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1. State of the art — subjects and range within contemporary research

Narratives and the notion of Europe are closely interconnected, both by cultural frame-
works of what constitutes Europe and ‘being European’, and by EU-related stories crafted
for political purposes. In a broader, much more paradigmatic perspective, narrative inquiry
suggests that stories, as constructed and reconstructed by agents, are to be considered
constituents of social interaction and phenomena, in general. Narratives construct and
constrain individual and group identity (Hyvarinen et al., 2010; Loseke, 2007; Somers,
1994; Weick, 1995). What is more, they do construct phenomena agents perceive as reality
(Bruner, 1991) by organizing identities into cultural or political institutions (Ewick & Silbey,
1995). Through the use of narratives and stories humans create a sense of meaning and
purpose between fragmented events and experiences. Experiences are meaningful parts
of shaping humans’ stories about themselves (Johansen, 2012; McAdams, 1996) with re-
gard to the social context they relate to. In exactly this sense, narratives contribute to the
construction of ‘Europe’ and its political representation, the European Union (EU), as
meaningful entities, and they appear in various forms in relation to the process of Euro-
pean integration, thereby shaping and permeating countless dimensions of social life (for
an overview of European narratives and counter-narratives cf. Bargaoanu et al., 2017). This
has been clearly demonstrated by an abundance of research literature coming from scien-
tific disciplines such as anthropology, cultural studies, economics, geography, history, law,
literary studies, political science and sociology (although the latter, we would argue, to
date plays a somewhat minor role in this field). Thus, corresponding narratives have been
crafted and construed, passed on and modified by various intellectuals, writers, artists,
scholars and politicians (Chenal & Snelders, 2012; Dittmer, 2014; Forchtner & Kglvraa,
2012; Petrovi¢, 2017) as well as by newspapers (Rovisco, 2010). Sometimes, this occurs in
a professionally fabricated manner as in the case of the European Commission’s attempt
to foster a ‘new narrative for Europe’ (European Commission, 2014; cf. also Bouza Garcia,
2017b; Kaiser, 2015, 2017), but it also takes place ‘from below’, that is, within the general
population (Antonsich, 2008; Armbruster et al., 2003; Scalise, 2015). Equally, such narra-
tives find their way into material objects such as films (Clemens, 2016), bank notes (Sas-
satelli, 2017), museums and exhibitions (Hilmar, 2016; Krankenhagen, 2011; Radoni¢,
2017; Van Weyenberg, 2019) as well as monuments and buildings (Perchoc, 2017). Narra-
tives shape organizations (Lueg, 2018) and policies (e.g. Maricut, 2017) and constitute,
more generally, the constructive pillars of Europe as a cultural and geographical entity in
terms of belonging and not-belonging (Larsson & Spielhaus, 2015; Tietze, 2013), as well as
its borders (Andrén et al., 2017; Eder, 2006; Leontidou, 2004; Striiver, 2002). Furthermore,
research has repeatedly pointed out (and criticized) how narratives provide sense to,
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sustain and justify — even if only temporarily and with varying success — the European Un-
ion as an institution and European integration as a political-economic project (Della Sala,
2016; Gilbert, 2008; Larat, 2005; Manners & Murray, 2016; Mayer, 2019; Rosoux, 2017;
Schiinemann, 2017; Smismans, 2010). Finally, narratives play an important role in creating
general representations of Europe, including its alleged (cultural) particularities, internal
divisions and place in the world (D’Auria & Vermeiren, 2018; Domnitz, 2010; Fornas, 2017;
Heller, 2006; Koschorke, 2013; Nicolaidis & Howse, 2002). Overall, narrative research on
Europe, European integration and the EU thus abounds, uncovering narratives that range
from ‘small’ stories to organizational narratives or various master — or ‘grand’ — narratives
of what Europe is supposed to represent (see also Cloet, 2017; Franzius et al., 2019). On
all levels, these stories contribute actively to the ongoing meaningful construction of ‘Eu-
rope’ as a social entity.

2. A narrative approach to Europeanization: conceptual frame and motivation

While some authors have already outlined the specific value of bringing narrative inquiry
to the study of Europe and, in particular, of European integration and the EU (Achtler,
2014; Bouza Garcia, 2017a; Kaiser & McMahon, 2017; Koschorke, 2019; Manners & Mur-
ray, 2016), it is surprising to find that this strand of research only rarely, and without
greater detail, links up with one of the most prominent concepts to be found in social sci-
ence research on these issues, i.e. the notion of Europeanization. Most often, this concept
is used — particularly within political science, economics and European studies —to refer to
the various processes through which standards and directives, originating at EU level, are
implemented at and adapted to the national level, as well as their wider effects on national
economic and political structures (Olsen, 2002; Radaelli, 2003). Besides this dominant un-
derstanding, the term ‘Europeanization’ has also been employed more recently (especially
within sociological work) to denote how societies change as a result of European integra-
tion and how, in turn, this process rests on specific socio-structural foundations and is af-
fected by the European population itself, particularly with regard to the various forms of
cross-border (inter-)actions and relations that have formed over the years (Favell &
Guiraudon, 2009; among others, see also Beck & Grande, 2007; Carlson, 2020; Fligstein,
2008; Recchi et al., 2019). Given these understandings of Europeanization, its connection
to the notion of narrative may seem obvious. However, except for Jones and Clark (2008),
Krankenhagen (2011) and Trenz (2015, 2016), it is actually seldomly argued for and moti-
vated as a theoretical and methodological perspective, including its epistemological logics:
how does a narrative perspective on Europe help us understand social processes? Why is
it appropriate to select a narrative perspective when we discuss Europe and agents in-
vested in Europe as our object of inquiry?

Against this background, this special issue aims to make the case for combining both no-
tions more explicitly in further research. In so doing, we argue, first of all, that a narrative
perspective —that is, including stories of Europe as an object of inquiry as well as a method
of research — is appropriate, because Europe, as a social construct, does relate to several
similar parameters as narratives do: it is, in its core, a temporal, and processual, notion
referring to continuous changes (Moumoutzis & Zartaloudis, 2016; Salvatore et al., 2013),
it is reliant on plots, and on citizen discourse as language-in-use (for an overview of stories
of Europe in national contexts cf. Lacroix & Nicolaidis, 2010), and it needs agents to ad-
vance its storyline (Eder & Carlson, 2020 in this issue).

Second, both Europeanization and narrative entail the notion of being an ongoing process,
with various pathways to various endings being envisioned (Eder, 2009). In consequence,
we suggest that ‘Europe’ can be called what Boje has termed an antenarrative — a frag-
mented story in the sense that it is a story in the making, a bet on how it could look like
from a potential, retrospective look into the future (Boje, 2001a, 2008; Henderson & Boje,
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2016). Europe has a (strategic) storyteller in the form of the EU, and there is also a decided
recipient, that is, EU citizens and all those interested in European matters. However, there
are many more actors and social groups involved in telling additional, sometimes alterna-
tive, parallel or counter-stories of Europe, as Gartner (2020, in this issue) points out with
her research on the story of ‘paradise Europe’ as told by Cameroonian migrants. The story
of Europe, quite clearly, is hinged upon morale and a framing of the right thing to do — if
political reasoning seems to lose acceptance (such as emphasizing the peace-keeping ef-
fect of having a strong economic union), common European values are conjured (Vidmar
Horvat, 2012). Such ‘EU values’, equated with a ‘European way of life’ by the EU (European
Commission, 2020), often lack definition but seem to cater to an essentialist understanding
of what the cultural core of Europe is — leading to practices of othering as well as inner-
and outer-European exclusion, as shown in culturally biased questions by the Eurobarom-
eter or by EU ads (Watt, 2012).

Third, Europe and the EU — both organizations from a perspective grounded in communi-
cation theory (Schoeneborn, 2011 for an elaboration on communication as constitutive for
organizations) — shape meaning and provide sense-making on all levels of social observa-
tion, just like narrative itself. On the micro level, people in and relating to Europe tell sto-
ries of belonging or not-belonging, making sense of their own and others’ identities. On
the social meso level, researchers have examined various types of group processes and
interactions (‘group’ implying communities and any type of organization). It is at the meso-
level of intersubjective organizing and organizations that institutionalized cultural narra-
tives are being negotiated and transformed into policies, rules, laws and structures — a
process that is embodied, nearly ideal typically, by Europe as a cultural tale and the EU as
its structural institutionalization. Finally, on the macro level Europeanization can be under-
stood as a changing force towards societal processes in larger interrelations and more gen-
eral patterns, such as intra-European patterns of social class or structure, systems or the
power of culture and religion. Europe, as a notion, impacts on all these levels, and all these
levels can be researched by making use of narrative inquiry (Lueg et al., 2020, 7). To further
stress our argument about the inherent connection between narrative and Europeaniza-
tion and highlight the added value of the former for analyzing the latter, we lay bare sev-
eral features and core notions of narrative as well as their interconceptual dynamics.

3. What is narrative and what does it have to offer for Europeanization research?
Narrative research vastly goes above and beyond the analysis of ‘a story’: narrative inquiry
may focus on researching one precisely definable storyline but can also move far beyond
this. Constructionist narrative research tends to refer to the basic definition of narrative
merely to have a blueprint to deviate from. Such a definitory approach to narrative, how-
ever, helps to understand, and in consequence to deconstruct and extend, the elements
that built it. A narrative is often described as ‘having’ the following characteristics: it has a
temporal order, arranged along the elements beginning, middle and end. Also, the story
has a “teller” (Ewick & Silbey, 1995, 200), or, at least, one agent mediating the story as the
“one who speaks” (Barthes & Duisit, 1975, 261; emphasis in original) and a “recipient of
narrative” (Barthes & Duisit, 1975, 260). Third, the story ‘has’ emplotment: many episodes
or sequences are connected to each other. A narrative, in sum, is often described as grasp-
ing together characters, plots, actions and events into a meaningful, coherent whole in a
logical temporal order (Bal, 1997; Barthes & Duisit, 1975; Kvernbekk, 2003), this grasping
together being told by someone to someone else (for an overview see Pentland, 1999).
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3.1 Morale, power structures, and narrative

We emphasize, amongst all those features, the moral interpretation of a story (White,
1990) as being of vital relevance for social narrative inquiry. A narrative can represent
powerful mental models that are being fought about socially. Stories entail propositions
about what is ‘the right thing to do’, who is ‘in the right’ (see the notion of ‘European
values’) and often these moral assessments provide subtle directions for social conduct in
general, having implications beyond the plot at hand. Narratives, thus, are instruments,
consciously or unconsciously, to produce a normatively laden social order (Frandsen et al.,
2017; Giddens, 1991). Consequently, narratives do have the potential to reproduce or chal-
lenge “existing relations of power and inequity” (Ewick & Silbey, 1995, 197). There are so-
cial rules for “when, what, how, and why stories are told” (Ewick & Silbey, 1995, 197), and
‘narrating’ means relating to these rules, be it by being cooperative or by deviating from
them. Understanding patterns of consistent social interpretations and representations of
certain events as narratives, in consequence, is highly useful for being able to criticize
power relations. Understanding narrative(s) means being able to answer the question of
how social groups intersubjectively account for social life. One example of this is Lueg’s
(2018) study on how different groups of university members understand and appropriate
the concept of Europeanization in relation to educational and organizational changes,
leading to intra-organizational power struggles as a result. Another example would be Hil-
mar’s (2016) analysis of the role of symbolic power in discussions of curators of the House
of European History about the way to present European history to the public. Finally, one
may think here of Nicolaidis and Howse (2002) who engage with the issues of power and
morale by pointing out how specific narratives serve to project ‘Europe’ (implying the EU)
as a civilian power to the wider world and the implications deriving from this.

3.2 Master narrative

Though all narratives can be argued to imply a certain social morale, there are some nar-
ratives that are more durably successful at this than others. Such narratives that then serve
as blueprints or guidelines for other stories are called master narratives (Bamberg & An-
drews, 2004, 360). Master narratives are those stories that are, at least to a certain point
in time, autonomous from those agents they impact on. Czarniawska highlights this by
stating that “[o]ther people or institutions sometimes concoct narratives for us, without
including us in any conversation [...]” (Czarniawska, 1997, 14). A master narrative, in con-
sequence, is a typical story with a normative appeal and it is one that has a certain level of
autonomy from, and power over, the ‘agents’ involved in the very story (similar notions
with each of their own, slightly different characteristics, however, would be ‘cultural
model’, “figured world’ or ‘discourse’, for example; for an overview cf. Gee, 2009, 89). A
master narrative can thus guide beliefs and cultural-social behavior of social groups, and it
is entirely possible that these patterns of behavior are simply accepted as social institu-
tions, internalized and remain unquestioned. A master narrative is one with or without
resistance; resistance, however, is possible (McLean & Syed, 2015, 323). In this vein, em-
phasizing morale and power, Lueg, Graf and Powell (2020, 272) propose these three fea-
tures as applicable to a master narrative (viz. hegemonic narrative): they are “told in favor
of those holding power over social matters relevant to that story, told by those agents who
actually are in power or benefit from this power structure, and outlining moral rules (if
subtly) that prevent and oppose the imagining of any other power structure”. It has to be
considered that such power concentration and use is not inherently negative and oppres-
sive, just as a counter-narrative (see below) cannot automatically be considered a liberat-
ing and justified force. Europe, and more so the EU, could be argued to be representing
such a master narrative: it does impact the lives of citizens and non-citizens, it is often
perceived as being detached from individual agency and influence and it clearly
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permeates, and thereby shapes, inter alia, law, politics and educational systems. Another
example for a master narrative in relation to Europe is outlined by Heller (2006), who sug-
gests that there are specific master narratives, grounded in European culture, in relation
to the notion of freedom.

3.3 Counter-narrative

Like master narratives, counter-narratives also suggest a certain morale and normativity.
However, it is one that may temporarily hold less power in the field the story relates to
than the master narrative. A counter-narrative does not necessarily oppose the master
narrative; it may also slightly deviate from this, or merely relate to a storyline that is per-
ceived as worthy to counter and relate to. “Counter-narratives only make sense in relation
to something else, that which they are countering. The very name identifies it as a posi-
tional category, in tension with another category” (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004, x). Counter-
narratives are instruments for sensemaking for agents who cannot identify with the nar-
rative of the given context, often perceived as hegemonic (Lundholt et al., 2017). Counter-
narratives can oppose master narratives, but they can also counter another counter-nar-
rative. They are always subject to social perceptions and assessments —in no case do they
automatically represent objective and static power relations. The normativity underlying
the notions of master narrative and counter-narrative entail a slippery slope for research-
ers operating with these notions: counter-narratives are more often than not being
equated with liberating, creative forces rebelling against the oppressive ‘systematic’ force
of the master narrative, obviously because counter-movements, their linguistics, dis-
courses, their formation etc. are interesting and worthwhile phenomena to investigate. A
vast body of research is dedicated to counter-narratives as being liberating tools for mar-
ginalized agents, thus coining this notion as the legitimate force of ‘the little man’. How-
ever, counter-narratives can be hostile, and destabilizing, and they can very well be
harnessed by powerful agents to be turned into master narratives. This has been pointed
out by several recent studies focusing on how Eurosceptic and right-wing groups of actors
engage in the construction of counter-narratives in order to yield political and symbolic
power (Conrad et al., 2019; Petrovi¢, 2019; Volk, 2019; see also Lucchesi, 2020 in this is-
sue).

3.4 Antenarrative

Between, and alongside, such master narrative/counter-narrative dynamics lies a narrative
status that has been termed ‘antenarrative’: as mentioned before, an antenarrative is a
notion that is supposed to grasp the concept of communicative acts that are not yet a fully
developed story. Rather, they are an imagination of the future (Henderson & Boje, 2016)
or a story in the making, where narrators and other story stakeholders hope for, presently
uncertain, outcomes of this story (Boje, 2001b; Lueg et al., 2019). Europe, and more so
Europeanization, is an antenarrative in that it clearly envisions a specific ending of the story
(whether this entails a tragic or happy ending, however, is highly contested and depends
on the narrative structure of the specific story told; cf. Eder, 2009; Forchtner & Eder, 2017),
and it does employ features of narrative in order to engage citizens. However, it is not clear
how this narrative, culturally and politically, will play out. The uncertainty of the storyline
and the visibility of competing forces trying to impact on the storyline (e.g., European
counter-movements) make Europeanization a storyline with potentially numerous end-
ings.
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4. Narrative inquiry into Europeanization: this issue

The six contributions to this special issue, coming from various scientific disciplines, all aim
to contribute further to our understanding of European integration and Europeanization
processes from a narrative perspective. They do so by drawing on insights coming from
narrative theory and/or by shining a light on empirical instances of narrative constructions
regarding ‘Europe’. Along these lines, Antoinette Fage-Butler and Katja Gorbahn (2020)
start with their empirical study Europeanness in Aarhus 2017’s programme of events: iden-
tity constructions and narratives in which they focus on the meaning of ‘Europeanness’ as
manifested in the events and storytelling of EU culture events. Their analysis draws on the
case of Aarhus, the ‘European Capital of Culture’ in 2017, which is a title awarded annually
to one city taking part in a designated competition within the European Union. This title,
and the corresponding program, are installed with the purpose of fostering citizen ap-
proval and identification, as one of many examples for EU cultural initiatives. A ‘Capital of
Culture’, by mandatory rule, has to include a ‘European dimension’ in its event program.
However, interpretation of what this might entail, is left to the program hosts. Against this
background, Fage-Butler and Gorbahn analyze Aarhus’ program of events, employing Fou-
cauldian discourse analysis to identify two main identity narratives: competing in the pro-
gram were narratives of a) a “categorical identity discourse”, constructing identity as
homogenous and different from “the other”, and b) a “relational identity”, where identity
is constructed as a dynamic network. By combining the various perspectives, the authors
conclude that the construction of Europeanness could seem arbitrary, contradictory and
sometimes muted to event attenders, thus pointing out the problems connected with such
top-down installed narratives.

Next, Dario Lucchesi (2020), in his research article The refugee crisis and the delegitimiza-
tion of the EU: a critical discourse analysis of newspapers’ and users’ narratives in Italian
Facebook pages, provides insights into his study of social media discourse (here: Facebook)
ensuing between newspaper article postings and user comments. In particular, Lucchesi
focuses on social media narratives of Italy as a nation state versus Europe during the so-
called EU refugee crisis between 2016 and 2018. His analysis finds that both newspapers
and users, in their core storylines, shared a perception of a general cleavage between na-
tional and EU interests. Though not necessarily negative or defensive towards the EU,
newspaper stories reconfirmed this basic dichotomy. Anti-immigrant and anti-EU com-
ments ensued regardless of the normative perspective brought up by the newspaper re-
port itself. Lucchesi argues that this is a recontextualization of discourses and finds the
‘crisis’-related sentiments of being anti-EU and anti-refugee as essentially embedded in an
old historical model of the nation state vs. transnationalism.

lulia Patrut (2020), in her article Reciprocal reinforcement of entangled narrations on outer
and inner European borders. Romanies, nation states and Europe, analyses the narration
Die grosse schwarze Achse by author Herta Miiller against the backdrop of European his-
tory behind the Iron curtain. In particular, she focuses on liminal figures, in particular the
Romani, and the narrative strategy of “liminal view”. Her article provides general consid-
erations on what literary and journalistic narratives contribute to the construction of Eu-
ropean borders (both outer- and inner-European borders). She also describes practices of
inclusion and exclusion fostered by a European space conceived of as being homogenous.
She argues that European border regions are predestined to function as settings for reflec-
tions on border regimes. Literature, she emphasizes, has largely contributed to question-
ing the interdependencies between cultural borders on the one hand and political borders
on the other hand: thoughts on Europe and Europeanization, in literature writings, can be
considered an archive of such perspectives over time. The narration Die grosse schwarze
Achse is portrayed by Patrut as being situated in the context of opposition towards cen-
sorship and totalitarianism. Patrut emphasizes the “liminal figure”, especially that of the
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so-called “Gypsie” as part of the narration. A typology of this and other liminal figures in
the texts by Herta Miiller is brought together with the suggestion that the characters’ po-
tential for resistance hinges on their liminal status. In sum, Patrut lines out how the narra-
tion by Herta Miiller, in general, and the highlighting of lives and living conditions of
Romanis as “Gypsies”, in particular, outline vital European narratives of borders, belonging
and not-belonging, and the tensions between those narratives. Similar to Van der Waal
(2019), Patrut’s analysis thus alerts us to how such liminal and more vulnerable groups of
people within the EU play an important role in the construction of ‘Europe’.

The next article, Visualisation of the ‘Balkan road’: media representations of the refugee
crisis at the periphery of Europe by Ksenija Vidmar Horvat (2020), also focuses on narra-
tives as artistic products, albeit mediated by journalistic outlets. She observes and analyses
visual representations, published in Slovenian news outlets, pertaining to narratives of Eu-
rope and Europeanization. These visual representations are selected from two cases: Vid-
mar Horvat collects and analyses her data from a newspaper series, including artistic
drawings, and one single photograph that has garnered attention. She argues that these
visual representations deviate from a conventional, rather stereotyped and othering view
on the subject of visual representations, namely refugees. Overall, the investigation is set
in the context of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015, more precisely, in the national con-
text of Slovenian media discourses and politics. The two cases of visual representations
are analysed as counter-narratives that struggle for legitimacy in view of hegemonic nar-
ratives. Such hegemonic narratives are in this case framed by historical stories, as induced
by Western discourse. Local counter-narratives, as represented in the visual art pieces,
may help in advancing the European project.

Marlene Gartner (2020) then contributes an empirical study of how narratives and the
perceived ‘crisis’ of migration from the Global South are interrelated. She contributes the
text Narrating migration in terms of the Global North: Institutional attempts to counter the
“Paradise Europe” narrative in Cameroon. The focus of her analysis are EU awareness cam-
paigns in Cameroon, meant to discourage migration. These campaigns, Gartner shows, are
focused on invalidating a rose-colored dream of Europe. She identifies two main narratives
running parallel to each other. First, there is the “Paradise Europe” narrative she discovers
in interviews with Cameroonians. This narrative is the imagination of immediate success
abroad and a crucial factor for migration to Europe. Second, there is the “You can be happy
at home” narrative as launched by EU member states, an institutional counter-narrative,
failing however, in telling a valid counter-story. Gartner finds deterring campaigns by EU
member states “naive” in face of the powerful narratives of migration, success and an ad-
venturous road to success. The misbelief that the mediation of “facts” and “information”
can counter a “guiding dream of Europe” dooms the campaigns to fail and shows, at the
same time, European self-righteousness with a view to North-South power relations.
Finally, the contribution Europe as a narrative laboratory. Klaus Eder on European identity,
populist stories and the acid bath of irony by Klaus Eder and Soren Carlson (Eder & Carlson,
2020) gives an overview of essential propositions in Eder’s work on Europe, identity and
narrative. The authors summarize Eder’s sociological approach to a European identity,
seen as emerging by means of narrative processes, and, based on that, then engage in a
conversation about central propositions arising from this work. Thus, they discuss, inter
alia, the concepts of narrative resonance and isomorphism, the relation between narrative
and network structures, and they touch upon the (neglected) role of narratives in social-
scientific thinking, thereby taking up many of the issues addressed in this special issue.

In addition to the papers selected for this themed issue, we are glad to be able to include
Niels Exner’s A century with and against the market. The ILO and ‘global social justice’,
which reviews Daniel Maul’s research monograph The International Labour Organization.
100 Years of Global Social Policy, and Georg Vobruba’s reflection on the basic income
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debate, entitled The way out of Basic Income’s utopia trap. Making sense of the basic in-
come debate. We thank Christian Mostl and Karl-Julian Zapff for their help in carefully com-
piling and prestructuring the extensive research literature that we draw on in this article.
Furthermore, we would like to thank CPE’s editorial team for their generous support in the
production process of this special issue.
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