


“Scholars and policy analysts have spent the last 20 years or so focused on institu-
tions that create transnationalism and cross-cultural integration. They have over-
looked the most obvious institution—marriage. Juan Díez Medrano’s important 
new book explores how transnational marriage creates dynamic cosmopolitan 
social forms. This meticulously researched book is a landmark study that scholars 
of nationalism and cross culturalism will cite for years to come.”

— Mabel Berezin, Department of Sociology, Cornell University

“With the political project of building Europe failing, we may need to look to 
everyday life to see if EU integration is having any irreversible sociological con-
sequences. The obvious place to look is international marriage and family life, 
as a core building block of the cross-border kinship networks that might sustain 
a more cosmopolitan future. In this, the very first systematic study of intra-EU 
love across borders, Díez Medrano again pioneers a new kind of transnational 
sociology. Notably he challenges easy assumptions that successful cosmopoli-
tanism is the exclusive preserve of upper and middle classes. This quite literally 
sexy study deserves wide attention for the virtuoso methodology and analysis on 
display throughout.”

— Adrian Favell, Chair in Sociology and Social Theory, 
 University of Leeds

“This very important book explores a crucial but under-researched dimension of 
the Europeanisation of everyday life; the author unearths some often surprising 
and counter-intuitive results. Social scientists concerned with the further devel-
opment of a European society will want to read this study, and it should inspire 
much further work.”

— William Outhwaite, Emeritus Professor of Sociology, 
 Newcastle University, UK

“Juan Díez Medrano continues to dig deeper into the social and cultural under-
pinnings of European integration by focusing on binational couples – a strategic 
minority in the redefinition of nation-based habitus, lifestyles and identifica-
tions. Europe in Love is another must read for anybody interested in the future of 
Europe beyond the controversies and vagaries of EU politics.”

— Ettore Recchi, Professor of Sociology, Sciences Po Paris
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EUROPE IN LOVE

Inter-marriage both reflects and brings social change. This book draws on a 
unique survey of randomly selected samples of national and European binational 
couples to demonstrate that the latter are core cells of a future European society.

Unrestricted freedom of movement has enabled a rise in the number of 
 lower-class and middle-class binational couples among Europeans. Euro- couples 
fully integrate in their host cities but secure less support in solving everyday 
problems than do national ones, partly because of a relatively small network of 
relatives living close-by. Embeddedness in a dense international network and a 
cosmopolitan outlook also distinguish them from national couples. The book 
challenges the view of cosmopolitanism as exclusively middle-class and high-
lights contrasts between lower-class and middle-class binational couples. Fur-
thermore, it shows that social cosmopolitanism among binational couples is not 
matched by a commensurate weaker national identification that would enhance 
support to a more federal Europe.

This book is primarily addressed to the general public interested in contem-
porary European society and to academics interested in inter-marriage. Since 
the chapters are quasi stand-alone pieces devoted to specific topics, it provides 
suitable reading material for social stratification, social networks, civil society, 
popular culture, and European integration undergraduate and graduate courses.

Juan Díez Medrano is Professor of Sociology at the Universidad Carlos III 
de Madrid (Spain). The focus of his research is the study of nationalism and 
 European integration. His publications include Divided Nations (1995) and  Framing  
Europe (2003).
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In 2003, as I was finishing a book on the role of frames in the explanation of 
 attitudes toward European integration, I became uncomfortable with the idea of 
approaching European integration as just a political process in need of  explanation. 
Frequent travelling across Europe while writing Framing Europe, my  personal life, 
and my professional experience in different countries had convinced me that the 
European Union bears the potential for a dramatic transformation of Europe’s 
social structure and culture that will, in the long run, result in the emergence 
of a European society. It became clear to me that these changes could mean to 
Europe what the development of internal markets and the growth of states in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries meant for national societies. Yet the 
great majority of my colleagues in sociology, married as they still largely are to 
methodological nationalism, had shown no interest whatsoever in these changes. 
There was thus a big intellectual gap to fill and a great opportunity for me to 
assert my professional identity as a sociologist. It turned out that I was not alone 
in thinking that major social transformations were taking place in Europe, which 
sociologists were best suited to study. Around that time, Adrian Favell, Neil 
Fligstein, Ettore Recchi, and Steffen Mau embarked on similar pr ojects and, by 
2011, Adrian Favell and Virginie Guiraudon had edited a book that outlined a 
sociological agenda for the study of both European integration and the social 
transformation of Europe.

Europe in Love resulted from this interest of mine in the emergence of a 
 European society. I chose to focus on binational couples among Europeans 
 because of the rise in the prevalence of these couples in countries like Spain, which 
have experienced a large influx of immigrants from other European  countries, 
and because exogamy is the foundation of society. I was fortunate to come 
into contact with a group of prominent scholars in Spain and other European 
countries willing to embark on a collaborative research project: Teresa Castro,  
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I also want to say this… if Anne’s prediction comes true, if one day a stronger 
feeling grows between you and Muriel and you both deign to recognize it, 
I’ll not be against it, personally…though I have my doubts about international 
marriages.

(Ms. Brown to Claude, Les Deux anglaises et le continent; Truffaut, 1971)

Although events in Truffaut’s film, based on the novelist Henri-Pierre Roché’s 
wonderful period drama set early in the 20th century, will in the end confirm 
Ms. Brown’s misgivings, contemporary British parents would have probably 
been more optimistic about the future of Muriel and Claude’s relationship. Bina-
tional relationships between Europeans are nowadays much more prevalent than 
in the past and last almost as much (or as little) as those between co-nationals. 
Like the French director’s film, Europe in Love deals with binational marriage. Its 
focus, however, is not on the stability of binational marriage, a well-researched 
topic anyway, but on the lives of partners in binational couples. Longstanding 
interest in the process and historical significance of European integration as well 
as in its social foundations led me to a topic about which there is no system-
atic research.1 Binational married and cohabiting couples formed by Europeans 
are core cells of a future European society. Partners in these couples not only 
self-select for open-mindedness and cosmopolitan lifestyles, taste, and identi-
fication, but also become more cosmopolitan the longer they stay together. At 
the same time, they lead distinct lives and face unique everyday problems. This 
distinctiveness contributes to the on-going gradual division of national mid-
dle and lower classes into local and cosmopolitan social segments, already noted 
in the political sociology literature.2 One of the book’s major contributions to 
this literature is, indeed, to demonstrate that this emerging social and political 

1
INTRODUCTION



2 Introduction

cleavage does not reflect a market-related distinction between winners and losers 
of globalization only, as leading scholars have emphasized (e.g. Fligstein, 2008; 
Kriesi et al., 2004), but also broader social changes, such as the greater prevalence 
of binational couples. The book also challenges the assumption in much of the 
literature that cosmopolitanism is only a middle-class phenomenon. A segmen-
tation between nationals and cosmopolitans is also taking place among the lower 
classes and binational marriage and cohabitation is one of the vehicles for this 
social transformation.

There are many definitions of the terms “cosmopolitan” and “cosmopolitan-
ism” in the literature.3 Although analytically useful, many among them, however, 
deviate from Durkheim’s precept that the definition of a sociological concept must 
be “sufficiently kin to” and not break with “common usage” (Durkheim, 1952 
[1905], p. 42). In order to differentiate the concept “cosmopolitan” from related 
ones such as cultural openness and curiosity, cultural relativism, or ethnic or racial 
tolerance, I define it narrowly by building on the distinction between that which 
is national (i.e. from the state) and that which is foreign, as the stem “poli” from 
“polis” (city-state; group of citizens) implies. Cosmopolitanism is, first of all, a 
competence that results from having visited many foreign places and interacted 
and established bonds with many foreign nationals. It manifests itself in comfort, in 
ease while going around when abroad and while interacting with foreign nationals. 
It can also be understood as an identification, that is, as the feeling of belonging 
to actual or projected communities that stand above the dominant—in our world, 
 national—political community. As Gerhards notes, the referent political commu-
nity, or “social field,” which serves as the benchmark to describe an identification as 
“cosmopolitan”—the local, the national, and so on—varies historically (Gerhards, 
2012). The two elements in the definition of “cosmopolitanism” above are precise 
and correspond to common usage. Individuals can be cosmopolitan in terms of 
competence but non-cosmopolitan on the basis of identification, and vice-versa.4

The European Union is an ideal setting for the unfolding of cosmopolitan-
ism and for the study of the role that binational couples play in the process. The 
absence of barriers to the mobility of citizens of the European Union means 
that the motivations that enter into the formation of Euro-couples follow a simi-
lar logic to that which enters into the formation of national ones. It also means 
that the structure and character of the partners’ national and transnational social 
networks is most unhindered by bureaucratic, political, and economic barriers. 
At the same time, the significant scope and depth of European integration means 
that the European Union comes closest to the idea of a cosmopolitan polity and 
that Europe has become a meaningful object of identification. Finally, the free-
dom of movement for European Union nationals and the salience of European 
Union political institutions reduce pressure on foreign partners to assimilate to 
the country of residence’s culture and identity.

Euro-couples embody “cosmopolitanism” in practice and become more cosmo-
politan as a consequence of being together. I pay particular attention to the social 
segmentation potential of cosmopolitanism as competence and identification. 
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Especially since the publication of Kriesi et al.’s seminal book West European 
Politics in the Age of Globalization (Kriesi et al., 2004), scholars have emphasized 
the politicization of cosmopolitanism, the emergence of a new political cleavage 
opposing nationals and cosmopolitans. This emphasis on the political dimension 
of cosmopolitanism, however, obscures the new political cleavage’s social foun-
dations, the fact that it is not just a reflection of conflict between winners and 
losers of globalization but, also, the expression of a deep social transformation to 
which binational couples are contributing.

We gain historical perspective on the emergence of this new cleavage between 
nationals and cosmopolitans, if we look back at the formation of nation-states in 
the 19th and 20th centuries. The crystallization of nations and nation-states was 
more than just a shift in political loyalty from the local or regional group to a 
more broadly conceived nation; it also meant the emergence of a national layer in 
the social structure which superseded the local, as evidenced by Kocka’s work on 
the German bourgeoisie (Kocka, 1999; see also Kaelble, 2004). Some of the most 
relevant social and political conflicts in the 19th century pitted in fact local and na-
tional fractions of the same social class (e.g. the Spanish Carlist wars in the Basque 
Country) (Díez Medrano, 1995). Political conflicts crystallize and become endur-
ing cleavages to the extent that they rest not only on differences regarding policies 
or ideological programs but also on social distinctiveness. By social distinctiveness, 
I mean a distinct socio-economic status as well as distinct social networks, life-
styles, and world outlook. The literature on nationalism, for instance, has empha-
sized that ethnic and national differences become politically salient when they 
coincide with class and Mann’s work highlights the special significance for the for-
mation of nations and nation-states of coinciding ideological, economic, military, 
and political networks as opposed to cross-cutting ones (Hechter, 1975; Mann, 
1992). Inspired by this insight, I approach the study of Euro-couples with an eye to 
the extent to which they constitute a basic social unit in an emergent segmentation 
process toward the formation of cosmopolitan and national social groups.

I move beyond the current literature on transnationalism, not only by exam-
ining how partners in binational couples differ from partners in national couples 
on various dimensions of cosmopolitanism, but also by examining how they 
differ on various other social dimensions, like socio-economic status, social net-
works, the capacity to deal with everyday problems, seasonal or yearly routines, 
civil engagement, and consumer taste and practices. Recchi approaches the study 
of mobile Europeans in the same spirit, comparing their social mobility and civil 
and political engagement to those of non-mobile Europeans (Recchi, 2015). My 
study of binational couples differs from Recchi’s in that I focus on binational 
couples instead of mobile Europeans, I examine a broader range of sociological 
dimensions, and, above all, I interpret the findings from the perspective of social 
segmentation between nationals and cosmopolitans.

Europe in Love relies on data provided by random online surveys conducted in 
seven European cities in 2012. I coordinated the project and then Teresa Castro 
and I executed it in Spain while Helga de Valk, Jörg Rössel, Leo van Wissen 
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executed it in Belgium, Switzerland, and the Netherlands, respectively.5 Europe 
in Love shows that, just like the mobile Europeans that Favell, Recchi, and their 
co-contributors have studied in recent years, partners in Euro-couples are pio-
neers in the road toward a cosmopolitan world. They stand-out for their thick 
transnational social networks and for their international taste, world outlook, 
and emotional attachment to the European Union. Their lives, especially those 
of foreign partners in these couples, are also more complicated, partly because 
their families and friends are more scattered than those of partners in national 
couples and partly because of the logistic complications that arise from this scatter 
of relatives and friends. 

The book also reveals significant contrasts between foreign partners in bina-
tional couples, based on education and geographic origin. Less educated foreign 
partners benefit from more emotional support and help in addressing the ordi-
nary problems of daily life than do more educated ones. Also, whereas less edu-
cated foreign partners, especially if from poorer European countries, are likely 
to experience their move to a new country as upward social mobility, more 
educated ones often experience the move as downward social mobility. Having 
or not having blood relatives in the country of residence and comparisons with 
relative opportunities and collective well-being in the country of origin explain 
these contrasts.

Social segmentation between locals and cosmopolitans along class lines is thus 
taking place. We are still, however, in the early stages of a long process. This 
explains that, contrasts notwithstanding, binational and national couples still re-
semble each other: their socio-economic position is determined by cultural and 
other forms of capital to about the same extent and they are strongly attached to 
their country of nationality.

Nationals into cosmopolitans—year one

The study of inter-group marriage in contemporary sociology is inextricably 
linked to that of assimilation or integration of foreign partners to the host state’s 
national culture. This focus on assimilation and integration is justified as an an-
swer to pressing political problems and demands in the countries that concentrate 
most of research on the topics of migration and inter-group marriage. Europe in 
Love invites the reader to approach European integration and inter-group mar-
riage from a different angle, to integrate the book’s findings into a longue durée 
narrative about how societies have been transforming in the past one thousand 
years. 

Nations

At the end of the Middle Ages, human groups around the world began an un-
interrupted expansion beyond family and village. This tectonic process, major, 
slow, and of varying speed eventually produced a world of nations and national 
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states in the 20th century and has continued and accelerated since then, roughly 
pre-figuring what a cosmopolitan society may look like in a distant future. In 
this narrative, nations and national states are neither the beginning nor the end of 
history—and it is easy to forget that they are no more than 150 years old! Once 
we relativize nations and national states in this way, once we turn our focus to 
the continuous expansion of social networks across the earth and start asking 
questions about the logic that drives this process and the social mechanisms that 
channel or obstruct expansion, the study of inter-group marriage, just like that of 
geographic mobility with which it is bound, acquires new meaning. It becomes 
relevant to the description and explanation of the process of expansion, an en-
try point to the study of cosmopolitanism in all its forms, of how people come 
to develop an interest in and appreciate otherness, of how they decide to cross 
group boundaries, and of how they come to develop group transcending and 
more encompassing identifications. Inter-group couples formed across the ages, 
linking families, villages, regions, and states, have been the specific micro-nodes, 
ephemeral and not necessarily recreated by these inter-group couples’ offspring, 
which have propelled the slowly moving centrifugal process toward the forma-
tion of nations and cosmopolitan society forward. 

Past research provides us already with a good understanding of the historical 
process through which entire populations transcended their village identifica-
tions and came to see themselves as members of national imagined communi-
ties. This transition is brilliantly captured in Eugen Weber’s book title Peasants 
into Frenchmen.6 The resumption of trade in the 12th century, followed by print 
capitalism in the 15th and 16th centuries, created extensive and expansive ex-
change and communication networks that gradually drew the contours of im-
agined communities roughly bounded by state borders. After the 17th century, the 
state played an increasing role in propitiating the development of these imagined 
communities and their coincidence with states: the centralization of power, lan-
guage and legal homogenization policy, national conscription, and the creation  
of internal markets through the elimination of internal borders and the unifica-
tion of weights and measures paved the way. Simultaneously, in extra- European 
colonies and at the fringes of some older states like Spain or Britain, the com-
bination of print capitalism (e.g. local newspapers) and state centralization  
efforts propitiated the emergence of dissident and politically contentious im-
agined communities. Then, in the 19th and early 20th centuries, dramatic social 
and political change contributed to a new transformation, that of state-bounded 
imagined communities into nations. 

The industrial revolution uprooted thousands of peasants from the country-
side into cities, where they met, befriended, and married people from every-
where in the states where they lived, just as they developed a working class 
consciousness; meanwhile successful local capitalists conquered national markets, 
associated with capitalists from other regions, moved their residence to large 
urban centers, and intermarried with members of the ruling political class and 
the old landowning aristocracy, thus transforming into a national capitalist class. 
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Meanwhile, the state experienced a dramatic increase in size, scope, and depth, 
becoming a major presence in people’s lives and minds, a central source of mate-
rial and physical security. Social upheaval leading to the transition from Absolut-
ism to Constitutionalism transferred sovereignty to what was called the nation, 
initially largely conceived as the state’s inhabitants, but by the end of the 19th 
century metamorphosed into a culturally distinct group of people in or across 
state boundaries. National sovereignty meant that state and nation became inex-
tricably united in discourse, if not in the minds of those on whose names political 
elites or contenders spoke. Furthermore, Napoleon’s military prowess persuaded 
ruling and aspiring state elites all over Europe of the formidable power of mobi-
lizing and speaking in the name of the nation. When in power, they mobilized 
political discourse, symbols, commemoration, official rituals, universal educa-
tion, universal conscription, and welfare policies to culminate the centuries’ old 
process that had transformed local peasants into members of amorphous, shifting, 
and nameless imagined communities, by making them see themselves now as 
members of fully fledged and eternal nations. 

In the synthesis above, which borrows from the most relevant texts pub-
lished in the past 50 years, I have taken the liberty of adding the sentence seg-
ment “where they met, befriended, and married people from everywhere in the 
states where they lived, just as they developed a working-class consciousness.” I 
draw from Deutsch’s application of communication theory to account for how 
 rural-urban migration during industrialization contributed to the emergence of 
national communities (Deutsch, 1953). Deutsch emphasizes the role of migration 
in promoting a break with local culture and of inter-group marriage in promoting 
the gradual emergence of common understandings, a common world outlook, 
and common values. The cumulation of these micro-processes eventually led to 
the emergence of new identifications. Deutsch did not test his theory empirically 
and, to my knowledge, no study has empirically analyzed intermarriage between 
people coming from different geographical locations in industrializing countries, 
and how these propitiated and sedimented national identifications. The most im-
portant book connecting demography to national development, Cotts-Watkins’s 
From Provinces into Nations: Demographic Behavior in Western Europe, 1870–1960 
just focuses on demographic convergence (Cotts-Watkins, 1991).7 More recently, 
Botev’s study of intermarriage in Yugoslavia in the decades before the outbreak 
of the civil war in 1990 has not been replicated in other countries and extended 
to earlier times (Botev, 1994).

Globalization

The world did not stop when nations and nation states came to cover the en-
tire surface of the earth, with the exception of the Antarctic region. While 
 nation-states make the emergence of supranational polities more difficult, while 
they hinder the emergence and diffusion of cosmopolitan identifications, the 
same, or similar, centrifugal social processes that contributed to the emergence of 


