
Uniting Europe

Europe Now ...

We all live in a united Europe – most of us consider ourselves European. We may have been 

born in Germany, educated in France; we may have a job in Denmark, speak English at work, 

Spanish with our family, buy Italian food and clothes made in Slovakia. Our next-door neigh-

bours may be Polish, our best friend Portuguese. We vote for our representatives both in our 

national and in the European Parliament; there are no border checks when we do our shopping 

in a neighbouring country or travel in Europe. We use the same currency in 17 countries. A 

Lithuanian wins the European Song Contest:  we are all Europeans. We live in an area of 

peace, security, and freedom.

… and Then: Europe – an Ideal

About 65 years ago, Europeans found themselves in a completely different situation: when the 

Second World War ended in 1945, most of the bigger cities in Central Europe were reduced to 

rubble by terrible bombings, about 10 million refugees had lost their homes and were tracking 

across the continent, displaced persons from hundreds of prisoner and concentration camps all 

over Europe were looking for a place to live or trying to get home. People were starving and 

freezing because food and fuel were so scarce. Poland, Germany, and Italy had lost part of 

their territory, and new borderlines were going up, gradually dividing Europe into two parts. 

Europe had been freed from the horrors of the Nazi and fascist regimes and from a disastrous 

war; it was quite determined to prevent future dictatorships and military conflicts.

A new way for European nations to live and deal with each other was deemed to be an ab-

solute necessity. It was not the first time that the cry for a united Europe was heard: long be-

fore World War I, writers, politicians, and industrialists had already talked and written about 

the “United States of Europe” as a means of assuring peace between conflicting states and es-

tablishing unrestricted flow of trade. The idea of the “United States of Europe” had been a 

very idealistic goal in Italy, France, and Germany in the fight for independent and democratic 

states during the revolutionary movements of 1848/49. After the First World War with its mil-

lions of dead, when the big multiethnic* empires Austria-Hungary, Turkey, and Russia had 

broken apart and controversial peace treaties strengthened nationalistic warmongers, the idea 

of a politically unified Europe gained new followers: the Austrian Count Richard Couden-

hove-Calergi (1894–1972) started a Pan-European movement by publishing his book “Pan-

Europa” in 1923 in which he described Europe as a community of culture, to be organised in a 

regime of a European Federal Union. The French socialist Aristide Briand (1862–1932) sup-

ported this movement which was to be part of a new global pacifism, ordered and defended by 

the League of Nations*.
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The Great Depression*, the defeat of the League of Nations’ endeavours, the rise of total-

itarian regimes in the 1920s and 30s, and subsequently the outbreak of World War II preven-

ted these movements from gaining further support although the idea of a united Europe in a 

post-war world remained alive even during the war.

As early as 1941, the Italian Altiero Spinelli (1907–1986), who was to become one of the 

founding fathers of a united Europe, drew up a manifesto “Towards a free and united Europe.” 

It convinced people that only the idea of “unity in diversity” could prevent a repetition of the 

suffering and destruction of the two world wars. In a famous speech in 1946, the former Brit-

ish Prime Minister, Sir Winston Churchill, took up the ideal of “recreating the European Fam-

ily” by building “a kind of United States of Europe.” Cooperation between France and Ger-

many was to be the first step towards this goal.

Europe – the Beginnings

After 1945, Europe had lost its traditional position of hegemony. The two new superpowers – 

the United States and the Soviet Union – had gained a very superior economic, political, and 

military might. Their growing confrontation in a bipolar world resulted in the “Iron Curtain,” 

dividing Europe into east and west. This beginning of a “Cold War” led to a turnaround in US 

policy concerning West European countries. They were to be supported in their reconstruction 

efforts on a large financial scale: the “European Recovery Programme” of 1948, named “Mar-

shall  Plan” after its chief promoter, US foreign secretary George Marshall,  also asked for 

European cooperation in distributing the generous funds. A centralised European organisation 

was needed to foster free trade and economic development in Western Europe, thus impeding 

the expansion of communism. In 1948, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation (OEEC) 

was established; in 1949, the Council of Europe was set up to reinforce democratic systems 

and human rights in its member states.

For centuries, France and Germany had been archenemies, and one of the reasons for this 

was their rivalry in coal and steel production, both for industrial and military purposes. That is 

why the French foreign minister, Robert Schuman (1886–1963), born and raised in Luxem-

bourg and Alsace-Lorraine, presented a plan for France, West Germany, Belgium, and Luxem-

bourg to pool their coal and steel resources and to put their production under a common High 

Authority. The plan was the work of the French economist Jean Monnet (1888–1979) who 

was convinced that economic integration was the only realistic way to start a process moving 

towards a political union. The West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer (1876–1967), com-

mitted to a Western alliance for his country, strongly supported this plan. The “European Coal 

and Steel Community” (ECSC) with France, West Germany, Italy and the three Benelux coun-

tries as its members was established in April 1951, with Jean Monnet as the first president of a 

supranational* High Authority, the first nucleus of a European government. 
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This first  European Community,  a  unique  experiment  in  history,  proved so successful 

(steel production increased by 42 % in 5 years!) that six years later cooperation was extended 

to other fields: the Treaties of Rome, signed by the Six in March 1957 and ratified by their 

parliaments  in  1958,  established  the  European  Economic  Community  (EEC)  and  the 

European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom).  The EEC, later  merged with ECSC and 

Euratom, proved to be the most important organisation. It was directed by a Commission (the 

former High Authority), a Council of Ministers from the member states, and an advisory par-

liamentary assembly of MPs from national parliaments. At the same time, a European Court 

of Justice was set up in Luxembourg whose task was to interpret the Treaty and to rule in dis-

putes. 

Successful as these communities were, it had become clear that it would be difficult to ex-

tend this transfer of some sovereign rights from the member states towards a central or federal 

government:  attempts at  Defence and Political  Unities had failed in 1954 mainly because 

France had dropped out. Her president from 1959–1969, Charles de Gaulle, envisioned a dif-

ferent kind of Europe: not the “United States of Europe,” i. e. a federation* with a suprana-

tional  government  and parliament,  but a  “Europe des Patries,” a confederation* of nation 

states which were to be linked by intergovernmental* agreements and the common interest to 

become a third pole between the two superpowers, USA and Soviet Union, carrying a strong 

French voice in world affairs. But this was not what the founding fathers of the European 

Communities had set out to achieve, and so the EEC faced quite a bumpy period in the 1960s 

when France withdrew her representatives, practising a policy of “empty chairs.”

It may seem strange that Great Britain did not become a part of the EEC. Britain certainly 

had suffered greatly from the war, but, in addition,  it  had also lost its Empire.  Common-

wealth* countries had gradually been given their independence with Britain still maintaining 

world-wide responsibility and trade connections. The British were afraid these might be im-

paired by an EEC membership; they also feared that they would no longer be able to decide 

on their country’s policies, among them their special relationship with their American ally. 

Only when they found themselves in a severe economic crisis did they apply for membership 

in 1961: but their very maritime position, different trade connections, and particular traditions 

were turned against them by the French president de Gaulle who vetoed their application, ex-

plaining that British interests did not agree with those of the Six.

After de Gaulle’s resignation in 1969, Great Britain joined the EEC, together with Den-

mark and Ireland; it has however always taken a critical stance towards a European Union and 

the transfer of any sovereign rights in EU policies; Britain e. g. never agreed to the common 

European social policy, to monetary cooperation, or to the abolition of border checks between 

member states.
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A Growing Union: Wider and Deeper

In the middle of the 1970s, three southern European countries experienced a decisive change 

in their political systems: they managed to free themselves from authoritarian regimes*. In 

Greece, the military rule of the colonels collapsed in 1974, turning the country into a demo-

cratic republic. Spain saw the end of Franco’s rule in 1975; King Juan Carlos and his govern-

ment introduced reforms which they managed to defend even against attempts at an over-

throw. In Portugal, a military coup ended a long painful colonial war, turning the country from 

an authoritarian dictatorship to democracy and conceding independence to all Portugal-ruled 

territories outside Europe.  Different  histories,  different forms of government,  yet  all  three 

countries were states with backward industries and great economic problems. Nevertheless, 

they had finally become democracies and as such had the right to apply for membership in the 

European Community; they were to be accepted and helped in their democratic development. 

Greece became its 10th member state in 1981, Spain and Portugal joined the Community in 

1986.  The  enlarged  Community  was  represented  by  the  12  stars  still  to  be  seen  on  the 

European flag.

Since the Treaty of Rome, the range of economic cooperation has continuously been ex-

tended: from industrial cooperation to a common agricultural policy, from the completion of a 

single market with free movement of goods, services, capital, and labour (1993), to a monet-

ary union in 2003, introducing the euro in order to facilitate the growing trade flow. Finland, 

Sweden, and Austria had joined in 1995, thus increasing membership to 15. The wider the 

range of common policies and the larger the number of member states, the more difficult it 

became for the European institutions to work efficiently, to unite all member states in fairly 

quick decisions, and to guarantee transparency and democratic participation to their popula-

tions.

Europe: Its Institutions

The institutions which were set  up in 1957 are still  the backbone of today’s  Union;  they 

present a historically unique mixture of supranational and intergovernmental bodies, although 

they have, of course, undergone considerable changes and adaptations on their way to our 

present  EU. The political  guidelines  of  European policy  are  determined by the  European 

Council, the “Summit” – the heads of state or government of the 27 member states hold four 

summit meetings per year and decide on key issues. Decisions and laws in special areas, e.g. 

agriculture, energy, or finances are made by the Council (of Ministers) (the 27 ministers of the 

respective area), very often based on a proposal by one or more national ministries, or on pro-

posals by either the European Parliament or the European Commission. Each member state 

takes the chair in this Council for six months, in alphabetical order.

The Commission in Brussels, the executive power, is a college of 27 commissioners, pro-

posed by their respective countries and approved or rejected by the European Parliament. The 

5

10

15

20

25

30

35



commissioners are responsible for various competence areas, e. g. foreign affairs, justice, in-

dustry, or the environment.  Their chairman is elected by Parliament for two 2 ½-year terms. 

The Commission draws up new law proposals and ensures the implementation of policies de-

cided on by the Summit or the Council (of Ministers) and approved by the European Parlia-

ment. It is a supranational body and acts somewhat like a national government.

The European Parliament with its official seat in Strasbourg is the institution which prob-

ably has changed most since the days when the Treaty of Rome was signed. A mere consultat-

ive* body at  first,  it  has acquired very many of the powers national  parliaments like our 

“Bundestag” have: it approves the EU budget, gives its assent to international agreements and 

proposed enlargements of the EU, and states its opinion on directives proposed by the Com-

mission with the right to stop them. It also elects the Commission and its president and super-

vises the work of Commission and Council. First elections by direct universal suffrage were 

held in 1979; representatives for the 785 seats are elected every five years: it is thus the voice 

of some 500 million Europeans from 27 member states. Since parliamentary debates have to 

be  translated into  23 official  languages, controversial  ideas  may sometimes become even 

more controversial in the translation. Representatives are not organised according to national 

parties, but according to political multinational groups; this is another sign that the EP is a 

supranational institution. This system of supranational/intergovernmental bodies which work 

together as checks and balances is completed by the European Court of Justice in Luxem-

bourg, which ensures that European legislation is interpreted and applied correctly, and since 

1998 by the European Central Bank, headquartered in Frankfurt and responsible for the effi-

cient use of the euro within the euro area.

A New Role for Europe: The Breakdown of the Eastern Bloc

Under the president of the Commission Jacques Delors (1985–1995), French economist and 

politician, the European Community was gaining speed on its way to a single market and the 

development of a political union when a drastic change in world politics occurred: in the wake 

of civil rights protests and democratic reforms in the Soviet Union, the communist govern-

ments of countries under Soviet dominance collapsed in the autumn of 1989. The borders 

were opened, a year later Germany was reunited, and other former communist countries had 

elected democratic governments. The concept of Europe had to be reconsidered and given a 

much wider frame: a bipolar world order was coming to an end and consequently Europe had 

to find a new stance in a globalized world; new members were expected to knock at its door, 

new tasks would arise, and more efficient institutions were needed to cope with a multitude of 

different interests and traditions.

After extensive negotiations of the member states, the Treaty of Maastricht (Netherlands) 

was signed in 1992. It presented a new model for the Community based on three pillars of ac-

tion: the economy with its supranational decision-making bodies, foreign and security policy 
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(e. g. immigration policy and the fight against international terror), and domestic policy, i. e. 

police and judicial cooperation, such as the control of drug trafficking and organised crime. 

The two latter pillars, however, were to be ruled by intergovernmental decisions made by the 

European Council. The Treaty envisioned a monetary union (the Euro was finally introduced 

in many member states in 2003) as a first step towards a vitally necessary political union. The 

Treaty drafted a social chapter on workers’ rights and equal opportunities, at the same time 

making sure that decisions were made as closely as possible to the citizen, i. e. on the lowest 

possible effective administrative level. This principle of subsidiarity* helps to fence in exag-

gerated action of a federal European government. Nevertheless it took the Maastricht Treaty a 

troubled period of time to be ratified* by its members, sometimes with tiny majorities; the UK 

opted out on the social chapter, not all member states joined the Euro. Although the Treaty set 

the pace for an enlarged European Union, it still adhered mainly to intergovernmental cooper-

ation: a federal “United States of Europe” was still a long way off.

Matters were also complicated by the candidateship of ten new members, many of whom 

were struggling with the remnants of a communist system: their economies had to be rebuilt  

in a global market; democratic structures based on Community law had to be established, pre-

war democratic traditions to be reawakened and strengthened in people’s minds. In 2004 the 

ex-Soviet allies Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, and the three Baltic 

ex-Soviet republics joined the Union. Cyprus and Malta made up the Europe of 25; three 

years later, Romania and Bulgaria, countries which presented an even more problematic eco-

nomic and political situation, also became members. The presence of 27 member states indis-

pensably required reforming voting procedures, reviewing the constitutional framework, and 

stating clearly the aims of a larger Union in a changed world.

After several years of negotiation, the Treaty of Lisbon (Portugal), signed in 2007 and 

entered into force in 2009, was to meet all these requirements. It strengthens the role of the EP 

with additional powers, at the same time giving national parliaments greater opportunities to 

be involved in EU affairs, according to the principle of subsidiarity, and clearer limits of re-

spective competences. For the first time, member states have been given the right to withdraw 

from the Union. Decision-making is to become faster and more efficient by a qualified major-

ity voting* which takes into consideration both the majority of the member states and that of 

their populations. The treaty describes a Europe of rights and values, freedom, solidarity, and 

security, but also requires the member states to agree to partly limiting their sovereign rights. 

This is why the ratification took a long time and made court ruling* necessary in Ireland, Po-

land, the Czech Republic, and Germany. The Treaty is still far from being completely imple-

mented; a revision may be called for in view of economic regulations in the wake of the 

2008-2011 European debt crisis and fiscal discipline* in the euro area.
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Europe’s Future

In what way will Europe develop in the future? First of all, the principles of Maastricht and 

Lisbon will have to be really put into action: the present problems in the eurozone are mainly 

due to a lack of respect towards the convergence criteria* for the single currency and to the 

very slack development of a political union, as postulated in the Maastricht Treaty. Europe 

will have more member states: negotiations with Turkey for full membership have been going 

on since 1999, Croatia is expected to enter in 2013, and Serbia received full candidate status 

in 2012. Europe will also have to try to find a balance between supranational and intergovern-

mental institutions, perhaps even adding regional competences. It might also tend towards dif-

ferentiated integration with a federal nucleus and different arrangements around it: e. g. mem-

bers of different speed or possibilities of opting-out (perhaps only for a period of time) in cer -

tain policies (e. g. the eurozone). It might adopt a “variable geometry,” i. e. pragmatic solu-

tions of cooperation for single areas like research or minority projects, coping with demo-

graphic changes, etc. in which only a few members take part. On the other hand, these differ-

ences might dangerously weaken the spirit of unity and solidarity necessary to keep up a 

united Europe.

The process of integration will be enforced by new global tasks like possible limits to eco-

nomic growth, sustainable energy consumption, ethical response to progress in life sciences, 

relations with the Islamic world. It will have to respect diversity, subsidiarity, and democrat-

isation. Even if Europe is on a “journey to an unknown destination,” it is a unique experiment 

in a peaceful conduct of human affairs with remarkable successes, serving as a worldwide 

model, but also lessons to be learnt from its failures.

In 1952 Jean Monnet said, “We are not bringing together states, we are uniting people.” 

Sixty years later, people may grumble about Brussels’ bureaucracy, about a lack of informa-

tion concerning Europe in the national media, about the complex mechanisms of decision-

making, about the challenges of global markets (which actually are alleviated by a European 

union and not at all caused by it!) – but the “Europe from below”, i. e. by the people, has long 

become an integral part of the lives of all of us Europeans.

Susanne Stamnitz Dellacroce
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Glossary

authoritarian regime a government that concen-
trates political power in an au-
thority not responsible to the 
people, e. g. a dictatorship

autoritäres Regime

Commonwealth organisation of independent 
states which were formerly 
parts of the British Empire, 
established to encourage trade 
and friendly relations among 
its members

confederation a union of states united for 
common purposes, but keep-
ing their individual sovereign 
rights

Staatenbund

consultative can give advice or make sug-
gestions

beratend

convergence criteria criteria to be fulfilled before 
coming together for a certain 
purpose, e. g. for the euro: 
level of public debt, of infla-
tion etc.

Beitrittsbedingungen

court ruling a sentence by a court of 
justice

Gerichtsbeschluss

federation a group of states united with 
one government which de-
cides foreign affairs, defence, 
etc., but in which each state 
can have its own government 
to decide its own affairs

Bundesstaat

fiscal discipline fiscal pact (2012) agreed on 
by all EU members except 
GB and the Czech Republic, 
adopting strict new rules on 
state deficits and debts

Abkommen zur Schulden-
bremse

Great Depression a severe worldwide economic 
depression in the decade 
preceding WW II, starting in 
1929

Weltwirtschaftskrise von 1929

intergovernmental based on the cooperation of 
governments

zwischenstaatlich

League of Nations an intergovernmental organ-
isation founded in 1920; its 
principal mission was to 
maintain world peace. 
Maximum number of 
members (1934/35): 58

Völkerbund

multiethnic consisting of various ethnicit-
ies or national groups

Vielvölker-

qualified majority voting a voting system, enabling cer-
tain resolutions to be passed 
without unanimity. A certain 
number of votes is given to 
each member country; smaller 

qualifizierte Mehrheitsabstim-
mung



countries have a greater share 
of votes than their populations 
would normally warrant. Un-
der the Lisbon Treaty, de-
cisions passed by qualified 
majority need support from 
55% of the member states, 
which in turn must represent 
65% of EU citizens.

to ratify to approve an agreement and 
make it official by signing it

ratifizieren

subsidiarity a concept for the division of 
legislative powers at the low-
est possible and efficient 
level, close to the concept of 
“decentralisation”

Subsidiarität

supranational going beyond national 
powers, interests, borders etc.

überstaatlich
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