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The basis of this seminar is the serious lack of historiography on Europe and its history, and 
the consequent “deficit of historization and therefore of nomination” (Denis Crouzet) which 
led to the forgetting of that which the great historian Alphonse Dupront called the European 
“unity matrix” (matrice d’unité). Hence a lack of self-knowledge, self-awareness, and 
ultimately, perhaps, self-esteem and self-control. 
 
But it is through history that we can try to arrive at a better understanding of what Europe is: 
not a product of the Providence or of biological, geographical or ethnic determinism, but “a 
historical fact” (Lucien Febvre) or a “cultural grammar” (Fernand Braudel). 
 
And what if these current discrepancies of memory, which flourish in the poisonous soil of 
instrumentalized fears, could be analyzed as a perverse effect of this difficulty in 
understanding the history of Europe and apprehending Europe as a historical creation? 
 
It is often said that the what followed the worst of Europe, the Europe of fascism, nazism, 
dictatorships and communism, was the best of Europe, one of peace, democracy and 
fellowship. 
 
The Europe led by “The Six” allowed the reintegration of Germany and Italy into on to the 
European stage. The European Economic Community favoured the extension of democracy in 
Europe (Spain, Portugal). Following the fall of the Soviet Bloc, the European Union, for its part, 
played a fundamental role in the process of reestablishing Eastern Europe’s peoples within 
the cultural landscape of Europe. After the worldwide polarization caused by the Cold War, 
Europe once again became European and the European Union rose to become a geopolitical 
entity in and of itself. 
 
Can we go as far as to say that history has done its work and that Europe has come to terms 
with itself and its past? In other words, have European memories succeeded in unifying 
themselves around that which, in the past, for better or for worse, constituted an indisputable 
and inalienable heritage and served as a political and ethical horizon. 
 
That will be the starting point of this conference. 
  
The identity of Europe is linked to its historic heritage because Europe is first and foremost a 
product of history. It is for this reason that its relationship with history and with what is at 
stake metapolitically is essential in understanding the evolution of European sentiment today, 
particularly in a political context that is both tense and unpredictable, in which there is a 
tendency to question the ideological consensus from which Europe was founded. 
 



The ghosts of Europe’s darkest history still haunt European memories. Entire periods of this 
history resist the analysis of historians and the “duty of memory”. Europe’s dark history has 
not always succeeded in forming heritage, in becoming a common reference point, both 
vigilant and enlightening, that contributes in the building of the European values that are so 
important today.  
 
From the outset it has been the Council of Europe, created at the end of World War Two and 
the oldest political european organisation, that has placed itself at the centre of this situation, 
with the creation, in 1959, of the European Court of Human Rights, its “flagship institution”. 
Although the European Union itself is hard to define, the key component that it wishes to 
promote as a condition to countries’ adhesion and as its central philosophy is the reference 
to its “values” (Article 2 of the TEU) that every member must respect and promote (human 
dignity, liberty, democracy, equality, the rule of law, respect of human rights), values which 
are recorded in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (2000). 
 
In 2007, a decisive step forward was taken to try to define what constitutes “European 
Identity”. The European Council of Lisbon had attempted to define it, while agreeing that a 
universal and unchanging definition was impossible. Their definition takes into account the 
historic dimension of the European reality: “the term ‘European’ associates geographical, 
historical, and cultural elements that collectively contribute to European identity; such sharing 
of ideas, values, and historical links cannot be condensed into a single definitive formula.” 
 
Thus, there would be a necessary relation between the historical experience of Europe and an 
ethical duty to exist (in both the Aristotelian and the Kantian sense) which would become the 
hard core of European ontology. In fact, the history of Europe, both the remarkable and the 
detestable, would constitute this intangible heritage which marked the advent of Europe as a 
political entity. 
 
Post-war Europe was indeed built on the rejection and overcoming of a traumatic history that 
had led to the denial of its humanist values as well as its weakening both morally and 
politically. 
 
The memory of this painful history was to guard against the risks of a return to nationalism 
and xenophobia; it had to be the link through which the European idea would develop to forge 
a European citizenship. 
 
Nowadays, news and the media lead us to believe that the Europe of memory is insensitively 
divided through policies, symbols and declarations. An identityist and revisionist tension has 
fractured the landscape of European memory. A Europhobic tropism carries with it the 
questioning of this historical and axiological heritage that was once considered out of reach. 
 
In the West, denial, repression, compromise (Portugal, Spain, Italy, Germany, France) keep 
Europe tied to its dark memory, be it the period of fascism and war or that of the post-war 
dictatorships. Projects carried out on these dark pages of history by museums or places of 
memory serve less to reconcile the victims, and instead provoke dissensus and competition 
amongst them. 
 



In the East, figures of questionable morals are memorialized, historians are removed from 
museum projects, states plan to forbid freedom of expression on the past, the honorific title 
of “Righteous Among the Nations” is instrumentalized for the purpose of moral exoneration, 
policies supporting historical revisionism are openly adopted, the communist past is often 
skirted around and the memory of the war in the former Yugoslavia has not yet found its way 
into heritage and reconciliation. 
 
These silences and dissonances of European memory are the topic of this seminar which is 
open to everyone and gathers the best specialists in the field. 
 
Two foreign perspectives, one from the United States, the other from Brazil, will offer points 
of comparison in order to better situate the European example.  
 
Although it is an academic seminar, the issue that runs through it undoubtedly takes on a 
“civic” and educational dimension as we are just a few months before the European elections 
(May 2019). This is why the students of the Master's degree in History, Civilization & Heritage 
(labelled IDEX - initiatives d’excellence) from Jean Monnet University are involved in its 
organization and will intervene to deliver their perceptions and analyzes. 
 
 
This event is part of the European Jean Monnet Chair (Cultural Heritage & European 
Heritage Policies) and the COOPERA project (Heritage & Conflicts) supported by the 
Auvergne-Rhone-Alps region. 
 
It has been designed and organized by the Department of Studies of the Heritage and 
Cultural Landscapes of Jean Monnet University (France). 
 


