributed to students feeling their professional future being secure at least by the 
fact that College alumni would always help another College alumnus if possible – 
that is if the students played their cards right during the academic year and made 
more friends than enemies. This network has become less dense and more 
fragmented since the school was created as the student body has only increased over 
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the years.461 Still, alumni visiting the school would often invoke the importance of 
networks when explaining how they obtained their current jobs. “The College is 
the best business card” and “the College network works” they assured the students. 
Through an anonymous grading system within the school and by pointing this out 
to the students at the beginning of the year, the risk of competitiveness amongst 
students was reduced.462 As a Danish student revealed when asked if he felt that 
there was a lot of competition amongst students: 

You are just trying to do well for yourself, perhaps the constraint is also that you 
know that you are going to have this network for the years to come and probably 
it’s not a very good idea to be unfriendly for no gain. 

What the student was alluding to was that competing against one another, or in 
general be unfriendly, would be a disservice to oneself since the network students 
were building amongst each other would be an asset in the future. A Portuguese 
student expressed a similar view on his fellow students: 

Those of us who want to go on to the European institutions are most likely look-
ing at their co-workers in these groups, so I think that really encourages you to be 
as civil as you can and as polite as you can.  

In Bruges, students were forging a transnational social and professional network 
with faculty, invited guests, alumni and foremost amongst themselves. While 
networking with faculty and alumni was done with the short-term goal of landing 
a traineeship or a job but when describing the socialisation amongst themselves, 
students spoke of a long-term network in the making. These networks were being 
used during the time in Bruges for gathering and transmitting information about 
the field of Eurocracy that students aspired to enter upon graduation. 

Socialisation into the Field of Eurocracy: Thesis Interviews 
So far, it has been shown how social and practical skills were valued over academic 
skills and how students were using their time to forge a transnational professional 
network. From this perspective, as mentioned, the school was operating like a 
business school. The master thesis, to be written during the second semester also 
had a strategic component to it. The choice of the thesis subject and the research 
method were vehicles to get closer to the professional sphere under the legitimate 
card of being a student. As Gloria, a student enrolled in POL explains: 

 
461 Schnabel discusses what makes the alumni network stronger or weaker, amongst the latter the 
aspect of time, choice of profession and geographic location, see Schnabel, V. (2002), pp. 263–
264. 
462 For instance, the French educational system operates by grading and categorising students in a 
hierarchical order of rang.  
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The single most brilliant thing that (the) College came up with is the thesis inter-
views, I thought it was a nuisance in the beginning but now I see it is a very well-
crafted idea of having to interview people (…) you have a way in.  

The thesis was a door opener, “a way in” into the corridors of power in Brussels 
for students. By choosing a topic related to a policy-field they would like to work 
in and by choosing interviews as a method, students were able to meet profes-
sionals who were working within the field of students’ interest. Through her mas-
ter thesis, Gloria was able to set up interviews with MEPs in the European 
Parliament and with members in the cabinet of, at the time, the Vice-President 
of the European Commission, Frans Timmermans. Gloria was persuaded that 
she would not have been able to get in contact with these people unless it was for 
the master thesis she was writing that gave her “a way in.” 

How else would a person get into Timmermans office and talk to his second in 
command? There is no way.  

In an interview with an academic assistant, while acknowledging that the thesis 
was often used strategically by students, he expressed caution regarding how often 
it actually landed students a job. Furthermore, he stated that while some teachers 
would tell students to “use the thesis as a business card” other teachers would say 
that the thesis was “for research and science.” Regardless of the view on the thesis 
by the faculty, according to the academic assistant, “the College totally acknowl-
edges the practicality” of the thesis usage. Academic assistants took an active role 
in liaising between students and supervisors and were also grading the thesis. Fur-
thermore, some academic assistants were actively coaching students before inter-
views. Gloria was very nervous before her first interview and so she approached 
the academic assistant and asked if he could help her prepare for the interview.  

I was so stressed before the interview because it was my first interview with a super 
high positioned guy within the Commission. I told that to the academic assistant 
“can you coach me before that?” And he did, it was a super productive session and 
he told me how to approach it. After the tenth MEP I interviewed, I just walked 
into the office, like “Hi” you know, no stress what so ever. But the first interview 
I was really stressed. 

As expressed by Gloria, even though she was “so stressed” before her first inter-
view, by her tenth interview she felt relaxed and had “no stress what so ever.” So, 
even if the thesis would not materialise into a traineeship or job opportunity, it 
served as opening doors into the halls of power in Brussels; showing a glimpse of 
how a cabinet in the European Commission or an office of a MEP in the Euro-
pean Parliament looked like. It naturalised the social situation for students being 
in the same room and speaking to senior officials occupying positions of power 
within the EU administration. Over the course of a few weeks, Gloria went from 
feeling she needed coaching in order to prepare for her first interview to entering 
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a MEP office feeling relaxed and announcing her arrival with a casual “Hi.” 
Therefore, the master thesis interviews served the purpose of putting students at 
ease, and knowing how to carry oneself, similar to the many cocktail events and 
mingle sessions after conferences held at the school.463 Through these, students 
learnt to act in a certain way, even if they were not naturally at ease with it. For 
instance, to ask about salary, to speak and voice their opinion, to take up space, 
to walk up and introduce themselves to someone at reception. 

Malina, who had applied for the European Commissions’ Blue Book Train-
eeship and had reached the pre-selected stage, conducted a thesis interview with 
a Head of Unit within the same Directorate-General that she wanted to do her 
traineeship within (albeit another unit). The Blue Book is a highly competitive 
traineeship.464 After a first round of selection, around 2,500 end up in the virtual 
“Blue Book” where they have to submit documents supporting their applica-
tion.465 Once verified, it is up to the individual units to select their trainee. How-
ever, some pre-selected candidates engage in lobbying efforts for their application 
through reaching out by email. During the interview, Malina hesitated whether 
she should or should not bring up her Blue Book application:  

I had this interview about my master thesis and at some point, I was “ok I cannot 
ask about it, it’s so humiliating, he will think that I am doing this just because...” 
in the end I was “oh my God I will never meet him again probably” and so I asked 
him and he advised me to send emails too. 

Although Malina felt it was “so humiliating” she managed to suppress this feeling 
and ask the question of her interest. While lobbying by pre-selected Blue Book 
candidates is a semi-formal practice by now, it is not encouraged officially by the 
European Commission. Instead, it is written on the website that it is up to the 
“discretion of trainees to make contact (…) or not.”466 It was this lobby effort 
that the Head of Unit advised Malina to engage in. Through overcoming her 
initial resistance and asking about her Blue Book application, Malina got useful 
advice from a reliable internal source.  

 
463  Khan remarks that knowledge how to carry oneself within the world is, in today’s world of free 
access to information, a much harder resource to acquire than knowledge of the world in itself, see 
Khan, S. R. (2011), p. 83. According to Bourdieu, “the relationship that an individual maintains 
with the school, and the culture that it transmits, and the language that it uses and requires, depends 
in its modality on the distance between (the student’s) family environemnt and the school universe” 
(own transl.), see Bourdieu, P. (1989a), p. 36.  
464 For the October 2018 session that the College students that I observed applied for, around 
15,000 applicants competed for the roughly 600 traineeships within the European Commission, 
see Ec.europa.eu, “Traineeships Statistics”, https://ec.europa.eu/stages/online/cv/application_ 
statistics.cfm?session=91, [2021–09–28]. 
465 Traineeships.ec.europa.eu, “Selection process”, https://traineeships.ec.europa.eu/how-to-
apply/ selection-process, [2022–04–08]. 
466 Traineeships.ec.europa.eu, “Selection process”, https://traineeships.ec.europa.eu/how-to-
apply/ selection-process, [2022–04–08]. 
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Faculty also took an active role in assisting students to develop professional 
contacts. A supervision meeting between two students (German and Maltese), a 
professor and an academic assistant showed how the sharing of a teacher’s address 
book was implemented within the thesis writing process. After touching briefly 
on the disposition and structure, the German student expressed a wish to inter-
view a specific position within the European Commission:  

Student: I want to interview (a) desk officer  
Prof: Do you have enough contacts? 
Student: I think so. 
Prof: Otherwise, there is an ancien (name) who is now the Italian desk officer, 
maybe you can interview him. 

This supervision meeting was quite different than supervision meetings typically 
encountered in universities. Very little attention was put into theory, concepts, 
disposition and structure of the text. Instead, time was dedicated to put the stu-
dent into contact with people to interview and follow up on previously shared 
contacts. At the end of the session, the professor asked the German student if she 
had contacted the PhD student he linked her with previously. One reason for 
why so little time was put into speaking of the actual content of the thesis was 
due to the fact that the subjects were not traditional research subjects. Students 
often chose topics that were ongoing and time-sensitive which gave them insight 
to what was currently going on, but it was not possible to understand the effects 
of a policy, a legislation, a declaration. Having a research question regarding the 
informal discussions of a specific EU agreement that was just concluded did not 
allow for a lot of research to have been produced on the subject yet. Another 
reason for why the supervision was so “non-academic” was simply because super-
visors were not allowed to read drafts of the thesis. This practice was due to a 
concern for all students to have equal experiences before being graded. In order 
to ensure this, all communication between students and professors had to pass 
through the academic assistants. The grading was done by the supervisor and the 
academic assistant.  

Permanent prof: So, if students ask the professor “Oh I have written an introduc-
tion, can you read it?” then that is against the rules and an academic assistant can 
be alert on that.  
SL: And no one reads the drafts? 
Permanent prof: The academic assistants can but are not encouraged to because 
(it is) not grading and (it is) more work for them. 

Students were writing theses that were not read in draft stages, submitted as final 
version to the same people who were their supervisor but now graded them on 
topics that tended to be journalistic rather than academic, through a method that 
enabled them to gather insider information and enlarge their professional net-
work in Brussels. Through the school’s network and academic structure, students 
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forged a professional network and received valuable information. Moreover, stu-
dents became socialised into the professional field of European Affairs, 
acquainted with it and accustomed to be a part of it, through a naturalization 
process taking place both in Bruges and in Brussel. Yet another way of preparing 
the students for their post-Bruges life was to re-orient them from the EU institu-
tions and make them consider other options, mainly within the private sector. 
Through round tables with alumni and career days with mainly representants 
from the private sector, students’ expectations of working for the EU institutions 
were tempered and managed. 

Managing Students’ Career Expectations  
During the second semester, I attended a roundtable discussion with IRD alumni 
on the topic ‘Life after IRD’. For the students, this was yet another opportunity 
to receive information about the labour market, salary and to make potentially 
valuable connections. After the roundtable discussion, a reception would be held 
where students and alumni could interact in an informal way. The panel, com-
posed out of alumni working in the EU institutions, academia, international 
organisations, and the French national government, was perhaps intentionally 
diversified in order to showcase various future career paths open to the students.  

An academic assistant was the moderator of the session and one could sum up 
the discussion as expectation management from former to current students. The 
students were told that the competition in Brussels was fierce and that the College 
diploma was by no means a guarantee to land a job. This discourse was not new. 
Typically, the students were told that while the College diploma was not a guar-
antee to get a job, it was, due to its prestige an extensive alumni network, an 
enabler to get to the interview. Tonight, this narrative was broken. “I am not so 
sure about the prestige of the College of Europe” an alumnus working in DG 
DEVCO in the European Commission told the students before continuing “you 
are competing with other top schools such as the LSE, Kings College, Sciences 
Po, Oxbridge.” Then, to add salt to the wound just inflicted, another alumnus 
working for NATO added “There are 300 of you each year, that makes it 3,000 
in ten years. There are not 10,000 jobs in the EU institutions. It is a mathematical 
impossibility that you will all get a job within the EU institutions.”  

A bleak future picture was painted in front of the students. Brussels was over-
crowded, there were not enough jobs for all of them, there were other students 
with equally if not more recognised degrees, the prestige of the College could be 
questioned, there was a love-hate relationship regarding the College alumni in 
Brussels, but the further you went from Brussels, the less recognizable and valu-
able the College degree became. The floor was then opened for a Q&A between 
students and alumni. The first question from the students was provocative, 
reflecting the bleak future just told to them. “Thank you for telling us that we 
will not get any jobs and can only do badly paid internships. Should we go for 
the concours or for the traineeship within the EU institutions?”  
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One panellist responded that instead of focusing on “the obvious” and “only 
the EU institutions”, students should broaden their minds, do field work, dream 
and travel around. Another panellist told them to focus on knowledge and 
becoming specialists on a topic rather than focusing on a work destination. A 
third panellist reminded the students that member states decide a lot when it 
comes to the composition of the recruitment within the EU institutions.  

My impression was that the whole point of the session was to discourage stu-
dents from expecting too much after the College, especially when it came to the 
EU institutions. Apart from the fact that the College did not really prepare stu-
dents for the reformed concours exam and managed students’ expectations 
through discourse such as the one witness during the alumni round-table discus-
sion (or the mere fact of stating that “the College diploma is not a guarantee to 
land a job”) it is also informative to look at career days organised by the school 
for the students. Noteworthy is that it was largely the private sector present dur-
ing these days.  

One event was co-organised with the London School of Economics and the 
Sciences Po. Its’ venue was a luxury five-star hotel located in the European quar-
ter in Brussels, around 700m from the European Commission’s Headquarters 
Berlaymont Building. On the upper level of the hotel, a conference room had 
been turned into an internship fair where different organisations presented them-
selves to the students. The venue was beautiful and juice, coffee, fruit and small 
croissants were being served outside of the conference room. The occasion, how-
ever, served as information gathering regarding different career possibilities 
within the private sector in Brussels rather than within the EU institutions.  

Apart from a desk where the EU concours was being explained, the majority 
of the stands were occupied by representatives from consultancies and lobbyist 
firms. The sole representative from the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, also a College alumna, noticed drily that “we are the only ones not repre-
senting the business side here…” Two career days were organised in Bruges tar-
geting the LAW students (and to students from other programmes with a law 
background) where law firms from Brussels arrived and organised interviews. 
Compared to the event in Brussels, these days were being utilised by law firms to 
recruit soon-to-be graduates from the school.  

Around 20 law firms were present during the observed career day. Most firms 
were specialising in EU competition law. Each law firm had between one and six 
people with them, some representing the HR side and some the business side. 
This first interview taking place in Bruges was relaxed and informal and if suc-
cessful, the student was invited for a formal interview to the law firms’ offices in 
Brussels. When asked to specify what was sought after in candidates, a recruiter 
from a top-tier global law firm present during the day answered professional 
experience from competition law, a tidy appearance (“since our work is about 
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being tidy”),467 having been to an “amazing school”468 and an international back-
ground. “An international background is important because we are an interna-
tional law firm”, he said before giving an example sought in CVs. 

If it says only Sweden, Sweden, Sweden, then that is not good but if it says Swe-
den, France, UK, Germany, Poland, that is better.  

This very much echoed the example given to me by the College’s Admissions 
Office in chapter 6 who also emphasised the international background sought in 
student candidates’ CVs. In other words, the recruiters were looking for profes-
sionals with an international habitus through the CV, acting as a resume of cer-
tified international capital. This capital is closer to what Serre & Wagner refers 
to as “managerial” cultural capital as opposed to the humanistic cultural capital, 
defined by inherited and incorporated cultural capital, especially international 
skills.469 The private sector, presented during the Brussels event in the form of 
consultancies and lobbyist firms, and by law firms during the career days in 
Bruges coupled with a discourse of reorienting students focus on the EU institu-
tions and the lack of concrete concours-training, all served to temper and mod-
erate student’s expectations while managing their career aspirations from a nar-
row focus on the EU institutions. 

Students Career Aspirations 
When students envisioned their future career, two themes were discerned. First, 
most students demonstrated an unwillingness to decide on a set course and 
instead preferred to keep as many doors open as possible. Second, not all doors 
were open in the same manner to everyone. Scandinavian students felt that 
Northern Europe could offer an attractive and lucrative labour market and life-
style alternatives to a Brussels career while students from Southern and Eastern 
Europe did not feel the same regarding career prospective in their home 
regions.470  

 
467 American sociologist Lauren Rivera found in her study of top-tier law firm that recruiters 
equated intelligence with being polished when recruiting graduates, see Rivera, L. A. (2015), 
p. 186. 
468 An “amazing school” to the recruiter in Bruges meant the top ten schools in the US and the top 
five-six schools in the UK. Harvard, Columbia, Yale, Oxford, Cambridge, LSE and King’s College 
were named. 
469 Serre, D. & Wagner, A-C. (2015), p. 441.  
470 Hugrée, Cédric, Penissat, Etienne & Spire, Alexis (2020), Social Class in Europe: New 
Inequalities in the Old World. London: Verso, pp. 134–135. 
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Keeping Career Avenues Open 
Students, when speaking of their professional future, had in common that they 
had a very open mindset about their career options. Gloria, a Slavic POL student, 
envisioned her future in either academia or in politics: 

I have two ideas about my future. One to go into academia, I liked workshops 
and presentations for young people on how EU works. I find it super integrating 
and love working with people and love public speaking that I enjoy. Reading is 
something I enjoy. Writing is something I enjoy. So, all those things point to a 
nice, cosy life in academia if I try hard. On the other hand, I am painfully idealistic 
and it’s a problem for me because I can’t let go off my ideals, I can’t be friends 
with people because they have such a vastly different opinion from me. So, this 
points me to engagement in politics. Because again it is freedom of traveling, pub-
lic speaking and talking to people so you know (chuckles). Both versions would 
make me feel very happy. I would love to work on the relationship between the 
EU and (home country) to be this link person or work on this link.  

Academia would be an option as Gloria liked public speaking, writing and read-
ing and therefore pointed to a “nice, cosy life.” Politics would be an option since 
she was “painfully idealistic” and could not “let go of her ideals.” Although poli-
tics and academia entail different careers, what she saw in both career paths was 
“freedom of traveling, public speaking and talking to people.” In other words, 
she would be able to maintain a certain cosmopolitan lifestyle. As such, Gloria 
was looking for a career that would be aligned with the international dispositions 
that she had accumulated since a child (travelling was “normal”, she had gone to 
an IB school, done an Erasmus, had friends “everywhere”).  

Students aspired to careers which would enable them to continue a life of free-
dom of circulation, of traveling. This unwillingness to settle for a specific course 
was reflected in other interviews as well. It was not only about what sector to 
integrate but also what country to settle down in. As Angelica a Slavic LAW stu-
dent who grew up in France reasoned:  

So short-term (I go to) Brussels for sure. Long term, Paris seems like a good option 
for a job well paid. I can’t imagine going back to Paris with no money because it 
is such a struggle, struggle to find an apartment. I would love to live in Paris, on 
the condition that I have a good job and be sufficient, independent, have enough 
money to do nice stuff in Paris because it’s too bad if you are in Paris and you 
can’t go to all these theatres and museums and everything.  

Similarly, to Gloria, Angelica’s reasoning was linked to a lifestyle rather than a 
specific career. In order to live in Paris, Angelica felt she must earn enough to be 
able to display a certain taste corresponding to the sort of lifestyle she wished to 
have, itself acting as a social marker of the cultural capital accumulated since it is 
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a symbolic expression of class position.471 This type of reasoning was noticed hor-
izontally across the student cohort regardless of European regional belonging.  

One last example from Clara, a Scandinavian POL student will showcase the 
general attitude of embracing all possibilities in terms of future careers. Clara had 
experience from working in the private sector before enrolling at the College and 
was the only person who clearly stated that the private sector was a preference for 
her. Nevertheless, when speaking of her future, she too, was leaning towards 
keeping many doors- and future career avenues open:  

So, my plan is two years in (home country), maybe more, depending on what I 
like. Or maybe staying in Brussels if an opportunity comes up then I will probably 
take it. But I love living in Paris, I feel home in Paris. The job opportunities in 
Paris are not that good for what I want to do but there might be something. And 
coming back here (Belgium) eventually maybe, working. 

While Clara started with a clear intention of wanting to return for “two years, 
maybe more” to her home country, she quickly added that if “an opportunity 
comes up” in Brussels she would probably stay but that she felt “home in Paris.” 
So, she was open to that too even though the job opportunities may not be so 
good for her. Finally, even if she did go back for a few years to her home country, 
she may come back to Brussels.  

The emphasis on diversification, on seeing oneself working in different sectors, 
in different countries, was it really a matter of choice of a particular lifestyle or 
was it out of necessity that students needed to keep their options open? How 
transferable international capital really is across countries has been, and still is, 
debated amongst scholars.472 Recent research regards international capital as a 
multiplier of initial resources rather than having value on its own.473  

The College students aspired for careers that would enable them to use the 
international capital certified through their College of Europe diploma. So, while 
returning home was a possibility that students did not exclude, it was Brussels, 
Strasbourg, Paris, Luxemburg that student invoked when dreaming about an 
international professional future. Cities that were either host cities for the EU 
institutions and where they could make use of their diploma and professional 
knowledge of English and French. In other words, and in accordance with inter-
national capital working as multiplier effect on previously inherited and accumu-
lated resources, where students could benefit from their linguistic, cultural, social 
and international dispositions. 

 
471 Bourdieu, P. (1984 [1979]), pp. 169–70. 
472 Hartmann, Michael (2017), “The International Business Elite: Fact or Fiction?”, in Korsnes, 
Olav, Heilbron, Johan, Hjellbrekke, Johs, Bühlmann, Felix & Savage Mike, New Directions in Elite 
Studies. London: Routledge; Waddling, Jenny, Bertilsson, Emil & Palme, Mikael (2019), 
“Struggling with Capital: A Bourdieusian Analysis of Educational Strategies Among Internationally 
Mobile Middle Class Families in Sweden”, Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 
vol. 40, no. 5, pp. 697–716; Wagner, A-C. (2020), p. 195. 
473 Wagner, A-C. (2020), p. 198. 
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The unwillingness to choose one country, one sector, can be understood from 
the point of view of multipositionality. This term, developed by Luc Boltanski, 
refers to social agents able to occupy several positions within institutions in the 
political, economic and academic fields.474 From this point of view, students’ 
inclination to keep all doors open was due to the fact that they were being formed 
to occupy positions within various professional fields. It is a characteristic of the 
field of Eurocracy that it is not a completely autonomous field such as a national 
political field. Instead, being conceptualised as a bureaucratic filed where actors 
from various sectors representing both national, European, international, private, 
public and academic spheres are represented. 

Furthermore, even if students return to their home countries and integrate 
their national administrations, it is not impossible that they will be able to act as 
“transnational brokers”, defined by the possession of international capital while 
occupying dominant positions within the national space, through capitalising 
upon their inherited international capital and acquired specific EU expertise 
linked to both national and European cross-sectorial professional spheres.475 

While the College year certified European general culture, knowledge of the 
EU institution and policies, its practice-oriented skills prepared the students well 
for EU units within national administration, consultancies, and the lobby sector 
as well. If chapter 8 demonstrated how students learned to navigate between the 
national, European and international, this chapter aims to demonstrate how stu-
dents were being prepared for various careers within the field of Eurocracy and 
not merely as EU civil servants for the European institutions. Still, even though 
the Bruges year served to prepare students for occupations related to but not nec-
essarily within the EU institutions, most students were still very set on working 
for the latter, especially the European Commission. For Daniel, a Slavic student 
with a working-class origin, it was a mistake to become too set on one thing no 
matter how strong one’s motivation was for that particular career: 

Many people (here) think they are going to make it to the (European) Commis-
sion. They won’t. Once you think you have to be strongly motivated, you can 
also think that on Mount Everest you have bodies of people who were also very 
motivated and that didn’t help them very much. 

Daniel alluded to the fact that so many of the students wished to work for the 
European Commission but that it was not realistic for everyone to make it there. 
While this could be seen as an approach of premature defeat, or a “submission to 
necessity” in itself a disposition linked to a dominated class position (compared 
to the average College student), it was also a tempered attitude towards a highly 
competitive labour market.476 

 
474 Boltanski, L. (1973), p. 3 
475 Dezalay, Y. (2004), pp. 6–7. 
476 Bourdieu, P. (1984 [1979]), pp. 374, 377. 
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Students knew that Brussels was competitive because they were told so over 
and over again over the academic year. However, they relied on their network, 
like Angelica who decided to go to Brussels and stay on the couch of her friends 
if she did not manage to find a job before graduation. It is easier to find job when 
you are in the same city, since one is available to come in for interviews, go to 
network events, and simply by putting a Belgian address on one’s CV as an indi-
cation that one is within geographical proximity and readily available to start 
working without having to coordinate a move from another country. As Angelica 
puts it herself, “life is just about opportunities”: 

I learnt that life is just about opportunities, maybe during internships you meet 
someone, maybe not even your boss but someone you work with that will contact 
you again or clients that will contact you and offer opportunities. So, I will just 
see. Meeting people is what gives you opportunities, life is really like that, you just 
have to be in the good place in the good moment.  

While life may indeed just be about opportunities, these opportunities are not 
evenly distributed amongst the population and by being able to stay on her 
friends’ couch in Brussels, Angelica would maximise her chances of meeting peo-
ple and being the one “in the good place in the good moment.” Students had a 
feeling of confidence that there were many options and possibilities open to them. 
However, as the next section will demonstrate, these options and possibilities 
were weighted against each other and depending on the vantage point of students’ 
geographical belonging, the strategies and career choices looked and were per-
ceived very differently.  

Going Home: Scandinavian Students 
Leaving the student bar one Thursday night at the end of the second semester, I 
am accompanied by David who is also leaving for early classes the next morning. 
Since our respective student residences lie in the same direction, we walk side by 
side for a few hundred meters before David crosses one of the many canals in 
Bruges and goes towards his residence. The night is calm, and the temperature is 
still warm. We walk slowly enjoying the stillness which contrast with the loud 
volume of the student bar we just left. Just before we go separate ways, David 
tells me, seemingly out of context. “Things are changing now. Before, everyone 
was always asking each other “What are you doing now?” This question has been 
replaced with “What will you do after the College?” With only couple of days 
before graduation, this was hardly surprising. Earlier the same semester the 
application period for traineeships within the EU administrations had com-
menced and some students had gotten the traineeships while some had not. The 
stakes, however, were not the same for everyone. While some students received 
the bad news with a shrug, others fell into tears as, explained below by a Slavic 
IRD student: 
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At the end it was stressful. Some people were crying in the corridor and library. 
The attitude towards the Blue Book was different. For some, it was one of many 
options, just a thing they applied to because everyone else applied so why not. For 
some people, it was the main thing they came to the College for.  

Amongst Scandinavian students interviewed, there was a commonly held opinion 
that students from Eastern and Southern Europe were much more eager, even 
desperate, to get hold of something in Brussels than most of them were. Accord-
ing to Clara, this has to do with a difference in job opportunities back home:  

A lot of the Eastern Europeans and the Spanish especially, they have…they are a 
bit more desperate, not in a bad way but very desperate while being here to find 
and secure something in Brussels before they have to leave. I don’t feel that panic 
or stress. I can go home and you know, work for a bit in (home country) and then 
come back here. 

While Clara felt that other students needed to “secure something in Brussels”, 
she did not feel “panic or stress.” The reason was that she felt she could easily 
find a job, build expertise in her home country and then come back to Brussels 
if she wanted instead of competing over internships in Brussels upon graduation. 

I think the reason why I don’t want to go straight to Brussels is because I don’t 
want to do another internship. I’m turning 28 and I already had a full-time job 
and I could more easily find a job if I go home.  

It was not merely better employment opportunities that were making the Scan-
dinavian students less willing to go to Brussels. The salaries were also lucrative in 
Nordic countries (although, compared to Belgium, the taxes are also higher as 
well as the living expenses). As one Scandinavian student pointed out, the salaries 
offered through internships in Brussels were far behind the salaries that the stu-
dents would be able to qualify for in their home countries.477 One Danish student 
raised the salary gap between what he could earn in Denmark and in Brussels by 
referring to a visit in the EU parliament: 

They told us in the (EU) parliament that as a political assistant to a MEP, (the 
salary) was like 2,000 euros… what did they say the lowest paid assistants got, 
1,400 euros? That’s like less than what you get when you are unemployed from 
the State in Denmark. In my first job in Denmark I earned 4,500 euros, before 
tax, but still. 

 
477 The median annual salary amongst the middle class based on numbers from 2014 in Romania 
was 9,000 euros, in Poland and in Greece 15,000 euros, in Portugal 16,500 euros and in 
Scandinavia between 23–28,000 euros. Hugrée, C., Penissat, E. & Spire, A. (2020), p. 126. While 
these numbers date back a number of years, the cross-reference point is to show the discrepancy in 
salaries belonging to the same social class between European countries.  
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Salary, work-life balance, the welfare state benefits, parental leave were things that 
came up as students from Scandinavian countries compared their career prospec-
tive back home with an international career in European affairs in Brussels or 
other European cities. As one female LAW student revealed: 

I think when I was younger, I thought, I was picturing myself abroad, it’s a bit, I 
wouldn’t say naïve but you don’t know, all aspects of it (…) I realise now how 
good conditions are in (home country) in terms of work-life balance. I didn’t re-
ally think about that before when I said I wanted an international career.  

Competition coupled with less lucrative and precarious job employment within 
EU affairs in Brussels made the Scandinavian students less enchanted with the 
idea of having an international career. One way to look at this is that international 
experiences are validated in Norther Europe and so Scandinavian students did 
not have to fear that the time invested in the “international” rather than 
“national” would be to their detriment.478 Furthermore, Scandinavians are noto-
riously Eurosceptic and a study on Swedish temporary and permanent employees 
within the European Commission showed that they were less inclined to go to 
Brussels and more inclined to return to Stockholm once in Brussels rather than 
stay and make a European career.479 While this literature emphasised the (lack of) 
EU enthusiasm or the organisational structures of national or European admin-
istration, I believe that they are not pertinent in explaining why Scandinavian 
students were less focused on a Brussels career “at any cost.”  

Even though, as chapter 7 demonstrated, Scandinavian students had a 
detached, practical attitude toward the EU project as such, they hardly constitute 
the norm of the Nordic Euroscepticism. First, they have high volumes of inter-
national and European dispositions. Second, albeit demonstrating a detached 
attitude towards the EU project, they all defended it and saw its value, as well as 
wanted to dedicate their careers by contributing to it. It was not that they were 
uninterested in a Brussels career altogether, it was simply that the trade-off of 
accepting an internship compared to what their home countries could offer was 
perceived as too great.  

Heading to Brussels: Slavic Students 
While Scandinavian students, when speaking of their future careers invoked the word 
“want”, Slavic students tended to use the word “need.” For Slavic students, it felt 
increasingly acute to convert their international student mobility into a permanent 
settlement abroad than for the Scandinavian students. While a Danish student was 

 
478 Wagner, A-C. (1998), pp. 183–184. 
479 Casula Vifell, Åsa & Sundström, Göran (2010), “Loin des yeux, loin du coeur. Recrutement et 
trajectoires des fonctionnaires suédois dans l’Union européenne”, in Michel, Hélène. & Robert, 
Cécile (2010), La Fabrique des «Européens»: processus de socialisation et construction européenne. 
Strasbourg: Presses universitaires de Strasbourg, pp. 97–99. 
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comparing salaries of MEP assistants to unemployment benefits in Denmark, Gloria 
from a Slavic country who was hesitating between a “cosy, nice life in academia” or a 
political career in line with her idealistic values by being a “link person” between her 
home country and the EU, told me in the same interview:  

But first I need to earn money, this is sad but this is the College, so for now I will 
go to Brussels or start something else. 

It was neither her ideals nor what she liked to do that would determine her next 
steps but money (she took a loan from her parents and crowdfunded amongst 
family and friends to be able to afford the College year because she did not get a 
scholarship). And for Angelica, the “need to earn money” meant “I will go to 
Brussels.” She had had the opportunity to take a job at the embassy in his parents’ 
home country before enrolling at the College. When hesitating between going to 
the College and taking the job at the embassy, her parents intervened. Her father 
told her that he had not left his home country for his daughter to go back and 
work there. Especially, since the “salary was also Eastern European.”  

He said I would earn 1,200 euros from the embassy which is what (my) mother 
is earning in the supermarket, that I didn’t do studies to go have a (father’s home 
country) salary. Right now, my parents are paying the loan and money for me to 
live here, so I want to be independent. My father said (about the College) “Go 
there and be someone.”  

From Angelica’s father’s point of view, his daughter had not studied at a univer-
sity in France to accept an “Eastern European salary” that one could get from 
working in an unqualified job in Western Europe. Angelica’s primary objective, 
since her parents were paying off the loan as well as financially helping him with 
his living costs in Bruges, was to be independent. Her best bet was Brussels. She 
got a traineeship within an EU institution after graduation. The traineeship salary 
was about 1,300 euros a month. Salary-wise, it was the same amount as the 
embassy job in her father’s home country or her mother’s salary from the super-
market in France but it came with a hope of a future career in European affairs.  

Conclusion 
This chapter focused on what is being taught and learnt at the College of Europe 
with its dual feature of ideology and pragmatism in mind. The school culture at 
the College of Europe was marked by a focus on career rather than knowledge 
acquisition. If chapter 7 showed that EU enthusiasm is strong within the school 
culture, this chapter has demonstrated how pragmatism is equally present. Pro-
fessionalism, expertise and leadership characteristics in students were favoured 
over scholastic attitudes. The College was preparing the students for a profes-
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sional life, not an academic one. This was achieved through a complete immer-
sion of students into the school’s collective activities where the boundary between 
these and students’ private sphere became fluid.  

Becoming professional meant dedicating a lot of time and effort to speaking 
of and thinking about career, finding a “project of the year” and partaking in 
activities and events that could lead to a better-looking CV. It also meant acting 
professional. Students were building a transnational social and professional net-
work through socialising in and outside of the classroom with faculty, guest 
speakers, alumni and foremost, amongst themselves. The school’s network was 
utilised with the short-term objective of getting an employment after graduation 
but when speaking of fellow College students, they applied a long-term reason-
ing, viewing each other as potentially valuable future contacts. Frequent exposure 
to high-ranking professionals made students acquire self-confidence, a sense of 
ease and field-specific informational capital. Informational capital referred to 
knowledge around levels and progression of salaries, career trajectories, infor-
mation about the EU concours, how to lobby for a traineeship and back-channel 
information about “how things really work.”  

Although the myth is that the school is a voie royale to the EU institutions, 
what was observed was a re-orientation of students’ focus from the EU institu-
tions towards consultancies, interest groups and the lobby sector i.e., the private 
sector. This uncertainty of their future trajectories was reflected in students career 
aspirations, most students wanted to keep future career doors open. Students 
expressed a wish for an international lifestyle and saw themselves as possibly mov-
ing between sectors and between the national and the European. The interviewed 
students were from a similar social class yet depending on their home regions’ 
socioeconomic wealth, they faced different objective realities, possibilities and 
opportunities after graduation.  

It was striking how Scandinavian students spoke of what they “wanted” while 
Slavic students invoked what they “needed” in terms of employment. Scandinavian 
students were less inclined to go to Brussels because they thought they could get 
better work opportunities, salaries and work-life balance in their home countries. 
Slavic students chose to go to Brussels for the exact opposite reason. Brussels 
represented opportunities and salaries that they could not get back home. Apart from 
a differentiation along the lines of national and regional belonging, a second 
differentiation along the line of study programme was noted. Law students were 
being actively recruited by law firms during the academic year and compared to 
students enrolled in other study programmes they considered the private sector as a 
long-term objective rather than as a first step into the labour market upon graduation.  

This chapter has responded to research questions regarding the school culture, 
what is being taught and how, students future career aspirations and who they 
are becoming by focusing on what competences and dispositions students acquire 
throughout the academic year. Considering the prevalent feature of pragmatism 
within the school culture, leadership attributes being valued over scholastics, net-
working over coursework and the re-orientation of students focus from the EU 
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institutions to the private sector, it could be argued that students are being 
formed into European experts and managers rather than EU bureaucrats and civil 
servants. In the following chapter, I will summarise the main results from the 
empirical chapters and lift three main contributions of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER 10  
Careerists with a European Vocation  

In this final chapter, I will discuss results presented in the empirical chapters and 
answer the three sets of research questions related to the institutions, the students, 
and the encounter between them. I will do so in relation to three points of dis-
cussion that stood out in this study and that I believe are the main contributions 
through confirming or nuancing existing research on elite schooling, interna-
tional mobility, and European socialisation. This means that the research ques-
tions will not be discussed chronologically in relation to the chapters. Instead, I 
will follow the structure of the three sets of research questions and the discussion 
points will be presented in relation to the institution, the students and then the 
encounter between them. The themes are geopolitics and social class; careerism 
and vocation; and the formation of dispositions.  

The aim of this study was to understand how international educational pro-
cesses and practices enable the formation of student dispositions related to 
Europe and the EU labour market. This was done by ethnographic fieldwork 
combining participant observations with semi-structured interviews through 
shorter and longer stays in the field during one academic year. The data consisted 
of 155 pages of field notes, and transcripts of 38 formal interviews, 27 with stu-
dents and 11 with the administration. I mainly interviewed students from Scan-
dinavian and from Central and Eastern European Countries. In addition to for-
mal interviews, informal interviews were conducted with faculty, students, school 
administration, alumni, and EU officials. Contextual information and data were 
collected from the school website, school brochures between 1953–2017, the 
Student Yearbook, and students LinkedIn profiles.  

Departing from Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology, I constructed the College of 
Europe as a social space in the intersections of various fields at the national, 
European, and global level. Rather than making a field analysis of the school, the 
intersection across fields was used as an analytical prism when making sense of 
what was taking place within the school. To grasp the structure of such a space I 
investigated the distribution of different assets and resources that the students 
possess before arriving in Bruges as well as accumulated during the school year. 
Following a chapter on the history of the school and its institutional features in 
terms of faculty and students, four empirical chapters treated the themes of stu-
dent selection, Europe, bilingualism and what is being taught at the College. 
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A common thread throughout this study has been the observed duality exist-
ing between empirical and analytical levels and variables that tend to be put 
against one another but intersect in the social space of the College of Europe: 
national versus international; careerism versus vocation; French versus English; 
individual versus group; geopolitical hierarchy versus social class etc. A consistent 
finding throughout the empirical chapters is that while these dualities exist within 
the school, they do not necessarily oppose each other but rather intersect and 
redefine the meaning of, for instance, what social class or being international 
means in an education positioned towards Europe and the EU institutions.  

Geopolitics and Social Class 
The College of Europe was created by European federalists after the Second 
World War with the ambition to unite European people through culture and 
breaking down nationalism. Its political mission to contribute to European inte-
gration was to be achieved by bringing a small elite of European youth to the city 
of Bruges to study, live and learn from each other for 10 months. Geopolitics and 
social selectivity were institutional features from the school’s creation in that it 
had a political mission related to the European integration as an educational 
institution and it was built to cater a socially selected group of students who 
would become the next generation of European leaders. Although national diver-
sity in both students and faculty is invoked as an argument of how national bar-
riers are being overcome daily in and outside of the classroom, the school admin-
istration is classified its student body according to their home countries’ EU-
membership status where “old” member states (EU12) enjoyed greatest symbolic 
value. Students from non-EU member states or “new” member states (post 2004 
EU enlargement) had a harder time to adjust at the school and felt more like 
outsiders compared to the other students. 

The faculty and student composition can be seen as a reflection of the school. 
Although the school employed around 200 visiting professors, most came from 
universities or organisations located in France, the United Kingdom or Belgium. 
While around 50 nationalities were being represented in the student body during 
the observed year, on a closer examination over 40 per cent were from France, 
Spain, and Italy ‒ all of which are so called “old” EU member states. Over 90 per 
cent of the student body came from EU countries or ENP countries, that is coun-
tries in the close neighbourhood to the EU. A conclusion based on these numbers 
is that students at the College of Europe mainly arrive from “old” EU countries, 
overall EU countries and third countries that are of geopolitical interest to the 
EU. The EU is funding full scholarships for students from ENP countries to 
come and study Europe in Bruges. Linking back to the school’s political mission 
of contributing to European integration, from this perspective, the College of 
Europe is educating students from ENP countries who will less likely work within 
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the EU labour market due to visa restrictions but who may one day pave the way 
for their home countries’ EU membership. 

The national heterogeneity, although not as heterogenous as it may seem on 
a closer inspection, masks the social homogeneity within the student body. In 
terms of previous study background and trajectory, international experiences, 
numbers of languages spoken and socioeconomic status, the students are very 
homogenous. Close to 90 per cent of the student body had lived abroad for a 
minimum duration of three months before enrolling to the College and over 70 
per cent of the students spoke three to five languages. In terms of study destina-
tion, most students went to France followed by the United Kingdom and the 
United States. Close to 20 per cent of the students during the observed academic 
year had done an internship within the EU institutions before arriving at the 
school. Other internships commonly accumulated in the dossier of having a 
“College of Europe student profile” were internships within the ministry of for-
eign affairs, the national permanent representations to the EU, embassies or, for 
law students, summer internships within law firms. 

Very few students at the College of Europe come from a working-class origin 
while most come from middle and upper middle class. Considering that the 
College of Europe is a postgraduate private international school this is not 
surprising as both a university degree, private education and international expe-
riences are highly correlated with an elevated socioeconomic origin. Furthermore, 
as was shown in the chapter on student selection, a demonstrated international 
experience through studies abroad or an internship, an ease in code-switching 
between English and French, and a confident mannerism were valued and ranked 
higher during interviews, all of which also correlate with an international ethos 
and social class. 

Now turning from the institution to the students, based on the 27 student 
interviews, three groups of students were identified based on social class and 
international capital. The first group, minority amongst the students, were the 
“international inheritors.” These students did not have a strong anchoring to a 
national schooling system but had gone through international schooling such as the 
European school in Brussels. Their parents worked as EU civil servants or diplomats, 
and they had high volumes of inherited international capital. For the “international 
inheritors”, the College represented a social paradise and was a continuation of an 
investment into the international, a strategy of social reproduction.  

On the opposite side of the spectrum, also a minority amongst the students, 
were the working class students, the “international social climbers.” Often the 
first generation to attend university studies, they had invested years into building 
their “College profile.” These students were increasingly inclined to self-exclu-
sion, self-depreciation while linking being European with being cosmopolitan 
and well-educated, further enhancing an elitist notion of the school. For them, 
the College represented an opportunity for upward social mobility.  

The largest group of students, the “international aspirants”, were neither 
“international inheritors” nor “international social climbers” but middle and 
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upper middle class students with inherited economic and cultural capital. These 
students’ scholarly capital had predominantly been accumulated through the 
national schooling system, while having accumulated international capital 
through Erasmus or internship abroad but generally not inherited it. For these 
students, the College represented a strategy for social distinction by further accu-
mulating international capital and reconverting their national scholarly capital 
into certified international capital.  

From these three groups of students, the dispositions of the “international 
inheritors” were the closest match to what was expected and valued in terms of 
school culture. This was a consistent observation from they approached their 
application to the school, as a natural continuation of their previous scholarly 
trajectory, to their self-perception (and lack of self-depreciation), how they expe-
rienced their selection interviews, and how at ease they were in navigating the 
bilingualism, code-switching, and overall socialisation across the student body. 
While most students could recall the exact moment that they had heard of the 
College of Europe for the first time, for the “international inheritors” it was as if 
they had always known of the school. This indicates that the knowledge of the 
school, a prerequisite for applying, is intrinsically linked to students’ social and 
geographical proximity to Brussels and the field of Eurocracy.  

On the opposite side were the very few working-class students whose experi-
ence prior to enrolment, during the academic year and self-perception greatly 
differed from the “international inheritors.” They had spent years preparing their 
profile to increase their chances of admittance, through the investment in lan-
guage acquisition and studies abroad. Even if they had accumulated international 
capital like most students at the College of Europe, their lack of inherited cultural 
and economic capital made them depreciate their own trajectories compared to 
the other students at the school. For most students, neither working class students 
nor “international inheritors”, their lived experience was situated somewhere 
between the demonstrated ease of the inheritors and the outspoken discomfort 
by the “international social climbers.” Since most students belonged to this 
group, the year in Bruges consisted in acquiring, deepening, and displaying dis-
positions already possessed by the “international inheritors” and valued within 
the social space of the school.  

Apart from inherited and accumulated assets explaining variation in student 
groups, geopolitics, and material resources due to European social inequality 
impacted students’ attitudes towards Europe, each other and whom they socialised 
with during the academic year. The main divisions followed a Western-Eastern 
divide which corresponded with “old” and “new” member states. Students from 
Eastern and Southern European countries demonstrated stronger enthusiasm 
towards the EU and a stronger will to work for the EU institutions. Throughout 
the academic year, although the outspoken objective of the school is to overcome 
national barriers, what happened was a reproduction of the existing European social 
order. This was especially clear during the organisation of the National Weeks, how 
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students sorted themselves into groups and the symbolic hierarchies between EU 
member states vocalised in and outside of the classroom.  

Social class has a different meaning than within the national context when a 
second layer of European hierarchies is added on top. Most students belonged to 
middle and upper middle class in their home countries yet due to social inequal-
ities and different income levels between European countries within the same 
groups of professions, a student from a Northern country expressed a feeling of 
having more options and perceived opportunities than a student from an Eastern 
or Southern European country who expressed urgency and constraint in staying 
abroad upon finishing their studies. For the latter students, the lines between 
studying abroad and labour migration became blurred.  

The link between socioeconomic development of students’ home countries, 
social class and national hierarchies in an EU context impacted on the students’ 
time at the College of Europe and their perceived future opportunities and career 
aspirations. Yet research on international schooling tend to disregard the geopol-
itics of students’ home countries and downplay the correlation between abroad 
studies and labour migration. The fact that the College of Europe is so closely 
positioned to the EU professional labour market makes the discovery of geopo-
litical hierarchies within the social world of the school less surprising. Nonethe-
less, intra-regional geopolitical hierarchies within other less politically and eco-
nomically regionalised continents of the world may still exist. It is worth bearing 
this in mind when conducting research of international schooling and the for-
mation of its student body. In the next section, the formation of professional 
dispositions related to the EU labour market from the perspective of careerism 
and vocation will be discussed.  

Careerism and Vocation 
Since its creation, the College of Europe had a dual objective. On the one hand, 
following the personalist idea of transforming the whole human being through 
education, the College of Europe was to mould students to be leaders in service 
to Europe by overcoming national barriers through a European generalist and 
humanistic curriculum. On the other hand, this co-existed with a more instru-
mental approach of forming future European Leaders with the emerging Euro-
pean institutions in mind, first the Council of Europe and later the European 
Communities, the predecessor of the EU. Over time, the school has become 
niched and EU focused rather than generalist and Europe focused. In terms of 
what type of European leader that is being promoted, it shifted from promoting 
leaders in service to Europe to increasingly forming experts on Europe, from 
enlightened Europeans to European technocrats. Alongside the development of 
the European Community (the predecessor to the EU), the pragmatic feature 
took precedent from the 1970s when the leadership of the school changed. The 
school increasingly started to position itself as an administrative school for the 
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European administration. From the 1990s, competition grew from other univer-
sities offering programmes in European studies. This resulted in a stronger effort 
of branding itself to prospective students as school which would inculcate them 
with tangible skills. The shift from an ideological self-portrayal to a pragmatic 
one was accompanied by a shift in the curriculum from an initially humanistic 
and interdisciplinary curricula towards a curriculum with specialised EU courses.  

Nevertheless, the school culture is still marked by ideology. The school’s 
political mission of contributing to European integration was invoked during 
interviews with the school administration and there is an emotional attachment 
to the European continent. The EU is presented by school administration, faculty 
and students as a good force, a peace project with imperfections, the main one 
being its perceived distance to the European people and its institutional demo-
cratic deficit. Apart from this, no direct criticism was expressed towards the EU, 
hypothetically stressing for instance its colonial past or its neoliberal policies com-
ing out of Brussels. Students were inculcated with a sense of responsibility to 
continue the construction of Europe but there was little talk in comparison 
regarding what kind of Europe and for whose benefit.  

Students demonstrated a European attachment and a wish to contribute to 
Europe in the selection interviews and in their motivation letters when applying 
to the school. However, in interviews, they invoked more pragmatic reasons for 
enrolling to the school. When speaking of their future career aspirations, most 
students aspired to work with EU affairs, in Brussels or for the national admin-
istration of their home countries. At the European level, students wished fore-
most to work for the EU institutions – especially the European Commission – 
and at the national level for the ministry of foreign affairs. Few spoke of a prefer-
ence to work for the private sector as in lobbying or consultancies but these jobs, 
often internships, were rather seen as a first step on the Brussels job market. Stu-
dents demonstrated an unwillingness to choose one sector, one career, and one 
country to settle for in terms of work. This is in line with a generalist education 
that does not form students into one specific professional category.  

Job opportunities, however, were not equally distributed throughout the stu-
dent cohort. Two divisions could be discerned along the lines of study pro-
gramme and of geographical belonging regarding how students valued a Euro-
pean versus a national career. First, law students were inclined to consider the 
private sector as a first preference compared to the EU institutions, much due to 
Brussels-based law firms’ eagerness to employ College law students specialised in 
EU competition law. Law students were being actively recruited throughout the 
academic year with law firms making their way to Bruges to hold informal inter-
views with students. Secondly, students from Scandinavian countries were less 
inclined to value a European career over a national career compared to students 
from Central and Eastern Europe or Southern Europe. Scandinavian students 
were more hesitant of going to Brussels at all costs when discussing their future 
career aspirations as they considered that they could get better job opportunities 
with higher salaries in their home countries. Slavic students were primarily set on 
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going to Brussels upon graduation for the exact opposite reason. In other words, 
students’ European vocation would not automatically make them chose a Euro-
pean career over a national career if the latter provided them with more security 
within the labour market. 

Students’ attitudes towards the EU and Europe followed national logics. Nor-
dic students coming from traditionally Eurosceptic countries demonstrated a 
pragmatic stance towards the EU while the interviewed students from Central 
and Eastern Europe as well as Southern Europe comparingly demonstrated EU 
enthusiasm to a larger extent. Perhaps it is no coincidence that those who have 
most to gain from an EU career compared to a national career are also those 
vocalising a stronger European vocation. Criticism from students coming from 
“new” member states or from non-EU member states concerned the perceived 
Brussels and Western Europe-centred opinions and attitudes towards the EU and 
European politics that were being advocated within the school. Although the 
school advocates building bridges between nationalities, in some instances, divi-
sions, symbolic or material, between students from East and West of Europe, the 
EU12 and EU28, between EU member states and non-EU member states were 
being reproduced. In short, at an interactional level the pattern of “richer” and 
“poorer” member states was being reinforced.  

As previously stated, students enrolled with the ambition to work for the EU 
institutions as European civil servants but over the course of the academic year, 
they seemed to transform into European managers, building expertise to work 
primarily in the private sector around the EU institutions as consultants, lobby-
ists or in law firms. Alumni statistics indicate that students are more likely to end 
up working in the private sector as lobbyists, consultants, or EU lawyers than as 
EU civil servants. From this perspective, the College of Europe contributes to 
European integration not by forming EU public servants working for the EU 
citizens but EU managers working for Europe’s business and corporative sector. 
However, alumni are not only to be found in the EU administration or the pri-
vate sector but equally within national administrations as well as outside of the 
EU due to its increasing number of ENP students. Therefore, its political mission 
of contributing to European integration is realised by forming EU-professionals 
at various levels and sectors by increasing their students’ objective chances as 
much as possible to land a job, any job, within EU affairs. This is done by 
encouraging students to make most of their time in Bruges and instilling a career 
focus in them. 

Career-centrism is not a new phenomenon but is often linked to a neoliberal 
era within which universities increasingly view students as customers and students 
view education as a mean to an end i.e., to get a job rather than the Humboldtian 
idea of the university as a ground for knowledge acquisition that has a value 
independent of whether it can be monetised on the labour market or not. Edu-
cation, and by extension knowledge, is a commodity in the capitalist system. This 
is very much the case at the College of Europe too. Students spend their time 
building their brand over the academic year and are selected at least partially on 
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their ability to “narrate” their intended purpose of studying at the College of 
Europe by relating it to a career in EU affairs. They order business cards, put 
endless amount of time to network, learn to act and behave professionally, deliver 
work assignments on tight deadlines, navigate formal settings with formal dress 
code, learn how to construct a professional email etc. Students think strategically 
when choosing optional courses, extra-curricular activities, whom to invite as 
guest speakers during the national weeks and to what extent they should invest 
in the French language. Every person they meet is a potential door opener for a 
job or internship after their time in Bruges. Even their thesis is used as a business 
card to interview as many people as possible and thereby maximise their oppor-
tunities. The school culture at the College of Europe is one of careerism but this 
is consistent with literature on business schools for instance and confirms previ-
ous research.  

There is a significant difference between the College of Europe and business 
schools though. While business schools do tend to lead to a lucrative employ-
ment, most students at the College of Europe dream of becoming bureaucrats at 
the European Commission. It is a far cry from the glamour image that surrounds 
investment bankers or international business consultants. College of Europe stu-
dents want to dedicate their careers to build Europe. This European vocation of 
actively participating in the construction of European integration is in line with 
the political aim of the College of Europe. Most students realise over the course 
of the academic year that it will not be easy because to become permanent 
employees within the European institutions they first need to pass the concours. 
Instead, they set their eyes on the Blue Book, the European Commission’s five 
months long traineeship for about 1250 euros a month. How can one interpret 
that a highly qualified multilingual student body with advanced degrees settles 
for, in fact fights over, a low paid, short-term contract with no guarantees and 
regards the admittance to such a traineeship as a success and a rejection as a fail-
ure? The answer to this, I believe, lies in Pierre Bourdieu’s term illusio, a social 
agent’s investment and belief in the game and a commitment to what is at stake, 
that is contributing to European integration. Students believe in Europe and 
therefore, they are willing to invest their time, energy, employment security and 
salary in a traineeship within the institution that is considered the driver and 
engine of European integration.  

At the College of Europe there is a tension between pragmatism and the ide-
ology, between careerism and vocation, between strategy and identity formation 
through European socialisation. There are values within the school that are not 
merely linked to money, career, status, and prestige (although these exist as well) 
but symbolic values that working and constructing Europe is noble and mean-
ingful – values that are so ingrained that students are willing to take on low-paid 
traineeships that they are overqualified for simply because it is within the institu-
tions they admire and aspire to the most. At the College of Europe, pragmatism, 
status, and prestige (typically found in business schools) as well as vocation, belief, 
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and sacrifice for non-monetary gains (typically found in art schools) coexist sim-
ultaneously. This duality nuances previous results regarding the increasing man-
agerial and consumer-oriented approach within higher education institutions and 
students by pointing to a complexity and tension that exists between education, 
professional vocation, and the capitalist labour market.  

Formation of Dispositions and Symbolic Hierarchies 
The formative experience in Bruges, who one becomes and how, have been the 
main interest of this study. So far, geopolitics, social class, careerism, and vocation 
were important when analysing what the school is and what it does, who the 
students are and what happens in the encounter between the two. This section 
will focus on the dispositions, both general and specific, that are valued, 
enhanced, and further deepened within the social space of the College of Europe. 
Since the school position itself closely towards the EU, dispositions that have 
meaning at the College of Europe may mean little to nothing in another school 
situated in a national or an international context. This does not mean that all 
dispositions, attitudes, and ways of conduct that work as a symbolic capital at the 
College of Europe can automatically be transposed to the field of Eurocracy once 
the students graduate. However, the students are being formed, over the course 
of 10 month within the social space of the school, to become EU-professionals. 
By looking at what assets – general and extremely specific – are valued within a 
social space and how the possession and combination of different types of assets 
creates hierarchies both inwards and outwards, we understand how a social space 
is structured and what is valued within it better.  

From the institutional side, the school is valuing social dispositions over scho-
lastic achievement. This was the case both in the selection of students as well as 
what was expected from students during their year in Bruges, captured in rector’s 
speech when telling students “Don’t leave with knowledge, become young 
potential leaders.” Or through the fact that the master thesis was used more as a 
door opener to halls of power than to prove academic excellence. Social disposi-
tions being valued over scholastics is in accordance with what previous studies of 
elite schools have found. However, social dispositions such as being at ease, 
operating well under pressure and presenting oneself in the best of light were 
complemented with specific dispositions such as being able to cope with frequent 
code switching between English and French, being well-informed about current 
EU affairs and a demonstration of both “feeling” and “being” European.  

Some general assets, such as international capital, also work as capital at the 
College of Europe, but international experiences related to Europe and the EU 
worked as symbolic capital. While having done an Erasmus exchange was considered 
mainstream yet a prerequisite to enrol, an EU traineeship, especially a Bluebook 
traineeship within the European Commission, worked as symbolic capital both in 
the selection of students as well as a recognised conversion of the diploma as 
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institutionalised international capital to a professional experience within the EU 
institutions upon graduation. Another valued disposition was the demonstration of 
ease. Within the selection interviews, the ease consisted of being able to exude 
confidence, creating a narrative and a story of why one wished to enrol to the College, 
navigating the linguistic switches during the interview and linking a demonstrated 
European attachment to a future specific European career ambition.  

Throughout the academic year, the demonstrated ease was continued code-
switching and a demonstrated self-presentation of being professional. Specifi-
cally, this meant being on time, deliver work on deadlines, present well when 
speaking and dressing during formal occasions and navigating a specific form of 
networking on behalf of the students which consisted in managing to socialise in 
an informal manner with individuals that were situated higher up in the organi-
sational, professional, and social hierarchy. A lot of work at the College of Europe 
was dedicated in obscuring and blurring the lines between private and public 
spheres, between informal and formal settings and naturalising students into feel-
ing at ease conversing with individuals whom they, without being enrolled at the 
school, would have limited access to. These individuals occupied a position 
within a professional field related to Europe, whether they were academics, EU 
civil servants, lawyers, lobbyists, diplomats, or ministers.  

An EU career is characterised by being cross-national and cross-sectoral. EU-
professionals can equally be found at various sectors and levels which all require 
different skills and dispositions. However, EU policy making involves a multi-
tude of stakeholders from the private, public, civil society, and academia at the 
local, regional, national, and European levels. Students, depending on who they 
meet, acquire an understanding of various perspectives regarding Europe and the 
EU. Students acquire an ability to discuss Europe from various vantage points, 
but always with a European outlook rather than a national one. Being able to go 
beyond one’s national frames is also tested during the selection interviews when 
asked about current EU policies and institutional developments.  

From this point of view, students are formed with dispositions that are more 
useful in and around the EU institutions in Brussels rather than within the 
national administration in the member states. Even if they do end up in national 
administration negotiating for their country vis-à-vis the EU, their time in Bruges 
could facilitate an assessment of what is at stake for the business industry, the EU 
institutions and other member states. Yet finding a compromise that benefits one 
individual member state rather than the EU is not what the year at the College 
of Europe is about. Rather, it is about acquiring disposition to go outside of one’s 
national frames and apply a European outlook when discussing politics, policies, 
law, economics, migration, education, labour rights etc. At the same time, as 
mentioned, European geopolitical hierarchies play a role within the social space 
of the College of Europe. It is almost incredible to imagine that a student within 
a national or international school would derive status from how many years ago 
one’s home country decided to become an EU member state. Or that it would 
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matter if one’s home country is a net contributor to the EU budget, or a “good 
student” of EU legislation implementation within the national legislation.  

Apart from EU-membership that have tangible consequences on the possibil-
ity of students to integrate the EU labour market, EU membership length, EU 
budget contribution volume and EU legislation implementation rate are factors 
that create an internal symbolic hierarchy amongst students within the school 
which act as symbolic capital and status enhancers within this social space. Just 
like during the national weeks, through which the students learnt first-hand how 
to position their home countries in national and European geopolitical hierar-
chies, the symbolic hierarchy based on EU-membership, EU budget and EU pol-
icy implementation, serves to inform, and to some extent reproduce, the EU and 
European social order.  

Through this, students learnt what they can expect, how to situate themselves 
and finding their place not only within the social space of the College of Europe 
but possibly also in their future professional lives. In Bruges, they got a preview 
into how “things work”, the hierarchies that structures the bureaucratic and 
political professional world they aspire to integrate and a first insight to how to 
position themselves within the spider web of informal and formal knowledge. 
Furthermore, many oppositions and tensions within the school that students are 
confronted with, such as the national and the international, “old” and “new” 
member states, English and French language, Europe as a career and Europe as a 
vocation, the EU institutions and private sector around them consisting of lob-
byist, consulting firms and EU law firms, also exist within the field of Eurocracy 
described by Didier Georgakakis.480 As such, the structures and practices dis-
cerned within the school is homologue to a certain extent with the field of 
Eurocracy. Just like within the field of Eurocracy, where the national is not aban-
doned for the European but ever present is the fabrication of EU policies and 
politics, the College of Europe students adopt a European frame of references but 
are continuously being categorised and positioned within the school’s social space 
according to their national belonging within the European geopolitical hierarchy. 
Therefore, the students are being educated to professional material that can be 
likened to what Yves Dezalay referred to as “international brokers” i.e., being able 
to move from the national to the international and back again.481 Within the EU 
context, Antoine Vauchez found in his study on EU lawyers that through 
“building Europe” the lawyers were also “building themselves” by removing 
themselves from their roles within the national level and finding a new raison 
d’être at the European level.482  

Similarly, most students at the College of Europe arrive from a national edu-
cation system and thus the College of Europe and the prospective of an EU career 
is an opportunity for them to expand their professional future roles by acting as 

 
480 Georgakakis, D. (2017); Georgakakis, D. & Rowell, J. (2013). 
481 Dezalay, Y. (2004).  
482 Vacuhez, A. (2008), p. 133. 
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intermediaries between their home countries and the EU. Yves Dezalay reminds us 
that far from constituting an opposition, the national and the international are 
intrinsically linked in the reproductive strategies of elites. Instead, he argues, it 
constitutes a double game on behalf of elites of investing in the international to 
reinforce positions within the national filed of power while simultaneously lean on 
their national positions to reinforce their positions within the international. 
Cultural and linguistic barriers between national borders facilitate their cosmo-
politan strategies through which they can present themselves as advocating national 
interest while national strategies can be asserted through universal values.483  

A parallel of the national and international double game is discernible within 
the College of Europe in the sense that students invest in an international 
diploma related to Europe to complement their previously accumulated educa-
tional capital within the national scholarly system but they need to rely on their 
previously inherited or accumulated international capital to get into the school. 
However, the selection to the school is partly through the national level so the 
students must convince the school administration (by invoking European and 
international dispositions) and their national governments (in some cases by 
invoking their national dispositions) to get accepted and receive a scholarship 
enabling them to enrol. At the school, this double game continues through 
acquiring and finetuning dispositions linked to the international while deriving 
their symbolic value within the school’s symbolic hierarchy largely through the 
national. Language is another symbolic good, or practice, within the school.  

Language within the field of international education is most often treated as 
an investment, a resource to be had or to obtain. Investment in English language 
by social agents is typically interpreted by researchers as a door opener to studies 
abroad or an international career for instance. At the College of Europe, the prac-
tice of code-switching between English and French had little to do with material 
investment and language acquisition and more to do with symbolic assets and a 
social practice that had little value in the professional world but was almost 
exclusively utilised in formal settings when representing the school to the outside. 
Naturally, knowledge of French is an asset if one wants to work in the EU insti-
tutions of Brussels, Luxemburg or Strasbourg since French is the language spoken 
in these cities, and especially within the European Court of Justice where also the 
working language is still French. Otherwise, English is the dominating working 
language in the EU institutions and while French words are inserted at times in 
the “eurospeak” of eurocrats, it is not a general practice nor a prerequisite to code-
switch in the daily work as frequently as the social practice was in formal settings 
at the College of Europe.  

Students, however, arrived with different amounts of linguistic capital in terms 
of ease in navigating the bilingualism at the school. This resulted in a linguistic 
barrier amongst the student body and de facto rendered the objective of the 
school – that students should socialise, learn from each other, and build bridges 
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across nations – less efficient. When bilingualism worked, the ease in switching 
languages was a collectively shared symbolic capital, reinforcing the bonds and 
solidarity amongst students, making them feel unique, distinct, and European. 
When bilingualism did not work, it acted as an obstacle in the socialisation 
amongst students. For students who did not yet embody the disposition of bilin-
gual ease, several strategies were discerned. For students who saw their profes-
sional future in EU institutions, French became a priority. For students who did 
not see their professional future necessarily linked to the EU, French was invested 
in with the primary goal of passing the exams.  

As such, linguistics and the social practice of language had a symbolic value 
and a social meaning that structured the social world of the school and its stu-
dents. This finding confirms Pierre Bourdieu’s point that language is not merely 
a tool of communication, but also an instrument of power. In his book, Language 
and Symbolic Power, he writes the following: 

Integration into a single ‘linguistic community’, which is a product of the political 
domination that is endlessly reproduced by institutions capable of imposing uni-
versal recognition of the dominant language, is the condition for the establish-
ment of relations of linguistic domination.484 

At the College of Europe, there were two dominant languages, and the symbolic 
power was derived from a demonstrated ability to participate in merging them 
into one through frequent code-switching. This points to an alternative social use 
of language than merely the investment rational that is commonly found in the 
literature of international schooling studies as well as within sociology of educa-
tion literature. The ability of being at ease in code-switching endowed the College 
of Europe students with distinction and a sense of belonging. This sense of 
belonging was already embodied by the “international inheritors” who had gone 
through the European school in Brussels, grown up in a home environment and 
participated in extracurricular activities where English and French was mixed. It 
was not only related to inherited international capital or a European social envi-
ronment. Overall, French students had it easier to navigate the bilingualism since 
French was considered endowed with more symbolic value within the school. 
Therefore, language created symbolic hierarchies along a division related to 
nationality, social class, international capital and, again, EU members.  

The European French-speaking countries, Belgium, France, Luxemburg, and 
Switzerland are all apart from the latter, who is not an EU member state, so called 
“old” member states. In fact, the three top nationalities within the school repre-
senting 40 per cent of the student body come from France, Spain, and Italy, all 
“old” member states and countries whose language is French or linguistically 
proximate to French. Therefore, the embodied ease of code-switching due to 
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social, linguistic, and international inherited capital was not only creating a sym-
bolic hierarchy of languages within the school, but equally adding to the geopo-
litical symbolic hierarchy existing between “old” and “new” member states. 

The bilingualism and the code-switching were not only creating internal hier-
archies but also hierarchies towards the outside. In formal setting, the school 
always performed its ritual of code-switching, which excluded potential students 
from applying who did not master it. Furthermore, especially during the 
Opening Ceremony which is broadcasted online since the invited speakers often 
have a European discourse, the outsiders could be anyone who is interested in 
Europe but automatically disqualified if not mastering English and French. These 
two languages combined becomes a European linguistic disposition, valued 
within the social space of the school, but equally so within the field of Eurocracy. 
Language practice at the College of Europe thus had a social function, simulta-
neously granting students and the school distinction vis-à-vis the outside world. 
It is a reminder that language is ultimately a social practice endowed with power 
depending on who is speaking and not merely a resource to be acquired and used.  

This study has investigated the College of Europe as an institution, its stu-
dents, and the encounter between the institution and the students. Located at the 
intersection of the national, European, and international, aiming to contribute 
to European integration through the formation of EU-professionals for both the 
public and the private sector, the College of Europe is a social space positioned 
towards the EU and Europe yet where the national is continuously present. It is 
a social space where the objective is to overcome national barriers and acquire a 
European outlook through diversity, yet it is marked by geopolitical and symbolic 
hierarchies that relate to students previously inherited and acquired national, 
international, and linguistic capital and social class as well as macrolevel structures 
and social order such as European social inequalities and EU member states hier-
archies. It was created with the aim of forging future leaders in service to Europe, 
yet through its social selectivity and albeit many scholarships, the ones who are 
chosen to lead by the school come from privileged backgrounds.  

The students, endowed with large amounts of international capital come from 
middle and upper middle class but not descendants of economic elites, can be 
viewed as acquiring social distinction through the College of Europe and while 
striving to build Europe, they continuously also build themselves. On the one 
hand, the College of Europe certifies their previously inherited and accumulated 
international and educational assets into international institutionalised cultural 
capital through the diploma – a diploma that to some extent enjoys symbolic 
value due to the College of Europe’s reputation and institutional ties, in the form 
of faculty, funding, alumni and invited speakers, to the EU institutions. Further-
more, a refinement of the students’ international assets is made in accordance 
with what is esteemed, from the institutional side, to be valued within the field 
of Eurocracy and an EU career.  

The focus on preparing students for professional life upon graduation is rein-
forced due to the College of Europe being an educational institution offering 
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master diplomas but not PhD degrees preparing students for an academic life. 
Looking at the students’ profiles and the forging of dispositions throughout the 
academic year, such as social dispositions over academic excellence, professional-
ism, being at ease with people in positions of power, understanding EU geopo-
litical and symbolic hierarchies and situating oneself within them, the academic 
year largely reproduces the existing European social order. From this perspective, 
the College of Europe’s contribution to European integration is to uphold the 
status quo in terms of who is in power and who will ultimately benefit from it.  
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SUMMARY: 
Forming EU-professionals  
Geopolitical and Symbolic Hierarchies at the College of Europe 

The aim of the thesis was to understand how international educational processes 
and practices enable the formation of student dispositions related to Europe and 
the EU labour market. This was done through studying one central institution, 
the College of Europe. The research questions were grouped into three themes: 
to understand the institution, investigating the students and analysing the 
encounter between institution and the students during the academic year. The 
College of Europe, located in Bruges, Belgium, is a postgraduate independent 
private institution. 

The College of Europe was created in the aftermath of the Second World War 
by European federalists with a political mission of contributing to European 
integration by educating the next generation of European leaders. This was to be 
achieved by bringing a small number of a European youth to Bruges to have them 
live, eat and study together for ten months. By studying Europe and living 
together, students were to go beyond their national references and academic dis-
ciplines. Today, there are approximately 350 students in each student cohort rep-
resenting around 50 nationalities. The average student is around 25 years old, 
has a masters’ degree and speak three to four languages. The College of Europe 
positions itself, and is commonly portrayed in media, as a feeder school to the 
EU institutions. Alumni, however, can be found in law firms, lobbyist groups 
and consultancies operating around the EU power centre. Using the notion EU 
professional rather than EU official or EU civil servant, enabled me to capture 
the formation at the school towards professions equally outside of the EU 
institutions for instance at the national level or within the private sector for 
instance. 

Departing from Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology, I constructed the College of 
Europe as a social space in the intersections of various fields at the national, 
European, and global level. Rather than making a field analysis of the school, the 
intersection across fields was used as an analytical prism when making sense of 
what was taking place within the school. To grasp the structure of such a space I 
investigated the distribution of different assets and resources that the students 
possess before arriving in Bruges as well as accumulated during the school year. 
Applying notions of field, capital, and habitus, I regarded the year in Bruges as 
preparation ground to enter the field of Eurocracy, whether on the national, 
international, or supranational level. Considering the international student body, 
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international capital as an independent variable played an important role. The 
notion of habitus was a central concept of this study as it is the habitus that ena-
bles social agents (in this thesis the students) to take and defend positions within 
a social space. 

I conducted ethnographic fieldwork combining participant observations with 
semi-structured interviews on and off during one academic year. I conducted 38 
formal interviews, 27 with students and 11 with the administration. Nationality 
and regional belonging were an important variable when it came to students in 
terms of data analysis. I mainly interviewed students from Scandinavian and Cen-
tral and Eastern European Countries. Coming from traditionally Eurosceptic 
regions, these students were a “least likely case” in terms of positive EU attitudes. 
These students were also dominated numerically in student numbers and linguis-
tically within the school. By choosing Northern countries and Eastern countries, 
I was equally able to capture the division between “old” and “new” European 
member states. In addition, informal interviews were conducted with faculty, 
students, school administration, alumni, and EU officials. Contextual infor-
mation and data were collected from the school website, school brochures 
between 1953–2017, the Student Yearbook, and students LinkedIn profiles.  

The College of Europe as an Institution 
The first theme of this thesis focused on the College of Europe as an institution. 
Since its creation, the school had both an ideological and a pragmatic objective, 
but the latter has become dominant over time, paired with a curriculum that has 
gone from providing a humanist education to increasingly specialised courses. 
Over time, the school has become niched, and EU focused rather than generalist 
and Europe-focused.  

Chapter 5 provided a background to the school’s historical origins, its organ-
isational structure, its finances, its staff, and its position in relation to other sim-
ilar institutions offering degrees in European studies. School brochures between 
1954 and 2017 were analysed to capture how the school presented its institu-
tional objectives, purpose and aims to the outside and whether this had changed 
over time. Since its creation, the College of Europe has had a dual objective. On 
the one hand, following the personalist idea of transforming the whole human 
being through education, the College of Europe was to mould students to be 
leaders in service to Europe by overcoming national barriers through a European 
generalist and humanistic curriculum. On the other hand, this co-existed with a 
more instrumental approach of forming future European Leaders with the emerg-
ing European institutions in mind, first the Council of Europe and later the 
European Communities, the predecessor of the EU. Over time, the school has 
become niched, and EU focused rather than generalist and Europe-focused. In 
terms of what type of European leader that is being promoted, it shifted from 
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promoting leaders in service to Europe to increasingly forming experts on 
Europe, from enlightened Europeans to European technocrats. 

The College is striving to fulfil its double inherited role through diversity. 
Diversity in student nationalities and their academic disciplines, diversity in fac-
ulty through hiring both academics and practitioners, diversity in the curricula 
through balancing between general and specialised courses and finally, diversity 
in languages through having both English and French as official working lan-
guages. Created as a bilingual school, French was the dominant language within 
the school and French teachers held a predominant place. French students are 
numerically dominant within the student body, indicating a potential continua-
tion of the “favoured nation” policy towards France.  

Alongside the development of the European Community (the predecessor to 
the EU), the pragmatic feature took precedent from the 1970s when the leader-
ship of the school changed. The school increasingly started to position itself as an 
administrative school for the European administration. From the 1990s, compe-
tition grew from other universities offering programmes in European studies. 
This resulted in a stronger effort of branding itself to prospective students as a 
school which would inculcate them with tangible skills. The shift from an ideo-
logical self-portrayal to a pragmatic one was accompanied by a shift in the cur-
riculum from an initially humanistic and interdisciplinary curricula towards a 
curriculum with specialised EU courses.  

Since the EU sponsorship of the European Neighbourhood Policy scholar-
ships for students coming from the countries in the nearest geographical proxim-
ity of the EU borders, the student body is becoming increasingly internationally 
diversified. Thus, the school is also Europeanising a potential future elite in non-
member states of geopolitical interest to the EU. From this perspective, one could 
argue that the College of Europe expands its pragmatic objective of forming EU-
professionals while following its ideological objective of fostering the European 
integration, yet beyond the EU.  

Having analysed the formal institutional objectives, the following chapter took 
an interest in the informal features present within the admission process though 
analysing student selection interviews. Chapter 6 investigated whether there is 
such a thing as an ideal student candidate that the school is searching for. The 
method consisted in observing selection interviews with Swedish prospective stu-
dents. These observations were complemented by formal and informal interviews 
with staff and enrolled students. Through attending selection interviews, the 
interplay between what the school sought after, and the students’ dispositions 
was analysed.  

At the College, international dispositions were emphasised to a much greater 
degree than scholastic dispositions. Previous international experiences carried a lot 
of weight as demonstrated by having Erasmus as a separate indicator in the 
screening of online applications. The ideal candidate could simultaneously 
demonstrate “being” and “feeling” European. The ability to convincingly invoke 
this were intrinsically linked to international dispositions such as dual nationality, 
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having grown up in a mobile family, having lived in several countries and demon-
strating an ease in switching frequently between English and French. European 
symbolic capital was especially sought after in students. It was measured by whether 
a candidate had done an EU or European-related internship, participated in the 
Erasmus exchange programme, was bilingual in English and French and had 
knowledge of current EU-institutional developments. A professional energy was 
sought after in candidates as a prediction of how well a candidate would fit into the 
school. Knowledge about current EU affairs was not a test to see how well a 
candidate was going to succeed with the academic side of the College year but how 
well a candidate could go beyond their national frame of reference. 

Student Dispositions, Trajectories, and Aspirations  
The second theme of the thesis turned the gaze from the institution to the stu-
dents: their past trajectories, dispositions, and future career aspirations. The 
school promotes itself as being a “microcosm of Europe” but through data from 
students LinkedIn profiles and the Student Yearbook, it was shown in chapter 5 
that this diversity only applied to the number of student nationalities. The 
national heterogeneity, although not as heterogenous as it may seem on a closer 
inspection (40 per cent of the students came from France, Spain, or Italy), masks 
the social homogeneity within the student body. In terms of previous study back-
ground and trajectory, international experiences, numbers of languages spoken 
and socioeconomic status, the students are very homogenous. Close to 90 per 
cent of the student body had lived abroad for a minimum duration of three 
months before enrolling to the College and over 70 per cent of the students spoke 
three to five languages. In terms of study destination, most students went to 
France followed by the United Kingdom and the United States. Close to 20 per 
cent of the students during the observed academic year had done an internship 
within the EU institutions before arriving at the school. Other internships com-
monly accumulated in the dossier of having a “College of Europe student profile” 
were internships within the ministry of foreign affairs, the national permanent 
representations to the EU, embassies or, for law students, summer internships 
within law firms. 

Very few students at the College of Europe come from a working-class origin 
while most come from middle and upper middle class. Considering that the 
College of Europe is a postgraduate private international school this is not 
surprising as both a university degree, private education and international expe-
riences are highly correlated with an elevated socioeconomic origin. Furthermore, 
as was shown in the chapter on student selection, a demonstrated international 
experience through studies abroad or an internship, an ease in code-switching 
between English and French, and a confident mannerism were valued and ranked 
higher during interviews, all of which also correlate with an international ethos 
and social class. Although the College tends to recruit a socially homogenous 
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student body with strong international dispositions, a variation within the stu-
dent body exist which impacted not how only how they perceived the school 
before applying but also the selection interviews, and most likely, the academic 
year once arrived in Bruges.  

Based on the 27 students interviewed, three types of student profiles were dis-
tinguished. First, a minority but symbolically dominant, was a group of students 
endowed with inherited international capital. These students had grown up in 
bilingual and/or international environments, in upper-middle class families (they 
were children of lawyers, university professors, surgeons, EU civil servants, dip-
lomats). International traveling had been an integral part of these students’ life, 
due to their parents’ work or through international family relations.  

Second, the “international aspirants” were the largest group of students and 
came from middle class families with large amounts of cultural capital but not 
necessarily international capital. Situated closer to the first group than the third, 
they differed from the first group in that their trajectories were marked by 
national schools rather international schools. These students had acquired sym-
bolic international capital on their own through Erasmus programme exchanges 
or internships at the ministry of foreign affairs, embassies or in an EU institution. 
They often had a pragmatic approach to why they wanted to study at the College. 
Among these students, knowledge acquisition, language acquisition or practical 
skills were often invoked.  

Third, the “international social climbers” were a minority of students with a 
working-class origin who, just like the second group, had invested in interna-
tional capital through studies but had attended less prestigious universities. 
Often, they were the first person in their family to attend university. For them, 
the College represented, in the form of an international education, an oppor-
tunity for social upward mobility.  

From the categorisation of students into three groups, the dispositions of the 
“international inheritors” were the closest match to what was expected and valued 
in terms of school culture. This was a consistent observation from they 
approached their application to the school, as a natural continuation of their pre-
vious scholarly trajectory, to their self-perception (and lack of self-depreciation), 
how they experienced their selection interviews, and how at ease they were in 
navigating the bilingualism, code-switching, and overall socialisation across the 
student body.  

On the opposite side were the “international social climbers,” the very few 
working-class students whose experience prior to enrolment, during the academic 
year and self-perception greatly differed from the “international inheritors.” They 
had spent years preparing their profile to increase their chances of admittance, 
through the investment in language acquisition and studies abroad. Even if they 
had accumulated international capital like most students at the College of 
Europe, their lack of inherited cultural and economic capital made them depre-
ciate their own trajectories compared to the other students at the school.  
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For most students, belonging to the “international aspirants”, their lived 
experience was situated somewhere between the demonstrated ease of the inher-
itors and the outspoken discomfort by the “international social climbers.” Since 
most students belonged to this group, the year in Bruges consisted in acquiring, 
deepening, and displaying dispositions already possessed by the “international 
inheritors” and valued within the social space of the school.  

When speaking of their future career aspirations, most students interviewed 
aspired to work with EU affairs, in Brussels or for the national administration of 
their home countries. At the European level, students wished foremost to work 
for the EU institutions – especially the European Commission – and at the 
national level for the ministry of foreign affairs. Few spoke of a preference to work 
for the private sector as in lobbying or consultancies but these jobs, often intern-
ships, were rather seen as a first step on the Brussels job market. Students demon-
strated an unwillingness to choose one sector, one career, and one country to 
settle for in terms of work. This is in line with a generalist education that does 
not form students into one specific professional category. 

Two divisions could be discerned along the lines of study programme and of 
geographical belonging regarding how students valued a European versus a national 
career. First, law students were inclined to consider the private sector as a first 
preference compared to the EU institutions, much due to Brussels-based law firms’ 
eagerness to employ College law students specialised in EU competition law. 
Secondly, students from Scandinavian countries were less inclined to value a 
European career over a national career compared to students from Central and 
Eastern Europe or Southern Europe. Scandinavian students were more hesitant of 
going to Brussels at all costs when discussing their future career aspirations as they 
considered that they could get better job opportunities with higher salaries in their 
home countries. Slavic students were primarily set on going to Brussels upon 
graduation for the exact opposite reason. In other words, students’ European 
vocation would not automatically make them chose a European career over a national 
career if the latter provided them with more security within the labour market. 

The Encounter between Institution and Students 
The third theme of this thesis investigated what happened in the encounter 
between institutions and students during the academic. The material consisted of 
ethnographic data combining participant observations with semi-structured 
interviews. While participant observation captured daily routines and practices of 
the students, the interviews captured their aspirations, vocalised strategies and how 
they made sense of their time at the school (and valued it). Through analysing 
events taking place during the year, it was shown that this social world, or system 
of relations, is structured according to nationalities, languages, and a specific set of 
social and informational capital within which the students position themselves 
according to their previously accumulated assets, properties, and trajectories.  
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Chapter 7 focused on how Europe is constructed and experienced within the 
school. Students were perceived by the administration in relation to their home 
countries position vis-à-vis the EU where old member states (EU12) enjoyed 
greatest symbolic value. Students from non-EU member states or new member 
states (post 2004 EU enlargement) had a harder time to adjust at the school and 
felt more like outsiders compared to the other students. In the second semester, 
I took an interest in how students perform and (re)construct Europe by focusing 
on organisational and cultural practices throughout the national weeks. Through 
this exercise, students could redraw the borders of the European continent and 
challenge their mental map of what Europe is and what it meant to be European.  

Through negotiation amongst each other over what constitutes acceptable and 
translatable cultural practices within the school, students were learning first-hand 
how to be comfortable cooperating and socialising within a transnational sphere. 
What the students were incorporating and practicing through these national 
weeks was ultimately learning how to embody different roles and logics, moving 
from the national to the European to the international and back again, being 
invested, i.e., “believing” in the EU and the European, and negotiating across 
borders. Although students shared national weeks with other countries, the 
national weeks were still divided in terms of organisation according to national-
ity. As such, the national weeks were more symbolically and politically loaded 
than they were in practice in terms of “cross-border collaboration.”  

Students’ attitudes towards the EU and Europe followed national logics, i.e., 
Nordic students coming from traditionally Eurosceptic countries demonstrated 
a pragmatic stance towards the EU while the interviewed students from Central 
and Eastern Europe as well as Southern Europe comparingly demonstrated EU 
enthusiasm to a larger extent. Criticism from students coming from newer mem-
ber states or from non-EU member states concerned the perceived Brussels and 
Western Europe-centred opinions and attitudes towards the EU and European 
politics that were being advocated within the school. Apart from a division in EU 
attitudes that followed geographical lines, a monetary division followed the same 
lines within the student body for extra things such as restaurant outings on Sun-
days or weekend traveling. Although the school wishes to build bridges between 
nationalities, in some instances, divisions, symbolic or material, between students 
from East and West of Europe, the EU12 and EU28, between EU member states 
and non-EU member states were being reproduced. In short, at an interactional 
level the pattern of “richer” and “poorer” member states was being reinforced.  

Chapter 8 analysed the meaning, and use, of language in a bilingual institu-
tion. While English was the language that was most used amongst students and 
in contact with the administration, bilingualism was seen as a status marker by 
the school administration and by the students. The ritualistic performance of 
language mixing in formal settings stood in stark contrast to the academic reality 
of monolingual consistency in class. It can be considered as the maintenance of 
the presentation that the school upholds towards the outside and wish to sustain. 
Students, however, arrived with different amounts of linguistic capital in terms 
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of ease in navigating the bilingualism at the school. This resulted in a linguistic 
barrier amongst the student body and de facto rendered the objective of the 
school – that students should socialise, learn from each other, and build bridges 
across nations – less efficient.  

When bilingualism worked, the ease in switching languages was a collectively 
shared symbolic capital, reinforcing the bonds and solidarity amongst students, 
making them feel unique, distinct, and European. When bilingualism did not 
work, it acted as an obstacle in the socialization amongst students. For students 
who did not yet embody the disposition of bilingual ease, several strategies were 
discerned. For students who saw their professional future in EU institutions, 
French became a priority. For students who did not see their professional future 
necessarily linked to the EU, French was invested in with the primary goal of 
passing the exams.  

The bilingualism and the code-switching were not only creating internal hier-
archies but also hierarchies towards the outside. In formal setting, the school 
always performed its ritual of code-switching, which excluded potential students 
from applying who did not master it. Furthermore, especially during the 
Opening Ceremony which is broadcasted online since the invited speakers often 
have a European discourse, the outsiders could be anyone who is interested in 
Europe but automatically disqualified if not mastering English and French. These 
two languages combined becomes a European linguistic disposition, valued 
within the social space of the school, but equally so within the field of Eurocracy. 
Language practice at the College of Europe thus had a social function, simulta-
neously granting students and the school distinction vis-à-vis the outside world. 
It is a reminder that language is ultimately a social practice endowed with power 
depending on who is speaking and not merely a resource to be acquired and used.  

Chapter 9 focused on the skills, knowledge and competences taught through-
out the academic year. Students were constantly balancing between work and 
play through being overloaded with coursework, social events and networking 
opportunities with flying faculty, alumni and invited guest speakers and most 
importantly, amongst themselves. The main bulk of learning occurred outside of 
the classroom for the students. Social aspects, development of networks and 
extra-curricular activities were promoted and valued above academic achieve-
ments and grades. Students spend their time building their brand over the aca-
demic year and are selected at least partially on their ability to “narrate” their 
intended purpose of studying at the College of Europe by relating it to a career 
in EU affairs. They order business cards, put endless amount of time to network, 
learn to act and behave professionally, deliver work assignments on tight dead-
lines, navigate formal settings with formal dress code, learn how to construct a 
professional email etc. Students think strategically when choosing optional 
courses, extra-curricular activities, whom to invite as guest speakers during the 
national weeks and to what extent they should invest in the French language. 
Every person they meet is a potential door opener for a job or internship after 
their time in Bruges. Even their thesis is used as a business card to interview as 
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many people as possible and thereby maximise their opportunities. The school 
culture at the College of Europe is one of careerism but this is consistent with 
literature on business schools for instance and confirms previous research.  

There is a significant difference between the College of Europe and business 
schools though. While business schools do tend to lead to a lucrative employ-
ment, most students at the College of Europe dream of becoming bureaucrats at 
the European Commission. It is a far cry from the glamour image that surrounds 
investment bankers or international business consultants. College of Europe stu-
dents want to dedicate their careers to build Europe. This European vocation of 
actively participating in the construction of European integration is in line with 
the political aim of the College of Europe.  

As previously stated, students enrolled with the ambition to work for the EU 
institutions as European civil servants but over the course of the academic year, 
they seemed to transform into European managers, building expertise to work 
primarily in the private sector around the EU institutions as consultants, lobby-
ists or in law firms. The College year was an opportunity for students to reconvert 
their general international properties into professional ones. First, students learnt 
to be comfortable and at ease in both social and professional transnational envi-
ronments. Second, students accumulated specific dispositions valued within the 
field of Eurocracy such as being able to work in both English and French, being 
technocratic in their approach to the EU and understanding how the EU insti-
tutions work, formally and informally.  

Conclusion 
A common thread throughout this study has been the observed duality existing 
between empirical and analytical levels and variables that tend to be put against 
one another but intersect in the social space of the College of Europe: national 
versus international; careerism versus vocation; French versus English; individual 
versus group; geopolitical hierarchy versus social class etc. A consistent finding 
throughout the empirical chapters is that while these dualities exist within the 
school, they do not necessarily oppose each other but rather intersect and redefine 
the meaning of, for instance, what social class or being international means in an 
education positioned towards Europe and the EU institutions.  

Geopolitics and social selectivity were institutional features from the school’s 
creation in that it had a political mission related to the European integration as 
an educational institution and it was built to cater a socially selected group of 
students who would become the next generation of European leaders. Although 
national diversity in both students and faculty is invoked as an argument of how 
national barriers are being overcome daily in and outside of the classroom, the 
school administration is classified its student body according to their home coun-
tries’ EU-membership status where “old” member states (EU12) enjoyed greatest 
symbolic value. Students from non-EU member states or “new” member states 
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(post 2004 EU enlargement) had a harder time to adjust at the school and felt 
more like outsiders compared to the other students. 

Social class has a different meaning than within the national context when a 
second layer of European hierarchies is added on top. Most students belonged to 
middle and upper middle class in their home countries yet due to social inequal-
ities and different income levels between European countries within the same 
groups of professions, a student from a Northern country expressed a feeling of 
having more options and perceived opportunities than a student from an Eastern 
or Southern European country who expressed urgency and constraint in staying 
abroad upon finishing their studies. For the latter students, the lines between 
studying abroad and labour migration became blurred. The link between socio-
economic development of students’ home countries, social class and national 
hierarchies in an EU context impacted on the students’ time at the College of 
Europe and their perceived future opportunities and career aspirations. Yet 
research on international schooling tend to disregard the geopolitics of students’ 
home countries and downplay the correlation between abroad studies and labour 
migration. It is worth bearing this in mind when conducting research of interna-
tional schooling and the formation of its student body. 

At the College of Europe there was a tension between pragmatism and the 
ideology, between careerism and vocation, between strategy and identity for-
mation through European socialisation. There were values within the school that 
were not merely linked to money, career, status, and prestige (although these exist 
as well) but symbolic values that working and constructing Europe is noble and 
meaningful – values that were so ingrained that students are willing to take on 
low-paid traineeships that they are overqualified for simply because it is within 
the institutions they admire and aspire to the most. At the College of Europe, 
pragmatism, status, and prestige (typically found in business schools) as well as 
vocation, belief, and sacrifice for non-monetary gains (typically found in art 
schools) coexist simultaneously. This duality nuances previous results regarding 
the increasing managerial and consumer-oriented approach within higher educa-
tion institutions and students by pointing to a complexity and tension that exists 
between education, professional vocation, and the capitalist labour market. 

Social dispositions such as being at ease, operating well under pressure and 
presenting oneself in the best of light were complemented with specific disposi-
tions such as being able to cope with frequent code switching between English 
and French, being well-informed about current EU affairs and a demonstration 
of both “feeling” and “being” European. Some general assets, such as interna-
tional capital, also work as capital at the College of Europe, but international 
experiences related to Europe and the EU worked as symbolic capital. While hav-
ing done an Erasmus exchange was considered mainstream yet a prerequisite to 
enrol, an EU traineeship, especially a Bluebook traineeship within the European 
Commission, worked as symbolic capital both in the selection of students as well 
as a recognised conversion of the diploma as institutionalised international capital 
to a professional experience within the EU institutions upon graduation. Another 
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valued disposition was the demonstration of ease. Within the selection interviews, 
the ease consisted of being able to exude confidence, creating a narrative and a 
story of why one wished to enrol to the College, navigating the linguistic switches 
during the interview and linking a demonstrated European attachment to a 
future specific European career ambition.  

Throughout the academic year, the demonstrated ease was continued code-
switching and a demonstrated self-presentation of being professional. Specifi-
cally, this meant being on time, deliver work on deadlines, present well when 
speaking and dressing during formal occasions and navigating a specific form of 
networking on behalf of the students which consisted in managing to socialise in 
an informal manner with individuals that were situated higher up in the organi-
sational, professional, and social hierarchy. A lot of work at the College of Europe 
was dedicated in obscuring and blurring the lines between private and public 
spheres, between informal and formal settings and naturalising students into feel-
ing at ease conversing with individuals whom they, without being enrolled at the 
school, would have limited access to. These individuals occupied a position 
within a professional field related to Europe, whether they were academics, EU 
civil servants, lawyers, lobbyists, diplomats, or ministers.  

This study has investigated the College of Europe as an institution, its stu-
dents, and the encounter between the institution and the students. Located at the 
intersection of the national, European, and international, aiming to contribute 
to European integration through the formation of EU-professionals for both the 
public and the private sector, the College of Europe is a social space positioned 
towards the EU and Europe yet where the national is continuously present. It is 
a social space where the objective is to overcome national barriers and acquire a 
European outlook through diversity, yet it is marked by geopolitical and symbolic 
hierarchies that relate to students previously inherited and acquired national, 
international, and linguistic capital and social class as well as macrolevel structures 
and social order such as European social inequalities and EU member states hier-
archies. It was created with the aim of forging future leaders in service to Europe, 
yet through its social selectivity and albeit many scholarships, the ones who are 
chosen to lead by the school come from privileged backgrounds.  

The students, endowed with large amounts of international capital come from 
middle and upper middle class but not descendants of economic elites, can be 
viewed as acquiring social distinction through the College of Europe and while 
striving to build Europe, they continuously also build themselves. On the one 
hand, the College of Europe certifies their previously inherited and accumulated 
international and educational assets into international institutionalised cultural 
capital through the diploma – a diploma that to some extent enjoys symbolic 
value due to the College of Europe’s reputation and institutional ties, in the form 
of faculty, funding, alumni and invited speakers, to the EU institutions. Further-
more, a refinement of the students’ international assets is made in accordance 
with what is esteemed, from the institutional side, to be valued within the field 
of Eurocracy and an EU career.  
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The focus on preparing students for professional life upon graduation is rein-
forced due to the College of Europe being an educational institution offering 
master diplomas but not PhD degrees preparing students for an academic life. 
Looking at the students’ profiles and the forging of dispositions throughout the 
academic year, such as social dispositions over academic excellence, professional-
ism, being at ease with people in positions of power, understanding EU geopo-
litical and symbolic hierarchies and situating oneself within them, the academic 
year largely reproduces the existing European social order. From this perspective, 
the College of Europe’s contribution to European integration uphold the status 
quo in terms of who is in power and who will ultimately benefit from it.  
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SAMMANFATTNING: 
Formeringen av EU-professionella 
Geopolitiska och symboliska hierarkier vid College of Europe 

Syftet med avhandlingen var att förstå hur internationell utbildning formerar stu-
denters dispositioner i förhållande till Europa och EU:s arbetsmarknad. Detta 
gjordes genom att studera College of Europe, beläget i Brygge, Belgien, och som 
är en oberoende privat institution för högre utbildning. Forskningsfrågorna grup-
perades i tre teman: att förstå institutionen, att undersöka studenterna och att 
analysera mötet mellan institution och studenter.  

College of Europe etablerades av europeiska federalister i efterdyningarna av 
andra världskriget. Det hade från start ett politiskt uppdrag att bidra till europeisk 
integration genom att utbilda nästa generation av europeiska ledare. Studenter 
från olika länder kom till skolan för att bo och studera Europa tillsammans under 
tio månader. Därmed skulle studenterna överkomma nationalism, både genom 
att socialisera med studenter från andra länder och genom att studera Europa 
utifrån ett interdisciplinärt perspektiv. Årligen antas cirka 350 studenter som 
representerar ett 50-tal nationaliteter. Den genomsnittliga studenten är 25 år 
gammal, har redan en magisterexamen och talar tre till fyra språk. College of 
Europe positionerar sig, och framställs ofta i media, som en skola som utbildar 
EU-tjänstemän. Alumner återfinns dock även i stor utsträckning inom nationella 
administrationer samt i den privata sektorn som verkar kring EU:s maktcentra i 
Bryssel, exempelvis advokatbyråer som specialiserar sig i EU-rätt, lobbyistgrupper 
och konsultföretag. Genom att använda begreppet EU-professionell snarare än 
EU-tjänsteman, kunde en formering mot yrken även utanför EU-institutionerna 
fångas i studien. 

Med utgångspunkt i Pierre Bourdieus sociologi konstruerade jag skolan som 
ett socialt rum i skärningspunkten mellan olika fält på nationell, europeisk och 
global nivå. Skärningspunkten mellan fälten användes som ett analytiskt prisma 
för att förstå processer och praktiker inom skolan. Vidare undersökte jag fördel-
ningen av olika tillgångar och resurser som eleverna besatt innan och ackumule-
rade under läsåret. På så sätt synliggjordes strukturen inom skolan och vad som 
värderas. Utifrån begreppen fält, kapital och habitus analyserade jag året i Brygge 
som en förberedelseplats för att komma in på EU fältet, oavsett om det var på 
nationell, internationell eller överstatlig nivå. Med tanke på den internationella 
sammansättningen av studenterna spelade internationellt kapital en viktig roll i 
analysen. Begreppet habitus var ett centralt i studien eftersom det riktar blicken 
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mot hur sociala aktörer (i denna avhandling studenterna) tar och försvarar posit-
ioner inom ett socialt rum. 

Jag genomförde etnografiskt fältarbete som kombinerade deltagande observat-
ioner med semistrukturerade intervjuer under ett läsår. Jag genomförde 38 for-
mella intervjuer, 27 med studenter och 11 med skolledningen och administrat-
ionen. Studenters nationella och geografiska tillhörighet utgjorde ett viktigt fokus 
i analysen. Jag intervjuade främst studenter från skandinaviska samt central- och 
östeuropeiska länder. Dessa studenter var ett så kallat ”minst troligt fall” när det 
gäller positiva EU-attityder då de kommer från traditionellt euroskeptiska EU 
medlemsländer. Dessa studenter var även numerärt och språkligt dominerade på 
skolan. Genom detta urval kunde jag även fånga skillnader mellan så kallade 
”gamla” och ”nya” EU medlemsländer (för och efter EU:s östutvidgning år 
2004). Utöver de formella intervjuerna, genomfördes informella intervjuer med 
lärare, studenter, skolförvaltning, alumner och EU-tjänstemän. Dessa spelades 
inte in och användes inte lika systematiskt i analysen. Kontextuell information 
och data samlades in från skolans hemsida, skolbroschyrer mellan 1953–2017, 
skolårsboken samt studenternas LinkedIn-profiler. 

College of Europe som institution 
Det första analytiska temat fokuserade på College of Europe som institution. 
Skolan har sedan sin tillkomst haft både ideologiska och pragmatiska mål, men 
de senare har med tiden blivit dominerande. Läroplanen blev även den alltmer 
specialiserad med EU-kurser från att ha varit mer generalist- och 
Europaorienterad. Kapitel 5 gav en översiktlig bakgrund till skolans historiska 
ursprung, organisationsstruktur, ekonomi, och lärarkår. Skolbroschyrer mellan 
analyserades för att fånga hur skolan presenterade sina institutionella mål och 
syften utåt samt om detta hade förändrats över tid. 

College of Europe har ett dubbelt institutionellt mål. Å ena sidan fanns ett 
ideologiskt mål, inspirerad av idén att förvandla hela människan genom utbild-
ning, skulle skolan forma europeiska ledare som aktivt skulle bidra till europeisk 
integration. Å andra sidan existerade ett pragmatiskt mål, att positionera sig som 
utbildningsinstitution som utbildar en yrkeskår för de framväxande europeiska 
institutionerna, först Europarådet och senare den europeiska ekonomiska gemen-
skapen, EU:s föregångare. Om skolan från början främst verkade för att forma 
ledare vars uppdrag var att stå i tjänst till det europeiska folket så skiftade fokus 
mot att alltmer utbilda experter på Europa. Med andra ord, över tid har skolan 
gått från att vilja utbilda upplysta européer till europeiska teknokrater. 

College of Europe strävade efter att uppfylla sina mål genom en mångfalds-
strategi: mångfald gällande studenternas nationaliteter och deras akademiska 
discipliner, mångfald inom lärarkåren genom att anställa både akademiker och 
tjänstemän, mångfald i läroplanen via en avvägning mellan allmänna och specia-
liserade kurser och slutligen mångfald i språk baserad på att både engelska och 
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franska var officiella arbetsspråk inom skolan. Därmed inte sagt att det rådde 
balans. Exempelvis var från början det franska språket och franska lärare domi-
nerande inom skolan. Under fältstudier så var franska studenter numerärt över-
lägsna, vilket indikerade en potentiell fortsättning på en ”gynnad nationspolitik” 
gentemot Frankrike. 

Från och med 1970-talet, när ledningen för skolan byttes ut, började skolan 
alltmer positionera sig som en skola för den europeiska administrationen. Från 
1990-talet växte konkurrensen från andra universitet. Detta resulterade i en star-
kare satsning på att marknadsföra sig mot blivande studenter som en skola där 
studenter skulle få lära sig konkreta färdigheter att nyttja på arbetsmarknaden. 
Förskjutningen mot ett mer praktiskt fokus åtföljdes av ett skifte från den initialt 
humanistiska och tvärvetenskapliga läroplanen mot en läroplan med allt fler spe-
cialiserade EU-kurser. 

I och med införandet av EU:s stipendier för studenter från EU:s grannländer 
blev sammansättningen av studenterna alltmer internationellt diversifierad. Där-
med europeiserade skolan också en potentiell framtida elit i icke-medlemsstater 
av geopolitiskt intresse för EU. Ur detta perspektiv skulle man kunna hävda att 
College of Europe utökar sitt instrumentella mål att utbilda EU-professionella 
samtidigt som man följer sitt ideologiska mål att främja den europeiska integrat-
ionen, men utanför EU. 

Efter att ha analyserat de formella institutionella målen tog det följande 
kapitlet avstamp i antagningsprocessen och undersökte om det finns en idealtyp 
av student som skolan sökte efter. Metoden bestod i att observera intervjuer med 
svenska studentsökande. Dessa observationer kompletterades med formella och 
informella intervjuer med studentadministrationen samt redan antagna studen-
ter. Genom urvalsintervjuer analyserades samspelet mellan vad skolan eftersökte 
och de sökandes dispositioner. 

På College of Europe värderades internationella dispositioner i mycket högre 
grad än skolmässiga färdigheter. Tidigare internationella erfarenheter vägde 
tungt. Detta exemplifierades genom att utbytesstudier genom Erasmus-program-
met var en separat indikator vid granskning av ansökningar till skolan. Den ideala 
kandidaten, från skolans perspektiv, kunde samtidigt uppvisa både att ”vara” och 
”känna sig” europeisk. Förmågan att på ett övertygande sätt åberopa en europeisk 
identitet var kopplat till internationella resurser såsom dubbel nationalitet, att ha 
vuxit upp i en geografiskt mobil familj samt uppvisandet av en lätthet i språkväx-
ling mellan engelska och franska. Europeiskt symboliskt kapital var särskilt efter-
traktat från skolans håll. Detta mättes i en EU- eller Europarelaterad praktik, 
genomfört Erasmus-utbyte, lätthet i språkväxling mellan engelska och franska 
samt god kunskap om aktuell EU-policy. Ett professionellt förhållningssätt hos 
kandidaterna var högt värderad av skolan då det sågs som en förutsägelse av hur 
väl en kandidat skulle passa in. 
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Studenternas dispositioner, banor och ambitioner 
Det andra temat i avhandlingen vände blicken från institutionen mot studen-
terna. Skolan marknadsför sig själv som ett ”europeiskt mikrokosmos” men 
information från studenters LinkedIn-profiler samt skolårsboken visade att denna 
mångfald endast var applicerbar gällande antalet studentnationaliteter. Den nat-
ionella heterogeniteten, även om den inte är så heterogen som den kan tyckas vid 
en närmare granskning (40 procent av studenterna kom från Frankrike, Spanien 
eller Italien), döljer den sociala homogeniteten inom studentkåren. Studenterna 
är mycket homogena sett till tidigare studiebakgrund och -bana, internationella 
erfarenheter, antal språk och socioekonomiskt ursprung. Närmare 90 procent av 
studenterna under det observerade året hade bott utomlands i minst tre månader 
innan de anlände till Brygge och över 70 procent av studenterna talade minst tre 
språk. De flesta studenter hade studerat i Frankrike följt av Storbritannien och 
USA. Närmare 20 procent av studenterna hade gjort praktik vid EU-
institutionerna redan innan Brygge. Andra relativt vanliga praktikplatser som stu-
denterna hade gjort var inom utrikesministerier, de nationella permanenta repre-
sentationerna till EU eller ambassader. Juridikstuderandes profil vid College of 
Europe skiljde sig åt då de till högre grad även hade gjort en praktikplats inom 
privat sektor, oftast sommarpraktiker på advokatbyråer. 

Väldigt få studenter vid College of Europe hade arbetarklassbakgrund. De 
flesta härstammade i medel- och övre medelklass. Med tanke på att skolan är ett 
privat internationellt internat för högre utbildning är inte detta förvånande 
eftersom universitetsexamen, privat utbildning samt internationella erfarenheter 
är starkt korrelerade med socioekonomiskt ursprung. Dessutom premierades en 
uppvisad internationell erfarenhet genom studier utomlands eller praktik, en 
demonstrerad lätthet till språkväxling mellan engelska och franska och ett själv-
säkert och avslappnat intryck under urvalsintervjuer. Även dessa dispositioner 
och resurser korrelerar med ett internationellt etos och samhällsklass. Även om 
College of Europe tenderar att rekrytera en socialt homogent sammansatt stu-
dentgrupp med stor volym av internationella resurser existerade en variation 
bland studenterna. Detta korrelerade med hur studenter uppfattade skolan innan 
de ansökte, hur de upplevde urvalsintervjuerna samt skolåret. 

Utifrån de 27 intervjuade studenterna identifierades tre typer av studentpro-
filer. För det första så fanns en minoritet men symboliskt dominerande grupp 
bestående av studenter med nedärvt internationellt kapital. Denna grupp 
benämndes som de ”internationella arvtagarna”. Dessa studenter hade vuxit upp 
i tvåspråkiga och/eller internationella miljöer och i familjer inom den övre 
medelklassen (de var barn till advokater, universitetsprofessorer, kirurger, EU-
tjänstemän, diplomater). Internationella resor hade på grund av deras föräldrars 
arbete och genom internationella familjerelationer varit en integrerad del av deras 
uppväxt och liv. 

Den andra gruppen benämndes de ”internationella aspiranterna” och var 
störst till antalet av de intervjuade studenterna. De kom från medelklassfamiljer 
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med stora mängder kulturellt kapital men hade inte nödvändigtvis motsvarande 
mängd internationellt kapital. De skiljde sig från den första gruppen genom att 
deras utbildningsbanor gick via nationella snarare än internationella skolor. Stu-
denter hade ofta därefter förvärvat symboliskt internationellt kapital på egen 
hand genom utbyten inom Erasmusprogrammet eller praktik på utrikesministe-
rier, ambassader eller inom en EU-institution. De hade i regel ett pragmatiskt 
förhållningssätt till varför de ville studera på skolan, exempelvis för att lära sig 
franska, knyta ett nätverk, eller förvärva specifik kunskap inom ett EU-område.  

Den tredje gruppen, de ”internationella sociala klättrarna”, utgjorde en mino-
ritet och bestod framför allt av studenter med arbetarklassursprung. De hade, 
precis som den andra gruppen, investerat i internationellt kapital genom studier 
men gått på mindre prestigefyllda universitet såsom regionala universitet och 
högskolor. Ofta utgjorde de den första generationen universitetsstuderande. För 
dem representerade College of Europe, i form av en internationell utbildning, en 
möjlighet till social mobilitet. 

Utifrån kategoriseringen var de ”internationella arvtagarnas” dispositioner de 
som stod närmast vad som förväntades och värderades högst på skolan. Detta 
observerades även genom dessa studenters förhållningssätt till skolan. De såg sko-
lan som en naturlig fortsättning på sin tidigare akademiska bana. De hade en god 
självuppfattning i förhållande till de andra studenterna. De var bekväma med 
språkväxlandet mellan engelska och franska samt. En konsekvens av detta var 
deras lätthet i socialisering med skilda nationaliteter skolans tvåspråkighet inte 
utgjorde en social barriär för dem. 

De ”internationella sociala klättrarna” befann sig på den motsatta sidan. Deras 
erfarenhet under urvalsintervjuer samt läsåret och självuppfattning skiljde sig 
markant från de ”internationella arvtagarna”. De hade ägnat år åt att förbereda 
sin College of Europe-profil genom att investera i språkinlärning och utlandsstu-
dier för att därmed maximera sina chanser att bli antagna. Även om de besatt ett 
internationellt kapital mer eller mindre i paritet med de andra studenterna vid 
skolan så undervärderade de sina tidigare banor och tillgångar jämfört med andra 
studenter. 

Slutligen, för den majoritet intervjuade studenter som tillhörde de 
”internationella aspiranterna”, var deras upplevelse på skolan belägen någonstans 
mellan de ”internationella arvtagarnas” påvisade känsla av naturlig tillhörighet till 
skolan och den uppfattning av alienation och svårighet som de ”internationella 
sociala klättrarna” ibland uttalade. För majoriteten av studenterna så bestod året 
i Brygge av att förvärva, fördjupa och uppvisa de dispositioner som värderades 
högst inom skolan och som de ”internationella arvtagarna” redan besatte. 

Vid frågan om framtida karriärer, så strävade de flesta studenter efter att arbeta 
med EU-frågor, antingen i Bryssel eller inom den nationella administrationen i 
sina hemländer. På europeisk nivå ville studenterna främst arbeta för EU-
institutionerna – särskilt Europeiska kommissionen – och på nationell nivå för 
utrikesministeriet. Få talade om en preferens för att arbeta inom den privata sek-
torn. Praktikplatser inom lobbyverksamhet eller konsultföretag sågs snarare som 
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ett första steg på arbetsmarknaden i Bryssel än en långsiktig karriär. Studenter 
visade upp en ovilja att låsa sina yrkesplaner till en specifik sektor, en karriär eller 
ett land. Detta ligger i linje med att College of Europe främst tillhandahåller en 
generalistutbildning som inte bildar studenterna i en specifik yrkeskategori, även 
om den över tid har blivit alltmer specialiserad genom tillämpade EU-kurser. 

Hur studenter värderade en europeisk kontra en nationell karriär berodde 
främst på studieprogram och geografisk tillhörighet. För det första var juridikstu-
denter mer benägna att betrakta den privata sektorn som en första preferens jäm-
fört med EU-institutionerna. Detta berodde mycket på de Brysselbaserade 
advokatbyråers iver att anställa juridikstudenter specialiserade inom EU:s kon-
kurrenslagstiftning. För det andra var studenter från skandinaviska länder jämfört 
med studenter från Central- och Östeuropa eller Sydeuropa mindre benägna att 
värdera en europeisk karriär högre än en nationell karriär. Skandinaviska studen-
ter ansåg att de kunde få bättre jobbmöjligheter med högre löner i sina hemländer 
än i Bryssel och var inte lika benägna att påbörja sin karriär där till varje pris. 
Slaviska studenter var i första hand inställda på Bryssel efter examen av exakt 
motsatt anledning. Med andra ord valde inte studenterna automatiskt en euro-
peisk karriär framför en nationell karriär om de ansåg att den senare gav dem 
bättre ekonomisk avkastning och mer trygghet på arbetsmarknaden. 

Mötet mellan institution och studenter 
Det tredje temat i denna avhandling undersökte vad som hände i mötet mellan 
institutionen och studenterna under det akademiska året. Materialet bestod av 
etnografiska fältanteckningar baserade på deltagande observationer, 
semistrukturerade intervjuer och diverse informationsmaterial. Medan delta-
gande observationer fångade studenternas dagliga rutiner och praktiker gav inter-
vjuerna inblick i deras ambitioner, uttryckta strategier och hur de såg på och 
värderade tiden på skolan. Skolans sociala värld var strukturerad efter 
nationaliteter, språk och en specifik uppsättning av socialt kapital och 
informationskapital inom vilken studenterna positionerade sig. 

Kapitel 7 fokuserade på hur Europa konstruerades, värderades och upplevdes 
inom skolan. Skoladministrationen kategoriserade studenter i förhållande till 
deras hemländers positioner gentemot EU där ”gamla” medlemsländer (EU12) 
hade störst symbolvärde. Studenter vars hemländer inte var EU-medlemsstater 
eller ”nya” medlemsländer tenderade att ha svårare att finna sig tillrätta på skolan 
och kände sig i större utsträckning utanför jämfört med de andra studenterna. 
Under fältstudiens andra termin på skolan intresserade jag mig för hur studenter 
upplever och (re)konstruerar Europa genom att analysera studenters organisato-
riska och kulturella praktiker under de så kallade ”nationella veckorna.” Under 
dessa veckor, som kan ses som en institutionell ritual, kunde studenterna rekon-
struera den europeiska kontinentens gränser och utmana sin mentala karta över 
vad Europa är och vad det innebär att vara europeisk. 
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Genom förhandlingar sinsemellan om vad som är acceptabla och översättbara 
kulturella sedvänjor inom skolan fick studenterna tillfälle att förhandla, umgås 
och samarbeta över nationella gränser. Studenter förkroppsligade olika roller och 
logiker, från det nationella till det europeiska till det internationella. Eftersom 
studenterna delade upp veckorna organisatoriskt efter nationalitet (även om flera 
nationaliteter delade på samma vecka) så var de i praktiken mer symboliskt och 
politiskt laddade än en veritabel övning i ”gränsöverskridande samarbete.” 

Studenternas attityder och förhållningssätt till EU och Europa följde nation-
ella logiker. De skandinaviska studenterna från traditionellt euroskeptiska länder 
påvisade en pragmatisk hållning till EU medan de intervjuade studenterna från 
Central- och Östeuropa samt Sydeuropa påvisade en EU-entusiasm i högre 
utsträckning. Kritik från studenter vars hemnationer var ”nya” medlemsländer 
eller länder utanför EU kretsade framför allt kring de upplevda 
Västeuropacentrerade åsikter och attityder till EU och europeisk politik som 
förespråkades inom skolan. Utöver uppdelning i EU-attityder, så fanns 
ekonomiska skillnader mellan studenterna för extra kostnader (exempelvis 
restaurangbesök eller helgresor) som även de följde en öst-västlig geografisk upp-
delning mellan studenter. Därav konstaterades det att även om skolan har som 
ambition att överskrida nationella tillhörigheter till förmån för en europeisk 
gemenskap, så reproducerades i vissa fall skiljelinjer, symboliska eller materiella, 
mellan elever från Öst- och Västeuropa. Kort sagt, på en interaktiv nivå mellan 
studenter förstärktes mönstret av ”rikare” och ”fattigare” medlemsländer. 

Kapitel 8 analyserade betydelsen och användningen av språk på skolan. Medan 
engelska var det språk som användes mest mellan student och i kontakt med skol-
administrationen så sågs tvåspråkighet som en statusmarkör såväl av 
skoladministrationen som av studenterna. Det rituella utförandet av frekvent 
språkväxling i formella miljöer stod i skarp kontrast till den akademiska verklig-
heten som färgades av konsekvent enspråkighet i klassrummet. Detta kan 
betraktas som att skolan utåt upprätthåller en representation av sig själv som 
tvåspråkig institution. Studenterna besatt dock olika mängder språkligt kapital 
som hade bäring på i vilken grad de kunde navigera och integrera tvåspråkigheten 
och språkväxlingen på skolan. Detta resulterade i en språklig barriär för vissa stu-
denter och gjorde de facto skolans mål – att studenter skulle umgås, lära av 
varandra och bygga broar över nationer – mindre effektivt. 

När tvåspråkigheten fungerade var språkväxlingen ett kollektivt delat 
symboliskt kapital som förstärkte banden och solidariteten mellan studenterna, 
vilket fick dem att känna sig unika, sammansvetsade och europeiska. När 
tvåspråkigheten inte fungerade utgjorde språkväxlingen ett hinder i 
socialiseringen för studenterna. Bland studenter som ännu inte förkroppsligade 
språkväxlingen kunde flera strategier urskiljas. För studenter som såg sin yrkes-
mässiga framtid inom EU-institutionerna blev franskan en prioritet. För 
studenter som inte nödvändigtvis såg sin professionella framtid kopplad till EU, 
investerade de i franska språket med det primära målet att klara av proven. 
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Tvåspråkigheten och språkväxlingen skapade inte bara interna hierarkier inom 
skolan utan även hierarkier utåt. I en formell miljö utförde skolan alltid sin ritual 
med frekvent språkbyte, vilket uteslöt potentiella elever från att söka som inte 
behärskade flytande engelska och franska. Språkväxlingen uteslöt potentiellt även 
externa åhörare vid skolans öppningsceremoni. Denna sänds via skolans hemsida 
då inbjudna talare ofta har en maktposition inom EU-fältet. Därmed kan vem 
som helst som är intresserad av aktuell EU-diskurs lyssna, förutsatt att de kan 
följa språkväxlingen. Frekvent språkväxling mellan engelska och franska utgjorde 
en europeisk språklig disposition inom skolans sociala rum och var högt värderad. 
Dessutom är både engelska och franska även högt värderad inom eurokratins fält. 
Språkpraktiken vid skolan hade alltså en social funktion som samtidigt gav status 
och social distinktion gentemot omvärlden. Detta resultat är en påminnelse om 
att språk i slutändan är en social praktik som innefattar ett maktelement beroende 
på vem som talar. Språk, med andra ord, är betydligt mer än endast en resurs som 
sociala aktörer förvärvar och använder. 

Kapitel 9 fokuserade på färdigheter, kunskaper och kompetenser som lärdes 
ut under hela läsåret. Studenter balanserade ständigt mellan arbete och lek. De 
var överbelastade med kurser, sociala evenemang och möjligheter till nätverkande 
med lärare, alumner och inbjudna gästföreläsare och viktigast av allt, sinsemellan. 
Huvuddelen av lärandet skedde utanför klassrummet. Sociala aspekter och pro-
fessionellt nätverkande främjades och primerades över akademiska prestationer 
och betyg. Studenter ägnade sin tid under läsåret åt att bygga sitt ”varumärke” 
och antogs åtminstone delvis utifrån sin förmåga att på ett övertygande sätt 
koppla sin ambition att studera vid College of Europe till en EU-relaterad karriär. 
Under året beställde studenterna visitkort, lade oändligt mycket tid på att nät-
verka, lade vikt vid att presentera sig professionellt, levererade arbetsuppgifter 
med snäva deadlines, socialiserade frekvent i miljöer med formell klädkod 
etcetera. Studenterna valde valfria kurser, fritidsaktiviteter, gästföreläsare och 
språkinlärning strategiskt. Varje person de mötte var en potentiell dörröppnare 
för ett jobb eller en praktikperiod under året. Även examensarbetet användes som 
ett visitkort för att intervjua så många som möjligt och därigenom maximera 
möjligheten till att knyta värdefulla kontakter. Skolkulturen vid College of 
Europe utmärktes av ett stort fokus på karriär. Detta ligger i linje med litteratur 
om till exempel handelshögskolor och bekräftar tidigare forskning. 

Det finns dock en betydande skillnad mellan College of Europe och handels-
högskolor. Medan handelshögskolor tenderar att leda till lukrativa anställningar, 
drömde de flesta studenter vid College of Europe om att bli byråkrater vid Euro-
peiska kommissionen. Det är långt ifrån den glamourbild som omger bankirer 
eller internationella affärskonsulter. Skolans studenter ville i stället ägna sina 
karriärer åt att ”bygga” Europa. Denna europeiska kallelse att aktivt delta i den 
europeiska integrationen är i linje med skolans politiska mål. Under loppet av 
läsåret omdirigerades dock studenternas fokus från att primärt vilja arbeta för den 
Europeiska Kommissionen till att även beakta den privata sektorn runt EU-
institutionerna som potentiella arbetsgivare, åtminstone i början av karriären. 
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Bryggeåret var en möjlighet för studenterna att omvandla sina allmänna 
internationella tillgångar till professionella sådana. De förkroppsligade en lätthet 
i sociala och professionella transnationella miljöer. Vidare ackumulerade studen-
terna specifika dispositioner och tillgångar som värderades inom eurokrati-fältet, 
som att kunna arbeta på både engelska och franska, vara teknokratisk i sitt för-
hållningssätt till EU samt förstå hur EU-institutionerna fungerar, både formellt 
och informellt.  

Slutsats 
En röd tråd genom denna studie har varit den observerade dualiteten mellan 
empiriska och analytiska nivåer och variabler som i regel tenderar att ställas mot 
varandra. I stället genomskär de varandra i skolans sociala rum: såsom nationellt 
kontra internationellt; karriärism kontra kallelse; franska kontra engelska; individ 
kontra grupp; geopolitisk hierarki kontra social klass; etcetera. En genomgående 
upptäckt i de empiriska kapitlen var att även om dessa dualiteter existerar inom 
skolan så står de inte nödvändigtvis emot varandra utan snarare omdefinieras till 
exempel innebörden av vad social klass samt vad det innebär att vara 
internationell i en utbildning riktad mot Europa och EU:s institutioner. 

Eftersom skolan hade ett politiskt mål att bidra till europeisk integration 
genom att utbilda nästa generation av europeiska ledare så var geopolitik och 
social selektivitet institutionella drag från dess att skolan bildades. Även om 
nationell mångfald inom både studenter och fakultet åberopas som ett argument 
för hur nationella barriärer övervinns dagligen i och utanför klassrummet så klas-
sificerade skoladministrationen sin studentgrupp enligt deras hemländers EU-
medlemskapsstatus där ”gamla” medlemsländerna hade störst symbolvärde.  

När ett andra lager av europeiska hierarkier läggs ovanpå nationella hierarkier 
får social klass en annan innebörd än i det nationella sammanhanget. De flesta 
studenterna tillhörde medel- och övre medelklassen i sina hemländer men på 
grund av sociala ojämlikheter och olika inkomstnivåer mellan europeiska länder 
inom samma yrkesgrupper upplevde studenter sina framtida alternativ och möj-
ligheter på skilda sätt. Studenter från öst- eller sydeuropeiska länder uttryckte en 
stress över att snabbt behöva finna arbete eller praktikplats för att kunna fortsätta 
sin vistelse utomlands efter avslutade studier. För dessa studenter suddades grän-
serna mellan utlandsstudier och arbetskraftsinvandring ut. Kopplingen mellan 
länders socioekonomisk utveckling, social klass och nationella hierarkier i ett EU-
sammanhang påverkade studenternas studietillvaro och deras upplevda framtida 
möjligheter och karriärsträvanden. Ändå tenderar forskning om internationell 
skolgång att bortse från geopolitiska aspekter av studenters hemländer samt tona 
ned sambandet mellan utlandsstudier och arbetskraftsinvandring. Det är värt att 
ha detta i åtanke när man bedriver forskning om internationell skolgång. 

På College of Europe fanns en spänning mellan pragmatism och ideologi och 
mellan karriärism och kallelse. Det fanns värderingar inom skolan som inte bara 
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var kopplade till pengar, karriär, status och prestige (även om dessa också finns) 
utan symboliska värderingar. Att arbeta för och bygga upp ett enat Europa ansågs 
både ädelt och meningsfullt. Dessa symboliska värderingar var så förkroppsligade 
att studenter var villiga att acceptera lågavlönade och tidsbegränsade 
praktikplatser, som de var överkvalificerade för, enbart för att de var inom de EU-
institutioner de eftersträvade en karriär inom mest. Inom skolan samexisterade 
pragmatism, status och prestige (som vanligtvis återfinns inom handelshögskolor) 
såväl som kall, tro och uppoffringar för icke-monetär ersättning (som vanligtvis 
återfinns inom konstskolor). Denna dubbelhet nyanserar tidigare resultat genom 
att peka på en komplexitet och spänning som finns mellan utbildning, 
yrkeskallelse och den kapitalistiska arbetsmarknaden.  

Sociala dispositioner, som att vara bekväm i formella och informella miljöer 
och prestera samt presentera sig i bästa möjliga ljus, kompletterades med specifika 
dispositioner som att kunna hantera frekvent språkväxling mellan engelska och 
franska, vara välinformerad om aktuell politik och policy-utveckling på EU-nivå 
samt en demonstration av att både ”känna sig” och att ”vara” europeisk. Vissa 
allmänna tillgångar, som internationellt kapital, fungerade även som kapital på 
skolan, men internationella erfarenheter relaterade till Europa och EU fungerade 
därtill som symboliskt kapital. Samtidigt som att det ansågs vara föga märkvärdigt 
att ha gjort ett Erasmus-utbyte var det ändå en förutsättning för att bli antagen. 
Genomförda praktiker vid en EU-institution, särskilt inom Europeiska 
kommissionen, var ett symboliskt kapital både i urvalet av studenter och, för de 
som ännu inte gjort en sådan praktik, en erkänd konvertering av 
institutionaliserad internationell kapital i form av diplom till en relevant 
yrkeserfarenhet inom EU-institutionerna efter examen. En annan uppskattad dis-
position var demonstrationen av att uppvisa distans, vara bekväm och navigera 
sociala situationer med en avslappnad lätthet. Under urvalsintervjuerna gällde det 
att kunna utstråla självförtroende, skapa en berättelse och ett narrativ om varför 
man ville studera vid skolan, navigera de frekventa språkväxlingarna utan att 
påvisa stress eller att man var obekväm under intervjun samt koppla en egen euro-
peisk anknytning, genom utlandsstudier eller utlandspraktik, till en framtida spe-
cifik europeisk karriärambition. 

Under läsåret utspelades den sociala dispositionen av påvisad lätthet genom 
fortsatt obehindrad språkväxling samt en demonstrerad självpresentation av att 
vara professionell. Specifikt innebar detta att komma i tid, leverera arbete inom 
strikta tidsramar, presentera sig väl när man talade och att klä sig formellt under 
formella tillställningar. Studenterna deltog i en specifik form av nätverkande som 
bestod i att umgås informellt med individer som var högre positionerade i den 
organisatoriska, professionella och sociala hierarkin. Mycket arbete vid skolan 
ägnades åt att dölja och sudda ut gränserna mellan privata och offentliga sfärer, 
mellan informella och formella miljöer och att socialisera studenter till att känna 
sig bekväma i att samtala med individer som de, utan att vara antagna på skolan, 
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skulle ha begränsad tillgång till. Dessa personer hade en position inom ett yrkes-
fält relaterat till Europa, oavsett om de var akademiker, EU-tjänstemän, 
advokater, lobbyister, diplomater eller ministrar. 

Denna studie har undersökt College of Europe som institution, dess studenter 
och mötet mellan institutionen och studenterna. College of Europe ligger i skär-
ningspunkten mellan det nationella, europeiska och internationella. Skolan syftar 
till att bidra till europeisk integration genom formerandet av EU-professionella 
för både den offentliga och privata sektorn. Det är ett socialt rum som vetter mot 
EU och Europa men där det nationella är kontinuerligt närvarande. Målet är att 
överskrida nationella barriärer och anamma en europeisk syn genom mångfald 
men skolan präglas av geopolitiska och symboliska hierarkier kopplat till å ena 
sidan studenters sociala ursprung samt tidigare nedärvda och förvärvade nation-
ella, internationella och språkliga kapital, och å andra sidan, strukturer på 
makronivå såsom europeiska sociala ojämlikheter och hierarkier på EU-nivå. 
College of Europe skapades med syftet att forma framtida ledare till att verka för 
Europa och dess befolkning, men genom sin sociala selektivitet, om än många 
stipendier, tillhör de utvalda studenterna en privilegierad minoritet. 

Utrustade med stora mängder internationellt kapital och överrepresenterade 
inom medel- och övre medelklassen, förvärvar studenterna social distinktion 
genom studier vid skolan; samtidigt som att de strävar efter att ”bygga” Europa, 
bygger de också kontinuerligt sig själva. College of Europe certifierar studenters 
tidigare ärvda och förvärvade internationella och utbildningstillgångar genom att 
konvertera det till internationellt institutionaliserat kulturellt kapital i form av 
examensbeviset. Ett examensbevis som till viss del åtnjuter symboliskt värde på 
grund av skolans rykte och institutionella koppling till EU-institutionerna genom 
lärarkår, finansiering, alumner och gästföreläsare. Vidare sker en förfining av stu-
denternas internationella tillgångar i enlighet med vad som, från institutionens 
sida, bedöms värderas inom eurokrati-fältet och en EU-karriär. 

Tack vare att College of Europe är en utbildningsinstitution som erbjuder 
masterexamen men inte doktorsexamen så förstärks fokuset på att förbereda stu-
denter för yrkeslivet efter examen. Bryggeåret reproducerar till stor del den redan 
befintliga europeiska samhällsordningen, sett till studenternas sociala ursprung 
och tillgångar, hur skolåret formerar dem och vad som värderas inom skolan. Ur 
detta perspektiv är skolans bidrag till den europeiska integrationen snarare upp-
rätthållandet av status quo av vem som sitter vid makten och vem som i slutändan 
kommer att dra nytta av det. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 Student Nationalities during the Observed 
Academic Year485 

Number of 

countries 

Country Number of 

students 

Number of 

countries 

Country Number of 

students 

1 Albania  2 25 Liechtenstein 1 

2 Algeria 3 26 Lithuania 2 

3 Armenia 3 27 Luxembourg 2 

4 Austria 5 28 Malta  3 

5 Azerbaijan 6 29 Moldova 4 

6 Belarus 1 30 Monaco  1 

7 Belgium 19 31 Morocco  3 

8 Brazil 1 32 Netherlands 2 

9 Bulgaria 6 33 Norway 2 

10 China 3 34 Poland 12 

11 Croatia 1 35 Portugal 6 

12 Cyprus 1 36 Romania 5 

13 Denmark 7 37 Russia  1 

14 Egypt 1 38 Serbia 2 

15 Finland 2 39 Slovakia 4 

16 France 53 40 Slovenia 1 

17 FYROM 1 41 Spain 45 

18 Georgia 7 42 Sweden  5 

19 Germany 23 43 Switzerland 3 

20 Greece 8 44 Tunisia 5 

21 Hungary 4 45 Turkey 2 

22 Ireland 8 46 Ukraine 12 

23 Italy 43 47 United Kingdom 10 

24 Latvia 1 48 United States  2 

 

 
485 These numbers were given to me by the school administration at the beginning of the academic 
year of the Bruges campus. It can differ somewhat with the numbers I used from the student 
yearbook as the latter do not include students who dropped out during the year. 
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Appendix 2 Overview of Recorded Interviews  
 Name Nationality Date of interview 

1 Clara Denmark 12/02/2018 

2 Victoria Sweden 14/02/2018 

3 Charlotte Sweden 28/02/2018 

4 David Denmark 28/02/2018 

5 Oscar Denmark 28/02/2018 

6 Administration N/A 01/03/2018 

7 Administration N/A 13/03/2018 

8 Administration N/A 27/03/2018 

9 Tina Denmark 06/03/2018 

10 Annette Sweden 07/03/2018 

11 William Sweden 09/03/2018 

12 Marina Denmark 20/03/2018 

13 Jacob Sweden 22/03/2018 

14 Bianca Denmark 23/03/2018 

15 László Slovakia 23/03/2018 

16 Alessia Italy 25/03/2018 

17 Evelyn Ireland 25/03/2018 

18 Rodrigo Portugal 25/03/2018 

19 Henrik Norway 26/03/2018 

20 Sebastian Denmark 28/03/2018 

21 Anastasia Poland 10/04/2018 

22 Adam Poland 10/04/2018 

23 Gloria Poland 11/04/2018 

24 Daniel Poland 15/04/2018 

25 Dominika Poland 16/04/2018 

26 Adam Poland 16/04/2018 

27 Angelica Poland 17/04/2018 

28 Administration N/A 05/06/2018 

29 Administration N/A 07/06/2018 

30 Administration N/A 07/06/2018 

31 Administration N/A 11/06/2018 

32 Administration N/A 19/06/2018 

33 Cameron United Kingdom 17/06/2018 

34 Dmytro Ukraine 18/06/2018 

35 Administration N/A 19/06/2018 

36 Administration N/A 20/06/2018 

37 Administration N/A 20/06/2018 

38 Olena Ukraine 20/06/2018 
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Appendix 3 Interview Guideline for Students 
Demographics	
•Where were you born?	
•Age? 
•Nationality? 
•Education level and profession of parents and grandparents? 
•Where did you go to school?  
•Can you describe your educational and professional trajectory up until the 
College?  
 
Students’ international capital 	
• In what countries have you lived? 	
• How many languages do you speak? 	
• How did you learn them? 	
• Did you have any international experiences before coming to the College? 	
 
Applying to the College 	
• Why did you apply to the College? 	
• How did you hear about the school? 	
• How was the selection process? 	
• Did you have any expectations before arriving in Bruges? 	
• Did you apply to any other schools apart from the College? 	
 
Time at the College 	
• How has your experience been so far? Academically? Socially?	
• What has been the biggest challenge for you? 	
• Can you describe a typical week at the College? 	
• Did you have any expectations concerning your fellow students before arriving? 	
• How did these expectations match with reality?  
• What nationality do your five closest friends have?  
• Describe the national week, organisational and content?  
 
After the College 	
• What do you want to do after the College? Has this changed from when you 
applied to the College or not? If so, how? 
• Do you want to go to Brussels, home or elsewhere?  
• Have you applied for the EPSO concours? Job, internships?  
• How do you think the College will contribute to your future career? 
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Appendix 4 Information about Research Project to 
Interviewees  
Most European citizens think the European Union (EU) is somewhat compli-
cated. If we know a little about the EU's function, we know even less about the 
people behind its governing structure. College of Europe is one of the most pres-
tigious educational institutions for students interested in a European career. This 
is further confirmed by the selection of high-performing students, the intensive 
academic programme and the many alumni who currently hold prominent posi-
tions within the EU institutions. In this respect, the College of Europe can be 
seen as an arena where Europe's future leaders, by studying, living and eating 
together, learn to address the challenges of European integration.  

The project is based on three part-studies. The first part focuses on the students, 
their previously acquired assets, their ambitions and future career expectations. 
How they put the school in their paths and how they value their time there with 
regard to these. The second study focuses on the school as an institution. The 
school culture is analysed and how it operates through curricula and activities 
outside the classroom. What kind of characteristics are promoted and what kind of 
European leader is formed are questions that will guide this study. The third study 
looks at how European geopolitical processes are expressed during the school year. 
What image of Europe is being constructed throughout the school year and how is 
it valued by students depending on their previously acquired assets?  

The interviews take one to one and a half hours and are taped to avoid being 
dependable on notetaking during the interview. All information and comments 
that have been made during the interview or in connection with it are treated 
strictly anonymously. The interviews and information provided in the interviews 
do not end in a data register. No individual can be identified, nor by the way, 
when the result is published. No unauthorised person will receive your answers. 
All personal information will be anonymised. Agreeing to an interview is com-
pletely voluntary and the interviewee can decide not to participate, both during 
and after the interview, until the publication of the study. The PhD thesis is 
expected to be finished in 2021. The research project is done on behalf of Uppsala 
University. The principal researcher is Professor Mikael Börjesson. Throughout 
the research process, we will be available for any questions and concerns that may 
emerge along the way. 
 
Mikael Börjesson 
Professor in Sociology of Education  
Uppsala University, Research group of 
Sociology of Education and Culture 
(SEC) 
mikael.börjesson@edu.uu.se 

  
Sara Lindberg 
PhD student in Sociology of Educa-
tion, Uppsala University, Research 
group of Sociology of Education and 
Culture (SEC) 
sara.lindberg@edu.uu.se 
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Appendix 5 Consent Form   
For participation in interview within the framework of the research project How 
an EU elite is formed: The College of Europe and its students, conducted by doctoral 
student Sara Lindberg SEC at Uppsala University under supervision of Mikael 
Börjesson, Professor at Uppsala University. 
 
I am informed of the purpose of the project and I have been informed that, 
at any time, I can cancel my participation in the interview study. 
 
By my consent, I consent to the fact that information from the interview with 
me is used in analyses in accordance with the research project's purposes in pub-
lications from the collaborators of the project, provided that there is no possibility 
of linking them to me as a person or to my family. 
 
Regarding the recording of the interview (tick a cross): 
□ I allow the interview to be recorded.  
 
 
I hereby give my consent to the above.  
 
This form is drawn up in duplicate, one of which is retained by the interviewee. 
 
Signature:……………………………………………………  
 
Date:………………………. 
 
Name in capital letters: ……………………………………………………….. 
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