
1. Research Focus 

On September 29 in 1958 José Ortega y Gasset held a lecture in Munich entitled “Is there 
a European Consciousness?”. There were specific reasons for this question. A number of 
European states appeared to be determined to enforce the European Unification process 
on the debris of World War II. On May 9 in 1950 Robert Schuman had laid the stepping 
stone for a European integration with the European Coal and Steel Community. In the early 
days of the political project called Europe José Ortega y Gasset held the opinion that there 
could not be unification without a firm base, a unifying idea: “this capital stock can only 
consist of a shared cultural consciousness which must exist.” (Ortega y Gasset 1954: 6). 

 40 years later, during another important turning point of the European integration 
process, in February 1992 after the signing of the Treaty of Maastricht, the president of 
the EU commission Jacques Delors commented on the future of Europe: „If in the ten 
years ahead of us we do not succed in giving Europe its soul, a spiritual dimension, true 
significance, then we will have been wasting our time [⋯] The potential of the Maastricht 
Treaty will not be realized without some form of inspiration“ (Delors 1992). He shared 
Ortega y Gasset’s opinion that the European Union cannot be reduced to a solely political 
and economic partnership of convenience. There is the necessity of a shared 
understanding, that can only be achieved when grounded in a common European identity. 
Furthermore this “European soul” is something that not only needs to exist but needs to 
be brought into existence at first by the political agents and the European institutions. 

The contemporary course of history promotes again an intensified engagement in 
questioning the European identity. At the beginning of the 21st century the European Union 
has achieved an unprecedented integration. This process is marked by the enlargement by 
12 new member states in three years, the parallel legal and institutional rearrangement 
based on the Treaty of Lisbon and the prospect of further important member states. These 
recent developments in the unifying process may have some believe that Europe has 
reached both its geographical borders as well as its institutional and geographical limits. 

The lack of acceptance towards the proposed constitution in Europe among the 
people as expressed by polls and votes is interpreted as a lack of identification with 
Europe. The renunciation of the European constitution in 2005 by France and the 
Netherlands as well as that of the Lisbon Treaty by the Irish in 2008 initiated a stronger 
urge to further push the European identity among supporters of the integration process. 
After 50 years of European institutions there were many signs that a European 
consciousness is still missing which could provide life support for said institutions. Yet 
exactly this consciousness is a prerequisite for Europeans, aided by the institutions, can 
tackle global challenges such as climate change, global labour distribution, unsafe financial 
markets and demographic changes and can defend Europe’s global position. 
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The political construction of Europe is accompanied by a special interest in the 
collective identity which makes Europe a so-called “imagined community” (see Anderson 
1983). In 2007 the Italian political scientist Gian Enrico Rusconi asked fort he active 
construction of such an identity since this, similar to national identities, does not come 
about by itself but is necessary for the consolidation of the European Union (Rusconi 
2007). In the same year and one after other initiatives were founded that consider the 
creation of a common European identity as necessary for the future of Europe. There is an 
initiative called „A Soul for Europel“ (cf. Berliner Initiative 2008) and the book Eine Seele 
für Europa a.k.a. A Soul for Europe (cf. Busek 2008)

2. Scientific Aims

The congress aims at result-oriented debates of concepts of a unified Europe between 
political integration and cultural identity that came about in different ages. The main focus 
is on semantic fields of the name or term “Europe” as well as iconographic 
representations at a certain point in time of European history. The discourse may be 
expanded to cover neighbouring or competing terms such as “The old Europe”, 
“Occident”, “Nation” or “Christianity”. 

Embedding the discourse on Europe into the respective historical context allows to 
work out the historical details of images of Europe. European wars, cultural and religious 
counterparts and the comparison with non-European alterity influenced the creation and 
the imprint of ideas of Europe. Historical concepts of Europe had been based on religion 
yet detached itself from religion which raises the question if there are any values, and in 
case which, substituted the religious ones in a secularized Europe. Images of Europe came 
about out of Europe, too. What is the context of their emergence? What are they like in 
character? The same questions appeals to the current discourses on Europe. What are 
their traits of character? How does the political context influence their profile?

The chosen ideas of Europe are to be analysed from a historical, non-European or 
prospective perspective. 

The idea of a unified Europe is far older than the European Community. Therefore 
one focus of the congress is on a respective view aimed at the presentation and discussion 
of historical concepts of Europe. This may range from the ancient world until the recent 
past. The historical comparison allows to find parallels or differences between diverse 
concepts. At the same time it enables the recognition of how this is entangled in the 
historical context and the possibility of cyclical or constant developments. Historical drafts 
may help to find outlines and profiles of todays concepts for a European identity. 

A view from the outside of Europe may stick to characteristics which cannot be 
seen from the inside. Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes from 1721 were a rhethorical 
attempt to assume an outsiders perspective to show Europes advantages and 
disadvantages. Yet there exist testimonials by African, American, Arab or Asian travellers 
and observers as well as those from people from the peripheries of Europe who came into 
the centres and wrote about there experiences. In this mirror ideas of Europe appear in an 
unknown perspective which may help to complement the insider view. 

The reflection about the future of Europe is the third focus of the congress. Said 
reflection is not fulfilled in prognosing political and economic developments. Of special 
interest is the question of EU-cititzens’ identification with a unified Europe. This aims at 
the comparison, analysis and the discussion of prospective designs of a European identity 
as found in the European Commission, in national political institutions, in the media or 
among civil movements. 

To respect the chronological order there are five heuristic sections to which 
contributions may be assigned. This order can still be subject to changes. 
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3. Sections:

(i) Europe avant la lettre

The Rape of Europe or the Biblical lineage has provided Europe with an apparently 
mythical origin, although these examples are late re-interpretations of ancient and bilblical 
myths. In the ancient world and in the Middle Ages, the term Europe was limited to 
Geography and religious semantics (vgl. Baumgärtner/Sick 2007: 494). Yet there must 
have been reasons for culturally based concepts of Europe such as the Persian Wars or 
the expansion of the Osman Empire. In this first section there shall be shown which 
concepts of Europe can be extracted  from ancient and medieval sources. Which 
geographical and imaginary conceptions had been formed in different contexts. A special 
focus is on the question of how a pan-European consciousness came about because of the 
confrontation with cultural and religious adversaries.

(ii) Early modern Europe

The concentration on national values and the religious wars in the Early Modern Times 
slowed down the development of pan-European conceptions. Whereas religion was the 
common denominator during the Middle Ages, it became a reason for war and strife 
between European nobility during the 16th century. At the same time, European expansion 
contributed to a revolution of the European world view and confronted the European 
intelligentsia with non-European cultures and their distinct differences. That raises the 
question how the European “founding fathers” considered their own European identity. 
Historical events such as the beleaguering of Vienna in 1529 by the Osman army denote 
this time. How did these events influence the creation of a European consciousness?

(iii) Europe between Enlightenment and the Holocaust

Enlightenment is considered the epoch when European concepts finally emancipated 
themselves from Christian patterns of thinking (vgl. Durchhardt 1992: 121). At the same 
time the idea of an European union experienced huge rates of affirmation. Thinkers of that 
time critized the lack of European integration and praised reason and secularisation. Yet 
European dissension remained politically dominant during the era of national states and 
finally ended in two world wars. The time between Enlightenment and the holocaust is 
distinguished by many visions and projects about the European identity and future but also 
by very real nightmares. Concepts of a federal Europe appear to be a counterbalance to 
growing national fragmentation. This should be an object of research. 

(iv) Europe as seen by others

During the centuries Europeans expanded into the whole world. Since the first discoveries 
European expansion also brought non-Europeans to Europe. Their writings and 
testimonials can be used to reconstruct representations of Europe that people from other 
continents met. Especially the European colonies in Africa and Asia from the 19th and 20th 
century were home to rich sources about the image of the white European (cf. Riesz 
2003). Similar to that one may take into consideration the Arab world or Europes 
peripheries. For example Greenland’s Inuit and their reception of the (urban) European 
civilisation (Harbsmeier 2001). A view from the American continents allows to find out 
about the European participation in the generation of Latin and North American collective 
identities. Until today concerned persons are moved by the question if thier identity is 
based on the European heritage or rather on deferring it.
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(v) Europe and its future prospects 

Supporters of a continuing European integration consider the development of Europe 
endangered by the unsuccessful draft constitutions and are afraid that national claims may 
hinder the project even further. They ask for the future of Europe in a world of global 
hopes and risks and for a new vision which convinces peoples’ understanding of 
themselves as Europeans. Political elites search for a common European awareness of 
culture and history as well as for a common policy of remembrance. These are only stages 
in the process of European integration. Yet they can be placed in a tradition of older 
concepts of Europe. 

*

The congress is meant to encourage international and interdisciplinary dialogue. 
Constructivist, discursive, etymological and other approaches will be discussed for their 
usability in studying conceptions for Europe. The congress takes place in Chemnitz from 
6-9 May 2009. Chemnitz is especially suitable because it is located in the heart of Europe. 
Furthermore, Chemnitz University of Technology has a research and teaching focus on 
European Studies with Middle and Central Europe being of special interest.

The results of the congress will be published. The broad historical range of the 
project, the great importance of the topic and the great expertise of participants will 
guarantee the publication to be of special interest to anyone who is interested in questions 
of a European identity. 
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