
In her 2026 State of the Union address, 
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen 
announced that the Commission “will be 
launching a new Congress of Europe” to 
“produce a vision that can inspire the new 
generation of Europeans and recapture the 
European imagination”. This proposal has been 
met with some scepticism: Another conference 
on the future of Europe? After the failure of the 
2001-03 Convention on the Future of Europe to 
convince citizens of a new European consti-
tution? After the ineffectiveness of the 2020-22 
Conference on the Future of Europe to galvanise 
society and produce new visions?

Yet the case for a new Congress remains 
strong. European integration, if it is to survive, 
needs a broader societal debate about its 
purpose and shape. We need to move beyond 
the details of policy reforms and institutional 
tinkering. However important these may be. The 
answer to today’s challenges is not necessarily 
“more Europe”. It is a societal consensus about 
“which Europe”. This will not be easy to achieve. 
In fact, it may not be possible to form such a 
consensus at all. Yet to shy away from this 
debate will only lead to a further hollowing out 
of integration. 

In this commentary, we first outline why a 
societal debate about the future direction of 
Europe is necessary. We then address what we 
may learn from the failures of past attempts to 

generate such a debate. Finally, we briefly 
discuss the risks of such an endeavour. These 
risks, we argue, are not only worth taking but 
must be taken. 

The need for a vision

The EU is facing a paradox. While the majority of 
EU citizens support European integration in 
general according to Eurobarometer data, the 
public debate is heavily critical of the EU, its 
presumed ineffectiveness, overburdening 
bureaucracy, and remoteness from citizens. 
Calls for “more Europe” routinely make 
headlines, but what this actually means remains 
contested or, more often, is not spelled out. A 
need for reform is widely acknowledged, but 
attempts at reform are repeatedly rejected. At 
the same time, the EU’s role as a normative 
power in global politics is lost, with no clear new 
concept of what kind of actor the EU wishes to 
be and how it will relate to the wider continent 
and to its global partners. This will ultimately 
undermine the integration project as well as the 
institutions and policies that are needed to 
tackle today’s challenges.

Some blame the lack of leadership for this 
development. They ask: Where is today’s Jean 
Monnet or Jacques Delors? We agree that 
leadership is important. Yet it also requires a 
guiding idea: Monnet’s functionalist Europe as a 
peace project, Delors’ social Europe as a 
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guarantor of prosperity. These ideas were 
anything but uncontested – they were met with 
dissent and even resistance. And still, they 
became core concepts of the debate and 
provided the framework with which people 
from different political convictions could 
ultimately identify. 

Such guiding ideas are largely absent from 
today’s debates. Visions of Europe’s future rarely 
make it to the front pages of newspapers or 
become the subject of social media debates. 
European integration has become an empty 
signifier that no longer serves to bind together 
people, interests and ideas. If this is to change, 
we must shift our focus beyond discussing how 
Europe can be more efficient or competitive. We 
must discuss what kind of Europe we want. We 
must enter a debate about visions for Europe, 
or what Heinrich Schneider once called 
“Leitbilder” of European integration.

Avoiding mistakes of the past

Indeed, past attempts to generate such a debate 
have failed. Yet this is not a sufficiently strong 
argument to prevent us from trying again. 
Instead, reflection on what went wrong may 
help make a Congress more fruitful. We suggest 
that three issues are of particular concern: the 
involvement of civil society actors, a focus on 
broader visions, and a focus on positive 
scenarios.

The debate should be led by civil society actors. 
In contrast to the 2020-22 Conference, the 
Congress should not be about citizens' 
involvement in an otherwise complex, institu-
tionally driven process. The 1948 Hague 
Congress, to which von der Leyen made explicit 
reference, was a congress of the European 
Movement, not of politicians. Even though 
statesmen such as Winston Churchill addressed 
the audience in the Hague, they were not at the 
core of the debates. While civil society actors 
may also be politicians, when they meet in the 
Congress, they should meet in their capacity as 
leaders within civil society, not as government 
or party delegates, or as representatives of EU 

institutions. Nor can Europe’s future be debated 
within the Union’s current borders alone. 
Candidate and potential candidate countries, 
alongside closely connected European 
countries such as Norway, Iceland, Switzerland 
and the United Kingdom, should help shape the 
discussion rather than being involved only after 
the EU has defined its own vision. Strategic 
partners beyond Europe should be consulted as 
a sounding board on the Union’s external 
relationships. Amid shifting alliances and issue-
specific coalitions, their perspectives may help 
clarify which forms of integration and 
differentiated cooperation Europe should 
pursue in a fragmented world order. 

The clear mandate of the Congress should be to 
develop broader visions for Europe and to 
identify core principles on which a future Union 
ought to be based. We need to avoid stifling the 
discussion with institutional or policy details. In 
the Hague, delegates discussed whether post-
war Europe should be federal or functionalist 
and what the core features of this federalism or 
functionalism would be. While this did include 
questions about the relationship between 
national and European bodies, or between 
different legal frameworks, much of the debate 
was more fundamental. Of course, the historical 
context of the immediate aftermath of World 
War II was different from today’s – most 
importantly, European institutions did not yet 
exist. But at present, the fundamental 
challenges to European integration are not that 
different. It is also worth remembering the 
debates about the vision of a Europe of the 
Regions in the 1990s. Some may point to the 
weakness of the Committee of the Regions or 
that the principle of subsidiarity has all too 
often  served member states as a means of 
guarding their competences. Yet the vision of a 
Europe of the Regions also galvanised debate 
for at least a decade, created new enthusiasm 
among significant parts of the wider public, 
served as a media focal point, and contributed 
to a process in which most EU member states 
engaged in devolution. What we need today is a 
similar concept. One that may not immediately 
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lead to effective institutional reform, but may 
get people to engage with the EU, instil a new 
spirit and ultimately also lead to real changes.

The risks

Engaging in debates is never without risks. 
Debates provide platforms for a whole variety of 
positions; they may be captured by particular 
interests; they may lead to the endorsement of 
unrealistic fantasies. Yet a political community 
that does not debate its fundamental principles 
loses its lifeblood. 

One question is who should gather in a Congress 
of Europe. We have argued above that a 
Congress ought to be led by civil society 
organisations, not politicians or functionaries, 
and that the geographical scope of its 
participants should extend beyond EU 
membership. Yet this still leaves many decisions 
to be taken. A core one is whether participants 
should represent all citizens, including those 
who remain opposed to the European 
integration project itself. The Congress of 
Europe took a different route. It was a Congress 
of the European Movement. Ideas about a future 
Europe differed widely in the Hague, but there 
was no dissent on the notion that post-war 
Europe cannot be built on the exclusive 

foundation of nation-states. In the same vein, 
we suggest that a new Congress of Europe 
should bring together those who see the future 
of Europe in continuing a process of European 
integration, however that may look in detail. 
The Congress would thus not replace the 
broader societal debate, but constitute a first 
step towards it. At the same time, organisers 
would have to be transparent about the rules of 
inclusion to avoid the Congress being hijacked 
by particular interests.

Another risk is that Congress will not become a 
driver and focal point of the broader debate, 
and will simply be ignored by the wider public. 
While it is important to engage core civil society 
representatives, it is crucial that a media 
strategy both involves traditional media outlets 
from the outset and engages with social media 
at multiple levels. This will not guarantee the 
attention of a broader audience, but relying on 
civil society engagement alone will not be 
sufficient.

Our plea thus is that those who care for 
Europe’s future, whether in the EU institutions, 
national governments and parliaments, civil 
society and think tanks, take up the idea of a 
Congress of Europe and fill it with life. 
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