
 
 

Distinguished Conference Delegates, 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to Finland, to Helsinki and to the University 

of Helsinki. 

 

The University of Helsinki and its Language Centre are proud to have been given the 

opportunity to organise the eleventh international conference of the International Society 

for the Study of European Ideas. The topic of the conference this year is “Language and 

the Scientific Imagination”.  

 

A succession of conferences of any given organisation has sometimes been compared to a 

caravan. The caravan moves on, things get unpacked and then packed up again, and the 

camp site changes from one to the next. It is always on the move, always changing, 

always on a quest for new approaches, new dialogue, new ground, new friends. 

 

To give you an idea about the present camp site, let me briefly introduce the University of 

Helsinki to you. 

 

The University of Helsinki is, by all accounts (and at the moment, according to those 

fashionable university rankings), the top university in Finland and one of the leading 
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multidisciplinary research universities in Europe. Not even modesty - so characteristic of 

the Finnish people – prevents me from stating this obvious fact. Quite uniquely, the 

history of the University of Helsinki also reflects the history of Finland as a nation, the 

position of Finnish and Swedish as the two national languages, and the rise of national 

identity in general. 

 

The University was founded in 1640 by Queen Christina of Sweden as the Royal 

Academy of Turku – Turku being a city some 200 kilometers from Helsinki on the 

southwest coast of Finland. At that time, Finland was part of Sweden. The Royal 

Academy of Turku had four faculties, a few hundred students, extensive autonomy and a 

right to levy taxes from farms and parishes. Teaching was given in Latin, although 

Swedish was gaining ground in the late 18th century. 

 

From 1809, following the fall of Finland to a Russian regime, the Royal Academy was 

turned into the Imperial Academy of Turku, with the Grand Duke of Russia as 

Chancellor. The Academy moved from Turku to Helsinki in 1828 and became the 

Imperial Alexander University (after the Grand Duke Alexander). Swedish replaced Latin 

as the language of tuition – Finnish gaining ground in the late 19th century. With the 

newly gained independence, the Imperial Alexander University then became the 

University of Helsinki in 1919. 

 

We are now in the Main Building of the University. You may have noticed the square in 

front of this building – an important part of the historical milieu of the city. The square is 
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surrounded by three sources of power, if you will – the spiritual represented by the 

church, the secular by the government building, and the arts and sciences or the academic 

world embodied in the University Main Building. It seems to me that this setting 

emphasises the autonomy of the University in a symbolic and beautiful manner. 

 

The history of the University is also reflected in this Great Hall. The lectern or teacher’s 

desk where I am standing now dates back to Turku Academy. It was made in Stockholm 

in 1814 and is said to be the most valuable piece of university furniture in the Nordic 

countries. The doors of this Great Hall as well go back to the year 1814. 

 

Today, the University of Helsinki is a large institution with 11 faculties, more than 38 000 

students, close to 8 000 staff members and a budget of over half a billion euros. The 

University operates on four campuses in Helsinki and in 19 other locations in Finland. 

Out of the 20 universities in Finland, the “market share” of the University of Helsinki in 

2007 is impressive: it receives approximately one fourth of the country’s budget funding 

for universities, it has one fourth of its professors and produces one fourth of its doctoral 

degrees. Sixty-one percent of the national centres of excellence are situated here. 

 

A member of the League of European Research Universities, LERU, the University of 

Helsinki has wide scientific contacts all around the world and a vision to enlarge the 

number of its international students and staff rapidly. The university is bilingual, with 

teaching in both national languages, Finnish and Swedish. To a growing extent, tuition is 

also given in English.  
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The Language Centre of the University, your conference host, is an institute of 250 

language professionals, giving language tuition to all university students in the two 

national languages and foreign languages, 16 languages in all, and providing high quality 

language services for both university and outside customers. 

 

But enough of facts and figures. I am sure you are suitably impressed already (and have 

forgiven me for being so wordy about it all). What we would like you to remember this 

camp site, the University of Helsinki, by is not figures and statistics, but by the hospitable 

and friendly atmosphere of the University and its staff, the lively discussions at the 

workshops and panel discussions, the beautiful surroundings and the good organisation of 

the conference. A successful conference is not only about intellectual stimulation and the 

meeting of minds. It is also - and maybe more importantly – about meeting old friends 

and gaining new ones. 

 

Organising a large conference is a joint effort. I would like to take this opportunity to 

thank all our partners in this undertaking, in particular the co-chairs of the conference, Dr 

Ezra Talmor and Dr Marja Härmänmaa with her crew. Without your dedication and 

excellent cooperation, we would not be here today.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen: the patron of this conference is the President of the Republic of 

Finland, Ms Tarja Halonen. She has sent the following message to the conference and its 

participants, and I will take this opportunity to read her message to you.  
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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC OF FINLAND 

 

The 11th ISSEI Conference is a remarkable example of the possibilities for global 

research collaboration. The examination of and support for cooperation between 

humanities and sciences form an important element in understanding and 

developing European societies. 

 

I wish all the participants a successful week and fruitful discussions. I hope that the 

sharing of ideas will lead to new knowledge and vision. 

 

 

On behalf of the University of Helsinki and the Language Centre: welcome to Helsinki, 

and enjoy the conference!  

 

 

Ulla-Kristiina Tuomi 

Director of Language Centre 

University of Helsinki 


