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Preface

As is typical for someone of my generation, the gradual dissolution of com-
munism in the 1980s and its sudden collapse in 1989–91 changed my outlook 
in that I began to recognise the importance of issues related to Europe, na-
tions and nationalism, in both the past and present. This was not least be-
cause the threat of oppression and violence was lurking beneath Europe’s 
national revivals, reminding us of nationalism’s troubling history. Following 
the completion of my thesis on the history of ideas at the University of 
Gothenburg in 1990, I engaged as a teacher and researcher in the emerging 
field of European studies, enthralled by the entanglements of Europe and its 
internal borders. At the Centre for European Studies at Gothenburg Uni-
versity (CERGU), we began to explore the issue of cultural borders more 
deeply, observing the paradox of the increasing impact of cultural borders 
that developed despite ongoing economic, legal and political integration. 
We hosted a conference in 2007 and published the proceedings in Cultural 
Identities and National Borders (2009). In the period 2009–13, our international 
network held some remarkable workshops, which resulted in the Berghahn 
anthology Cultural Borders of Europe. In the wake of these experiences, I saw 
the possibility of writing a book on the subject.

In addition, inspiration for this book came from travelling in Europe. 
I have always loved visiting bookshops when abroad, as they reveal some-
thing about their cities, and offer a glimpse into the national mind. Starting 
in the early 2010s, I began to observe a growing number of books about 
European crises, conveying warnings and predictions of the imminent col-
lapse of the European Union. No matter whether I was in Oslo or Porto, in 
Florence, Munich or Cambridge, they were always on the bookstore shelves. 
Local authors – Austrian, Czech, Dutch, Irish, Spanish, etc. – wrote about 
the topic. I asked myself whether this growing interest might be indicating 
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the end of European integration or, conversely, stronger Europeanisa-
tion. Moreover, I observed that the literature was unconsciously reiterating 
themes from the intellectual history of Europe.

Work on this book began with a short draft written in the final weeks 
of 2013 when public attention was largely directed towards the Euro crisis, 
which was threatening to destroy the European Union. As I continued writ-
ing drafts of short chapters of what I believed would be a quickly written, 
minor book, 2014 and 2015 brought the migration and refugee crisis, and 
a worrisome rise in nationalistic mindsets, extending far beyond the tra-
ditional nationalist groups and parties. I arrived in Cambridge in 2016 on 
the day after the Brexiteers had won the referendum. Clearly, nationalist 
sentiments were strong. From 2017 onwards, I have been fortunate to be 
able to dedicate a substantial amount of time to the research and writing of 
this book. Since then, additional events regarding Europe and its borders 
have occurred, including the Covid-19 pandemic that started in 2020 and 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022. One blessing of writing an intellectual 
history of the idea of Europe is its contemporary relevance, bringing energy 
to my work and offering new conundrums on which to reflect.
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Introduction

Like most Europeans in the early 1900s, my grandmother lived in a mul-
tinational empire. She grew up, as many others did, in an area with more 
than one  language. To communicate with people on the Baltic island of 
Hiumaa, one would need to know Estonian, which was spoken by most of the 
farmers, Russian, to communicate with the administration, and German, to 
talk to the estate owners – and there were also some Swedish-speaking farm-
ers. By the time she married, she was a citizen of the Republic of Estonia, 
one of many new states that had emerged in Europe after the First World 
War. She lived in a proclaimed nation state that comprised several ethnic 
minorities. During the Second World War, my grandmother, like many 
Europeans, experienced her country’s loss of independence, and she fled 
with her husband and children. She settled in Sweden and died only months 
before the re-emergence of Estonia as a sovereign state in 1991. Her life not 
only spanned national borders but the shifting of the international border 
between Eastern and Western Europe.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw a range of upheavals that 
changed people’s lives in Europe, during which notions of a new Europe 
were present: for Napoleon as well as for the victors in Vienna in 1815; in the 
revolutionary year of 1848; during the two world wars and their aftermaths; 
and, finally, after the fall of communism in 1991. A ‘new Europe’ connoted 
unity, peace and fairness, but could also insinuate the dominance of one or 
more powers. Often, it became associated with European superiority – more 
for some, less for others. Students of European history are well aware that 
these periods also encompassed surges of nations and nationalism: ‘the spring 

Notes for this section begin on page 13.
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2	 Thinking Europe

of nations’ in 1848; an avalanche of declarations of national independence 
marking the final year of the First World War; and nationalism emerging 
after the dismantling of communism in Central Europe. Evidently, the vi-
sions of a new Europe and the ventures to establish borders came in pairs.

This leads to the central argument of my book, which is that the concept 
of Europe is intrinsically associated with unity and borders within Europe. 
For well over two centuries, calls for unification have met arguments for 
national borders, triggering entanglements and contestations. In the early 
1800s, not only were the dreams of Europe becoming ‘one large nation’, as it 
was put by August Wilhelm Schlegel,1 of interest, but so were hopes voiced 
by Germaine de Staël ‘to give birth to those great existences of mankind, 
which we call nations’.2 In the late 1910s and early 1920s, Tomáš Masaryk’s 
call for a ‘New Europe’ of democratic and independent nation states and 
H.G. Wells’s talk of the dawning age of nationalities met with critical dis-
cussions concerning Europe’s many borders, e.g. by Julien Benda and José 
Ortega y Gasset.3

The first objective of this book is to examine and recount the intellectual 
paths that feed into the concept of Europe. The book offers a comprehensive 
approach, beginning with the emergence of a more visionary concept of Eu-
rope in the political turmoil and intellectual crossroads of the early nineteenth 
century, and continuing to the present. I illustrate these conflicting political 
visions and diverging interests, as well as distinctions between perceptions 
emerging from different parts of Europe. The second objective is to explain 
the post-war concept of Europe and its contemporary meanings. This is only 
possible if we view the historical understanding of Europe that takes into ac-
count not only unity, but borders. A grasp of the relevant intellectual history 
is essential to understanding the processes that took place before the 1950s, 
and how they shaped the mind of the post-war period, as well as to assessing 
how historical perceptions and representations define contemporary Europe 
and affect current issues. A longer historical perspective is also necessary for 
considering the public discourse, illuminating the civic debate and support-
ing the effectiveness of decision making to avoid past mistakes and assimilate 
past achievements.

Currently, although Europe is considered a unity, it is simultaneously 
comprehended in terms of its borders and divisions – a potentially explo-
sive combination, if not carefully managed. In fact, Europe is unifying and 
dividing at the same time. The twentieth century saw a doubling of the 
number of sovereign European nation states. Add to this the territories with 
extensive self-governance, such as the former Danish colony of Greenland, 
as well as regional self-rule in Belgium, Great Britain and Spain, and it is 
difficult to avoid acknowledging a genuine state-making tendency related to 
national sentiments. In other contributions, I have emphasised that previous 
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	 Introduction	 3

decades have seen an increasing emphasis on cultural borders.4 This is also 
a question of quantity when we consider the upswing in Europe’s minority 
languages and cultures such as Gaelic and Sápmi, the substantial numbers 
of Europeans who belong to non-Christian religions, and those who speak 
languages of non-European origin. Contemporary European states face a 
variety of cultural borders within existing political borders. On the other 
hand, while the number of members of the European Economic Commu-
nity (EEC)/European Community (EC)/European Union (EU) has risen 
from six in 1958 to twenty-seven at the beginning of the 2020s, we may 
acknowledge the integration tendency, as well. Moreover, the deepening of 
integration further indicates a tendency towards unity, apart from the recog-
nition of nation states and national sentiments.

The EU addresses this duality concerning European integration with its 
slogan ‘Unity in Diversity’. Clearly, although European unity and nations 
may seem contradictory, these are the conditions necessary for integration. 
European integration, which would not be needed if not for the existence 
of nation states and borders (be they cultural or territorial), takes place under 
the guise of a conceived community. To understand the implications of this, 
we have to find the reasons for this way of thinking in history. Indeed, long 
before the EU, European integration occurred through transnational ideas, 
associations, and even movements, as well as exchanges and learning from 
each other across both territorial and administrative borders.

Attempting to explain nationalism and integration as different phases 
of European history would be a mistake. In such a narrative, nationalism 
came first, followed by integration and an evolution towards unification. 
To present integration as only parenthetical would also be a mistake. Both 
perspectives are incorrect. The first fails to acknowledge the long intersec-
tion of European integration and nation building, of Europeanness and 
national identity. It represents what Ariane Chebel D’Appollonia calls ‘a 
false sacralization of Europe’. Bo Stråth rejects it as a ‘teleological under-
standing of Europe as a self-propelling project on a steady advance towards 
a predetermined goal’. The second narrative fails to pay homage to the ad-
vances achieved through integration, and evokes a fear of new wars on the 
continent. For D’Appollonia, it is another ‘false sacralization’, this time of 
the nation. Thus, Bo Stråth underscores ‘a need for a new narrative about 
Europe’. By offering a thorough examination of the intellectual history of 
the concept of Europe, my book provides the necessary input for a new 
narrative.

This intellectual history can explain our present hopes, fears and con-
cerns regarding Europe. Recently, we have seen much confusion and dis-
content, with the ideal of European unification clashing with the interests 
of some nation states. In the 2010s, this was demonstrated by a seemingly 
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4	 Thinking Europe

unending list of divergences, mostly regarding issues of immigration and 
financial regulations connected with the Euro. In the public debate, calls for 
a stronger union stand against the protection of national sovereignty, and the 
drive towards a European super state is encountering emerging nationalisms. 
Importantly, historical perceptions and representations of Europe are of the 
utmost importance in order to understand the mindset that paved the way 
for contemporary Europe. Robert M. Dainotto gives a timely argument for 
this: ‘It is what has been said and written for around three centuries about 
and around Europe that still determines what we think and do about it; what 
our dailies report; and what our policy makers decide’.5 It is striking – and 
rather uncomfortable – that, with very few exceptions, the vast majority of 
literary publications on EU crises over the last decade have hardly taken note 
of the historical legacy of the ideas that are in use.

Thinking Europe: The History of a Concept

Since around 1800, the notion of Europe has posed as a new attraction 
for Europeans – or, to put it more bluntly, it has occupied our minds and 
framed how we conceive the world. For many centuries before, the concept 
of Europe connoted a geographical continent and was only occasionally in-
voked in political contexts. Since 1800, the concept has become crucial to 
political thinking in Europe, spreading widely and becoming affixed to other 
concepts, such as civilisation and individualism, thereby redefining previous 
contexts. Not only was there a civilisation but there was a European civilisa-
tion; not only individualism but a European individualism. The magnetism 
of the concept was felt far and wide, with implications for both culture and 
politics. Europe became associated with claims to preserve existing society 
as well as to transform it, with national ambitions and with ideas regarding 
relationships between European neighbours and the rest of the world. Yet, 
Europe has never been easy to define: does it exist, is it lost, or is Europe 
something that ought to be built? Is it characterised by shared traits or by di-
viding borders? By history or by values? By Christianity or by thriving trade 
and innovative individuals? By success and victories or by threats from the 
outside? By progress or by steady decline and acute crisis?

No doubt, Europe is not only a historical but also a political concept. 
Europe may appear to be a geographical description, but when seeking 
its exact connotation, an essentially normative concept emerges. Even in 
terms of geographical definition, it is impossible to separate ideological 
meanings from the concept of Europe. Is Russia a European country or 
not? What about Turkey? In the present, Europe often signifies the EU, 
which highlights the association with normative values. In a similar vein, 
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	 Introduction	 5

key contemporary contestations concern the issue of European values, what 
they imply, and whether member states adopt them. Hence, the linguistic 
classification of the word ‘Europe’ as a noun is insufficient. Europe is also 
seen as a verb, indicating the contestations surrounding normative values 
in combination with performative claims of how to manage disputes and 
diverging interests.

Previous research has typically paid special attention to common traits 
of the idea of European unity, such as peace, prosperity and cooperation 
against common enemies. Often, this research traces a certain logic through 
the centuries, which is similar to that of post-war European integration: a 
certain degree of national sovereignty must be ceded to common institu-
tions in exchange for peace, welfare and the common good.6 Research has 
reflected the new interest in the idea of Europe since 1990, citing the prox-
imity of the European integration political project to ‘the idea of Europe’, 
‘the idea of European unity’, ‘the European idea’, and ‘European identity’. 
A contribution often referred to is Gerard Delanty’s Inventing Europe, which 
typically interprets the idea of Europe as ‘a universalising idea under the 
perpetual threat of fragmentation within European society’, and ‘a unify-
ing theme in a cultural framework of values as opposed to a mere political 
norm or name for a geo-political region’. He connects the European idea 
with common ‘cultural frames of reference’, and associates it with post-war 
integration.7 In the anthology The Idea of Europe, Anthony Pagden makes a 
similar connection in defining the idea of Europe as ‘determining features 
of . . . a political and cultural domain’, relating it to the contemporary hope 
and possibility of developing a European identity and a sense of belonging 
to a shared community.8 In the same volume, Ariane Chebel D’Appollonia 
contends that ‘the European Union must become a visual and compelling 
identity’.9 These partisan approaches share the variability of and continuous 
ongoing debate  about the meaning of the idea of Europe. Recently, we 
have found more attention to the association of the concept of Europe with 
division, and some research stresses the history of manifold borders within 
Europe, noting that recent decades have presented us with both unification 
and an increased emphasis on borders, especially cultural ones.10 However, 
much recent research keeps a focus on Europe as a unifying idea, but engages 
with it through new perspectives, forgotten voices, and neglected materials. 
These contributors are well aware of the risk that comes with formulating 
a linear history of an idea that is growing into maturity. To escape such a 
trap, they criticise Eurocentric ideas and include views that previous his-
tories tended to omit. For instance, Patrick Pasture’s Imagining European 
Unity, which concentrates on the idea of peace and on ideas concerning the 
institutional organisation of Europe, extends the historical list of plans of 
unification.11 Consequently, we need to take precautions to avoid presenting 
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European unity and European integration as old notions that finally broke 
through in the 1950s, and since then have been further refined and won 
the recognition of most European nations, or as representations of society’s 
natural development into ever greater units.

When we look at the history of the concept of Europe, the focus is 
not on the EU, its institutions, policies or treaties. Certainly, it is vital to 
note that the EU is an existing institution that has central functions to fulfil 
for contemporary European society. It is the main framework for shared 
legal, economic and political actions. As such, it is also an arena for political 
struggles, legal disputes and economic competition. European integration 
redefines key societal concepts such as state and sovereignty, it struggles to 
find legitimacy by addressing democracy and citizenship, and it aims to en-
compass the diversity of national identities. Still, since around the 2010s 
we have seen divisions that fuel a legacy of hierarchies within the EU –  
between north and south, and east and west. As of the early 2020s, illiberalism 
and right-wing extremism have established themselves all around Europe. 
Britain, one of Europe’s major countries, has left the EU, initially bringing 
the member states together but leaving the question of whether others will 
follow. The Covid-19 pandemic has effectively highlighted the temptation 
to maintain national borders. Accordingly, the EU has become an arena and 
an object for ideological struggles. In these, the concept of Europe plays an 
essential role, and today it is often represented in terms of European integra-
tion and European identity. Implemented in phases, we have no definite 
answer as to what integration will look like in the future. At stake are ques-
tions about Europe’s past and future, its structure and place in the world, 
and the various meanings of Europe. My approach is to critically examine 
the different meanings of the concept of Europe, with respect to how it has 
changed over time, how it has been controversial, and how it has been the 
object of different opinions.

In presenting a historical narrative of the concept of Europe, this book 
also addresses the idea of European unification in the post-war period. 
Historians have long discussed whether European integration began as a 
scheme to overcome the nation state and establish a federal European sys-
tem, or as a measure to strengthen the nation state. After thirty years, Alan 
Milward’s groundbreaking historical study continues to be inspirational, re-
vealing the national interests in the making of the European Community. 
The supranational institutions were seen as paving the way for strengthening 
the nation state: when sovereignty was transferred to the European Com-
mission, it was because the national benefits were deemed rather significant. 
Not only the legislators but also the citizens of the member states accepted in 
practice or passively, with enthusiasm or in silence, that the construction of 
the nation state and the creation of the EEC/EC went hand in hand. Some 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 Introduction	 7

‘national policies aiming at national reassertions had to be internationalised in 
order to make them viable’; consequentially, ‘the reinvigorated nation-state 
had to choose the surrender of a degree of national sovereignty to sustain its 
reassertion’.12 Still, Milward leaves a question without a convincing answer: 
How could this combination meet with such approval? Milward’s answer 
is the Second World War, and my study confirms that changes did indeed 
take place in the concept of Europe that facilitated post-war integration. 
However, he does not take into account the long-term causes. His thesis 
of the collapse of the nation state in the 1940s omits that the mindset was 
already somewhat prepared, and that the concept of Europe had contrasting 
aspects long before the post-war period began. New states that favoured the 
ideal of national sovereignty emerged during the interbellum period. Yet, 
this same period saw an increase in the discourse on European coopera-
tion and unification, as recently demonstrated by researchers. However, we 
should also take the long-term history into account. Concepts, narratives, 
practices of cooperation, and even integration were at hand throughout the 
nineteenth century.

My book aims to shed light on post-war European integration by 
interrogating the intellectual history of the discourse on Europe. In sharp 
opposition to Andrew Moravcsik, whose famous book, Choice for Europe, 
explicitly downgrades the impact of ideas, I say we cannot understand the 
history of Europe without taking into account how people were thinking 
about Europe.13 For institutional arrangements of European integration to 
be possible, and to define much of post-war political history, the integration 
must be in accordance with overall thinking about how we can accommo-
date Europe and all of its components.

We need to be cautious when examining the concept of Europe, and 
its traditional associations with progress and a higher standard of European 
development. Seminal works on European history demonstrate the existence 
of authoritarian models of governance and political thinking throughout the 
previous two centuries – besides exclusionary nationalism, which has some-
times veered towards racism and notions of ethnic cleansing. These works 
reinforce the fact that post-Enlightenment European history should not be 
recounted as a simple progression towards freedom and democracy.14 In ad-
dition, Luisa Passerini has forcefully stressed the need to examine the cultural 
legacy of Europe: ‘We can no longer share the type of Europeanism that 
existed in the past. Eurocentric and male-centred, we must find new forms 
of Europeanness that allow the full respect of differences. This means we 
cannot avoid passing through a critique of Europe’s cultural legacy’.15 In 
recognising differences, Passerini urges us to acknowledge and criticise the 
fact that ‘European identity has long included hierarchies and exclusions – a 
“Europe-Europe” and a “lesser Europe”’.16
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Thinking Europe: An Intellectual History

To present a new history of the concept of Europe, I make use of crucial 
advances in intellectual history. First, in reading the ideas in the context of 
each period, I have unearthed disputed meanings and values with respect to 
changing opinions. Second, in conceiving the concept as essentially open 
to competing definitions marked by different spaces of experience and hori-
zons of expectation, I understand the concept of Europe as situated between 
remembrances of the past and anticipations of the future. Third, I frame 
and interpret the case as a transnational piece of history. Together, I rely 
on the three main advances utilised within intellectual history: the contex-
tual, the conceptual, and transnational turns.17

To a significant extent, my book applies the lessons of transnational 
history. Gerard Delanty recently inquired into a transnational approach 
to the idea of Europe, saying ‘that a more explicitly developed transna-
tional approach to the European heritage might reveal a different and more 
compelling account of the past that would give substance to the Euro-
pean cultural heritage as a unity in diversity’.18 I consider my book to offer 
such an account from the field of intellectual history. Beginning with Eu-
rope as a distinct theme in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the 
book examines debates and discourses that transcend borders. It combines 
Europeanising procedures with the history of mutual learning processes.19 
European history reveals an exchange of shared values that has helped to 
guide European countries in the construction of their societies. European-
isation took place long before it was institutionalised through the EU, and 
can be seen in both the similarity of common institutional settings and how 
European countries mirror each other. They largely imitate each other in 
an overarching quest for modernisation, and a more distinct quest for ap-
proximation, which begins with increased trade and new means of com-
munication.20 For intellectual history, the learning processes concern the 
dissemination of key concepts (e.g. Europe), theories, ways of thinking, 
and values (e.g. nationalism), as well as the comprehension of them all as 
European. This is a Europeanisation that concerns common intellectual in-
spirations to argue for changes in particular communities. It entails adopting 
similar values, learning from others, and taking the same direction. More-
over, it is about imposing on others: it justifies European supremacy abroad 
and defends  the dominance of the main powers within Europe. Conse-
quently, the international turn in history and, more specifically, its trans-
national approaches within intellectual history, influence my research.21 
I recognise the many academic articles in recent years that have drawn on 
transnational history and accompanying concepts, not least concerning the 
interwar period.
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There is an obvious risk that studies of the concept of Europe may 
offer homogenising interpretations, especially when the object is European 
unity. Therefore, it is of certain interest to expose hierarchical orders in 
the comprehension of Europe. In this, I am inspired by Robert Dainot-
to’s demonstration of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europeanism in 
Europe (in Theory), which contrasts some well-known French philosophers 
with less recognised Spanish and Italian ones, emphasising historical sources 
that question ‘Eurocentrism not from the outside but from the marginal 
inside of Europe itself’.22 His approach presents a lesson from the historiog-
raphy of Dipesh Chakrabarty, Walter Mignolo, Edward Said, and others. 
Recently, subaltern and postcolonial theory has been applied in studies of 
the idea of European unity, with ambivalent results. On the upside, we are 
presented with materials previously less considered or freshly examined in 
new ways, stressing the effects and legacies of Eurocentrism and the need 
to stay cautious about partisan EU narratives. On the downside, such stud-
ies risk interpreting the idea of European unity as mainly the confirmation 
of a colonial mindset, without giving other motives much consideration.23 
These studies leave much of the complexity of the concept of Europe be-
hind, as they disguise differences and hierarchies within Europe. Dainotto 
warns of another risk. Referring to the concept of Eurocentrism, he re-
marks that applying it tends to contrast Europe to the rest of the world, 
especially former colonies, petrifying Europe’s outer borders. He writes that 
the ‘homogenizing assumptions of the term, in fact, run the perpetual risk 
of obliterating the interior borders and fractures of European hegemony; 
they hide from view Europe’s own subaltern areas’.24 This brings us back to 
the margins within Europe. Dainotto’s cases are from the south of Europe, 
but his thought is certainly relevant to the other European margins as 
well. Hence, Dainotto’s approach inspires my examinations in the follow-
ing chapters of the concept of Europe, in recognising how the concept of 
Europe addresses the centre and margin within Europe, and how it creates 
divisions within Europe.

Consequentially, another precaution is to desist from reiterating a com-
mon master narrative that focuses solely on the British, French and German 
discourses on Europe. For a historian of Europe, it is tempting to follow the 
paths of the core West European countries. Certainly, these countries are 
of great importance, and this book offers a thorough demonstration of the 
concept of Europe among British, French and German intellectuals. How-
ever, to uncover differences, hierarchies and divisions in the comprehen-
sion of Europe, this book includes a variety of voices and perspectives from 
Southern Europe, Central Europe, and Scandinavia, from large, small and 
middle-sized countries, recognising similarities and dissimilarities between 
various parts of the continent.
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This is a study of Europe as perceived by intellectuals. Narratives of 
intellectual history typically focus on one field, such as the history of phi-
losophy or the history of political ideas or historiography, often depending 
on the academic locating of intellectual history in the historical, political or 
philosophical disciplines. Coming from the history of ideas in Sweden, long 
a discipline in its own right, it comes naturally to keep the study’s focus on 
the idea and concept of Europe, rather than on Europe’s colonial, diplo-
matic, economic, legal, political or social history. Recently, there have been 
several valuable publications in this field.25 However, in my approach, I look 
for intellectuals operating in several fields – as writers and public intellectu-
als; as scholars of, for example, law, history and philosophy; and sometimes 
as politicians. I am interested in those who have been considerably quoted 
and translated, who represent different political ideas, and, most importantly, 
who have demonstrated significant and developed views of Europe and its 
future. Coming from different parts of Europe and being of different nation-
alities, they illustrate a transnational discourse on the concept of Europe that 
also includes exchanges, meetings, and mutual actions. Generally, they have 
published books, often many, but they have also written for newspapers and 
given public lectures, helping them to become well known. My research 
examines concepts, intellectual changes, and performances. It is based on a 
number of cases and engages in discussion with the research in this broad 
field, offering a fresh historical narrative. The material comprises written 
documents, primarily books, but also articles, targeted journals, and proceed-
ings of Europeanist conferences. Expanding Internet archives provide new 
materials that enrich the picture, bringing out a deeper complexity. This 
means that I operate with an exceptionally wide-ranging selection of primary 
sources. I balance reading large bodies of material against the careful analysis 
of key texts. This book examines a varied array of examples from well-
known figures such as Friedrich von Hardenberg (Novalis), Germaine de 
Staël, José Ortega y Gasset, Tomáš Masaryk, Julien Benda, Richard Nikolaus 
Coudenhove, Salvador de Madariaga, Regis de Rougemont, Edgar Morin, 
José Saramago, Agnes Heller, and many more. My working model also en-
ables the acknowledgement of largely forgotten contributions to the histori-
ography of the European idea. These include the calls made around 1820 by 
the Danish official, George von Schmidt-Phiseldeck, for a ‘European Union’ 
and a ‘European citizenship’ to respond to the debate about decolonising 
the Americas, and the plan drafted by Hilde Meisel in 1942 for a socialist 
European unity to avoid subjugation to the United States and the Soviet 
Union. In addition, assessment of the concept of Europe makes it possible to 
recognise well-known intellectuals who are rarely included in this research 
field. These include the Austrian Nobel Peace Prize winner Bertha Suttner, 
the Italian writer and historian Ferrero Guglielmo, the Swedish suffragist and 
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peace activist Elin Wägner, the British poet and essayist Stephen Spender, 
and the Czech philosopher and dissident Jan Patocka, to mention but a few.

As a final note regarding my approach, I do not find it meaningful to 
distinguish between the idea and the concept of Europe, and therefore use 
both terms synonymously. Both signify references to Europe, whatever their 
associated meanings. Today we often hear about European identity and 
awareness; accordingly, my approach is to examine what meanings intel-
lectuals are attributing to them.

Thinking Europe: The Book

The following chapters do not ask what directly led up to and resulted in 
the treaties forming the EC; they do not scour the archives of the 1950s, 
which economic, diplomatic, legal and political historians have already ex-
amined using a fine-tooth comb, nor do they accept the 1950s as the begin-
ning of European integration.26 The chapters acknowledge the importance 
of changing moments, presenting explorations of specific upheavals, events 
and debates that triggered discourses on Europe, while insisting upon the 
long-term effects these have had on intellectual history.

The book is divided into three parts and nine chapters. Each chapter 
introduces a main theme and associated sub-themes that relate to the con-
cept of Europe during a specific period, and tend to remain associated with 
the concept in later periods. The reader will find relevant theoretical con-
siderations embedded in the chapters. The first part addresses the themes of 
unity and borders in the 1800–1914 period. Its four chapters examine the 
main aspects of unity and borders: (1) the idea of European unity, (2) the 
understanding of borders, (3) definitions of Europe, and (4) the adoption of 
shared concepts, values and standards. Chapter 1 examines visions of unity 
concerned with international relations, trade, constitutional rule, peace, and 
federation design, and how these visions emerged together with many of the 
political ideas of the nineteenth century. European unity was seen as related 
to monarchical rule, but also to the voicing of anti-autocratic opposition, 
illustrating hierarchies within European societies. Next, to examine how 
unity and borders are entangled, Chapter 2 focuses on the emerging calls 
for cultural and political borders between nations, and on the many state-
ments of cultural, political and religious divisions between Northern and 
Southern, and Eastern and Western Europe. Nationalists legitimised excep-
tionalism to confer essential features not only on their own nations but also 
on Europe. The concepts of Southern, Northern, and Eastern Europe were 
associated with political divisions and cultural hierarchies, whereas Central 
Europe connoted national strivings and imperial interests that were often in 
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conflict with each other. In Chapter 3, we turn to definitions of European 
exceptionalism, which concerns distinctions between Europe and, primarily, 
Asia and America. Examining the concept of European unity of culture and 
civilisation, the chapter reveals how Europe became associated with religious 
divides between Catholicism, Lutheranism and Orthodoxy, and with politi-
cal divides between the competing main powers of Europe. Definitions of 
Europe as one culture or civilisation were entangled with a master story of 
England, France and Germany as the primary nations while the others lagged 
behind. Chapter 4 looks at the exchange and dissemination of ideas and val-
ues, with citizenship, local self-government, and individualism cited as ex-
amples often subject to adaptation and translation. Quests for modernisation 
and the approximation of standards illustrate the interplay between centre 
and margins, and how intellectuals have urged their countries to follow the 
models of England, France, and later Germany.

The three chapters in the second part treat the themes of crisis and 
decline, revealing how the mindset of crisis accelerated the dynamic of 
unity and divisions from 1914 to 1945. These chapters highlight: (5) how 
the concept of the nation state advanced because of the First World War; 
(6) the concepts of European crisis and decline; and (7) the manifold plans 
and initiatives for unifying Europe during the interbellum, and the idea of 
European unity during the Second World War. The theme of Chapter 5 
is how the Great War affected the concept of Europe. Certainly, divisions 
were high on the agenda, but calls for European unity retained some attrac-
tion, and the conception of a large German-led ‘Mitteleuropa’ spread widely 
in Germanic countries. Significantly, the idea of independent nation states in 
Europe seriously challenged the trust in ever-growing empires. Intellectuals, 
primarily from the margins of Central European empires, launched visions 
of a new Europe based on the nationality principle, which finally achieved 
a political breakthrough and marked the passing to the interwar period. The 
chapter acknowledges this as a profound change of view that fundamen-
tally redefined the concept of Europe. Chapter 6 emphasises the impact 
of the redefined concept of Europe that focused on its many national bor-
ders. The main theme is the multiple conceptions of crisis in the cultural 
language of European unity, with their references to hard factors such as 
the new national borders after the downfall of continental empires and the 
economic consequences of the war, and to soft factors such as moral and eth-
ical decline, nihilism, and a lack of self-confidence among Europeans. The 
examinations illustrate divisions and arguments for moral and cultural unity, 
besides the conception of European exceptionalism. An astonishing aspect 
of the concept of Europe from the beginning of the interwar period up to 
the end of the Second World War was the many attempts to organise for the 
sake of creating political cooperation and a European federation. Chapter 7 
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highlights the many organisations put forward in a context of sharp tensions, 
not only struggling to overcome divides but also reflecting divides and hier-
archical views of Europe.

The two chapters in the third part  – on integration and identity  – 
explore the concept of Europe during the era of integration. Chapter 8 
treats the crucial decade following the Second World War, and Chapter 9 
examines the notions of European awareness and European identity, bring-
ing the story up to the present. Chapter 8 presents a post-war concept of 
Europe that includes criticism of nationalism and war technology but con-
tinues to be associated with unity and borders. The early post-war mindset 
favouring European unification included adherence to nations and nation 
states, but it drew a red line against communism, stressing the post-war 
divide of the Iron Curtain. Europeanists retained a sentiment of excep-
tionalism and of having a world mission, even when they recognised that 
the United States was now the world leader. From the outset, the EEC/
EC/EU understood their task as representing Europe, even ‘being’ Europe. 
Chapter 9 outlines the thematic awareness of Europe among historians in 
the 1950s and 1960s, Central European dissidents in 1970s and 1980s, and 
finally the many intellectuals discussing European identity well into the 
2010s. Calls for stronger European identity have met with criticism con-
cerning the divisions and makings of hierarchies within Europe. During the 
2010s, discussions of Europe, what it was and what it should be, its divisions 
and hierarchies, were sparked by a series of crises. The conclusion under-
lines the discourse as a sign of continuing and growing interest in advancing 
European awareness.
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Part I

Unity and Borders 
(1800–1914)
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Notes for this section begin on page 42.

C H A P T E R  1

Dreaming of Unity

Time for Europe

Those were fine, magnificent times when Europe was a 
Christian country, when one Christendom inhabited this 
civilized continent and one great common interest linked 
the most distant provinces of this vast spiritual empire. 

—Novalis, ‘Die Christenheit oder Europa’1

The beginning of the nineteenth century saw the emergence of a more 
visionary concept of Europe.2 It was time to talk about Europe. Through-
out the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the idea of European unity 
existed in many variations remarkable in their mutability and how they were 
bound to the situation in which they were formulated. Still, some main 
themes recurred, and this is where we begin. We will ask what the dreams of 
European unity consisted of in the context of an order with continued mo-
narchical rule and in which the strength of the major empires was defended. 
At the same time, Europe was evoked in opposing visions of constitutional 
rule and the people ruling through parliament. Ideas of European unifica-
tion thus reflected the hierarchical order of society and its contestations. 
This first chapter examines Europe as a unifying idea in political discourses 
between 1800 and 1914. It mainly examines how the concept of Europe 
was  entangled with various political ideas, representing different visions, 
while Chapter 2 will shift focus to examine how Europe’s internal borders 
are an indispensable component of the concept of Europe.
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Previous philosophical and scholarly discussion during the Enlighten-
ment had enhanced the concept of Europe. The Enlightenment was as-
sociated with an impressive expansion of trade and knowledge, with the 
cultivation of humanism and science that spread reason and rational think-
ing. It represented both increased wealth and the liberation of the individual. 
Europe was seen as a place for democracy and tolerance, which also included 
a substantial amount of public discussion. Europe was modern and, as such, 
it represented an era superior to previous periods of European history, even 
better than ancient Greece and Rome. ‘Progress, teleology, and manifest 
destinies – these are the key terms of the history of universalised Europe 
that only begins in the eighteenth century’, rightly laid down by Roberto 
Dainotto in his genealogy of early Eurocentrism.3

The epigraph of this chapter is from the beginning of Die Christenheit 
oder Europa by Friedrich von Hardenberg, the author commonly known as 
‘Novalis’. It was written in 1799 but not published until 1826, long after 
his death.4 It is no coincidence that Novalis mentions European unity, as 
the idea, which was first established in the late seventeenth century, 
achieved widespread currency soon after. He shared the notion of a com-
mon medieval idea of a European nation with other contemporary German 
romantic writers such as August Wilhelm Schlegel: ‘Europe was destined to 
be one large nation, and the prerequisites existed during the Middle Ages’.5 
Although Christianity was to a steadily lessening degree viewed as defin-
ing the European during this period, it was still referred to as a basic value, 
though not the only unifying characteristic. In truth, Novalis had revived 
an older and medieval usage of the word ‘Europe’. For many centuries, 
and throughout the Middle Ages, the word Europe was seldom used, but 
when it did occur it connoted Christianity or the ‘Christian community’.6 
Starting from the late fifteenth century, however, it gradually became more 
common and was used more regularly, as by Erasmus.7 This coincided with 
the economic and commercial centre of gravity moving north from the 
Mediterranean to England, France and Germany.8 In the age of the great 
discoveries and the imposition of strengthening European power on the 
world, the ancient myth of Europe as a Phoenician princess violated by 
Zeus was revived. Moreover, Europe was frequently portrayed on maps 
and paintings as the world’s queen.9 Europe could be characterised by in-
dustry, arts, government, and the activity of scholars. Some have suggested 
that the context for the emergence of the concept of Europe may have 
been the threat from the Turks and overseas expansion, as well as contact 
with both new territories and new peoples.10 Besides this, there were also 
internal strides: when the ambitions of France, the Habsburg Empire and 
Spain were expanding, threatened rulers took to the idea of a European 
order of peace and freedom from foreign powers. At the beginning in the 
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sixteenth century, the concept of Europe was already spelled out in the 
canonical literature, be it by Cervantes, Rabelais or Shakespeare, or by 
John Donne, Erasmus of Rotterdam, or Ludivico Ariosto.11 Starting from 
the seventeenth century, Europe began to be used as a noun and an ad-
jective encountered in the titles of books, journals, and even a ballet, in 
political circles and in ballads sung in the streets, as well as in political and 
satirical pamphlets. It is worth noting that the British historian Peter Burke 
mentions that this does not indicate a common European consciousness, as 
people in all parts of society still mainly described themselves as belonging 
to particular local sites or regions.12

When Novalis refers to Europe as the community of Christendom, it is 
one of the advocates of German Romanticism who is speaking, and here he 
is at odds with counter-revolutionary thinkers in both France and Britain.13 
Yet, some of the Enlightenment heritage was kept in mind, because he men-
tioned both scientific progress and the burgeoning European trade. Yet, the 
author’s statement is a rejection of Enlightenment ideals and a lamentation 
that love has been eliminated from trade and business – no longer do greedy 
people have time for ‘the soul slowly collected’. Novalis is talking about the 
spiritual, the conscience of human beings, and argues that knowledge should 
be reunited with faith.14

Thus Novalis’s concept of Europe differs from that formulated in 
the circles around the new French regime in the same era. When Napo-
leon returned from the Egyptian campaign in 1799, he stated his belief that 
Europe was a civilisation that had developed into being vastly superior to 
others. He considered the European ability to organise societies the key fac-
tor, and he talked about the need to have an armed Europe in case of Eastern 
attacks. In his Europe, Paris was obviously the capital, France was the most 
important nation, and other countries were either allies or future conquests. 
In the years that followed, the notion of establishing a continent-wide em-
pire grew in Napoleon’s mind, and he cultivated the myth of himself as the 
successor to Charlemagne. He argued that the differences between European 
countries were not significant: the European peoples really constituted one 
people and one single nation with one religion and tradition, and the only 
thing missing was a strong power to unite them in one system.15 Still, that 
power was France and his Europe was very much a French one, just as it 
had been for the French Enlightenment philosophers – Montesquieu, for 
example, considered France the leading power of Europe.16

Napoleon’s thoughts were supported not only by his French audience 
but also by many in other parts of Europe. Those who supported the view 
of France and its revolution as a role model against the previous autocra-
cies often acknowledged Napoleon’s armies as liberators. Publishers and au-
thors in the south-western parts of the German states often expressed similar 
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thoughts with regard to the creation of a new Europe owing to Napoleon. 
France was seen by many as the most mature country in Europe. During the 
revolution, the French had rejected previous prejudices and the old order of 
society, so it was natural that they should be the leaders of the new Europe 
that was to be built.17

In addition, Novalis’s Europe differed from the concept of a European 
republic, a concept very much current at the turn of the eighteenth century. 
Both Napoleon’s advocates and his opponents claimed that the European 
states had much in common. The former said that Napoleon wanted to es-
tablish a French republic within a European republic consisting of sovereign 
states.18 The British and German critics claimed that the European republic 
should not be dominated by one power, but should rather find a balance that 
would protect one state from being conquered by another, as was the intent 
of the Westphalian Peace Treaty.19

In the Napoleonic Wars, both French and British fought for a better 
Europe. Before the Battle of Trafalgar, Nelson invoked the blessing of the 
Lord for his country, but he also included Europe in his prayer: ‘May the 
great God, whom I worship, grant to my country, and for the benefit of 
Europe in general, a great and glorious victory’.20

It has been suggested that the 1806–13 British continental blockade 
of France and her allies was important in establishing a more focused per-
ception of Europe as a unity, as the continental powers were fenced off 
from their colonies and economically and politically forced to integrate.21 
It was at this time that modern perceptions of a new Europe were de-
finitively established. The word ‘Europe’ was now widespread, as it had 
become a highly attractive concept. This is an important explanation as to 
why Napoleon and others promoted France as the country that represented 
Europe. This is a recurring feature of the concept of Europe that can be 
characterised in terms of particularism and universalism, with some parts of 
Europe being commonly seen as more European than others. At the same 
time, Novalis was able to point out that specific European traits had devel-
oped in Germany. Other Germans had described their country as the heart 
of Europe, and the Germans as its blood. According to them, Germany 
was the site of the most revolutionary European achievements, such as the 
invention of  the European system of balances between the main powers, 
printing, and the Reformation, and thereby it had had an immense political 
and cultural impact on Europe.22

Although the introductory phrases in Novalis’s writings seem to ex-
press nostalgia for a bygone era, he was not reactionary in wishing for the 
re-establishment of an older order of society. When he considered previous 
eras, it was to establish standards for future development, referring to history 
to find arguments and using them as legitimising sources. Novalis’s general 
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thesis was that both Christianity and the Catholic Church had played a vital 
role in the Middle Ages, while the German and French varieties of Protes-
tantism and the Enlightenment could be seen as representative of new eras. 
His hope was that religion would create comprehensive and continent-wide 
mutual interests. This was no trivial past idea being inserted in place of the 
new. He viewed both medieval Catholicism and later Protestantism as ‘in-
destructible forces in the heart of humans’. The old strength was depicted in 
terms of respect for the old, including faith in the absolute hierarchical order. 
The new strength could be seen as delightful freedom, new opportunities, 
and general human rights that allowed people to socialise freely. Religion 
became a third force, making the old and new walk together in harmonious 
unity, and it was only by combining these strengths that Europe could be 
rejuvenated.23 This was a plea for Europe to be a Christian continent, for a 
Christianity going beyond the divide between Catholics and Protestants, and 
for a new church of unity. It is a vision moving towards universalism and 
beyond the particularism of European divisions.24

Europe of the Monarchs or Europe of the People

The European dream of Novalis was set against the political struggles of 
his time. He criticised the existing state systems and their deficiencies and 
paucities. In the place of strife, he saw the possibility of closer contact and 
cooperation between European states, and even indicated that a common 
super state could be created, but that for this to happen, unity would have 
to be aroused from its slumber.25 For Novalis this was nothing that worldly 
powers could achieve. Only a Christianity that transcended national borders 
and embraced the nations, making them realise the need to end bloodshed 
and conclude peace, could bring rebirth to Europe.

When Novalis invoked the dream of European unity, he was adopting 
a well-used theme. The idea of European political cooperation was already 
quite old. A few examples show Europe as an organised association. After 
the Turkish conquest of Constantinople in 1453, Spanish and Italian hu-
manists raised their voices to call for a Europe united against the Turkish 
threat. Pope Pius II aimed to unite Western Christendom and the Europeans 
under his flag. European leaders drafted a plan to achieve peace among the 
European states so that they could fight the common enemy. The King of 
Bohemia, George von Podebrad, tried to create a union within Christen-
dom in which the Pope’s role was secondary, but the aim was nevertheless 
to overcome the Turks.26 Dreams and sometimes plans of European unity 
have repeatedly been launched during the nearly half a millennium that has 
elapsed since then.
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The word ‘unity’ is partly misleading as the aim has never been to cre-
ate a completely homogenised Europe; beginning with the early pleading, 
it was instead cooperation among princes that was called for. The idea was 
that their diplomats would hold a congress and negotiate a treaty, which the 
princes would then sign. From then on, they would form a shared leader-
ship. They would all benefit from avoiding expensive and devastating wars, 
instead gaining the opportunity to enrich their countries. The most famous 
of these schemes was the Grand Design of the French minister the Duke of 
Sully, who worked closely with Henry IV. It was published in his memoirs in 
1640 and was a political dream of a reorganised Europe consisting of Chris-
tian countries (but excluding the Orthodox ones), with a balance between 
states and supra-state institutions, and with a senate that wielded the ultimate 
power and safeguarded peace and security.27 It was inspirational for the Eng-
lish Quaker William Penn, who published a widely read pamphlet in 1693 
asserting the need for a shared parliament of the European princes, which 
would institute a common law. It would strengthen Christianity and facilitate 
protection against the Turks, save blood and money, and improve security as 
well as friendship between the peoples and their rulers.28 The pleas for a treaty 
were revived in the next century by the French political philosopher Abbé de 
Saint Pierre, who included Russia but not Turkey. He called for a federation 
in which the states and monarchs could guarantee one another mutual secu-
rity, ruling through a common senate with a rotating presidency.29

What was called for was unity in the sense of a federation consisting of a 
number of states, each of which should continue to exist, but within a larger 
framework. However, to be taken seriously, something still needed to be 
added. Jean-Jacques Rousseau had high regard for the confederations of the 
Helvetic League and the German Reich, and saw them as models for build-
ing a European confederation. However, he had great doubts about such an 
order for Europe, believing it would be naive to think that monarchs would 
voluntarily give up any of their power, as they were mostly interested in 
extending their territories. Monarchs’ pleas for a European federation in the 
name of peace easily gave rise to the repression of other nationalities, such as 
when Austria, Prussia and Russia suppressed Polish aspirations for indepen-
dence, a suppression of which he had been highly critical.30 Frederick the 
Great of Prussia wrote ironically when he commented upon Saint-Pierre’s 
proposal, that it was a fine piece on the method to obtain perpetual peace, 
very useful indeed, ‘if not only for the lack of acceptance of the European 
Monarchs and some other small things of the same kind’. These early pro-
posals depended on the good will of the princes and did not garner main-
stream support.31

The evolution of the idea of European unity also mirrored the perva-
sive changes in political thought that took place during the Enlightenment, 
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especially after the American and French revolutions, in favour of the people 
and the demos as principles of governance. From then on, modern percep-
tions of legitimacy and citizenship became central to political theory. To be 
considered legitimate, governance needed to be based on a legal constitution 
and legal representation.32

Although the concept of political unity had been launched by Novalis’s 
contemporaries, their focus had shifted and they often sided with demands 
for  constitutional rule, which continued to be controversial in many 
European countries.33 For example, the Comte de Saint-Simon pleaded 
for a federal Europe with a common constitution and parliament, which 
would represent the people rather than the emperors and the states. Simul-
taneously as Novalis was writing his pamphlet, and once again when it was 
time to set the terms for peace after the Napoleonic Wars, Saint-Simon 
demanded a new organisation of the political system of Europe: parliaments 
should rule the countries with a supreme European parliament reigning 
above them all. Rule by the people would lead to European unification, 
and when the peoples of Europe had established parliamentary regimes, the 
establishment of a European parliament would follow.34 This sounds like 
modern democracy, but the electorate he had in mind was still delimited 
by income and literacy to only a thin layer of the population.35 Still, Saint-
Simon trusted that a new society was emerging, with a new and larger 
scale of production, much more international trade, and new modes of 
communication and transport. These were forces that he expected would 
bring about the unification not only of European economies and societies,  
but also of the political order.

Another example is that of philosopher Karl Krause, who in 1814 pre-
sented a plan for a federation of states that would unite the peoples of Europe 
in an alliance of free and independent states and avoid despotic rulers. Change 
was in the air in terms of political thought. As a Kantian philosopher, he ar-
gued that any European federation should be based upon law, and that the 
grounds for legality should not be sought in history, but in reason. He stated 
that the federation should be headed by a Bundesrat consisting of one leader 
from each state, and that all treaties, laws and decisions should be ratified in 
all the languages of the federation.36

It says something of the new importance of the idea of Europe that, 
when Napoleon’s hope for a new continent-wide order was dashed in 1814 
and, once again, at Waterloo in 1815, his defeats were taken as an incentive 
to proclaim a new European order that kept to the idea of unity. While ex-
iled on Saint Helena, Napoleon claimed that his ambition was to introduce 
a European association for overall prosperity, with the same laws and one 
European court of appeal, with one currency and one system for weights 
and measures;37 his opponents, the men of the Holy Alliance, also pleaded 
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for a new Europe. The tsar proposed a federation of Christian peoples act-
ing as one nation, signifying a new Pax Europaea. The Russian party shared 
the sentiment of Novalis, whom they had not read, with the addition of 
Christian morals as the antidote to the horrors of the French Revolution. 
Austrians, Prussians and the British did not share these sentiments, but never-
theless joined the movement to organise Europe anew. Metternich aimed to 
reconstruct the balance of power when he proposed the conservative vision 
of the unity of the thrones.38

An altered mindset was in place when the victors convened in Vienna. 
In 1714, when the signers of the Treaty of Utrecht discussed a Christian 
Republic of which the states were part, the change in terms of diplomacy 
was already underway. Then phrases like the ‘principal powers of Europe’, 
‘the general well-being of Europe’, and ‘the balance of Europe’ entered the 
vernacular.39 In Vienna in 1814, the notion of Europe was definitely tak-
ing hold. The hosts in Vienna presented the Congress as the very moment 
for the making of European unity. A cantata composed for the opening 
of the Congress by Ludwig van Beethoven, commissioned by the Austrian 
emperor to brighten the festivities, expressed much of the excitement. The 
text was written by Alois Weissenbach, a poet and professor of medicine at 
Salzburg University, who was rewarded with titles and a new position in the 
Habsburg capital. Der Glorreiche Augenblick (The glorious moment) begins 
with the chorus emphasising the historical moment that was about to take 
place:

Chorus
Europe stands!
And the times
that ever move forward,
the chorus of peoples
and the old centuries
look on in wonder.

For several months, Vienna was seen as the very centre of diplomacy and the 
heart of negotiations. The six emperors present included the tsar of Russia, 
the Prussian king, and other German princes, as well as high-ranking del-
egates from all European states, including the victor of Waterloo, the Duke 
of Wellington. The city became Europe:

Chorus
Vienna!
Adorned with crowns,
favoured by gods,
the city whose citizens serve monarchs,
accepts the greetings
of all peoples from all times
who may pass your way,
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for now you are the queen of cities.
Vienna! Vienna!
Vienna
Oh heaven! What delight!
What drama I see before my eyes!
What only Earth has, lofty and sublime,
is gathered together within my walls.
My breast throbs! My tongue stutters!
I am Europe – no more a mere city.

Nothing less than the creation of unity by establishing eternal ties was to be 
accomplished in Vienna. What was once divided should be joined together, 
just as Europe would create a union and build itself anew:

Vienna
The highest event I see happening
and my people will bear witness,
when a shattered continent
comes together in a circle again,
and brothers at peace together
embrace mankind set free.
Chorus
World! Your glorious moment!
Vienna
And to my Emperor’s right hand
all the sovereign hands reach out,
to bind together an eternal union.
And on my shattered walls
Europe is rebuilding itself.40

Indeed, the victors of the Napoleonic Wars initiated a system of summit 
meetings in Vienna that were designed to deal with common issues in order 
to reach compromises and avoid further war. This system did not rest on 
international law but was essentially a device put in place for the allies to 
dominate the continent, and an indication of the reaction to liberal reforms. 
The allied political leaders had ‘adopted the practice of acting in the name 
of “Europe” rather than simply for themselves’, according to historian Mark 
Jarret. The Congress System was a novel way of organising Europe that 
relied on diplomacy but lacked a foundation in international law, and was a 
method of continuing monarchical rule.41 The alliance issued a widely read 
announcement:

The intimate union established among the monarchs, who are joint parties to 
this system, by their own principles, no less than by the interests of the people, 
offers to Europe the most sacred pledge of its future tranquillity . . . The Sover-
eigns, in forming this august union, have regarded as its fundamental basis their 
invariable resolution never to depart, either among themselves, or in relations 
with other states, from the strictest observation of the principles of the right of 
nations; principles, which, in their application to a state of permanent peace, 
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can alone effectually guarantee the independence of each government, and the 
stability of the general association. . .42

This system of European cooperation was to achieve some initial success. 
The new way of organising Germany as a federation of states was considered 
instrumental in establishing peaceful relations. It was stated that they were 
giving up the right to go to war with one another, without giving up their 
sovereignty.43 When the Elbe Navigation Act of 1821 allowed all ten coun-
tries along the banks of Elbe to utilise the waterway, connecting south-east-
ern Europe with the Atlantic Ocean and the Baltic Sea through the German 
ports of Hamburg and Lübeck, this was seen as an important development 
for international trade.44

In any case, while the original Congress System lasted only a few years, 
it was followed by several proposals for a Europe ruled by one government 
during the nineteenth century. Although some hailed the Holy Alliance as 
successful in the aftermath of the Congress, in time, it would lose much 
of its lustre and symbolic importance. Pleas for a European Union or a 
United States of Europe offered the possibility to voice democratic ideas, 
when these were gaining new force. In the revolts of 1848, critiques of 
the old regimes often criticised the Vienna Agreement, dismissing it as a 
Holy Alliance of the princes that left little space for nationalistic or dem-
ocratic movements, instead propagating ‘the holy alliance of the people’ 
as expressed by Giuseppe Mazzini. The buzzword ‘nationalities’ implied 
a new order with a democratic basis. Through nationalities, the people’s 
voice was heard, breaking with empires and the reign of the aristocracy. 
Revolutionaries added the social question of eliminating poverty and bring-
ing progress to millions of people.45 In the aftermath of the revolts and 
the failure of attempts at democratic reform, the Italian nationalist leader 
Mazzini campaigned continuously for a Europe with free and democratic 
nations that represented the people and not its monarchs. Still, this would 
not be enough: ‘We do not simply strive to create Europe; our goal is to 
create the United States of Europe’.46 To cite just two more examples, 
the exiled German liberal democrat Julius Fröbel claimed that a federation 
between the West European states was the sole way of solving Europe’s 
problems.47 The French revolutionary Victor Constant did the same from 
his American exile, denouncing the existing political system as outdated. 
The development of social forces and the economy were beginning to by-
pass monarchical control, and it was only a matter of time until the modern 
world would set limits on the power of kings. The United States of Europe 
and its republican institutions would, according to Constant, eventually 
replace them.48
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Europa in the World

Following the Congress of Vienna, it became possible to discern the main di-
mensions of the idea of European unity in the nineteenth century. This was 
expressed in detail in the writings of a largely forgotten Danish official who 
was widely read for a period. Konrad George von Schmidt-Phiseldeck, 
who held doctorates in both theology and philosophy, developed his views 
of a European federation in a retrospective view of the Holy Alliance, 
which he held in high regard, seeing the accomplishments of the monarchs 
as providing a new principle for managing internal conflicts and new pre-
requisites for Europe. However, even though Schmidt-Phiseldeck saluted 
the Vienna Agreement, we may not reduce his claim for European unity to 
the actions of the princes and their diplomats; it also included the people, 
whose spirit was to permeate the governance. This remained a key theme 
in the idea of European unity in the nineteenth century. For Schmidt-Phis-
eldeck, the best way to accomplish the well-established governance of states 
was through representative constitutions and a balance between monarchy 
and democracy. The European federation should include a permanent con-
gress with representatives of the states. The acts of the federation should 
have a legal basis in a European court that oversees compliance with trea-
ties. Moreover, he shared the view of the declarations from Vienna as well 
as many previous tracts that European unity was the way to ensure peace 
and security for the states that would allow them to reduce the large costs 
of keeping troops and making war with their neighbours. As he was writing 
shortly after the end of the Napoleonic Wars, he was mindful of discuss-
ing the great debts of the European states, which had begun to limit their 
resources. Even Great Britain, which had led the coalition against France 
and enlarged its power, had started to suffer the economic consequences 
of  the war.49 Giving up the right to wage war against one another was 
also of the utmost importance for future welfare, he wrote, and added that 
a European federation would not be easily established, as the legacy of mu-
tual antipathy among states was persistent. Regardless, this quest for peace 
stood out as one of the key themes in the discussion of European unity in 
the decades that followed.

Schmidt-Phiseldeck became known among his contemporaries for his 
1820 book Europa und Amerika. Its popularity spread quickly, and it was 
published in both English and French within the same year, as well as in 
the more minor languages Dutch and Swedish. The next year he wrote a 
new book focusing on the importance of creating a European federation, 
Der europäische Bund.

Defining Europe by comparing it with something else was nothing 
new; in fact, this had been done from the very beginning. The Europe 
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of ancient Greek culture – the word ‘Europa’ was used as a synonym for 
Hellas – possessed an excellence of geography, governance, and the qual-
ity of its population.50 For Charlemagne, Europe was a Christian Empire 
threatened by Muslims making their way through the Pyrenees. During the 
Siege of Vienna, Europe was Christianity challenged by Turks. However, 
Schmidt-Phiseldeck was the first to look at European unity from the per-
spective of global politics and economic relations.51 For him Europe had to 
face changes outside the continent with new tools in view of the indepen-
dence of the United States and the striving of the Spanish and Portuguese 
colonies in Latin America for freedom. Some of them were already free 
states; others had recently declared their independence and he anticipated 
that the rest would follow. A spirit of independence had taken hold of the 
American continents, and that had consequences for the world economy. 
A new era had begun, he explained, on 4 July 1776 when ‘independence 
was declared by the United States of America’.52 The liberated America 
became a new hub in the world economy that challenged earlier European 
trade routes. Europe had a new and strong rival on the other side of the 
Atlantic, one that would grow even more powerful when it could connect 
its trade routes to other independent states in America and with a popula-
tion growing from the influx of European immigrants. This was a new era 
with a new dynamic, wrote Schmidt-Phiseldeck, with the United States in 
a central position, which would change the basic conditions for Europe, a 
region that would now become poorer after its loss of people and posses-
sions to America. He raised the question of whether Europe should resign 
from being the ‘king of the world’.53 

The consequences of the decrease in trade could be grave, with resigna-
tion throughout the continent and a decline in social order.54 One possibility 
would be to expand existing links with those colonies that remained, and 
to conquer new ones. However, Schmidt-Phiseldeck feared that the essen-
tial tools for doing this were not available, contending that the European 
states would be incapable of maintaining their monopolies on trade  –  

Europe would have to look for another path. This implied a turn inwards 
for Europe, with a focus on the development of internal trade and economic 
life on our continent proper, in order to replace what was lacking in external 
trade. There was need for concerted action within the frame of a federation: 
like the United States of America, Europe would have to view itself as a 
federation of states reaching from the Urals to the Atlantic, from Lapland to 
the southernmost points of Sicily and Crete.55

This led to the creation of the name ‘the European Union’, perhaps in 
a work he presented in Copenhagen in 1821.56 A European Union would 
be ‘a hope of rescue for Europe’, a continent that is amply supplied with the 
riches of nature and an ‘ennobled humankind’. However, trade and industry 
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were hampered by privileges and monopolies, tariffs and proscription, when 
Europe’s borders should have instead ‘been open and inviting’ as they were 
in the American confederation.57 Schmidt-Phiseldeck underscored common 
interests regarding trade both within the continent and overseas, and ex-
plained the need for a common European monetary standard and credit 
funds. Overall, this was also an endorsement of free trade (within the borders 
of Europe) in the tradition of Adam Smith and in opposition to mercantil-
ist economic doctrines.58 Free trade, it would turn out, was also one of the 
themes that appeared in the calls for European unity during the nineteenth 
century.

Schmidt-Phiseldeck concluded that there were obvious internal benefits 
of constructing a European federation, although these were not enough to 
make it a reality. For the European states to overcome internal conflicts and 
antipathies, a pressure or even a threat from the outside would be needed. 
He found this in the new world order of broken European dominance, in 
which the discord of Europe worked to the advantage of its competitors. 
Europe’s war increased the other side’s trade and brought it new territories. 
The conclusion was that ‘a bit at a time we will lose what could only be 
saved by the greatest efforts of the combined forces of the whole of Europe, 
which could at least obtain useful conditions for trade, . . . even more could 
be saved if they were guided by the joint draft of a foresighted wisdom’. 
According to Schmidt-Phiseldeck, only when Europe stood united would it 
be possible to withstand the external pressure. Challenged by another conti-
nent, Europe would have to act as one continent.59

In those days, the changing relations of the world were not only a con-
cern to Europe and America, but were also instrumental in deciding the 
fate of the Ottoman Empire. Once the mightiest power in the world, it 
had besieged Vienna as recently as 1683. Austria had afterwards conquered 
Hungary, but in the south-east the Ottoman Empire was still powerful, 
and Sarajevo still one of its strongholds. It was not yet ‘the sick man of 
Europe’, but for many it was obvious that the Ottomans were losing strength 
and even declining. If Europe had once been threatened by an expanding 
Turkish Empire, while conquering new territories on the Iberian Peninsula 
and across the Atlantic, it now was the other way around. In the west, it 
had a new rival, but in the east, the possibility of expansion arose. Well 
aware of this decay, Schmidt-Phiseldeck looked towards the south-east to 
replace the loss of colonies overseas by expanding Europe in that direction. 
Europe would have to gather itself against Turkey as the common enemy 
with the aim of expanding civilisation and Christianity. After conquering 
new lands, this would be a new opportunity for immigrants to move to 
the south-east, meaning that Europe could avoid losing great swaths of its 
population to the Americas.60
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Over only a few years, Schmidt-Phiseldeck wrote three books that ex-
plored how to create a united Europe with its many virtues. His works il-
lustrate how the idea of European unity of that time created a dynamic that 
inspired some authors to develop rich and various plans for how future soci-
eties could be created, often including statements about living in society and 
explorations of the human preconditions for peaceful coexistence.61 Schmidt-
Phiseldeck presented vivid descriptions of Europe, its challenges and poten-
tials. Among other things, he emphasised the significance of education, the 
place of the church, and the importance of public sentiment. He indicated 
that, to bring about enough consistency and momentum for Europe to assert 
itself within the new world order, it would be insufficient to create a federa-
tion of the states and take all sorts of political measures, or to institute vari-
ous legal and economic reforms. It would be necessary to harness the spirit 
and consciousness that Europe’s people belonged to a community that went 
beyond the individual nation states. Schmidt-Phiseldeck understood the dif-
ferences between the nationalities as inextinguishable, as they were rooted in 
tradition and historical circumstances. They could, however, be transcended 
by human reason and willpower. It would be necessary to suppress the ego-
tism of the states in favour of the common good. Knowledge would have 
to be disseminated about the European family and Christian nation, with 
its shared morals and civilisation. A greater understanding of the common 
ground between the familiar and the foreign would have to be promulgated. 
Knowledge of European geography and history would be important, as well 
as the establishment of European associations. Foremost, travel throughout 
the continent would need to be facilitated to create the desired spirit of fa-
miliarity and affinity, so more ‘wandering years’ would be needed for ap-
prentices, as well as more scholarly journeys. In short, the exchange of ideas, 
knowledge and resources would forge a stronger European political unity.62

Schmidt-Phiseldeck stands out as an early promoter of a concept of 
European unity, using America as a template, along with Harriet Martineau’s 
Society in America of 1837, and Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, 
also published in the late 1830s. The United States was considered the future 
of Europe, both as something positive to imitate and as something nega-
tive to avoid. Not least did this genre emphasise the development of the 
North American states as a case from which Europe could learn. Fascination 
came together with fear. America was expanding in all respects: its growing 
population was taking new lands under its command all the way across the 
continent to the Pacific, driven by a broad economy based on both agrar-
ian and industrial livelihoods. Europe, on the other hand, had reached its 
borders, lacked the same dynamic, and was challenged by its own offspring. 
Europe needed to stand strong in order to face the competition from North 
America.63
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As the nineteenth century continued, Schmidt-Phiseldeck’s vision of 
Europe’s future turned out to be both right and wrong. The competition 
for trade routes remained an issue.64 However, he badly misjudged the op-
portunities for further development of European trade and interests in Africa 
and Asia. African colonisation featured largely on the agenda throughout 
the century that followed and, together with further expansion in Asia, 
European strength continued to increase. He was correct, however, in his 
belief that America would grow more powerful: the rising star of America 
was indeed a challenge for the old world, he cautioned repeatedly.

By the end of the nineteenth century, this challenge was more apparent 
than ever, recognised by large parts of Europe’s populations. Migrants wrote 
home to parents and siblings left behind, boasting of their new wealth and 
privileges. Wealthy Americans took long trips to Europe. The very richest 
Americans – such as the Carnegies and the Rockefellers – spent large sums 
in Europe buying art and antiquities.65 The American view of the changing 
balance of power between Europe and America was quite frank: Europe was 
divided by internal competition, while the United States was growing in 
population and capacity, destined to be a leading global power. As stated by 
a member of the House of Representatives in 1870: ‘The mighty republic of 
the United States, which sprang into existence less than a century ago, will 
be the acknowledged law-giver and arbiter of the world’.66

The growing economic strength of the United States challenged Euro-
pean trade and industry, which in turn furthered the dream of a European 
federation. Proposals soon followed that copied some of America’s eco-
nomic arrangements, including a customs barrier around Europe and the 
reduction of internal customs duties in order to withstand American com-
petition. More suggestions of that kind were heard in France and Germany 
than in Great Britain, where worries about losing industrial supremacy were 
considerable but were less often followed by a plea for European unity.67

Design of the Federation and Its Bodies

The need for a federal political order in connection with an international 
legal order was often brought up. For instance, the draft of a European fed-
eration by Krause contained a plan to form a federation in accordance with 
international law, the prospect being to establish lasting peace and order for 
Europe.68 Schmidt-Phiseldeck considered the voluntary agreements within 
the frame of the Congress System a step in this direction, the next of which 
would be to establish European law.69

Not every plea was as concrete regarding just how to achieve a federa-
tion. Strong faith in historical development together with a strong command 
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of rhetoric could be as persuasive, as one can see in the following lines by 
Saint-Simon:

There will undoubtedly come a time when all the people of Europe will feel 
that questions of common interest must be dealt with before coming down to 
national interests. Then evils will begin to lessen, troubles abate, wars die out. 
That is the goal towards which we are ceaselessly moving, towards which the 
advance of the human mind is carrying us!70

Mazzini also had a strong belief in progress that would inevitably lead towards 
the reconstitution of Europe into nations forming democratic states. Up to 
then, he proclaimed, they had been divided and hostile to one another, be-
cause each was represented by a caste or dynasty. Democracy would change 
this and associate the nations with one another, amicably. They would then 
view one another as sisters, and ‘gradually unite in a common faith and a 
common pact, in every way that regarded their international life. The Eu-
rope of the people would be one, avoiding alike the anarchy of absolute 
independence and the centralisation of conquest’.71

We should remember that the idea of a United States of Europe or 
a European federation permeated political thinking throughout Europe. It 
popped up in all kinds of political camps, and leftists, liberals and conserva-
tives alike adopted it. Mazzini considered it important to form an alliance 
of the people as an alternative to the Holy Alliance of the emperors. On the 
other hand, those who wished to retain the European order of the Congress 
System wanted a central European body with legal authority and military 
force in order to be able to intervene in case of any revolutions among the 
states.72 Propagandists of the federal state promoted the European federation 
in prolonging their efforts to convince the public of the good of federalism.73 
The idea of a European Union or federation was upheld by many regardless 
of political ideology, without much notice or further exploration. However, 
some issues were repetitive, and there were a fair number of examples of 
more thorough analysis, to which we now turn.

Different aspects of precisely how such a federation could be imple-
mented and how it could function circulated throughout Europe. The de-
cisive initiative would come when two of the main republican countries 
ruled by the people decided to form a federation. Saint-Simon singled out 
England and France, while Considerant hoped for France and Germany. If 
two began, others would join, said Charles Lemonnier, who steered one of 
the peace movements half a century later.74 A French philanthropist said that, 
to avoid further military rivalry or new wars, a permanent congress repre-
senting all the states of Europe should be established to preside over cases 
of conflict that might arise between them. The possibility of instituting free 
communication and exchange of goods would lead to further cooperation, 
he added.75 Ernest Renan, the French historian and republican publicist who, 
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after the Franco–Prussian War of 1870, pleaded for a European community, 
upheld the need for a higher authority to coordinate the nations. Europe 
should intervene when two nations could not agree on their relations. The 
United States of Europe ought to have a congress that could judge nations, 
‘imposing justice on them, and correcting the principle of nationalities in the 
light of the principle of federation’.76

Experts on international law outlined detailed proposals for constitu-
tional arrangements. James Lorimer, an Edinburgh professor, was in favour 
of a union like the one in the United States. Johann Caspar Bluntschli, a 
professor in Heidelberg, wanted to safeguard the sovereignty of the states 
within a federation, saying that the cultural differences and historical lega-
cies were of much greater importance in Europe than in North America: an 
American people existed, but a European people did not. In addition, history 
had shown that a universal monarchy would fail, just as the ambitions of the 
Habsburgs and Napoleon had been dashed when they attempted to assert 
their power over Europe. Therefore, the federation should monitor the legal 
systems of its members as much as possible; the members should maintain 
their own governments and armies, and not be governed by one universal 
monarch or one European parliament – thus cooperating, but not forming 
a unified state. The tasks of the federation would be limited to international 
law, keeping the peace, international administration, and the administra-
tion of justice. Bluntschli’s proposal was a modest one, in which a federal 
council would not threaten the sovereignty of the individual states if it kept 
to the management of issues that concerned them, such as the organisation 
of cross-border transportation, communications, and trade treaties. Hence, 
the cooperating states would be less inclined to have large military forces and 
could gradually achieve disarmament.77

Both Lorimer and Bluntschli touched on one issue that had so far re-
ceived little attention, but that would eventually be on the agenda of the 
organisation of European bodies. William Penn had already mentioned the 
language issue: ‘I will say little of the Language in which the Session of the Sov-
ereign Estates should be held, but to be sure it must be held in Latin or French; 
the first would be very well for Civilians, but the last most easie for Men of 
Quality’.78 His conclusion aligned with a world where these languages were 
the lingua francas of the elite. One hundred years later, Schmidt-Phiseldeck 
was still confident in the role of French, but Karl Krause believed a new 
awareness of the people had emerged, when he called for all treaties, laws 
and decisions to be ratified in all the federation’s languages.79

Lorimer’s idea was to keep to one language, just as the United States 
kept to English. It had to be a living and relevant language, which disquali-
fied Latin. The best option was French, with the benefits of ‘clearness and 
perspicacity’ and the fact that it was already well established in the diplomatic 
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corps.80 To make it possible for the delegates of the federal council to 
communicate, Bluntschli’s advice was to adopt a multilingual model. He 
proposed to make English, French and German the official languages, in ad-
dition to making all the documents further available by translating them into 
the other languages of the federation.81

Calls for a ‘United States of Europe’ first peaked in 1870 when France 
lost a short war against Germany. Open letters distributed on the streets of 
Paris and sent to both the French and German governments pleaded for 
France and Germany to melt down their cannons and unite. However, the 
many French demands for a united Europe were partly an attempt to curb 
the new Reich of Bismarck, and one open letter begged the German soldiers 
to bring back home fresh ideas of republican rule.82 Victor Hugo made the 
case for imposing French in the European parliament: ‘The United States 
of Europe speaking German would mean a delay of three hundred years. 
A delay, that is to say, a step backwards’.83 Some British observers of the 
American continent also believed that a federation of European states would 
be the best means of avoiding further war. A representative of The Peace 
Society recalled the European congresses that gathered after the Napoleonic 
Wars to establish a peace treaty as ‘the germ of a common authority’, adding 
dryly that it would have been better if they could have taken place before 
the wars had broken out.84

The last decade of the nineteenth century saw much agitation for a 
European federation and the United States of Europe. Writers from several 
countries showed interest in the ideas being discussed. Sociologists, histori-
ans and economists supported this interest, and politicians and royalty of the 
highest rank, such as the prime ministers of Britain, Germany and Italy, were 
heard from, as was the foreign minister of Austria-Hungary, the German 
emperor, and the Russian tsar.85 Moreover, it was argued that the Concert of 
Europe was an embryonic federation, or even that the federation was already 
in existence, although only as a loose concept.86

Among those pleading for European unification there were some like 
Bluntschli, who took a modest stand, claiming that it would take time to 
establish a federation like the United States of America. Nevertheless, a 
federation brought new hope and, according to a French voice, there was 
‘a slow development of the federative idea. Unfortunately, we are only at 
the beginning of this development; the fruit of federation is not yet ripe, 
but it exists and grows unnoticed each day’.87 The novelist and peace activ-
ist Bertha von Suttner recognised tendencies towards a federation beginning 
at the time of the Concert of Europe, with the formation of a European 
code of law and a European tribunal. The necessity of having only one 
army was obvious, ‘but the development into a strong, healthy, living thing 
is yet to be’.88
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One goal was to create better political and economic relations, so it 
was suggested that the European federation should set up a customs union, 
which would lead to other forms of future cooperation.89 Such a sugges-
tion  was complemented by the French historian Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu 
with one that left out Russia, Turkey and Great Britain, as they were seen as 
lacking a common European history and thus the prerequisites to develop a 
sense of European solidarity. Leroy-Beaulieu’s European federation was not 
one of an expansive empire or huge maritime forces. His recipe for success 
was to include fewer states, be less ambitious, call it a European federation, 
and definitely avoid using the United States of America as a blueprint. This 
would respect the nationalities and the independence of the member states. 
The realisation of the federation was to take place over the course of a series 
of minor steps in both political and economic matters, including meetings 
and conferences, conventions regarding sanitary matters and monetary issues, 
and treaties on trade and jurisdiction. This would encourage the growth 
of a European sentiment. The top priority, however, would be to set up a 
customs union.90

Typical of the more cautious Bluntschli and Leroy-Beaulieu was their 
preoccupation with the design of the institutions of the federation, which 
entailed not only detailing exactly what states were to join, but designing 
the federal bodies and their responsibilities. The plan offered by the French 
lawyer Gaston Isambert included no more and no fewer than nineteen states, 
including among them both Great Britain and Russia. Notably, none of the 
plans took account of Turkey. Isambert proposed four bodies – a legislative 
council, a high court, a congress and an executive directory – each with an 
exact number of representatives, and a note on how and by whom they were 
to be nominated.91

Progressing in a conservative manner was also kept in mind when 
the pan-American movement was paid attention for its attempt to draft 
a federation framework. Pan-Americanism represented a future in which 
states would be connected by moral power and common interests, said the 
Austrian Nobel Peace Prize laureate Alfred Fried. While Europe battled with 
cannons and diplomatic intrigues, America could focus on the production of 
necessities and trade. In addition, when Fried stated that Europe should aim 
for a similar kind of expansion of internal relations instead of mustering for 
war, he already sounded like a proponent of post-war European integration:

[T]he states of Europe must go ahead balancing their bodies, facilitating 
their transport, internationalising their management, and establishing security 
through mutual protection agreements. By adaptation and order in their living 
conditions, they will change the spiteful outlines of their political relations and 
achieve a policy of understanding and mutual compensation. With all the great-
er chance of success will they then be able to stand up to global competition.92
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The pleas for unity concerned the arguments that Europe needed coop-
eration to hold on to its top position and to avoid new wars, as was discussed 
at the international conferences in Berlin in 1892 and in The Hague in 1899 
and 1907. Although the confrontations between the main powers of Europe 
were minor during the nineteenth century, at least compared with those of 
the previous years and those that followed, there was much concern about 
the increasing arms build-up.

Unite for Peace

How many wars must be waged, how many covenants must be tied, torn and 
tied again, in order to finally bring Europe to the principle of peace, which 
alone is of benefit for the states and citizens, to focus their attention on them-
selves, and to gather their forces for a sensible purpose!93

In 1789, Friedrich Schiller asked for peace between the states in order to 
direct all energy towards more reasonable goals. It should be strongly em-
phasised that dreams of European unity are often presented as peace projects 
and against the background of warfare on the continent. Saint-Pierre and 
Saint-Simon, Penn and Krause, all promised that their designs would give 
Europe enduring peace. Schiller was in good company; a few years later 
Immanuel Kant presented his famous booklet Zum ewigen Frieden, a title 
that acknowledged a pub in the Netherlands. With a satirical wink, he ar-
gued that no perpetual peace would come from mere toasting. It was not 
enough to dream of peace, as the philosophers had done, as heads of state 
would never tire of war. Kant’s idea was that a lasting peace for Europe 
could only be achieved under two conditions: a legally founded federation 
would have to be established to change the conditions for international 
relations; and the federation would have to be created between states that 
are not considered their rulers’ personal property, but rather constitute re-
publican societies.94 Still, the requests of Schiller and Kant were followed 
by a new wave of unrest and the Napoleonic Wars, ending only with the 
Vienna Congress.

In the mid-nineteenth century, Victor Hugo stepped forward as a popu-
lariser of the concept of a United States of Europe that would do away with 
borders throughout the continent.95 He actively supported the series of peace 
congresses held in Brussels, Frankfurt, Paris, London, and other British cit-
ies between 1848 and 1853, which had been assembled on behalf of various 
groups that together formed a peace movement.96 In an often-cited inaugu-
ral speech, he announced that ‘a day will come’ when the nation states will 
merge and we will see a European brotherhood, ‘when the bullets and the 
bombs will be replaced by votes, by the universal suffrage by the people’.97
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One might ask whether Schiller, Kant and Hugo were heeded. New 
wars were waged in Europe during the nineteenth century, but they were 
fewer and more limited than they had been before. The period between 
1815 and 1914 was comparatively peaceful. However, colonial military 
forces ruled with an oppressive power outside the continent, and inside its 
borders, military force upheld authoritarian power.98 Once again, we can 
see that monarchs claimed to be fostering European cooperation when they 
intervened to help one another to suppress rebellions, while insurgents si-
multaneously rallied support from citizens of other states, and for a future 
European Union governed by the people.99 When one considers the com-
bined armies marching through the continent, and all the military force and 
threats of war, it is not very surprising that calls for European unity became 
connected to pleas for peace. The declaration of the Vienna Congress and 
the calls for a United States of Europe all indicated that peace would be vital 
to the future of Europe.

Moreover, the unity appeals were fuelled by peace proposals that sought 
closer cooperation between the European states to limit the increasing ex-
penses of post-war reconstruction and prevent the eruption of new wars. 
Lord Salisbury, the British prime minister and for many years leader of the 
Conservatives, voiced grave worries about the accumulation of new weap-
ons, of numerous instruments of death that improved with each passing year, 
and of the arms race that each nation had to take part in for its own safety. 
He declared in the House of Lords that a federation with a common govern-
ment was the way to avoid a large-scale war in Europe and ‘the only hope 
we have’.100

The peace movement and the peace congresses continued to propose 
the notion of a federation with a pan-European parliament. Tracts and 
manifestos were presented, and an initiative was undertaken to publish a bi-
lingual monthly entitled Les Etats Unis d’Europe – Die Vereinigten Staaten von 
Europa. The European federation was a frequent theme and at times treated 
extensively by representatives of the various peace groups.101 The business-
man and sociologist Jacques Novicow lived much of his life in France and 
wrote in French, but was also seen as influential in both the German and 
British peace movements.102 The main problem facing Europe, according to 
his diagnosis, was the right of each state to its sovereignty, which the states 
saw largely as their right to rob and invade their neighbours through the 
means of war. The federation would guarantee peace, freedom and security 
for the member states, and it would make it possible for them to reduce 
military production.103 Leading peace activists Alfred Fried and Bertha von 
Suttner, both winners of the Nobel Peace Prize, agreed that a united Europe 
was the only possible option to avoid a devastating war. Von Suttner sup-
ported pan-Europeanism as opposed to the militant movements that were 
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marching through Europe, mentioning the pan-Slavism of Russia, the pan-
Germans, and the Camelots in France.104 In addition, they pleaded for a 
Europe distinct from the one of the Congress System of the monarchs. In 
Suttner’s words:

It is the might of the mighty, not the rights of the weak, that they want to sup-
port. Much stress is laid on the consideration that is due the will represented by 
the great powers, not on the consideration that should be given the cause of the 
weak. Compassion, righteousness, and liberty; that is the triad that must lie at 
the basis of a genuine peace concert!105

Peace activists turned to the concept of Europe when searching for ways to 
avoid war. The most commonly cited path to unification was the one pro-
posed by Saint-Simon and Monnier: to begin with a federation between the 
main powers, especially between France and Germany, which would ease 
the tensions from the previous war and the issue over Alsace-Lorraine.106 
Additionally, the notion of a customs union had been in place from the very 
beginning.107 Others believed that it was more important to install a univer-
sal monarchy on the continent. Even though many expected the federation 
to be realised shortly, such suggestions did not lead to tangible measures 
apart from explicit wishes and statements at conferences. One might ask – as 
Monika Grucza did in a recent dissertation – whether the proposals were re-
ally taken seriously by the statesmen, or whether they were only of interest as 
means to strengthen the positions of their own countries.108 This was obvi-
ously the case when Russian tsar Nicholas II initiated the peace conference 
in The Hague in 1899 with a call for disarmament, evoking joy and cheering 
but also strong doubts. The call was considered the beginning of a new his-
torical era as well as unrealistic, utopian and fraudulent. In fact, the proposal 
originated from his minister of war, who realised that Russia would not be 
able to afford an arms race with Western countries. Strong public opinion 
and a range of internal factors led to the realisation of the conferences, which 
ultimately produced some conventions, even though certain groups disliked 
the ventures and were pessimistic about the prospects. In fact, it was not only 
peace on the agenda, but also the conduct of warfare.109

In addition, the notion of peace through the establishment of a United 
States of Europe had begun to gain ground in popular culture. Bertha von 
Suttner mentioned the idea in her international bestselling novel Die Waffen 
Nieder (from 1889), in which she noted that the reasons for militarism and 
warfare are found on the European rather than national scale. Ideas about a 
European federation are presented, if not yet really elaborated upon in the 
way she would after the peace congresses in the 1890s. In a later novel, she 
wrote of her desire to establish various friendly alliances that would ulti-
mately result in a European Union.110
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The French astronomer and novelist Camille Flammarion borrowed the 
idea of the United States of Europe, and applied it to early science fiction in 
1894. In his vision of the future of humankind, the only reasonable course 
for Europeans was to stop engaging in new wars and ongoing nationalist 
conflicts. Nation states had lost their relevance, and in due time had ceased 
to exist altogether. This future vision indeed showed a distinct interest in the 
idea that reached beyond political discussions. However, Flammarion placed 
the unification in the twenty-fourth century, adding extra centuries for the 
nation states to finally give up. In other words, he placed the United States 
of Europe in the far distant and utopian future, leaving little hope for an im-
mediate breakthrough.111

In a notable 1907 novel by Robert Hugh Benson, which is set in England 
at the end of the twentieth century, Europe has indeed united but is threat-
ened by an Eastern Empire that stretches throughout Asia and Australia. This 
story is far from utopian, describing the downfall of Christian culture and the 
reign of the anti-Christ.112 Another novel by Otto Lehmann-Russbüldt from 
1907 placed the United States of Europe even closer in time. After growing 
awareness that peace was the only way to ensure prosperity and continuing 
progress, following the German invention of a master weapon used in a 
short war against Russia and after a generous peace offer from the Germans, 
a treaty was signed in London in 1938. This vision was called a fantasy by 
its author, understanding its plot as distant from reality. The German author 
ended his utopian contemplation with the inauguration of a common parlia-
ment of the European states that had some degree of supra-national power to 
uphold peace. It was labelled a ‘cultural parliament’, with the task of making 
decisions regarding joint cultural tasks. This was apparently not a narrow 
concept of culture, but rather one that took into account broad aspects of 
life in society.113

In 1913, a contemporary observer – Suttner – wrote that the unifying 
of Europe was an old postulate of the peace movement that now more than 
ever had become its key argument. The movement’s main representatives 
pleaded for it in Italy, France and Germany; they presented articles on the 
issue and even entitled one of their journals Les Etats Unis d’Europe. For 
Suttner, Europe had evolved from being something merely geographical, 
to the embodiment of peace. The idea of Europe calls for disarmament, in-
carnates all efforts to avoid war, acts in this one direction – only it does not 
exist, she sadly concluded.114

In the arguments for peace there were few indications of nostalgia or 
anything that would recall a former European unity; instead, they were for-
ward-looking. ‘The golden age of the human race is not behind us; it lies 
before us, in the perfection of the social order. Our fathers did not see it; our 
children will arrive there one day; it is up to us to clear the way’, Saint-Simon 
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wrote.115 The seminal Kantian suggestion is echoed, that there is no peaceful 
state of nature to look back to and restore. Instead, peace should be achieved 
by looking forward and using human reason: it has to be installed, and that 
can only take place through cooperation between republican states within 
the frame of a federation.116

Visions of Europe

Looking back on the period from the late eighteenth century to the First 
World War, we can learn a great deal from the different political visions 
connected to the idea of European unity. From early on, it is possible to 
discern a market-oriented liberal vision guided by the desire to install a free 
trade bloc, beginning with Schmidt-Phiseldeck and Richard Cobden. Perry 
Anderson suggests three others: the conservative vision, which pays particu-
lar attention to the balance of power and distinguishes Europe as a specific 
unit; the leftist vision, which connects European unity to revolutionary ob-
jectives of changing the social order; and the technocratic vision, which be-
gins with the recognition of the role of experts and later suggests the use of 
technical measures regarding economic and legal institutions, focusing on an 
‘inter-governmental, as distinct from federal, conception of European unity’. 
Of the adherents to the conservative vision mentioned by Anderson, we 
have already met Novalis, Schlegel, and the upholders of the Vienna Treaty 
and the Congress System. Anderson also mentions other representatives of 
the Romantic Period, besides the historians Leopold von Ranke and Jacob 
Burckhardt’s marrying of unity and variety, harmony and self-development, 
into a narrative of European uniqueness. In terms of the leftist vision, we 
have seen, among others, the utopian socialist Henri Saint-Simon. The en-
ergetic insurgent Guiseppe Mazzini is not easy to label, but his insistence on 
women’s emancipation, workers’ rights, and social justice makes it reason-
able to place him within a general leftist vision.117 Anderson also includes in 
this camp the politician and journalist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, whose ideas 
of reorganising society led to his being designated the father of anarchism, 
his follower Mikhail Bakunin, and the leaders of the pre-war social democ-
racy. In the technocratic camp, Anderson includes the authors of moderate 
but detailed proposals for the European federation: the long-time editor of 
the peace journal Le États Unis d’Europe Charles Lemonnier, the Kantian-in-
spired jurist Johann Caspar Bluntschli, the historian Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, 
and the lawyer Gaston Isambert, all from the late decades of the nineteenth 
century.118

It is definitely appropriate to distinguish the different visions of European 
unity that emerged from different political ideologies, highlighting that the 
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concept of Europe is both contested and central to political thinking of the 
period. However, apart from the liberal, conservative and leftist visions, the 
technocratic vision also deserves acknowledgement. Anderson cites exam-
ples from both sides of the Rhine that share a drive to investigate and clarify 
in detailed, concrete terms a potential federal system, with its institutional 
arrangements and necessary institutions of constitutional law. These texts in-
tend neither to rally the people to rebel against the princes nor to make them 
accept the existing order. They have nothing of the vigour or inciting power 
found in many of the demands for peace. Instead, they are rather dry presen-
tations of technicalities, implying that a federation would be possible if the 
experts were equipped to deal with the required procedures.119 Bluntschli, 
who comes from the tradition of Sully and Saint-Pierre in his calls for con-
stitutional law of a European federation with both a parliament and commis-
sion, is an example of this vision, emphasising the need for arrangements for 
cross-border transportation, communications, and trade treaties as the sole 
way to unify. He claimed that unity would not erode national sovereignty, 
but that it would help states to disarm and thereby make them wealthier.120

Despite how these authors’ visions of Europe differ, many of them have 
two things in common: they see threats to Europe’s wealth, and they see 
risks arising from European military conflict. Therefore, they turn to other 
fields of human action and exchange to evoke the dream of European unity. 
Peace and welfare are recurring objectives that have motivated appeals to 
European unity.

In fact, dreams and visions have always seen Europe in temporal terms. 
In the Romantic vision of Novalis, there was once a unity when Europe 
consisted of a single Christian doctrine. This nostalgic view implied that it 
was possible to revive spiritual unity, which could pave the way for political 
unification. This was a characteristic conservative vision, which hearkened 
back to an imagined memory of more harmonious times to envision the 
idea of a shared future. Liberals and leftists were instead forward looking, 
concentrating on establishing a new legal and political order. In their vi-
sion, time’s imperative demanded unification. One can look to Schmidt-
Phiseldeck, who understood the growing importance of trade and industry, 
the need for markets, and the competition from America. Still, leftists were 
also sometimes guilty of nostalgic, Romantic thought. Mazzini, who was 
anxious to create a new order in Europe, exemplifies this. On celebrating 
the beauty, dignity, and historical importance of the city of Rome, he pre-
sented the city as the temple of humanity, from which ‘will one day spring 
the religious transformation destined for the third time to bestow moral 
unity’.121
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Notes for this section begin on page 73.

C H A P T E R  2

Longing for Borders

The question we will now turn to concerns the prerequisites for, and histori-
cal understanding of, the association of the concept of Europe with cultural 
and political borders within Europe. What are the basic tenets of how we 
think about European borders, of Europe as divided by national borders and 
with regional hierarchies? This chapter will consider borders within Europe 
by turning to the concepts of nation, and of macro regions such as Central, 
Eastern and Southern Europe.

The significance of borders had a solid cultural foundation. Ezra Talmor 
has regarded it as ‘a great irony that, side by side with the emergence of the 
idea of Europe – say around the end of the seventeenth century – many de-
cisive factors had already led to the idea of a divided Europe’.1 The European 
system of states was well underway, Christianity was further divided, and 
Latin had decreased in importance in favour of vernacular languages, 
which all implied borders. Nevertheless, the modern European concept of 
border emerged from the tension between cultural dividing lines and an 
all-embracing idea of unity, raising questions about how the drawing of bor-
ders fits with the idea of European unity. In subsequent research, the interest 
in territorial borders expanded together with an awareness of their complex-
ity and a realisation that it is necessary to look at the cultural aspects of bor-
ders. Philosopher Étienne Balibar states that a territorial notion of borders in 
Europe only provides ‘dead ends’.2 The conclusion from previous research 
is that the cultural dimensions of border making are of great significance.3

We can make two observations at this point: first, if unity is seen as the 
fundamental concept, borders should not exist and ought to be eradicated; 
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second, if cultural and political borders are regarded as a given, how to 
manage them becomes the issue. The hypothesis of the clash of civilisations 
advanced by Samuel P. Huntington, who argues that future conflicts will 
arise from cultural and religious differences, is based on such an assumption.4 
However, there are also those who defend notions of tolerance and multi-
culturalism,5 so it is not universally accepted that cultural divisions must end 
in clashes and conflicts.

The Border Paradox

At first, maps depicting Europe did not show many of today’s European 
borders, with some showing no borders at all. The 1569 map by the fa-
mous Flemish cartographer Mercator shows roughly the borders of the then 
emerging states, which leaves the continent with only a dozen or so coun-
tries altogether. Renaissance maps that viewed Europe from a continental 
perspective lacked clearly defined borders for countries; rather, the images 
they presented suppressed division.6 This was not because there were no 
boundaries. In reality, Europe in the early modern age had some five hun-
dred political units, so even if the cartographers had wished to include them 
all in one map, it would simply have been too difficult.7 Of course, some 
states existed, but they coexisted with a myriad of individual territories hav-
ing jurisdictional independence.8 The cartographers were simply keener on 
indicating regions than political borders,9 not being that interested in the 
latter. Not only were there numerous independent or semi-independent 
units, but allegiances and loyalties were constantly changing, causing en-
claves to shift from one prince to another. This situation eventually changed, 
and in the eighteenth century, Johann Matthias Hase, a cartographer from 
Wittenberg, made a remarkable rendering of European borders, displaying 
not only state borders, but also those between regions, provinces, duchies 
and principalities. He depicted Italy as one country, though divided into 
smaller parts in the same way that he divided France, Germany and Swe-
den.10 Clearly, these maps reflected the political reality, with most states 
having weak administrative and political centres. Much of the centralisa-
tion of European states was accomplished by Napoleonic reformers and by 
those inspired by their example. Cartographers reflected public interest in 
another development: just as the Enlightenment was an era when the ideas 
of Europe and European unity proliferated, so did it also usher in growing 
interest in borders.

The maps of the nineteenth century give us an indication of how 
European borders were conceived. Several maps produced in Germany bring 
a new level of complexity to the notion of political borders. The Ottoman 
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Empire was always included as a European state, though with a division 
between Turkish Europe and Asia Minor. One map differentiates among 
imperial states, kingdoms, duchies/principalities, and republics.11 The car-
tographers attached a certain complexity to the borders of Germany and 
Italy, not least because they included several political actors. Different kinds 
of political borders demarcated the Habsburg Empire, as it encompassed 
Italian provinces as well as Bohemia and the Austrian provinces that be-
longed to the German Federation.12 Ironically, when Europe as a whole is 
viewed from far away in an American school atlas, probably from around 
1827, slightly more than a dozen states are shown: Italy is represented as one 
state, Prussia as another, and the other German states outside the Habsburg 
Empire are tidily bundled into an additional single state.13

Strikingly, the number of countries included in the maps remained stable 
at around sixteen or seventeen throughout much of the century. Germany 
was represented at times as one country, and when both Germany and Italy 
finally became nation states, the number became even smaller. It was reason-
able to view the European system of states as stable with its homogenisation 
of laws, economic relations, and administration. When the 1878 Congress 
of Berlin granted independence to new states in the Balkans, it also brought 
more states to the maps, adding a degree of stability to the region even as the 
Ottoman Empire was disintegrating. Furthermore, the maps show increased 
exchange between the states due to the new means of communication by 
telegraph, rail, and steamship lines.14

Maps of Europe from the final decades of the nineteenth century also 
testify to religious and national divides. A German map that proudly depicts 
the unified German Empire includes a supplement with one minor map di-
viding Europe into Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox and Islamic regions, and 
another dividing the continent according to twenty-five different nation-
alities.15 These kinds of observations bring us closer to a true paradox: the 
dreams of unity in the nineteenth century were accompanied by accentu-
ated differences, by an impulse to stress borders not only between Europe 
and other continents but also within Europe – for example, between states, 
nations and regions. These borders were both political and cultural in char-
acter. The differences between regions such as Eastern and Western Europe 
were highlighted as cultural markers. The national languages, customs, and 
cultural expressions were highlighted among nations large and small, either 
with or without their own state. More nations began to demand political and 
legal rights, and so the cultural dimensions evolved hand in hand with politi-
cal ambitions and demands for institutional arrangements. When European 
unity, whether political or cultural, was evoked, it began to be framed by the 
increasing importance of borders throughout Europe. This can be deemed 
the border paradox of Europe.
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Time for Nations

Germany may be considered, from its geographical situation, as the heart of 
Europe, and the great association of the continent can never recover its inde-
pendence but by the independence of this country. Difference of language, nat-
ural boundaries, the recollections of a common history, contribute all together 
to give birth to those great existences of mankind, which we call nations; certain 
proportions are necessary to their existence, certain qualities distinguish them; 
and, if Germany were united to France, the consequence would be, that France 
would also be united to Germany . . . the vanquished would in time modify the 
victor, and in the end both would be losers.16

These words are from the preface to Germany – originally published in French 
as De l’Allemagne  – by the French-Swiss writer Anne Louise Germaine 
de Staël. In pleading for the value of nations she is a leading proponent of 
the nationalistic ideas that were to exert considerable influence on Europe. 
The book was originally published in 1810 when the German states were 
under French dominion. The author had already moved to Switzerland, was 
firmly anchored in the Enlightenment culture of pre-revolutionary Paris, 
and was especially influenced by her reading of Montesquieu. Later, she had 
a longer stay in Germany, during which she met representatives of the early 
Romantic movement, and made friends with August Wilhelm Schlegel. She 
belonged to a group of writers who were initially positively disposed to-
wards, and took part in, the French Revolution, but who soon distanced 
themselves from it as it radicalised. She had previously been a republican, but 
later defended monarchist rule and wanted it to be deemed constitutional.

De Staël maintained that the Germans were not yet forming a nation. 
As long as Germans were still raising weapons against each other, they were 
still a nation only ‘in the mind’. However, being a nation in the mind was 
an indispensable start from which national independence could eventually be 
born. To begin with, the Germans could claim the self-confidence that was 
part of the characters of the English, French and Spanish, a self-confidence 
that all of these citizens had thanks to their histories within empires. Germans 
would be able to see that they were, ‘generally speaking, both sincere and 
faithful; they seldom forfeited their word, and deceit was foreign to them’; 
moreover, they had ‘good sense and goodness of heart’ and the ‘power of 
labor and reflection’. However, it was ‘imagination more than understand-
ing that characterises the Germans’, and she quotes a writer who wrote ‘that 
the empire of the seas belonged to the English, that of the land to the French, 
and that of the air to the Germans’. The Germans were seen as impractical, 
slow, and somewhat committed to inertia, but they were also keen on music 
and had a good sense of poetry.17

It was in no way a novelty to present peculiarities of certain nationali-
ties. In 1697, it was reported that the ballet L’Europe galante conceived of 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



50	 Thinking Europe

the French as ‘fickle, impulsive, dandified’, the Spaniards as ‘true-hearted 
and sentimental’, and the Italians as ‘jealous, subtle, hot-tempered’.18 How-
ever, describing the diversity of Europe could sometimes come across more 
crassly, and Daniel Defoe’s satiric rhymes were much more stirring:

Pride, the first peer, and president of Hell,
To his share Spain, the largest province fell. . . .
Never was nation in the world before,
So very rich, and yet so very poor.

Lust chose the torrid zone of Italy,
Where Blood ferments in rapes and sodomy. . . .
Here, undisterb’d, in floods of scalding lust,
Th’ infernal king reigns with infernal gust.

Drunk’nness, the darling favourite of Hell,
Chose Germany to rule, and rules so well. . . .
Whether by Luther, Calvin or by Rome,
They sail for Heav’n, by wine he steers them home.

Ungovern’d Passion settled first in France,
Where mankind lives in haste and thrives by chance.
A dancing nation, fickle and untrue.
Have oft undone themselves, and others too:
Prompt the infernal dictates to obey,
And in Hell’s favour, none more great then they.

. . .

By Zeal the Irish; and the Russ by folly;
Fury the Dane; the Swede by Melancholy;
By stupid Ignorance the Muscovite:
The Chinese by a child of Hell, call’d Witt;
Wealth makes the Persian too effeminate:
And poverty the Tartars desperate:
The Turks and Moors by Mah’met he subdues;
And God has giv’n him leave to rule the Jews;
Rage rules the Portuguese, and Fraud the Scotch;
Revenge the Poles; and Avarice the Dutch.19

Even though Europeans were considered to have a great deal in common, 
defining their national characteristics was an established pastime. Establishing 
a collective European consciousness had to take into account that Europe 
was a continent of differences composed of various parts. The French in-
tellectual historian Paul Hazard underscores how the European mind had 
changed by 1700, by which time national divisions had become part of the 
mental mapping. He stated that Europe was nothing but ‘a jig-saw of barri-
ers’ that ‘are rigidly defined’ yet changing all the time.20
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In works by Enlightenment philosophers and historians we can see that 
the concept of Europe was often professed in terms of both unity and diver-
sity. These writers elaborated on the glories of the state system. The success 
of Europe, argued Adam Ferguson in Edinburgh, coincided with emula-
tion between its states: division went hand in hand with success.21 His col-
league William Robertson commended the progress in which ‘the powers 
of Europe had formed into one great political system’, creating a united 
system of various kingdoms.22 Edward Gibbons conceived of Europe as a 
large republic, with widespread cultivation and general happiness among its 
inhabitants, that stands ‘above the rest of mankind’ thanks to ‘the system of 
arts and laws and manners’. In France, Antoine de Rivarol described it as 
‘one immense republic . . . composed of empires and kingdoms, the most 
formidable that has ever existed’.23

Madame de Staël went further than this when she indicated the need 
to encourage certain qualities in each particular nation. This had been done 
before, but her standpoint hinted at proto-Romantic thinking when she 
gave ‘language, natural boundaries, the recollections of a common history’ 
a central place in defining and making a nation, as well as when she turned 
to literature, philosophy, and religion to show the national character. We 
should not forget that this was written when French armies had flooded 
Europe and that de Staël was offering an alternative view of Europe. Her 
conclusion was that nations had to develop their distinctiveness if they were 
to be independent. If unified, she said, the nations would not make progress, 
but would adapt to each other and end up losing their identities. Therefore, 
she explicitly rejected the ideal of a common European nation.24

Still, de Staël’s pleading for German independence did not make her an 
advocate of independence for every nation. Even if Europe was not con-
sidered a united entity, but rather seen as comprising multiple states, it was 
necessary for a nation to have ‘certain proportions’ and ‘certain qualities’ to 
be sovereign. This was later to become one of the more contested issues of 
nationalism, but throughout the century of De l’Allemagne, the idea that a 
state and a nation state had to be of ample size and contain large resources 
remained fundamental. Such nations would be able to accomplish greatness; 
they would not be victims of destiny and they could change history. Baron-
ess de Staël considered the German nation to be fully adequate, and if it was 
not possible to unite all Germans, then one could at least begin with Prussia 
and its neighbours.25

Europe was not excluded from this concept of a nation. De Staël in-
dicated that Germany was the heart of Europe: geographically it is located 
in a central area of the continent, and in other ways it had always been and 
would continue to be decisive for the rest of Europe. She claimed that the 
early German universities were the first of their kind, ‘open to the rich and 
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the poor, to the knight, the clerk, the citizen’.26 Among other examples, she 
hinted that Germans had introduced the concept of freedom to Europe, as 
well as the idea of showing respect for women, which was not yet common 
elsewhere.27

The Parts of the Whole

Lorenz von Stein, an ardent Hegelian pupil writing in Vienna during the 
mid-nineteenth century, believed that Europe was to be considered a whole 
consisting of states and specific regions. As a whole it was entrusted with a 
specific civilisational task. Its strength was the interdependence among its 
constituent states. In a Hegelian manner, he argued that history would now 
be driven by Europe, this ‘wonderful continent’. In the same way as the 
Enlightenment philosophers before him, he defined Europe as a place of 
multifaceted connections among states, which had become more peaceful, 
with improved economic laws that allowed for greater freedom of trade. 
Outside Europe, there was no such mutual exchange between states, which 
led to stagnation, while Europe was forward thinking and full of exchange, 
creating mutual dependence without threatening the independence of the 
constituent states.28

Stein talked mainly about states, rather than making any real distinction 
between states and nations, as this was of no interest to him. One should also 
consider that the concept of the nation was becoming controversial in his 
day, especially as there were no homogeneous nations, and the states were 
still mostly multinational. In those years, the new national affiliations were 
rarely presented as being opposed to a European affiliation, as they encapsu-
lated both universalism and particularism. As European nations, they were 
supposed to represent something universal as well as something particular. 
It was essential for progressives discussing nations that they were parts of 
a whole. This was true for many of the revolutionaries of 1848, such as 
Mazzini, who considered the demand for nationality ‘not as a mere tribute 
to local pride or local rights, but as a question of European division of la-
bour’.29 This was also true for Stein who, as a spokesperson for the govern-
ment of Vienna, was one of Mazzini’s opponents; even so, he argued that 
Europe, on the one hand, was a shared organism with a common future, but 
on the other, it consisted of independent bodies. He believed that Europe 
had accomplished a long-lasting period of peace thanks to the congress sys-
tem, and that it had a common cause in protecting itself from external chal-
lenges and attacks, citing threats from Russia and the Ottoman Empire. Stein 
claimed that Europe was becoming more united; this did not hinder each 
nation’s individual development, as it was important for the nations and 
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various parts of Europe to develop in their own ways, to contribute to the 
good of Europe as a whole.30

The concept of Europe was increasingly associated not only with mul-
tiple states but also with multiple nations. It has never been easy to establish 
the exact meaning of ‘nation’. In the legacy of the French Revolution and 
Enlightenment philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a nation was 
recognised as a community of citizens with constitutional rights given by 
the state, the sovereignty of the people being based on political democracy. 
From German Romanticism, the idea spread that a nation had something to 
do with language, common cultural traditions, and shared origins, empha-
sising its most basic characteristics. The Romantics often turned to Johann 
Gottfried Herder, who stands out as a major philosopher of the concept of 
national borders in symbiosis with culture. Herder’s idea was that national 
borders originated from autochthonous cultures – for example, German cul-
ture, which was the product of history – strengthened by the creation of 
national languages.31 National cultures were to be preserved. Herder mainly 
focused on German culture, but his ideas were interpreted as vital for pro-
moting national identity among other peoples as well, especially those who 
did not have their own states, such as Poles, Hungarians, Czechs, Slovaks 
and Italians.32

Current historical research on nations and nationalism has gone in two 
directions. Researchers who see nationalism as an outcome of modern so-
ciety look mainly to the Enlightenment and the French Revolution for its 
origin, focusing on the connections between the modern state, industrial 
society, and the creation of national identities. They argue that a common 
language and solidarity within a shared community facilitate both the ex-
panding state administration and the mobility of the workforce for industrial 
needs. A keyword in this research stream is ‘invention’, the concepts of 
nation and nationalism being regarded as deliberate constructions with po-
litical, economic and social interests behind them.33 Others have sought the 
ways in which ethnic communities can be connected to modern national-
ism, studying how myths, symbols, memories and values are passed down 
from past communities, creating historical continuity. Likewise, they also 
recognise significant and obvious differences between older ethnic commu-
nities and modern nations.34

The parallel histories of nationalism and the concept of Europe are strik-
ing, confirming how deeply embedded they are in each other. In other 
words, it is hard to think about Europe without discussing nations, national-
ism or nation states. The concepts of nationalism and Europe both have their 
beginnings in the early modern age, when European unity was first pro-
posed. This was also a period when humanists struggled to unify the national 
languages, and the concept of the nation began to encompass the people of 
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a specific territory. This can be considered a kind of premodern nationalism 
distinct from later and more advanced concepts.35 Early notions of the nation 
and Europe catered to the ruling elites, the former confirming that the no-
bles should decide who should be included in a nation, and the latter giving 
the task of creating a European federation to the monarchs. A further paral-
lel is that both came into general use during the Enlightenment, after which 
they became institutionalised, with European conferences settling issues be-
tween the main European powers, and the nationalistic ambitions of the 
states growing through the twentieth century. A political–democratic notion 
of the nation began to emerge, as a community where the people possessed 
sovereignty through constitutional and democratic governance. The same 
went for the notion of a Europe of the people, as Saint-Simon and oth-
ers had advocated. It was also during this time that the romantic idea of 
the nation became popular, which, in the aftermath of Herder, emphasised 
shared tradition and language. From this perspective, the nation was associ-
ated with moral greatness, and with the mission of preserving and sometimes 
expanding itself. At the same time, an idea of Europe began to circulate 
that underlined the heritage of a shared religious community and its moral 
magnitude. As early as the post-Napoleonic period, notions of both Europe 
and nation had begun to accentuate the role of a shared economy in build-
ing the community, and it was through a shared economy that a nation 
or Europe could emerge. Moreover, both nationalism and the concept of 
Europe had been the subject of institutionalisation. The institutionalisation 
of nationalism began to take off before the First World War, earlier than 
the institutionalisation of Europe as a concept; on the other hand, it can be 
argued that the nation states, as such, only emerged after the dismantling of 
Europe’s colonial empires, which took place following post-war integration. 
To all this is added the impact of intellectuals and academically trained elites 
in the construction of both Europe and nations – and in the previous chapter 
we met an array of such philosophers, historians and novelists who wanted 
to link their work to politics.

It is worth noting that ‘the chief architects of nations throughout 
European history have been scholars or scholars-cum-politicians’.36 How-
ever, we should also pay attention to how these ‘chief architects’ combined 
pleas for their nations with the concept of Europe. There is a basic pattern in 
which each nation has one or more significant features that are of importance 
in themselves, while also adding essential aspects to Europe as a whole. In 
Spain, for example, religion and the monarchy were highlighted together 
with references to reconquering the Iberian Peninsula and the expulsion of 
Islam, a battle lasting many centuries in which Catholicism and the monarchs 
liberated Europe.37 In Germany, Johann Gottlieb Fichte emphasised that 
the German nation had been historically crucial to establishing European 
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societies, and was indispensable to attaining a peaceful order.38 Mme de Staël 
claimed that Germany was the native land of thought, and its writers were 
‘the best-informed and most reflective men in Europe’.39 Germany was the 
upholder of the Reformation, which she considered the solid basis of all 
progress in Europe. The progress of the German nation was thus good for 
Europe as well.40

The notions of the nation and Europe are closely connected. For in-
stance, nations can be considered parts of a single European family just as 
citizens of one country are considered parts of a family within a nation. The 
nation and Europe are also seen as complementary opposites, as when a na-
tion is depicted in all its splendour, cultural brilliance and victorious glory, 
whereas Europe is respectfully described in more rational terms. European 
clarity and national devotion rely on each other, as do sense and sensibil-
ity.41 An excellent illustration of this is provided by Tomáš Masaryk, a major 
Czech nationalist leader. On the one hand, he recalled the Enlightenment 
and the French Revolution as groundbreaking for Europe, as the turn to 
reason and the approval of human rights were central to the Czech national 
revival; on the other hand, the Enlightenment and the French Revolution 
were contrasted to Czech national tradition. Philosophical rationalism was 
contrasted to humanism, revolution to reform, shallow lustre to human 
depth, care of the soul, morality and religion: ‘Those who want to think and 
feel Czech should be aware of the difference’.42

The Europe of nations could be recognised as peaceful, as by Herder 
who dismissed warfare as outdated, because the European future lay in 
trade and diligence, but it could also be recognised as an aggressive space. 
For example, Napoleon had stated that Europe was in need of a superior 
power that should dominate in order to bring more uniformity to the na-
tions.43 Another example is that of some German nationalists of the late 
nineteenth century who gladly invoked expansion towards the Black Sea. 
The Pan-German League proudly declared: ‘An deutschen Wesen soll die 
Welt genesen’.44 By then, German nationalists were continually referring to 
threats from neighbours. Articles in widely read family journals homed in 
on threats to the German language in Belgium, the Netherlands and France, 
and especially on intimidations of German culture in Alsace. Another article 
from the same year cited the feelings of hatred among the Danish people to-
wards Germans, and the lack of respect for German culture in Denmark.45 
The idea of threats from other nations mounted after the unification of 
Germany, in the boom years of economic and military strength of the late 
nineteenth century. According to an obituary from 1876 of the Czech histo-
rian František Palacký, often called the ‘father of the Czech nation’, Palacký 
himself hated everything German, and the Czech national movement was 
linked to Russian interests.46
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At that time, the concept of nation could entail liberation from other 
powers as well as the ability to demonstrate both strength and domination 
over others. With such national ideas, Europe was a place of internal hostili-
ties, strife and military conflict.

Contemporary historians are careful to distinguish between states and 
nations. According to Charles Tilly, the actions of the former are of a mili-
tary kind, while the latter present an alluring opportunity to erect more 
centralised states by making them more homogeneous. The great efforts 
made to implement unified administration and public service, law and econ-
omy, language and culture have helped to strengthen nationalism,47 partly 
by shaping nations out of existing states and partly by provoking nationalism 
among minority cultures.

In the early twentieth century, the nation challenged the state as the 
basic model for organising society. This can be observed by the variety of 
people of differing backgrounds and contrasting political programmes who 
paid tribute to the advantages of adhering to a nation instead of a state. While 
contrasting nation and state, the German conservative Paul Lagarde criti-
cised Bismarck’s new state for being a lifeless machine that acted mechani-
cally: its representatives lacked personality and only acted in accordance with 
laws,  fulfilling their legal obligations with a kind of chemical purity. The 
nation, on the other hand, he considered a living organism with a soul of its 
own, having the personality and religious atmosphere of the country. He said 
that the nation had grown through history, and with it one could find shared 
values, moral well-being, and a soul.48 As a representative of a small nation 
without a state of its own, Tomáš Masaryk instead depicted states as relics of 
an older era of autocratic rule, while nations, with their shared language and 
democratic governance, belonged to modern times. The message was clear: 
behind each and every state there should be a nation.49 He explicitly rejected 
the notion that contemporary Czech nationalism needed a long history, cit-
ing a contemporary German textbook on the issue, which said ‘the best one 
can do is to completely exclude the words “nation” and “national” from 
history writing as misleading’ as they instead had to do ‘with contemporary 
tendencies’.50 Indeed, these controversies regarding the concept of nation 
had much in common with the two main branches of modern research on 
nations and nationalism. One branch recalls Masaryk in insisting that nation-
alism was a modern construction and even an invention not found before the 
eighteenth century; the other echoes Lagarde’s notion of continuity from 
older ethnic communities to modern nationalism.51 Indeed, the concepts 
of nation and nationalism were still seen as controversial in those days, just 
as they are in the multicultural Europe of the twenty-first century, with its 
increasing number of borders and bickering over the definition of each and 
every nationality.
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This well-established connection between nationalism and the concept 
of Europe had some surprising consequences. Regarding the division be-
tween Catholicism and Protestantism, one could see the former as more 
often in favour of European unification thanks to the long tradition of a 
common Roman Catholic Church. One would assume that the Protestants, 
on the other hand, might be more in favour of independent states, thanks to 
the tradition of separate national churches. However, this was only some-
times true. One reason was that there was a strong affinity between the 
concepts of European unity and progress, as well as between progress and 
Protestantism, while Catholicism was regarded as an obstacle to develop-
ment and thereby to the creation of a European federation, as noted by 
French historian Henri Martin in 1866.52 Another reason was that European 
unity was usually not seen as an alternative to the European system of states, 
but rather as an extension and improvement of state cooperation. This view 
was upheld by the Swiss-German law professor Johann Caspar Bluntschli, 
who was a Protestant nationalist but argued for a European federation.53 The 
more important division was the one between Eastern and Western Christi-
anity, as the definition of Europe as a Christian civilisation did not necessar-
ily include Russia or the Orthodox Church, and often excluded it, though 
it did include both Protestants and Catholics.54

Ways of Defining Uniqueness and Supremacy: 
North and South, East and West

Indeed, European borders have a bearing on nations and states outside 
of Europe as well. Another aspect of great importance is how regions are 
demarcated. In fact, in the intellectual history of Europe we find a strong 
inclination to divide the continent into different parts, an inclination that 
grew in importance in the Enlightenment. The East–West divide emerged 
in the early eighteenth century, and reached a first pinnacle one hundred 
years later. The cultural divide between North and South is older, and has 
been documented at least since the Renaissance. After the Reformation, the 
Catholic South regarded the North as saturated with the evil writings of Lu-
ther and the horrible armies of the Swedish king, while northerners viewed 
the South as stunted and in decay.55

Going back to Montesquieu, we can see a clear demonstration of the 
separation between regions when he defines the peoples and societies of 
Southern and Northern Europe as being differently shaped by the climate. 
Passions, for instance, are livelier and idleness more common in the people 
of the South, who are strongly impressed by honour, while in the North, 
thrift and liberty are found.56
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Herder perceived the North–South divide as the most important divi-
sion when he characterised the peoples of Europe. The Alps represented 
a fundamental dividing line and, like Montesquieu, he identified climate-
driven differences. He recognised communality between the inhabitants of 
Northern Asia and Northern Europe, as well as an affinity between South 
West Asians and Southern Europeans.57 Schlegel identified a common mode 
of thinking in this statement in his short-lived journal Europa: ‘[S]cientific 
aspirations moved to the North, while art and poetry stayed in the South’.58 
Other writers reiterated the divide, while identifying the German states as 
a border zone. The Northern states then included Scandinavia, Poland and 
Russia, while the others belonged to the South.59 Mme de Staël found 
among the French, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese ‘less inclination to ab-
stract thinking than among the German nations; they are more addicted to 
the pleasures and the interests of the earth’.60

The bordering of Europe is not only about geography and space, but 
also about time. While geographical borders are often mentioned upfront, 
the temporal distinction between old and new is also significant. When 
Montesquieu drew the border between a thriving North and a lazy South 
at the Apennine Mountains, it was not only or primarily recognised as a 
spatial boundary, but essentially as separating the southern countries from 
the present. It was historical progress that gave the northern countries their 
prerogatives of constitutional freedoms, constitutional forms of government, 
and private property. When Montesquieu went to Rome, he saw its social 
life as underdeveloped  – in the eyes of a tourist or an archaeologist, the 
city belonged to the past; by contrast, Europe – that is, Northern Europe – 
represented progress and the future. This was established and underlined by 
de Staël and the Romantics when they transferred the heart of progress from 
France to Germany.61

However, cultural differences between the North and the South were 
highlighted throughout the following decades. The people in the North 
continued to be considered more rational and organised, and were therefore 
seen as more successful and healthier, while those in the South were re-
garded as more relaxed and leisure-minded. Southern Europe was depicted 
as awash in creativity, in contrast to the barren North. Differences between 
the North and the South were often incorporated into national identities, 
as well. France, Italy and Germany are obvious examples where the south-
ern parts of the countries were considered more backward and conservative 
in lifestyle and morals, while the northern parts, home to Paris, Milan and 
Berlin, were portrayed as vibrant and modern.

Writing in the middle of the nineteenth century, Lorenz von Stein 
clearly acknowledged the impact of dividing Europe into different states 
with different roles to play. Stein sorted these states into three groups, also 
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recognising larger regions of Europe. In Western Europe he included Spain, 
England and France, countries with interests that spanned the Atlantic, to the 
west and to the south. Great Britain dominated the European connection 
to the west, at the cost of the interests of Spain and France. Eastern Europe 
consisted of only one state, the immensely large Russia, with its mission 
to civilise Asia. In between was Central Europe, dividing East and West 
from each other yet also holding them together. Stein demanded a balance 
between the three parts, seen as necessary in order to secure peace and the 
continuation of Europe’s mission to civilise the world.62

By the middle of the nineteenth century, people had begun to identify 
areas that were clearly located between the West and the East, such as Central 
or Middle Europe and the Baltic. A contemporary of Stein, the Riga-based 
writer and journalist Julius Eckardt, claimed that the Baltic provinces owed 
their culture to many different influences: Russian, Swedish, German, Polish 
and Lithuanian. Baltic culture was supposed to be a framework safeguarding 
against the East, established in contrast to the German, Roman and Slavic.63

Not until the eighteenth century was the Eastern border of Europe 
placed at the Ural Mountains. An early attempt – possibly the first – is men-
tioned in Das nord- und ostliche Theil von Europa und Asien (published 1730) by 
the Swede Philipp Johann von Strahlenberg. Returning home after thirteen 
years in prison, he presented what he had learnt about Russia’s geography 
and history, its warfare, trade, and natural resources. The book is remem-
bered for Strahlenberg’s rejection of previous attempts to draw a boundary 
between Europe and Asia in accordance with the rivers Don, Volga and Ob. 
Citing climatic and geographical considerations, demonstrating differences 
in geology, animals and vegetation, Strahlenberg moved the border farther 
east, claiming that the Ural Mountains represent ‘Terminus inter Europam 
et Asiam’. In doing this, he also extended the eastern reaches of Europe.64

An early mental division of Europe into East and West can be seen in 
travel reports describing a border that had not previously been emphasised: 
between Austria and Hungary, between Prussia and Russia, and between 
the countries west and east of the Baltic Sea. French Enlightenment authors 
spoke intermittently of the existence of eastern areas that were obviously 
European but where people lived in the most pitiful and unenlightened con-
ditions. Voltaire, who travelled through these parts, regarded them as another 
Europe that was unknown to the leading European countries.65 In Germany, 
Herder talked about Eastern Europe, claiming it had Oriental characteris-
tics but was also the region of the Slavs. He posited that the Slavs would 
awaken from their oppression and be liberated, while he also maintained 
the general mental division of Europe. Eastern Europe and especially Russia 
had failed to introduce elements that were fundamental to the civilised parts 
of Europe, such as a strong civil society, a substantial bourgeoisie, and an 
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independent nobility to counteract the power of the state. To put it bluntly, 
the essential elements of Western development and advancement were sim-
ply lacking. This way of depicting Russia and this particular definition of 
Eastern Europe were introduced to a larger public as the unity between the 
victors from the Congress of Vienna eroded, especially in the 1830s, 1840s 
and 1850s when Russia was considered a more serious threat.66 Then, the 
European part of Russia had often been depicted as Eastern Europe,67 which 
had at that time included Finland, the Baltic countries, and a large part of 
Poland. M. D’Erbigny believed Russia to be ‘superior to Asia and inferior 
to Europe’, having resources and might but nevertheless ‘always vanquished 
by the civilisation of Europe’.68 Richard Cobden underlined the difference 
between the peoples of Russia and Western Europe, the former being un-
educated, without ambition, and mostly interested in religion, and the latter 
wanting to take civilisation to further heights. Russia, he wrote, lagged be-
hind and its people were mainly peace loving, though its autocrats looked for 
opportunities to expand and therefore threatened Western Europe.69 Henri 
Martin was repulsed by Russia. Not only was it the main enemy striving 
for world power and hoping to crush the nations of Western Europe, but it 
was also quite a different society: Western and Eastern Europe ‘have hardly 
any resemblance with each other and make up two very different regions – 
Eastern Europe, which is Russia, has much more of Asian than of European 
character.  .  .’. Here, in the West, ruled principles of individual freedom, 
family rights, and private property; there, in the East, was a governed despo-
tism over individual rights, family and property. Western Europe was con-
sidered a family of nations of Aryan origins, while Eastern Europe was a 
society lost to the Tatars and a long tradition that spanned Attila, Genghis 
Khan and Timur Lenk; Peter the Great and his heirs ruled behind a mask 
of Europeanness in Eastern Europe. In Western Europe, one found law and 
order, whereas in Eastern Europe, one found uncertainty.70

This was a far cry from the ambitions of the Russian elite to estab-
lish Russia as a civilised, European country. Their idea was to exploit the 
Ural Mountains as a cultural barrier between European Russia and Asia, 
claiming that the western part of the empire represented European civilisa-
tion, which had obtained large colonies in the East.71 Support for the view 
of Russian Europeanness was expressed by Finnish nationalists who found 
themselves under Russian rule. It was obvious to Zacharias Topelius that 
Russia, and thus also Finland, belonged to Europe. A complication was that 
their language was not one of the Indo-Germanic languages of Europe due 
to immigration by their ancestors. Topelius had no problem with finding 
the origin of Finnish in Russian territory. Moreover, he claimed that it was 
obviously not a common language that unified the Finnish and Swedish 
inhabitants of his country.72 However, in Russia this view could be flipped, 
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as Nikolaj Danilevsky did in Russia and Europe, published in 1869, which 
was probably the only work that attempted a systematic presentation of the 
theories of pan-Slavism. As far as Danilevsky was concerned, the Slavs were 
separate from Europe and would only create a civilisation that was radically 
different. This was expressed in a historical–philosophical theory of how 
civilisations replaced themselves. European civilisation was the tenth and 
the most advanced civilisation, but it was also on the way out; Russia was 
to be the eleventh. Danilevsky claimed that a future Slav civilisation could 
develop a universal humanity hitherto unknown. While Greek civilisation 
had been political, Roman cultural, and European both, Slav civilisation 
was to encompass these spheres, but add to them religion. Danilevsky’s 
book represented a movement that favoured tsarist rule and religious or-
thodoxy: the first pan-Slavic committee was founded in Moscow in 1858, 
followed by other Russian cities, and supported by the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs and the Orthodox Church. For the pan-Slavists, the enemies 
were always the Turks and sometimes the Germans. They expected backing 
among Czech, Polish and Baltic Slavs for the Russian liberation of these 
areas. They turned to the Balkans and sought support from their Orthodox 
Slavs, offering Russian support for their liberation from the Turks. Conse-
quently, they objected to the definition of Eastern Europe as half-barbaric 
or uncivilised.73

As Eastern Europe rose to prominence, the notion of Western Europe 
became more popular. It has been argued that the perception of ‘East’ was 
long of greater importance than that of ‘West’. For example, when works 
by Orientalists and fiction writers were published in the nineteenth century, 
a distinction between the East and Europe was often seen as essential. At 
least from the beginning of the twentieth century, the idea of the West had 
become more prominent and had begun to be seen as essential. This was 
because the idea of the West had gained several associations that had previ-
ously been reserved for a more general European idea. The Western parts 
of Europe were thereafter increasingly seen as parts of a culture shared with 
North America.74 However, the use of the concept in a binary way was 
established from the very beginning, even though the usage differed slightly 
depending on the context. Early on, geographers used the terms Eastern and 
Western Europe, and this binary was well established by the middle of the 
nineteenth century.75 Starting from the 1850s, we can already find evidence 
that these notions had been set in motion. When discussing the German 
question, Gustav Diezel spoke of ‘die Westen’ and ‘die westeuropäische 
Civilisation’ in contrast to Russia, but without using the words ‘Eastern 
Europe’.76 In writing of the consequences of the Crimean War, Richard 
Cobden frequently mentioned Western Europe. Interestingly, he spoke of 
an eastern question but did not use the concept of Eastern Europe.77
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Oswald Spengler took this to a new level when he claimed that one 
could no longer use the word ‘Europe’. He declared that, although it could 
be used as a geographical term, it was not applicable when considering his-
torical or political matters. For instance, ancient Greece could not be divided 
into a European and an Asian part, as that would make Homer and Pythago-
ras Asian, and Russia could not be culturally defined as European, although 
that was geographically correct. Therefore, it was not viable to create a his-
torical content for the concept of Europe; it was more relevant to speak of 
East and West.78

What They Talk About, When They Talk About 
Central Europe

Demarcations between regions became popular and turned out to be use-
ful, not only when describing and defining areas, but also when making 
statements about social conditions and what policy was desirable, or when 
envisioning potential new regimes. By the middle of the nineteenth century, 
the region south of the Finnish Sea had been named the Baltic, and Baltic 
languages were recognised. Scandinavists were advocating the unification 
of the Danish, Norwegian and Swedish peoples. Geographers had recog-
nised the Balkan Peninsula, and the Balkans would soon be considered a 
region. The Mediterranean meant both the sea as well as the surrounding 
region.79 A close reading of texts mentioning the notion of Central Europe – 
or ‘Mitteleuropa’ as it was mainly called in the Austrian and German dis-
courses – reveals how such a concept can be used to describe much more 
than a simple geographical region, and should be regarded as a social act 
aimed at achieving specific goals. The concept of Central Europe demarcates 
an area shared by Eastern and Western Europe, and defined as exhibiting 
both distinct features and ones viewed as essentially European. The con-
cept of Central Europe differs in one fundamental way from that of Eastern 
Europe: the former is rooted mainly in that area, and it does not imply that 
the region is less European than the neighbouring Western Europe.80

The discourse of Central Europe began amidst the events of the fateful 
year of 1848. There are earlier geographical works distinguishing Central 
Europe as a region in addition to Northern and Southern or Eastern and 
Western Europe.81 This was well clarified in previous research, while the 
impact of the events of 1848 has been largely forgotten.82 However, the first 
evidence of the noun ‘Mitteleuropa’ used as a political concept is from dis-
cussions in the Frankfurt Parliament on 24 July 1848. As such, it had almost 
never been used before, and this occasion was its true birthplace and origin. 
It was first launched in order to describe the emerging empire of Germany, 
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supplemented with western Slavs and Hungarians in order to gather a popu-
lation and resources large enough to match, on the one hand, Russia, and 
on the other, the Romance peoples.83 By tracing the development of this 
concept, it is possible to see it becoming a viable and useful notion for ex-
amining different groups and separate interests.

‘Mitteleuropa’ was used regularly in the 1850s. The notion outlined 
an area that spanned several states, and was characterised by progressive ci-
vilisation and a high level of culture and knowledge. It mediated the dif-
ferent parts of Europe and connected its western parts with the Orient. 
‘Mitteleuropa’ brought together and set up an ‘imagined community’ 
(cf. Benedict Anderson) to which a common language was not fundamen-
tal, as in the contemporary nationalism, but that was marked by a quest for 
military strength to withstand the expanding Russian Empire and a free trade 
area that would make it possible to compete with the growing economies of 
Britain and France. ‘Mitteleuropa’ was less a legacy of Herder’s national cul-
tures and more a mode of economic thinking and an outcome of the model 
established in the Congress of Vienna regarding balance in international rela-
tions. The best-known of those members of the Frankfurt Parliament who 
spread the concept was Carl von Bruck, who soon became the Austrian 
minister of trade, and later of finance. It was during his period in office that 
trade tariffs were abolished within the Habsburg Empire, to increase trade 
and lead to various sorts of progress. He appointed counsellors with similar 
economic views, positive towards Central Europe.84 One of them wrote that 
‘the customs union is a forerunner of another mightier, self-conscious, active 
and living unit’.85 In addition to this, the chancellors Ludwig von Pfordten of 
Bavaria and Julius Fröbel of Saxony pleaded for a recognised ‘Mitteleuropa’, 
demanding a federation of the German states and Austria that would include 
Hungary and the Slavic parts of the Habsburg Empire. We can observe a 
decisive launching of the notion.86

This ‘Mitteleuropa’ would both unite the Germans and welcome the 
different nationalities within the Habsburg Empire. Fröbel had great hopes, 
making two trips to Vienna where he met influential people and gained 
support from government representatives. In September 1848 he wrote the 
following in a pamphlet:

I regard our history to be so closely connected with the western Slavs, southern 
Slavs, Magyars and Vlachs, that we should not wish to dissolve this connection. 
A large democratic federation, where we unify with said peoples, and whose 
capital is Vienna, seems to me to be the only reasonable plan for the political 
configuration of ‘Mitteleuropa’.87

An eagerness for political modernisation permeates the proposals. Bruck 
wanted constitutional governance, proving the close connection between 
these proposals and the liberals. Another Austrian minister, Gustav Höfken, 
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dreamed of a democratic and republican federation, as it would further ‘all 
spiritual flowering, material wealth, humanity and civilisation in general’.88

‘Mitteleuropa’ not only conjured up new divisions within Europe, but 
it also played a part in Austrian efforts to withstand Prussia, giving Austria 
an upper hand in the question of Germany. At the same time, it promised 
economic wealth to all of the German states. Both politically and economi-
cally, it represented a modern project. Nation states were sometimes seen 
as passé and limited, while multinational states belonged to the future.89 All 
of the states would benefit from improved finances if only one army was 
necessary. Austria could take advantage of skilled labour from the other 
German states, which, in turn, could make use of Austria’s vast natural 
resources. Austria would have better access to markets and, together with 
the German states, could help to spread German culture and civilise the 
countries farther east.90

The discourse on ‘Mitteleuropa’ often addressed the German question. 
Höfken wrote that the establishment of Mitteleuropa could help Germany 
to overcome its divisions and once more become a mighty power. The ulti-
mate objective behind the union was to raise the German nation to a ‘higher 
existence’.91

Even though the Austrian government’s use of ‘Mitteleuropa’ included 
the Slavic peoples of the Habsburg Empire, it was not in the minds of Bruck, 
Höfken or the others to limit the dominance of the Austro-Germans within 
the Habsburg Empire. However, the discourse also included attempts to de-
fine a ‘Mitteleuropa with a stronger position for the non-German nations of 
the Habsburg Empire. After the Hungarian revolt was defeated, Lajos Kos-
suth introduced the idea of a Donau Federation, where the Hungarians were 
united with the Romanians and Austro-Slavs.92 Other uses of ‘Mitteleuropa’ 
maintained Czech nationalism against the German-dominated Austrian state 
and German nationalism in Bohemia. These were not prominent issues but 
of minor importance. They consisted of ill-conceived plans with no govern-
ment backing. However, they were presented by leaders of the national-
ist movement and, as such, became significant. They further illustrated the 
manifold and partly conflicting implications of addressing a larger part of 
Europe that encompassed several nations. They stood out as examples of the 
contestability of the meanings assigned to the concepts defining the divides 
through Europe.

In 1849, František Palacký used the Czech expression ‘střední Europy’ 
(Central Europe) to define an area where language had become the main 
characteristic of nationalism, claiming Herderian views so typical of national-
ists in Central Europe. For communities, Palacký continued, language was 
as important as religion had been previously, and the divides between the 
Austrian nationalities threatened war if the principle of equality of nations 
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and languages failed to be accepted in the empire.93 In an article published 
in December 1849, Karel Havlíček criticises ‘Mitteleuropa’ as built upon 
the political interests of German nationalism. He presents an alternative for 
a new Austria (‘Novo-Rakouska’), constitutionally governed on the basis 
of Slavic nations and fully separate from Germany.94 Six months later he 
himself recognised a ‘Mitteleuropa’ that comprised the Slavic nations of the 
Austrian Empire in addition to the Austro-Germans and the Hungarians. 
He reasoned that the Slavic nations of Austria were weak and needed to be 
united – the empire needed a more solid foundation. Havlíček saw ‘Střední 
Europy’ or ‘Mitteleuropa’ as a new Austria where Slavic nations would have 
freedom and national rights equal to those of the Germans. He foresaw a 
future inside Austria with its firm protection against tsarist autocrats and 
Russian expansionism.95

This way of redefining the concept was never established as an alternative 
to the Austro-German ‘Mitteleuropa’. It was too strongly associated with 
the ‘Mitteleuropa’ visions of the Austrian government to be reconciled 
with Austro-Slavic notions. In Prussia, ‘Mitteleuropa’ was also intertwined 
with the interests of the Austrian government and considered an economic 
threat to the Northern German states, which, with their underdeveloped 
industry, would suffer in the common market.96 The notion was further 
considered a political threat. When Bismarck was envoy of the German 
Bundestag in the 1850s, he wrote reports to the Prussian chancellor in which 
he frequently expressed his suspicions of Austria and its efforts to connect 
with the southern German states by setting up a Central European empire.97 
Constantin Franz, a Prussian writer with conservative beliefs, posited that 
‘Mitteleuropa’ was only a guise for Austrian aspirations to take leadership 
in all German lands: ‘Mitteleuropa’ was nothing but an extended Habsburg 
Empire, a federation led by Austria, which entailed nothing but a Greater 
Austria.98

Visions of a common market and economic union of both empires were 
kept alive, partly by Austrian politicians, and as late as 1879, a proposal was 
discussed by both the Austrian and Hungarian governments. It was mainly 
Austrian and Hungarian economists who conveyed the idea to new gen-
erations, and the notion regained prominence starting in the 1880s. Several 
chambers of commerce in Austro-Hungarian (as the empire was often called 
after autonomy was granted to Hungary in 1866) cities spoke in favour of 
a union resembling ‘Mitteleuropa’. It was called for in a German economic 
journal, and addressed by the scientific society for Austrian economists at a 
meeting in 1900. In the new century, societies were founded to advance 
economic cooperation in ‘Mitteleuropa’. Some wanted cooperation to be 
confined to promoting economic interests, while others wanted a common 
market and some even a political union.99
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In addition, there were hopes for a ‘Mitteleuropa’ among some 
Germans, though they were mostly conservative thinkers opposed to 
the Germany that Bismarck had created in 1871 and continued to lead for 
many years. Paul Lagarde picked up the theme in his reflections on the state 
of art from the 1880s, and Ottomar Schuchardt returned to it in his main 
work two decades later. They pleaded for a nationalism that recognised a 
need for Germans to colonise Hungary and the western Slavic lands, be-
lieving that the agrarian sectors were of primary and industry of secondary 
importance, and that the German nation was under threat. Lagarde warned 
against the Russians, and Schuchardt against the Czechs, Hungarians and 
Italians in Austria who hated German culture and were forcing back the 
Germans. Bismarck was criticised for having excluded Austria and having 
created an overly Prussian bureaucracy and a state that only promoted ego-
ism and materialism.100

Lagarde wanted Germany and Austria to form a shared state called 
‘Mitteleuropa’. This would open up new territories for German settlers who 
wished to cultivate land, and it would impede the spiritual depletion charac-
terising Bismarck’s Germany.101 Schuchard wanted a federal ‘Mitteleuropa’ 
comprising states and nations that upheld German culture; it would in-
clude both the Baltic countries with their German populations, as well as 
Switzerland, the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries. He also be-
lieved that Finland should be liberated from the grip of the Russians. He re-
ferred to a favourite quotation of the Swedish King Oscar II, who said: ‘My 
heart is French, but my reason is German’.102 The federation, he stipulated, 
should be organised with one army, one common spoken language, and one 
single economic market. The leaders of the states should form an assembly 
in charge of foreign policy, administration, finances, the army, the navy and 
the colonies. It would be complemented with a people’s assembly possessing 
limited power.103

The notion of ‘Mitteleuropa’ spread farther as cartographers, ge-
ographers and historians made use of it. The first maps that presented 
‘Mitteleuropa’ were published in the smaller German states after the upris-
ings of 1848: in Baden a geographical map, in Würtenberg a travel map, 
and in Frankfurt am Main a railway map. All were published in the period 
when these states were cultivating closer relationships with Austria and op-
posing Prussian dominance with intermittent hostility. Maps were pub-
lished in both Austria and Prussia with variations on ‘Mitteleuropa’, such 
as ‘Zentral Europa’ and ‘Zwischen-Europa’ (Central and Middle Europe). 
Up to 1871, maps published in Vienna emphasised the Habsburg Empire, 
depicting only its territories or including some of the neighbouring states 
such as the Netherlands and Belgium. Prussian-made maps gave the impres-
sion that German-speaking lands were located in the middle of Europe, 
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implying that Germany was of special importance in Europe. After the 1871 
unification, when relations were beginning to improve between Austria 
and Germany, a map made in Vienna equated ‘Mitteleuropa’ with ‘the 
German sea’, including all parts of Central Europe with German-speaking 
populations.104

Around 1900, the notion of ‘Mitteleuropa’ gained a firmer foothold 
among geographers, who were eager to take on the task of settling its 
geographical scope. In determining its characteristics and defining its bor-
ders, these geographers were making decisions touching on the contem-
porary question of whether Germans and Austrians belonged to the same 
culture. One example is the German and Austrian Alpine Club, which had 
several geographers as members and a name that indicated a shared culture. 
Geographers gained support from the German government, which priori-
tised the study and teaching of geography; after 1871, geography quickly be-
came a university discipline with its own professors, and in 1881 it was even 
introduced in Prussian gymnasiums.105 The textbooks, the most extensive of 
which had 650 pages, presented ‘Mitteleuropa’ as a geographical entity and 
professed the basic idea of German and Austrian fellowship.106

A whole range of arguments were marshalled. One textbook included 
Switzerland, Belgium and the Netherlands in ‘Mitteleuropa’ because of 
their similar physical geography. Another added the western Slavic and the 
Baltic peoples, because they all belonged to the German cultural sphere.107 
There were nuanced differences among the geographers as to how to de-
fine the borders of ‘Mitteleuropa’, as well as other significant borders. One 
belief was that a nation was ultimately tied to nature. A nation’s lands may 
vary through history, but its existence should always be directly connected 
to the territory it possessed at the moment.108 For some, it was possible to 
include cultural aspects, even though the physical prerequisites remained 
of greatest importance. In examining the conditions of ‘Mitteleuropa’, it 
seemed that its physical geography was manifold and rich in a variety of 
ways, which was not true of Eastern Europe; consequently, the political 
geography was characterised by a few large kingdoms in the east, while 
there were many smaller kingdoms in the west. Physically, ‘Mitteleuropa’ 
mostly resembled Western Europe, but it also had elements of the lowlands 
typical of Eastern Europe. The advantages of ‘Mitteleuropa’ were identi-
fied: it had the most favourable climate, with abundant rainfall, mild winters 
and cool summers.109

To sum up, different visions intensely related to different national and 
imperial interests obviously contributed to the concept of Central Europe. 
The strength of these essentially politically motivated rationales became 
evident in their impact on the geographical mapping of Europe.
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Entangled Ideas: Reconciling Borders with Unity

The first chapter of this book presented material about European dreams 
of unity, and this chapter has outlined aspects of the borders of Europe. 
Now it is germane to move on to the issue of how to reconcile borders 
with unity. We can see that European unity is a concept complicated by 
its relationship to nations, states and regions, and that several ideas of unity 
must coexist.

To begin with, there is the unity of multinational states, empires and 
federations. All European states comprised populations with different lan-
guages and various historical legacies. Minorities in some states were making 
persistent claims for recognition. Most states in Europe had overseas colo-
nies – Russia, for example, had expanded far into the east, and other states 
had expanded in one direction or another. The mightiest states – Austria, 
France, Great Britain and Russia – claimed to be empires. As we have al-
ready touched upon, the rising power of the United States stood out as a 
model of how to marry the longing for independence with the advantages 
of a larger federal state. In Great Britain, people discussed whether it was 
time to reshape British colonial rule into an imperial federation, meaning 
that those colonies with a high percentage of British citizens would be given 
self-rule.110

An illustrative example is that of the Habsburg Empire before its col-
lapse at the end of the First World War. In the discourse on the Austrian 
idea versus the different nationalities, one can see that dreams of unity and 
the proposed advantages of a suprastate permeate the different nationalities, 
despite the nationalists’ pleas. Ideas of unity were not necessarily tied up with 
linguistic homogeneity, as one common state can speak several languages. 
The linguistic map of the Habsburg dominion looks like a hastily stitched 
patchwork quilt. German was the most spoken language, but it was still 
only spoken by less than a quarter of the population, while the rest spoke 
Czech, Slovak, Polish, Ukrainian, Slovene, Italian, Hungarian, Romanian, 
Ruthenian, and so on. Faced with growing nationalisms, many people had 
to choose nationhood. This could be seen as a choice between different 
nationalities, but it could also be seen as one between the existing state and 
the idea of a distinct nation based on linguistic communality. The alternative 
was to call for an all-Austrian identity not based on a common language, but 
originating in a distinct idea or feeling that everybody could adapt to, that 
would be supranational in its character. Such an idea could be viewed as 
progress; the goal of the Austrian state, it was argued, should be to encourage 
progress with the help of a constitution and citizenship rights.111 Or the idea 
could be seen as a gesture of tolerance between nationalities, classes, beliefs, 
and ways of thinking.112
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The most distinguished text conveying a supranational idea was the 
1841 pamphlet Austria and its Future by the official and nobleman Victor 
von Andrian-Werburg. His designation of freedom as the foundation of 
Austrian nationality included a dismissal of Slavic, Hungarian, Italian and 
German nationalisms, as well as a rejection of the centralist role of Austria – 
understandably, the author took the precaution of publishing anonymously. 
A spirit of freedom would spur on the quest for a common civic nationality, 
giving the rulers a more united and more easily governed state. The people 
would feel a new sense of solidarity and a respect for their fatherland, as well 
as a ‘love of the shared freedom’. Andrian-Werburg emphasised the need 
for a leading idea or principle to present to the people, but saw no such idea 
among the officials, nor indeed in the Austrian state. He took the idea of 
freedom as a founding principle from Alexis de Tocqueville, whose newly 
published book on democracy in America cautioned as to the drawbacks 
of centralist rule and how it restricted individual freedom. The pamphlet’s 
thesis on freedom of the press and judicial independence was appreciated and 
repeated, as was the overall notion of decentralisation.113

Others kept to the more common European idea of nationalities being 
distinguished by their languages, and rejected the existence of Austrian 
nationalism. Even then it was rational to advocate a common Austrian state, 
which, it was believed, would guarantee places for the nationalities within 
its borders. This line of thinking was expressed in extremely blunt terms by 
Czech nationalist František Palacký: if this state did not already exist, then 
it would have to be created.114 The argument was that Austria existed in 
the interest of its nationalities. To protect itself from outside forces such as 
Russia and Asia, it would need to cultivate mutual respect with, and safe-
guard, its peoples. The argument followed Herder precisely, underlining the 
importance of language, as each people had a mission to develop their own 
distinguishing features and contribute to the development of humankind. 
For example, the Bohemian German Leo Thun maintained that the Czech 
language should not be forgotten and replaced with German, as was other-
wise a common view.115

When the included nationalities began to see that unification would 
benefit them in some way, the idea of gathering multiple nationalities within 
the frame of one state started to gain strength. In 1907, a wide-ranging 
pamphlet was written by a representative of the Romanian national party 
who was acquainted with the heir of the Habsburg throne, Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand. He presented a plan for a federal organisation of the empire based 
on ethnographic guidelines, with fifteen countries making up the Austrian 
federation. All would emerge as independent states, just as homogeneous as 
the Western European states, in hopes that this would solve many of the pre-
vious national conflicts. The plan was given some consideration in Austria, 
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not least because it was reported that Franz Ferdinand himself wanted to fed-
eralise the Habsburg lands.116 During the last years of the Habsburg Empire, 
several factors favouring a multinational state were identified: the advantages 
of a borderless economic community (proposed by the economist Gustav 
Stolper); the thousand-year-old cultural unity of the Central European na-
tions, which shared historical experiences and a regional home to a mix of 
nationalities (proposed by the social democratic leader Karl Renner); the 
interdependence of the nationalities meant that they could not develop sepa-
rately, so the multinational state would be the best form of political organisa-
tion for them (proposed by the Christian socialist leader Ignaz Seipel); and 
only within the multinational state would it be possible to safeguard peace 
(proposed by Stolper and Seipel).117

Obviously, much support for the multinational state came from Austria 
itself. However, Austria-Hungary’s Dual Monarchy was much admired in 
other countries for the way it safeguarded peace and stability within its bor-
ders by using both constitutional principles and decentralisation policies. 
Austria-Hungary, it was reported to the British public by a journalist in 
1899, ‘bears testimony to the possibility of creating an organic entity out of 
the most heterogeneous conglomerate of nationalities’.118

Apart from ideas of a multinational state, the notions of progress and 
modernity motivated the struggle for unity, backed by the claim that civili-
sation is an essential unifying force and that modern history is marked by 
a progression from smaller units to larger ones. The young Lord Salisbury 
objected to ‘the splitting up of mankind into a multitude of infinitesimal 
governments, in accordance with their actual differences of dialect or their 
presumed differences of race’, as it would only ‘undo the work of civilisa-
tion and renounce all the benefits which the slow and painful process of 
consolidation has procured for mankind’. His conclusion was that ‘it is the 
agglomeration and not the comminution of states to which civilisation is 
constantly tending’.119

At times, the uniting of Europe was seen as part of a process leading to-
wards a higher civilisation, because it meant a ‘widening of the area within 
which no sword shall be drawn and no shot fired saved by command of the 
central authority’. The state building of Germany was deemed an example 
for Europe to follow: many centuries of war between the different Ger-
man  states had come to an end; Germany was governed by a parliament 
that  represented its entire empire; and peace reigned in all its lands be-
tween the borders of France and Russia.120 The idea that larger units should 
be created at the expense of minor states was popular during the nineteenth 
century. Although not explicitly stated, one can infer that the relatively 
small states were the problem, and the larger entities were the solution. 
Occasionally, this position was expressed in radical terms. For instance, in 
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1846 it was predicted by a German economist and reformist that, within a 
hundred years, there would be only three or four states left in Europe.121 
We see the same belief expressed by the historian Heinrich Treitschke, who 
in 1897 concluded that there was no future for smaller states in Central 
Europe. In the long run, second-rate states such as Switzerland and Sweden 
would fade into the background; small states would not survive and the 
great powers of Europe would ultimately decide upon the future of the 
continent.122

Others did not hesitate to accept the legitimacy of smaller states such 
as Belgium, but also saw the need for cooperation and strategic action. 
The proposal that followed was for European states to take on federal-
ism. For instance, a Scottish traveller wrote about ‘the superiority of small 
independent states federally united’, and claimed federalism to be a more 
efficient alternative than forced centralisation.123 In the early twentieth cen-
tury, the peace activist Jacques Novicow was convinced that a European 
federation would one day be in place, either through the deeds of states-
men or through growing consciousness among the masses of its necessity, 
something that should already have been apparent in the peace movement. 
Inspired by the ideas of Herbert Spencer and other social Darwinists, he 
described this federation as a progressive step towards a further association 
of humankind in the ongoing evolution of societies.124 Bertha von Suttner 
also found support for a historical movement towards cooperation by read-
ing Spencer and Darwin, but her favourite was Henry Thomas Buckle, 
who discerned a shared European civilisation, despite the differences and 
cleavages among the states. The progress of history was meant to inspire, 
wrote Suttner, as peace would necessarily follow from the development of 
culture.125 In these examples, we can see ‘a teleological understanding of 
modernity’ that would become, and still remains, instrumental to the inte-
gration project of the EU.126

The idea of political integration was originally embedded in a context of 
historical philosophical concepts of drift towards larger political units. The 
concept of integration can be traced to late seventeenth-century mathema-
ticians such as Sir Isaac Newton and Gottfried Leibniz, who wrote of the 
compilation of different parts into a larger and more complex unity. In the 
late nineteenth century, both the noun ‘integration’ and verb ‘to integrate’ 
spread to other fields of knowledge, from science to the humanities, from 
metallurgy to philosophy. The famous British philosopher Herbert Spencer, 
whose books sold a million copies during his lifetime, contributed to the 
popularity of integration by introducing it as one of the basic natural prin-
ciples of both biology and psychology, and of the formation of society and 
ethics. He saw an overarching evolution that brought further integration to 
both nature and society. ‘Political integration’ was his label for the specific 
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evolution of political institutions, a concept that quickly became known in 
France and Germany thanks to translations and to being passed on by his 
disciples.127

In this context, integration can connote the long process unfold-
ing over the last millennium or even the history following the break-up 
of the Roman Empire, during which small units were first combined to 
make larger ones, and later emerging European states embraced ever larger 
territories. Wordsworth Donisthorpe highlighted the history of the British 
Isles, beginning with the unification of some of the small units into the first 
kingdom called England in 829, continuing with the conquest of Wales, and 
concluding with the inclusion of Scotland and Ireland. Then he mentioned 
the more recent unifications of Italy and Germany, and predicted the immi-
nent disappearance of Belgium, the Netherlands and Denmark from the list 
of independent states. His key concept to describe this process was political 
integration, a process stimulated by the ‘wonderful applications of steam and 
of electricity to the satisfaction of man’s wants’, by the progress of science 
and the spread of education to the lower classes.128

Spencer and his followers tended to think about society in terms of 
biology, even talking about it as a social organism. Donisthorpe defined 
the size limits of a state or political body that could be compared to a living 
organism, and the ability of its different parts to cooperate. Just as a human 
body has limits set by the ability of internal organs to work together, so it 
was with society. The trend towards larger states could be related to the 
growing ability to communicate, increasing knowledge, more widespread 
information, and greater concentrations of people living in urban areas: 
‘Hence, there has resulted a constant tendency towards increasing integra-
tion’. However, this also meant that political integration would be lim-
ited, depending on how well nations fit together: being separated by great 
distances, different stages of development, and diverging expectations of 
government could tear artificial units apart.129 We can conclude that, from 
its beginning, the concept of integration was also a concept that dealt with 
limits and borders.

The Border Paradox of Europe: The Diversity of Unity

Europe is not only about unity; it is also about finding and constructing 
borders. Since the Enlightenment, there has been a far-reaching interest in 
defining borders, an interest that also concerns the concept of Europe. The 
concept of Europe is indeed embedded in discourses of divisions. These di-
visions are so commonly remarked upon that they seem to be autochthonous 
entities to which further claims and meanings are added. Contemporary 
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discussions and arguments are borrowed from history, which indicates the 
interconnectedness between differences and borders in the making and pre-
sentation of European unity, constituting an important part of its meaning. 
Borders are often presented as absolute and engraved in stone, even before 
further claims or doubts are weighed.

However, we should bear in mind that sometimes the concepts that 
define the community of a nation or region tend to hide and/or overcome 
potentially controversial issues. Regarding nations, class interests can be sub-
ordinated to national solidarity. Cohesion is created by avoiding the cultural 
boundaries of religions and languages, or by not minimising and suppress-
ing minorities. Narratives are elaborated upon and implemented in order to 
forge the communal history of a nation. The concept of the region can be 
used to subordinate the ambitions of individual states in order to find com-
mon, supranational interests. Cultural borders can either be glossed over or 
made into positive features. Religious factions are hidden or, when possible, 
used to define the region (‘Eastern Europe is Orthodox’). Linguistic borders 
are relegated to the back seat. Possible conflicts over borders can be sup-
pressed, and even completely hidden.
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Notes for this section begin on page 100.

C H A P T E R  3

Looking for Common Ground

Calls for European unity came from more than one direction, as appeals for 
political unity were bolstered by appeals invoking cultural and civilisational 
unity. This chapter expands on the ways in which Europe was defined as a 
unity beyond politics, while being divided by certain hierarchies. One was 
an act of demarcation, contrasting Europe with other parts of the world by 
emphasising its differences. Another defined Europe as a unified culture and 
civilisation, and entailed looking beyond its internal political and cultural 
borders. Civilisation was a crucial concept here because it unambiguously 
represented the tendency to consider Europe a universal model. Even so, 
it was defined as a unity with internal borders between states and nations, 
as well as with religious and linguistic divides. The ideas of both European 
culture and civilisation included what Dipesh Chakrabarty has called ‘the 
stagist theory of history, on which the European ideas of modernity were 
based’. For Chakrabarty, this ‘historicism’ was a means to enable Europe’s 
domination of other parts of the world. This was an important aspect. How-
ever, we should also be aware of how this historicism enabled a mindset 
within Europe that saw England and France as the first nations, followed by 
Germany, to be sites ‘of the first occurrence of capitalism, modernity, or En-
lightenment’.1 In the master story of European progress, other nations lagged 
behind. The concepts of European culture and civilisation also indicated 
hierarchies within Europe.
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Defining Europe by Contrasts

When looking for Europe, it is crucial to draw lines that define other parts 
of the world. Consequently, Europe is contrasted with the outside world. 
This definitional act, resting on what philosophers call binary opposition, 
has changed through history and various contexts but has always remained, 
defining Europe and giving it meaning.2 Let us begin by taking a very broad 
perspective, and look back to the Frankish leaders and their quests for power. 
They understood the concept of Europe in the context of their struggle with 
the Roman popes. For the latter, Europe was nothing more than a geo-
graphical continent, like Africa or Asia, whereas the Frankish Europe com-
prised either provinces of the emperor’s dominion or the Christian lands.3 
In both cases, it was something to guard and, if necessary, defend. As such, 
the concept of Europe could be used as propaganda. An eighth-century 
Frankish chronicler applied the term ‘Europeenses’ to Charles Martel’s forces 
fighting the Saracens, and the court of Charlemagne established an imagina-
tion of him as the king of Europe, naming Christianity the religion of the 
European empire, which was under foreign threat from the Muslims. The 
people around Charlemagne often spoke of Islamic incursions as dangerous 
foreign threats to the cohesion of the Frankish kingdom. His grandfather had 
defeated the Muslims at the Battle of Tours in 732, which was an enormous 
achievement according to the official historiography. Regarding the battle, 
the truth is more likely to be found in the historiography of the other side, 
which hardly mentions it. Obviously, the external threats from the Muslims 
were real, but they were also evoked to create unity and legitimise a certain 
form of governance in the kingdom.4

A second essential period for defining Europe is the passage from medi-
eval to early modern times, from the Fall of Constantinople in 1453 to the 
conquests of the Inca and Aztec empires in the newly discovered Americas. 
From the outside, Europeans were viewed in a negative light. The Byzan-
tines looked upon the European crusaders’ ravages and barbaric customs 
with disgust. The Aztecs condemned the conquistadors’ hunger for wealth, 
which made them act more like apes than human beings: their chattering 
and their insensitivity to traditional rites and social customs were intolerable. 
But the Europeans possessed a military strength that gave them authority and 
self-esteem. The Byzantines were hoping to call on the Western rulers’ mili-
tary strength during their last decades of declining power. The Aztecs were 
astonished by the God-like men on horses and amazed by their metallic skin, 
but they were also terrified by their weapons.

During this period, the term ‘Europe’ began to be used more frequently 
than before. Byzantine historians mentioned a Europe that included the Latin 
kingdoms, England and Iceland, as well as northern cities such as Bergen and 
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Stockholm, countries populated with Livonians, Lithuanians, Poles and Bo-
hemians, and a Russia described as the largest kingdom in Europe. It is with 
this Europe that these scholars hoped the remaining parts of the Byzantine 
Empire would be associated.5

When Pope Pius II acted to close the ranks of Christendom in 1460 and 
mount a joint campaign against the Muslims, he spoke of Europe and the 
Europeans. This occurred several years after the Fall of Constantinople and 
in conjunction with the Turkish conquests of the last remaining Christian 
areas in Greece.

The third period, which is critical for defining Europe in sharp con-
trast to something else, is the Enlightenment. Charles Louis Montesquieu 
emphasised that Asians were not rational, but controlled by their emotions 
rather than logic. In Asia, the states were ruled by despots, characterised by 
inertia and a lack of initiative. In contrast to Europe, Asia was completely 
uncivilised. Montesquieu’s explanation of Europe’s superiority invoked a 
kind of balance that was simply unknown in Asia. The various populations 
in Europe were more or less equally strong, while those in Asia were either 
strong or weak. According to Montesquieu’s climate theory, the temper-
ate zones were widespread and extended in Europe, whereas in Asia, there 
were substantial borders between zones of coldness and warmth.6 Johann 
Gottfried Herder illustrated a new self-confidence when he claimed that 
Europe was a ‘wonderful continent’, in contrast to the isolated Asian states 
that did not compare themselves with others but instead concentrated their 
energies on keeping out anything foreign. Their politics were despotic and 
their inhabitants resigned and unwilling to change the order. It was habit 
that ruled these kingdoms. At the same time, he noted, there was com-
petition between the states in Europe, which constantly gave them the 
experience of either peaceful trade or military action. The continuous con-
tact among the European states had been a breeding ground for science. 
Scholars therefore had a certain degree of independence vis-à-vis the state, 
and formed an association that transcended borders. In Europe the states 
exploited scientific knowledge but did not possess it. Herder did not find 
these essential incentives among Asian scholars who, if they could be found 
at all, acquiesced to their rulers.7

This Eurocentrism was often used as a framework and was included in 
the theory of world history, which emphasised that the leading powers and 
peoples had previously been Asian, but were now European. This approach 
can also be found in Herder’s works, but it was Hegel who refined it, de-
claring that world history began in Asia and would end in Europe. As far as 
Hegel was concerned, history through the ages revolved around the devel-
opment of freedom and reason. In its early stages, society was best developed 
in the Orient, in kingdoms characterised by obedience and fidelity towards 
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the ruler. The free will of individuals developed only in Europe – namely, in 
the Greek world and the Roman Empire. For Hegel, it was with the arrival 
of Christian culture that Europe started to lead the world, and world history 
reached its full potential. This was especially true of the Prussian kingdom of 
Hegel’s days, where he saw reconciliation and unity between the individual 
and the state, fulfilling the goal of history to realise a generally prevailing 
freedom of reason.8 Although the view of a special historical mission for 
the Prussian state should be seen in light of his position in Berlin, Hegel’s 
concept of Europe as a place where the free will of individuals evolved, in 
contrast to the Orient, was widely upheld.9

With his work Orientalism, which had an enormous impact after its 
publication over four decades ago, Edward Said brought awareness to how 
European concepts may have very little to do with the people and societ-
ies they purport to describe.10 His perspective has been groundbreaking for 
postcolonial studies, and reaffirmed by other studies.11 Yet, it has also been 
demonstrated that the European image of Islam and Arabic cultures cannot 
be assessed as one-dimensionally negative. The picture of Islam and Islamic 
culture that developed in the early modern age was less negative than it 
became after 1800, when the differences became exaggerated. The Arabic 
language was always highly esteemed, and the comparative study of lan-
guages was based on familiarity with both the Indo-European and Semitic 
languages, and among the latter Arabic was defined as closely related to both 
Hebrew and Aramaic – both essential Biblical languages.12 Arabic culture 
could even be thanked for the progress and superiority of Europe well into 
the nineteenth century. A few examples include Europe’s culture of knight-
hood, tournament games, poetry, architecture, the technical uses of chem-
istry, mathematics, medicine and economics – and even the introduction of 
artichokes, saffron, coffee and sugar.13

In geographical presentations of a more popular kind, European advan-
tages were underscored. Humankind had ‘made the most decisive advance-
ments’ in Europe, ‘in science, in useful and ornamental arts, and in general 
civilization’, as claimed by Mary-Ann Venning in the 1820s. Her book was 
intended for youths, who read that the ‘European is generally strong, ac-
tive and intelligent’. The success of the continent was greatly contrasted 
with the lack of success of its neighbours. Although maps showed a partly 
Turkish Europe, and Istanbul was said to be located on the European shore 
of the Bosporus, Venning wrote that ‘the chief employment of the Turk is 
smoking and drinking coffee’.14 The ineptitude of the Ottoman Empire was 
a popular theme among Europeans who hailed their own modernity. The 
liberal free-trade propagandist, Richard Cobden, railed against an empire 
that had been in contact with Europe for hundreds of years without learn-
ing from its modern discoveries and technical improvements. If one could 
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find a printing press in the land it would surely be run by a foreigner, and 
the ‘steam engine, gas, the mariner’s compass, paper money, vaccination, ca-
nals, the spinning jenny, and rail-roads, are mysteries not yet dreamed about 
by Ottoman philosophers’. He believed that neither science nor literature 
would take hold among the Turkish people.15 The Europeans were simply 
more advanced, and their individual free will was more evolved. Their abil-
ity to reach perfection was pre-eminent, and they constituted a refined part 
of humanity. In the eyes of Schmidt-Phiseldeck, Europe was nothing less 
than the role model for the rest of the Earth.16

In comparing itself with other continents, Europe did not necessarily al-
ways understand itself as superior, and certain Enlightenment opinions testi-
fied to another point of view. Herder said that the people of Europe did not 
rise to culture by themselves, but thanks to eastern influences and foreign re-
ligions. Asia and Egypt were innovators of crafts, trade and science.17 Among 
Romantic philosophers, an idea of Europe developed that also included neg-
ative aspects; sometimes it was even claimed that Asia and America served 
as correctives for Europe. The mechanical knowledge of Native Americans, 
which they used to develop roads and vehicles, was deemed inferior, but 
their crafts were seen as superior. The Native Americans were lacking in 
some virtues but superior to Europeans in others, possessing overpowering 
strength, passion and courage that could be likened to those of the ancient 
Greeks. In Asia and among the Native Americans, the individual person 
had not been as emancipated as in Europe, but a more primeval humanity 
remained – something essential that Europe lacked. Often this understand-
ing was prompted by a profound nostalgia for religious sentiment and the 
wisdom lost in a Europe ruled by reason.18

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, comparisons between Eu-
rope, Asia and America – mainly the United States – were common. Even 
in the last instance, positive and negative views were presented. Regarding 
freedom, democracy and equality, the United States was mostly viewed with 
admiration. This large country to the West was regarded as a better and more 
modern Europe, and was often cited as a role model. It was considered a so-
ciety based on freedom of speech and thought. Instead of feudal oppression 
and autocratic monarchies, there were civil rights and a democratic represen-
tative system of governance. America was also seen as a role model because 
it had been created by Europeans acting as free men, so it was implicitly or 
explicitly argued that the example of the New World should be followed by 
the old.19 There were exceptions to this positive view of America, however: 
as long as the slave trade existed, it was condemned as a token of incomplete 
development, and it had a lack of empathy, compared with Europe. The 
British author Harriet Martineau applauded the principles of equality evident 
in American society, but was quick to say that the country did not live up 
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to its own high ideals: ‘the civilisation and morals of the Americans fall far 
below their own principles’. She wrote that although five states had abol-
ished slavery, it was still practised by many others. She also wrote that the 
‘principle of the equal rights of both halves of the human race’ was obliga-
tory for a functional democratic society, and that that principle regarding 
women’s political and economic freedoms was lacking in American society 
of the 1830s.20 Moreover, it was claimed that some forms of progress had 
gone too far in America, as illustrated by its perfectly straight streets, precise 
sense of purpose, and overly intense modernity. Europe was seen as the op-
posite, with its traditions and slowness. This contrast was assessed in both 
positive and negative terms.

The arts of music, theatre and literature reflected these contrasts. Alex-
andre Dumas, son of the novelist of the same name, wrote a play about a 
disgraceful and unpolished stranger who came from America.21 In a novel 
by the American writer Henry James, who actually lived mostly in England, 
an American businessman finds art, knowledge and honesty, but also ugli-
ness, evil and passivity when visiting Europe, and France in particular. He 
detests Europe but ultimately realises that it has made him question his more 
utilitarian American way of life. Another of James’s novels inverts this no-
tion, contrasting the European guests with their hosts and siblings in New 
England. The former have had cosmopolitan lives, living in various coun-
tries and cities around Europe, being accustomed to a formal daily life. They 
realise that, in America, individual freedom is more evident; for example, 
women are less dependent on their fathers or husbands than they are in 
Europe. Americans are less formal and more spontaneous, looking for prac-
tical and effective ways of doing things; their feelings are more outspoken, 
while their respect for morals and tradition is stronger.22

As a consequence of contrasting Europe and the Europeans with other 
continents and peoples, the perception of the superiority of the white race 
began to expand. The idea of race became popular during the Enlighten-
ment, and was fully fledged by the nineteenth century, serving as a template 
for most Eurocentrism of the age. It was often said that Europe conquered 
the world due to the emergence of the white race. The Europeans were long 
considered to belong to a single white race. For one author, it differed from 
other races in its ability to adapt and build civilisations, and though divided 
into Slavic, Germanic and Romance peoples, these main groups were still 
to be considered one and the same race.23 A popular textbook said that the 
‘European race, to which we belong, is distinguished from all the rest by 
a natural complexion of white, mingled with red.  .  .  . They usually have 
straight hair, an oval face, an expanded forehead, a rounded full chin, and 
generally the most regular and beautiful features’. Almost all of the peoples 
living in Europe were included, but also some others: ‘It also embraces the 
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nations of Western Asia, as far as the river Oby, the Belur Tag, and the Him-
maleh Mountains, with the people of Barbary, Egypt and Abyssinia, and the 
Moors of Northern Africa’. Obviously, these were former civilisations and 
high cultures, connected by the same white race.24

The notion of a dominant European white race changed, especially 
when it became common to highlight the diversity of Europe’s races at 
the end of the nineteenth century. By then the Romance, Germanic and 
Slavic peoples were considered the three European, or Aryan, races. More-
over, some groups of people were distinguished as non-Aryan: Magyars, 
Turks,  Jews, Finns and Lapps, Latvians, Albanians and Romani.25 In this 
period, eugenics had become institutionalised as a science. Charles Darwin’s 
cousin Francis Galton presented the English term ‘eugenics’ in 1883. The 
German term ‘Rassenhygiene’ was introduced several years later to refer to 
the doctrine of preventing the degeneration of the population.26 Because 
of the popularity of the notion of race, it was not surprising that it was 
occasionally brought into the discourse of a United States of Europe. By 
this token, unity was not something that only concerned political relations 
between France, Germany, Great Britain, and the other states; it was not 
limited to the cultural dimension, but could also imply that the white race 
should be brought together into one community to resist the threat of the 
yellow race.27

The notion of the ‘scientific’ superiority of the white race was most 
apparent in the theories of the racial hygienists. At universities and dedi-
cated institutions, research on racial hygiene was supported, and groups were 
founded to spread its teachings. Moreover, Eurocentrism made its mark on 
theories in other sciences. With the first publication of Black Athena in 1987, 
Martin Bernal challenged the dominant historiography of the European her-
itage of antiquity. He claimed that an ‘Aryan model’ of history had been 
established by a large number of German philosophers in the nineteenth 
century in order to cast ancient Greek culture as more European than it 
actually was. The Aryan model claimed that Greek culture was the result of 
Indo-Germanic tribes conquering the Greek peninsula; this model replaced 
an older model that emphasised connections between different cultures 
around the Mediterranean. Bernal himself has shown great interest in the 
value of the latter theory, and has noted that ancient Greek culture did not 
have exclusively European roots, but was multicultural, with Egypt playing 
a significant role.28

A temporal difference underpinned many of the contrasts established 
during the Enlightenment between Europe and white Europeans, on the 
one hand, and non-Western lands, cultures and peoples on the other. The 
more developed and progressive Western cultures were considered tempo-
rally ahead of the others: they were more advanced and the others were 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 Looking for Common Ground	 85

lagging behind. In some cases, these non-Western lands had reached only 
the very early stages of development, while others were on their way, but 
had not yet advanced as far as the cultures of Europe. The Europeans, there-
fore, assumed ‘the white man’s burden’, as Rudyard Kipling famously put 
it, to guide the others out of their backwardness, lifting them up to higher 
culture and better standards. Making contrasts by propounding differences 
in temporality bestowed legitimacy on Eurocentric worldviews and colonial 
dominance.29

Towards a Notion of European Civilisation

Johann Gottfried Herder warned that a united Europe would soon become 
a despotic state that deprived its constituent nations of their individuality. 
Nevertheless, he described Europe as an enlightened continent with a shared 
specific culture characterised by diligence, invention, science, and joint ef-
forts.30 Jean-Jacques Rousseau rejected the idea of European political unity 
as well as existing centralised and absolutist states in favour of smaller politi-
cal units and looser confederations. He presented a kind of unity that was 
not formally ratified in a confederation but silently brought together the 
politically divided Europe by means of other ties, such as common interests, 
common principles, and a certain ‘conformity of habits and customs’. The 
different states of Europe were united, whether or not they strove to be, and 
they ‘constituted a kind of whole, united by identity of religion, of moral 
standard, of international law: by letters, by commerce and finally by a spe-
cies of balance which is the inevitable result of all these ties’.31 There were 
similar elements of thinking, for instance, in the writings of Edmund Burke, 
the conservative advocate of the English Enlightenment, and harsh critic of 
the French Revolution. He claimed that there were shared customs and tra-
ditions in Europe that originated from common sources. They had evolved 
over the centuries and were recurrent in religion, political economy, sci-
ence, and educational institutions.32

The pleas for political unity all considered the formal and legal aspects 
of a possible European union or federation. They were of a practical nature, 
aiming at overcoming the physical warfare among European states by es-
tablishing another institutional and political level. However, the dreams of 
Europe were also about other kinds of unity that did not necessarily imply 
economic, legal or political unification. Europe was also about looking for 
common ground that would go beyond both political and mental borders.

The idea of an existing European unity was planted in the soil of En-
lightenment philosophy. One might wonder about the extent to which 
the kind of unity that Herder, Rousseau and Burke posited was already in 
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existence. Apparently, Novalis did not see it this way, as he emphasised the 
many religious divides and political conflicts. Today we know that some de-
gree of unity existed among the elites in terms of customs, morals, and ability 
to communicate with one another (mostly in French). In the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, the integration of high culture took place, and the 
‘Republic of Letters’ was established among the intellectual elites.33 On the 
other hand, there was linguistic heterogeneity among the lower classes, and 
Europe was a conflict-ridden continent with a multitude of contradictory 
interests, not least regarding religion. Although Rousseau and others were in 
search of a common European culture or civilisation, this was almost non-
existent, and where it did exist, it was overshadowed by internal strife and 
warfare.

The search for common ground was evident in texts from the first half 
of the nineteenth century that defined various features regarded as typi-
cally European. There were mentions of such things as European states, 
countries, nations, peoples, and even a European world. These features 
were responsible for giving rise to European industry, commerce, com-
munication and education, which in turn produced European goods and 
wealth. The inhabitants of Europe had European manners, customs, ideas, 
governments and religions; they also had European art, literature, schools 
and universities. All of these existed thanks to European thought and the 
European mind. There was a European spirit of enterprise and a European 
spirit of experimental research. There was a movement to establish the idea 
of common ground within the area that, more than anything else, defined 
the cultural distinctiveness of Europe; comparative studies of linguistics 
even contended that European languages had a shared origin. Early on, 
the Edinburgh professor Alexander Murray distinguished five groups of 
Europeans – the Celts, Teutones (Germans), Slavs, Greeks and Romans, 
and Finns (including Hungarians) – and declared that he could ‘ascertain 
the general affinities of the European nations by examining the origin and 
progress of their languages’.34 The theory was that the main European lan-
guages had shared the same beginnings.35 Not only were there European 
languages, but also a European (that is, Latin) alphabet. The importance of 
this was emphasised with Eurocentric overtones: civilised languages had es-
tablished writing, and the world under European dominion would benefit if 
it adopted its alphabet. How simple it would be if the British rulers of India 
could impose their own language and writing. How advantageous it would 
be if the European alphabet could be implemented in China, supplanting 
the use of Chinese characters.36

In the search for common ground going beyond political borders, we 
can identify two concepts that were especially important and much relied 
upon: culture and civilisation. Others were invoked, but not nearly as often. 
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Take, for instance, ‘European spirit’. This was occasionally referred to in 
English, but was not developed as a theme or stressed as a specific fea-
ture, as opposed to the way both culture and civilisation were mentioned, 
and hardly any books from that period refer to the notion of a European 
spirit in their titles. A search of digital libraries gives a tentative measure 
of the impact of these notions. Looking at the frequency of mentions in 
titles between 1800 and 1914, the English term ‘European civilisation’ is 
used twenty-eight times more often than is ‘European spirit’. The differ-
ence is even greater in French, in which ‘civilisation européenne’ results in 
forty-eight times more hits than does ‘esprit européenne’, while in Spanish 
‘civilisacion europea’ is fourteen times more frequent than ‘espiritu eu-
ropeo’ and in German ‘Europäische Civilisation’ is seven times more com-
mon than ‘Europäische Geist’. We can also compare the relative frequencies 
of mentions of ‘European culture’ and ‘European civilisation’ by search-
ing in digital libraries. Searching for ‘European civilisation’ results in about 
three times more hits than for ‘European culture’. In Spanish and French, 
the ratios are 4:1 and 6:1 respectively, whereas in German the relationship 
is reversed, such that ‘European culture’ gives slightly more than twice as 
many hits.37

‘European culture’ was a catchphrase used by German writers in the 
nineteenth century to relate a shared history and refer to common cultural 
features. These writers discussed how European culture influenced the pe-
ripheries, and how it should be imposed on newly conquered territories, 
such as Bosnia after the Habsburgs took control of it from the Ottomans. 
Textbooks proclaimed the advanced state of European culture: ‘The state 
of Culture has in most of the European states reached a height, which we 
have previously not seen in any other parts of the world’.38 In the English-
speaking world, the concept of European culture was used more rarely and 
mainly with reference to intellectual life  – for example, belles-lettres and 
philosophy, the world of learning, progress in science, and technological 
improvements.39

The notion of culture could refer to Europe and to common experi-
ences, ways of life, and traditions, regardless of whether they were Danish, 
Swiss or Greek. This was more common in Germany than in other coun-
tries. However, deciding what constituted Europe’s distinguishing traits was 
no simple task, so culture was not on the mark when it came to defining the 
common basis of Europe. 

Culture was, however, equipped to deal with the divisions of Europe, 
because already by the late Enlightenment the concept was useful in captur-
ing the distinct differences and unique qualities of the various European 
nations. Compared with other countries, Germany encountered more of 
this, at least in part thanks to the influence of Herder, who was one of its 
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main propagators, inspiring many to look at national cultures in a positive 
light. Yes, the notion of a European culture was in place, but so was that of a 
German, French and British culture, and soon of a Czech, Finnish and Esto-
nian culture, and so on. Drawing upon the history of ideas, we can conclude 
that culture has been strongly associated with nationalism. In fact, there was 
another way to express the dream of continent-wide unity that went beyond 
political borders.40 The concept of civilisation differs from that of culture 
because it can more readily connote a unity that goes beyond a single nation. 
When the term civilisation was used in nationalism and national ventures, 
it was to indicate that one nation had or should take the leading role in 
European civilisation.

The idea of a shared European civilisation became increasingly common 
in the early nineteenth century. It is well worth looking further into how 
it is defined. To address a shared community across borders, the attraction 
of referring to civilisation starts from the assumption of a community of the 
mind with shared experiences, prerequisites and objectives. This was done 
from an early stage, without any implication of creating a single political 
entity.

‘Civilisation’ was a new word that had entered the European con-
sciousness in the late eighteenth century, preceding ‘European civilisation’ 
by only a few decades. We know that ‘civilisation’ was used in English 
in the second half of the eighteenth century in the context of assimilat-
ing the barbaric Scottish Highlanders to civil manners, civil law, and the 
demands of the economy.41 In an authoritative account of the word in 
French, the historian Lucien Febvre dates its first use to 1766. The noun 
‘civilisation’ was constructed and originally used in the vocabulary of politi-
cal economy and soon spread among the well-educated. It was constructed 
from the much older verb ‘civiliser’ (to civilise) and from the participle 
‘civilisé’ (civilised). It soon became a landmark of the great aspirations of 
progress that we can detect in the urge to investigate humanity and nature, 
in the trust in scientific knowledge, and in the hopes of being able to de-
sign a better society. Civilisation was initially a universalist idea, an ideal 
that society should strive for. With such great hopes attached to the word, 
one would perhaps not be surprised that the daughter of a deputy to the 
National Assembly in Paris was reportedly baptised ‘Civilisation’ in 1792. 
However, only a few decades later, it was considered to be the existing 
reality of Europe.42

In nineteenth-century literature on European civilisation, ‘civilisation’ 
was often used synonymously with ‘culture’, indicating an ever-closer union 
between the concepts of Europe and progress.43 Civilisation could simply 
mean the distinction between living in a society versus life as a savage. In 
this instance, civilisation was not seen as the result of a specific kind of 
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government, but rather how one could become a social being through edu-
cation: ‘civilisation is the present product of that education’.44 Added to this 
was the increase in knowledge, the production of goods, and the enjoyment 
of conveniences.45 As civilisation implied that Europeans were more edu-
cated and their riches were greater, it also established a starker contrast and 
superiority to other continents.

Civilisation could invoke a shared monarchical system, resemblances 
in public life, a basically shared Christian religion, a common lifestyle, and 
shared cultural practices.46 Others professed that civilisation was a modern 
and liberal society as opposed to authoritarian rule and conservative norms – 
if not yet in place, it was in the making.47 One could also say that civilisation 
described all of Europe because there was some understanding of science and 
knowledge in all of them, including in countries still considered barbaric, 
such as Russia and Portugal. As a consequence, some parts of Europe were 
said to have enlightened nations

in which knowledge is more general, and sciences and arts are found in the 
greatest perfection . . . All the branches of art and manufacture are carried on 
in a more skilful, productive and useful manner, with the aid of machinery, and 
minute division of labour. Commerce is extended to every quarter of the globe. 
The political institutions are also such as to give greater liberty and more safety 
than in other countries.48

In all its varieties, the concept of a ‘European civilisation’ was intended to 
inculcate a feeling of unity. This is obvious in how historians addressed the 
concept. European nations were defined by particular histories, by being 
predominantly Catholic or Protestant, and often by one shared language, 
whereas the history of European civilisation was defined by Christian-
ity, a communal history, and forgotten language issues. François Guizot, 
whose The History of Civilization in Europe of 1828 became greatly influential 
throughout Europe, took up the tradition from certain Enlightenment his-
torians of writing a general European history, giving the genre a new vigour 
by taking country-level differences into account.49 He wrote

that a certain unity pervades the civilization of the European states; that, not-
withstanding infinite diversities of time, place, and circumstance, this civili-
zation takes its first rise in facts almost wholly similar, proceeds everywhere 
upon the same principles, and tends to produce well nigh everywhere analogous 
results. There is, then, an European civilization.50

His main argument is that diversity is what distinguishes Europe from earlier 
civilisations, in which one single principle dominated and led to monotony 
in all aspects of social life. Be it Greek, Roman, Indian or Jewish civilisation, 
all lacked the endless variety of modern Europeans, who did not accept any 
limitations or artificial standards but were free to grow and shape their own 
lives. Guizot found progress to be central to civilisation, and the peoples 
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of Europe were advancing and improving their conditions. Social relations 
were becoming better organised. Not only was each nation’s prosperity im-
proving but wealth was becoming more equally distributed. In addition, 
individual progress was occurring. The human mind was developing, which 
affected intellectual life, intelligence and morals. Guizot argued that both 
social and moral development were needed: ‘they reciprocally produce one 
another’ such that civilisation is not possible with only one or the other, and 
can only move forward with the cooperation of both society and its indi-
vidual members. Societies advance with the help of rational refinement, and 
individuals strive for perfection as rational beings. Guizot hoped to prove 
this by looking to history, by better understanding how civilisation had pro-
gressed in times of both success and crisis.51

Although Guizot’s view of Europe was generally accepted, he consid-
ered France its centre and leader, stressing its sociability and greatness, argu-
ing that he did not find a single idea that was not of French origin.52 Thus, 
his very exposition of European civilisation included borders within Europe 
as well as a view of France as the most civilised country. Guizot had wide-
spread influence, not least in Great Britain,53 where, however, there was less 
willingness to view France as the centre of civilisation – there it was rather 
that England was in the lead.54

A major voice in the British discussion of a European civilisation was 
that of historian Henry Thomas Buckle. He believed that a European civili-
sation was one in which humankind’s might would elevate it above nature, 
transcending non-European civilisations. It had a spirit that was secular and 
sceptical, based on proven abilities and radical scientific discoveries, freeing 
political subjects and bringing more tolerance to religion. Europe was created 
using the power of the human mind and the progress of human knowledge, 
which had already civilised a number of European countries: ‘the growth of 
European civilization is solely due to the progress of knowledge’. According 
to Buckle, European civilisation would bring progress and liberty, and like 
Guizot, he also believed that it would go hand in hand with division: ‘The 
national progress, in connection with popular liberty, could have originated 
in no other part of the world except in Europe; where, therefore the rise of 
real civilization . . . [is] alone to be studied’.55 England, America, Germany, 
France and Spain were proudly held up as the most prized examples of Eu-
ropean civilisation. Europe was one, yet also divided.

Buckle and Guizot were the prime exponents of a new theory of history 
that emphasised Europe and had its roots in the Enlightenment. It was un-
derstood that history should no longer be confined to themes and ideas from 
antiquity, as Europe was superior to the Greeks and Romans. This was a 
theory that focused on what made Europe European, both by definition and 
in contrast to others.56
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Shared versus Divided Christianity

Throughout the nineteenth century, the shared civilisation of Europe was 
repeatedly mentioned as a fact, but with an understanding of the political and 
religious divides of the continent. Christianity’s role as a common foundation 
was emphasised, as was its support for the progress of civilisation, the ultimate 
proof being the advance of Europe into a leading position.57 On the other 
hand, much attention was paid to the impact of the Reformation and the 
divide between Catholicism and Protestantism.58 Guizot mentioned, for in-
stance, the special importance of Christianity to European civilisation in the 
development of the human intellect, noting the significance of the Reforma-
tion when the Church of Rome had become static, and he upheld the im-
portance of advancing the principles of ‘justice, legality, publicity, liberty’.59

The criticisms of Catholicism, especially the inquisition, were based on 
the social restrictions imposed by the church. A visceral indictment from 
Dutch-ruled Brussels in 1828 attacked Catholicism and the Catholic mon-
archs of Austria, France, Italy and Spain for opposing civilisation. Only 
Protestant countries with rulers who were in touch with the progress of 
civilisation could save Europe; earlier it was Prussia that had defended it, but 
now it was primarily England and secondarily the Netherlands.60 Others set-
tled for a more modest argument about the importance of the Reformation 
for European progress, and might have conceded that some reforms of the 
Catholic Church were also important in this respect.61 The division between 
the North moving quickly forward and the South moving at a slower pace 
became clear when progress was presented as a prerogative of Protestantism. 
Christianity thus became essential for European civilisation, with the Protes-
tant spirit of the North as its powerful engine.62

The Spanish theologian Jaime Luciano Balmes earned a reputation 
around Europe for his defence of Catholicism as establishing the foundations 
of European civilisation. Lutheranism brought incredulity, religious indiffer-
ence, and an incapacity for morality and happiness to the people, whereas 
Europe under the influence of Catholicism went from disorder to order, 
such that ‘civilisation advanced at a firm and steady pace’.63 Protestantism did 
not favour civilisation, but was instead an obstacle and destroyer that further 
divided sixteenth-century Europe. Quite opposite to Guizot’s view is a tell-
ing passage by Balmes, insisting that certain evils were because of Protestant-
ism: ‘There is no middle path: either civilised nations must remain Catholic, 
or they must run through all the forms of error’.64 However, he found a gen-
eral trend of increasingly close relationships in modern Europe: it had been 
three hundred years since anything had been ‘isolated, everything is general 
and acquires by expansion a terrible force’, and all ‘nations are connected, 
objects are assimilated, relations increase’.65 Protestantism had spread as a 
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consequence of this, but had not caused the general trend. Only Catholicism 
could claim to have played the principal part and to have the most intimate 
relationship with civilisation, whereas ‘Protestantism has prevented civiliza-
tion from becoming homogeneous, in spite of a strong tendency urging all 
the nations of Europe to homogeneity’.66

Balmes differed from Guizot in the privileged position given to Ca-
tholicism, but also in downgrading diversity to an obstacle to European 
civilisation: through commerce, printing and the arts, a perfect state of ho-
mogeneity could have been created were it not for Protestantism, which 
divided the European community into two parts and sowed ‘mortal hatred’ 
between them. This understanding of the Reformation was vital to Balmes, 
as he expounded on how the division spread. In the absence of spiritual unity 
based on religion, a schism had become present in all parts of societal life:

Civil and political institutions, and all the branches of learning, had appeared and 
prospered in Europe under the influence of religion; the schism was religious; 
it affected even the root, and extended to the branches. Thus arose among the 
various nations those brazen walls which kept them separate; the spirit of sus-
picions and mistrust was everywhere spread, things which before would have 
been innocent and without importance, from that time were looked upon as 
eminently dangerous.67

Some did not see the difference between Catholicism and Protestantism as 
essential to the progress of civilisation. Gustav Diezel, a radical revolution-
ary in 1848 and later a journalist, argued that individual economic freedoms 
were the source of European civilisation, and said that some Catholic states 
defended them while they were not allowed in others. Referring to England 
and France as the two most civilised states, and noting one to be Catholic 
and the other Protestant, he attempted to downplay the religious disputes. 
However, he recognised England as having greater success in industry and 
trade, but this he attributed to its economic freedom, as opposed to the ab-
solute state-imposed economy of France, insisting that it had nothing to do 
with religion.68

This is how the notion of a common European civilisation was born, 
with a shared destiny beyond the conflicts between Catholics and Protes-
tants, who had a culture in common and were citizens of a community of 
states. The Protestant jurist Johann Caspar Bluntschli mentioned a feeling 
of shared belonging and kinship that united the European states, in spite of 
the divides caused by the Reformation. Demarcated from Asia, a unique 
European civilisation existed. A system of states and community rights was 
built upon this, as was the foundation for both past and future cooperation: 
‘The Holy Alliance, that was joined by almost all European states, was . . . 
a religiously motivated expression of the same basic idea, that the Christian 
European states should be continuously connected to one another in an 
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organised community of rights’. From these starting points, he expounded 
his proposal for a European federation.69

Civilisation on Everybody’s Lips

By the mid-nineteenth century, civilisation was on everybody’s lips: ‘Civili-
sation! Surely has no era talked more about civilisation than ours; it is also 
certain that no other spoken word is more futile and hypocritical’.70 These 
words capture the popularity of the concept, which had split and begun to 
point in two directions: it was used both in a general and abstract sense, and 
it was applied more narrowly and concretely to policy issues. Apart from 
European civilisation, other civilisations had also begun to be represented. A 
work published in Madrid portrayed the Incas not only as people who ruled 
an empire, but also as a civilisation.71 An English Quaker called for the rec-
ognition of the Native Americans of North America as a civilisation.72 There 
were discussions of a Muhammadan civilisation, and of a Central African 
civilisation.73 All of these civilisations, however, were left behind by the 
forward progress of Europe. Accordingly, the notion of civilisation served 
the purpose of putting Europe in a binary position – Europe was a modern 
civilisation versus an ancient one, an occidental civilisation versus an Arabic 
one – and ageing civilisations were compared with newer ones, with some 
civilisations being better or worse, and some being in between.74 Europe was 
a Western civilisation, set against the backwardness of Russia.75 Civilisation 
was the opposite of barbarism, the former being active and energetic with 
members who could mobilise endless resources.76

One would expect that in the mightier states of Europe, with their em-
pires that stretched across the oceans, there would be suggestions that these 
states might represent their own specific civilisations. It was definitely so in 
Spain, where it was as common to refer to a specific Spanish civilisation as to 
a shared European one.77 The idea of an English civilisation had taken root 
both in Britain and across the Atlantic, although it was not as pervasive as 
in the case of Spain.78 Guizot used the notion ‘la civilization française’ very 
rarely in his book, and only slightly more ‘la civilization romaine’. Buckle 
rarely referred to an ‘English civilisation’, and never wrote about a ‘British 
civilisation’. Overall, both French and British authors seemed more prone to 
talk about the civilisation in Britain/England and in France than about specific 
civilisations of their own. In doing so, they claimed that their country was 
at the centre of European civilisation and at the zenith of its achievements.79

It was possible to imagine the existence of a national civilisation, just as 
it was possible to imagine the existence of a common European nation that 
included the English, German, Italian and Swedish. These were, however, 
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exceptions that failed to change the general configuration. In the same way 
that nations signified a community that was separate from other nations and 
seen as unique, so did its civilisation distinguish Europe as separate from 
Africa and Asia, with common features shared by its people. The concepts 
of nation and civilisation form a binary in that they are opposites that are 
dependent upon each other when their meanings are defined; for example, 
European civilisation includes several nations, while these nations are sepa-
rate entities that at the same time are part of the larger civilisation.

There was more to it than that, however, as the strong connection 
to Europe was also a commitment. A country that was truly civilised and 
mighty would have a responsibility to spread this civilisation to new lands. 
Hence, when the Crimean War ended and some parts of the Ottoman Em-
pire were transferred to the Habsburg Empire, a government adviser said 
that Austria should undertake a ‘mission, to be the bearer of civilisation in 
the lands newly won for Europe’.80

It says something about the peculiar intersection of nations and European 
civilisation that this civilisation’s origin was a matter of opinion. Euro-
pean civilisation was often believed to be three thousand five hundred years 
old, beginning in Ancient Hellas, with classical culture playing an important 
role.81 Others saw the beginning in Christianity, and still others turned to the 
modern world and stressed the importance of the British, French or German 
nation. It was common to regard the current civilisation as predated by oth-
ers. Guizot mentioned Greek, Roman, Indian and Jewish civilisations, and 
other historians further elaborated upon the theme. All of them took care to 
discuss the supremacy of the civilisation of Europe: although the Greek and 
Roman civilisations had accomplished great things, neither of them could be 
compared to the contemporary one, and although there were other civilisa-
tions one could set against Europe’s, it was the European civilisation that 
reigned supreme.

Moreover, the beginning of European civilisation was an issue that in-
volved the status of European states relative to one another. Writing during 
the era of Italian unification, Bertrando Spaventa discussed modern philoso-
phy as shared between the European people, just as European nations had 
a shared life and civilisation. At the same time, he explicitly attested to an 
Italian philosophy that underpinned the efforts to define the idea of Ital-
ian nationality. This blending of European unity and nationality was done 
using ‘Italian intellect’ – the value of bringing all parts of European thinking 
into a harmonious unity. ‘Italy opened the door to modern civilisation’, he 
concluded, referring to a range of philosophers – among them Bruno, Cam-
panella and Vico.82

There were those who clung to the idea of a European civilisation, 
although arguing about its origins in either classical Greece or Rome, and 
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disagreeing as to whether Britain, France or Germany was the key country 
influencing its development. The Spanish Jesuit Juan Andrés, who had been 
expelled from his homeland together with his order, presented a remarkable 
Arabic theory of the origin of civilisation. He was not alone in discussing 
Arabic influences. In England, France and Italy, representatives of the well-
educated world discussed Arabic influences on poetry. Frederick II and his 
court were acknowledged as a hub of Arabic learning in the thirteenth cen-
tury. However, Andrés had a farther-reaching interpretation of this, saying 
that Europe should pay tribute to Arabic teachings for many of its traditions, 
including literature, medicine, jurisprudence, astronomy and mathematics. 
In these areas, Europe had learned quite a lot from Arabic culture, and it 
was only thanks to this that Europe had eventually become culturally and 
intellectually superior. It was from this perspective  – which has recently 
been emphasised by Roberto M. Dainotto – that Andrés placed the origin of 
European civilisation in Southern Europe. He especially emphasised the way 
European culture had learned from Spain and not from France. Following a 
similar line of thought, the Italian Orientalist Michele Amari stated that the 
Mediterranean – in particular, Sicily – was the origin of European civilisa-
tion, as it was where freedom, solidarity and equality had first taken hold 
on the continent, long before the French Revolution and even before the 
Enlightenment. With a radical turn of historical perspective, Amari argued 
that Europe was living in darkness when the Muslims introduced such ideals 
in Sicily.83

Here, we should consider a historically significant genre: travel tales pub-
lished as books or in popular journals, in which Europeans are confronted 
with natives on other continents. Here exoticism plays a part, and fascination 
with the unknown goes hand in hand with the blessings of European civilisa-
tion, its organisation of society, level of learning, ways of life, and prosperity. 
Locations where Europeans were operating were emphasised, be it a trade 
station, church, or small colonial setting. Aspects of this can also be seen in 
travel tales from provincial parts of Europe – in the Balkans, for example, 
some behaviours are seen as European while others are not, and some insti-
tutions as influenced by European civilisation and others as not.84

However, we can also observe that referring to the concept of civilisa-
tion can be a means to gain legitimacy for actual policies. In the decades 
around the mid-eighteenth century, we can find examples of authors ex-
amining the policies of economic free trade, education, and external rela-
tions towards Russia. Richard Cobden, among the most ardent apostles of 
free trade in Britain, argued that it was a blessing for Europe. It was for the 
good of its people and for the good of its civilisation, because it extended 
European trade to new areas and cities – for example, Odessa on the Black 
Sea. Commerce greatly benefited civilisation, which ‘is the grand panacea 
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which, like a beneficent medical discovery, will serve to inoculate with the 
healthy and saving taste for civilization all the nations of the world’.85

Professor Karl Hermann Scheidler claimed that a deficiency in educa-
tional institutions threatened not only the healthy development of the state 
and the democratic principle that all classes of society needed good educa-
tion, but also the continued progress of European civilisation. He argued 
especially for the preservation of the agricultural institute of Hofwyhl, and 
referred to notable figures from many European states who had visited or 
mentioned it, making it a role model for other institutions in Europe: roy-
alty, professors, and representatives of higher bureaucracies were mentioned, 
most notably Tsar Alexander, who not only paid a visit but even made sure 
that sons of the leading Russian aristocratic families were educated there. 
Scheidler emphasised that education was the main factor in cultivating civili-
sation, because human beings attained a human life only by interacting with 
others, learning from others, and using reason. Consciousness and intellec-
tual life were developed by learning, so good institutions for education were 
necessary. Existing civilisations were seen as resulting from societal educa-
tion. As Europe was the leading civilisation, it was necessary to maintain 
a high level of education there. From this perspective, Scheidler criticised 
the tendencies of Europe’s societies to weaken their position, decrying pau-
perism as well as education that excluded many. Instead, a true and good 
civilisation should agree that humans yearn for ‘happiness, perfection, and 
morality’ for all the population. Scheidler believed that education was the 
chief means to overcome destructive tendencies. Hofwyhl’s importance was 
based on its founder’s pedagogy, which inspired the better-known Pestalozzi 
to turn to all classes of society and combine education in practical economic 
issues with that in intellectual and spiritual matters of learning.86

Policies targeting Russia reinforced the notion that the country was not 
part of European civilisation. In Germany, it was said that Russia was not 
of German, Roman or Latin origin, having a non-European kind of Chris-
tianity, and lacking freedom and law. It had not adapted to innovations 
and had not risen to the high standards of European civilisation.87 The 
Crimean War of 1853–56 provided more reasons to raise the banner against 
Russia, when France and the United Kingdom, with some support from 
Sardinia-Piedmont and Austria, supported the Ottoman Empire in defend-
ing its provinces across the Black Sea from Russian occupation. Richard 
Cobden, always ready to comment on major affairs, called upon the British 
government to negotiate with Austria and the German Federation, as these 
countries were ‘completely identified’ with the cause of Britain and France: 
‘[T]here are grounds for believing, that, for the future, Germany may be reck-
oned upon, by Western Europe, as the bulwark against Russian aggression’. 
He conceived the threat from Russia as a European question, a matter of 
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Europe’s safety, and concluded that it would be good if a treaty were settled, 
but even better if the states of Western Europe would enter into a federation 
to stand against Russia.88 Another example was that of Emil von Qvanten, 
from a wealthy Swedish-speaking family in Finland, who pleaded for Swe-
den to take an active part in the conflict against Russia during the Crimean 
War. His background played a role in his standpoint, as the Swedish king and 
aristocracy had ruled Finland for six hundred years, and the pain from that 
division of the state could still be felt, though more so west of the Baltic Sea. 
Qvanten’s argument was that Finland had its heart in European civilisation 
and should be welcomed in, while Russia should recognise its duty to turn 
east, not west, and towards the adolescent and undeveloped countries of the 
Orient by sharing the European mission to ‘advance civilisation’. If Russia 
did this, it would find support and praise from ‘West European civilisation’ – 
but it would have to be forced to take this drastic action, he added from his 
exile in Stockholm.89

In this context of a perceived threat, the mention of civilisation was 
frequent. ‘L’Europe aux Européens’ was proposed as a motto by a French 
historian when he saw the modern European civilisation as inevitably threat-
ened by Tatarian Russia. The two could not coexist: a battle was bound 
to take place, and one party would lose. The best bet would be to create a 
European federation to build strength for what was to come.90 Thus, when 
policy makers appealed to European civilisation, it was to spur on the unifi-
cation of Europe for the sake of defending that civilisation.

Discontent with Civilisation

We find ourselves to-day in the midst of a somewhat peculiar state of society, 
which we call Civilisation, but that even among the most optimistic among us 
does not seem altogether desirable.91 

With these lines, the socialist poet Edward Carpenter began his 1891 cri-
tique of civilisation. His words should be read in light of the concept of 
civilisation, embedded as it was in developments regarding commerce, 
technical innovation, means of communication, and the production of ma-
terial wealth. Industrialisation and new modes of production led not only 
to increasing wealth, but also to harsher working conditions and the mar-
ginalisation of older businesses, to the point that these tendencies met with 
criticism throughout the century. Not only were there revolts against the 
installation of new machines, and protests against capitalist modes of produc-
tion, but much was also written about such issues. The social question was a 
constant, leading to investigations of working-class conditions and criticism 
of the inhumanity prevalent in the growing centres of industrialisation. This 
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was connected to spreading industrialisation and growing markets, so much 
so that by the turn of the century all European countries had been affected.

We should not be surprised, then, to learn that not everyone was happy 
with civilisation. As European civilisation had spread to most European 
countries it had brought with it poverty, one early critic said. One effect of it 
was the unequal division of property, to the extent that the bulk of human-
kind was deprived of basic comforts, which destroyed both body and mind.92 
Carpenter, inspired by this, wrote about the conditions of civilised man. 
Physically, he said, the dispersal of civilisation had spread illness, and wher-
ever it arrived, inhabitants had begun to suffer from disease. Not only indi-
vidual people but also the very societies themselves had begun to suffer from 
disease, which could be blamed on their lack of unity. The effects of this 
were actual warfare between classes and among individuals, along with men-
tal unrest and an ever-present sense of sin among the population. Carpenter 
confessed to holding a Communist view and an ideal vision of society, seeing 
the root of the problem as private property and class government. His solu-
tion for the illness of civilisation was more communal unity: ‘There is more 
true social unity, less of disease’. Communities should be established that 
have mutual respect among their inhabitants, and no division into rich and 
poor. Although he was not a Marxist, he was rather close to William Mor-
ris in developing his cure for civilisation. He outlined the divinity within 
every human as a general starting point from which to subordinate one’s 
own greed and longing for personal fame, in favour of naturally endowed 
unity. Beyond civilisation, he saw the new Eden of a simpler life, advocating 
vegetarianism and more time spent outdoors. A new kind of architecture 
should try to construct buildings that would preserve the given landscape, 
with houses ‘built for the use of free men and women’, not for private lives, 
but for community life.93

Such criticism did not worry the defenders of European civilisation. 
Though it might have its weaknesses and even be associated with disease, 
that did not make their civilisation a burden: its positives greatly outweighed 
its negatives, and it had to be defended. As one defender said, ‘the stronger 
the light is, the more glaring the shadow’.94

In Germany, Friedrich Nietzsche merged the concept of civilisation 
with a call for unity. He was one of the most outspoken critics of the present 
civilisation in the West, condemning it as decadent, and putting his hope in 
the future unity of Europe. A new way to consider the concept of civilisa-
tion, which would prove to be of importance after the First World War, was 
instituted. It was then that the unification of Europe was established as a way 
out of the decay of European civilisation and its inner strife.

When Nietzsche was discussing ‘the moral sentiment in Europe’, he 
famously described Europe as a small peninsula that set itself above Asia as 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 Looking for Common Ground	 99

representing humankind’s progress. Unlike Carpenter, Nietzsche talked dis-
tinctly of a European civilisation and addressed the issue of European unity. 
He envisioned European civilisation as marked by moral hypocrisy and nihil-
ism. Nietzsche said that the modern European man was strongly dissatisfied 
with himself, and largely practised an ugly kind of self-contempt. Progress 
might appear to help, but it did nothing but add distractions that concealed 
the true illness. High ideals of civilisation, humanitarianism and democracy 
were nothing more than seductive costumes disguising the fact that Europe 
was very sick. In his diagnosis, the free will of Europeans had been cast aside 
in the pursuit of scientific objectivity and a paralysing scepticism. Modern 
European man was no longer able to make independent decisions. Some of 
this fundamental moral capability was still seen in Germany and especially 
its northern parts, as well as in England, Spain and Corsica, though less so in 
Italy. Nietzsche remarked that perhaps a growing threat from the Russians 
would force Europe to wake up and unite to take a stand against its eastern 
neighbour and share a single common will.95

He believed that Europe should be one, and he condemned the severe 
divisions that had led to violent national struggles, viewing such strife as mad-
ness. The estrangement that followed was further enabled by politicians who 
only managed to see the short term, putting aside the idea that ‘Europe wishes 
to be one’. He saw one Europe – that existed despite its many fatherlands – 
expressed by great men such as Napoleon, Goethe, Heine, Schopenhauer 
and, among his own contemporaries, Wagner and Delacroix. These men 
embodied the European soul. He called for an end to petty politics and re-
nounced the obsession with ‘petty stateism’. A new ruling class would need 
to take over for the sake of Europe’s future. When he said that the time of 
dynasties had passed, it was obvious that dynasties should be replaced by the 
notion of a united Europe. When he stated that the era of democracies, with 
its struggles between the wills of the many, belonged to the past, he added 
fuel to the political philosophy fire, which persists to the present.96

Although critics such as Nietzsche existed, the idea that Europe was privi-
leged because of its history, geography and human resources was a strong 
and inspirational framework. European civilisation ruled the world, bringing 
order, culture, moral guidance, and progress. The dawn of European civili-
sation was to be found in Greek and Roman antiquity. European civilisation 
had brought humankind its greatest achievements. European science was 
constantly achieving brilliant breakthroughs. Its military forces and military 
advances had conquered the world, while its celebrated arts had captivated 
the senses. A certain spirit imbued Europeans with a particular momentum, 
and during all of this, Europe was considered a single unified entity.
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Some progressivists, who believed that Europe was of its time, also de-
picted Europe as nothing less than an expression of time itself. This was the 
case with the Swedish author Carl Johan Almqvist, who embodied much of 
the discontent of the late 1840s. In a novel, he pleaded for more freedom, and 
claimed that every man and woman should be free to realise their true char-
acter. Against inner composure, the truly human, righteousness, and God’s 
voice, he placed external wretchedness and bewilderment. His novel was set in 
a Swedish mansion but his ambition was to convey something more universal, 
that the human being was essentially caught in a battle between real human na-
ture and the curses of life as it was. He wrote that everyone had an indisputable 
right to lead life according to his or her own desires and personality. A depar-
ture from societal conventions would therefore kindle the European revolu-
tion. Almqvist invoked not only the demands of the people but ‘the spirit of 
the time’, ‘the words of the time’, and the ‘European spirit’ that could lead all 
the people on Earth.97 In truth, it was the future that Europe would introduce 
us to, would bring into our lives and dwellings, whether we wanted it or not:

Europe has no issues more important than these  .  .  . no heart in our part of 
the world is now beating for anything else, no head is thinking about anything 
else. . . . The European future is standing by us all in the entrance hall and it 
wants to come in. The one who will not open his door to the knocker will have 
his door staved in.98

One conclusion of this chapter is that the dream of European unity not 
only had a political dimension, as manifested in the pleas for a treaty, but 
many other dimensions, including tradition, religion and culture. Aside from 
the political language of European unity, we also find the cultural language 
of unity: one language that sets the terms of treaties and federations, and 
another language of unity that concerns cultural traditions and shared cus-
toms. Both can be future oriented, but both can still take inspiration from 
history. They can be separate and intertwined. Furthermore, in emphasising 
cultural aspects, the concept of Europe is associated with divisions, between 
Catholicism, Lutheranism and Orthodoxy, between Russia and Western 
Europe, between Northern and Southern Europe. Furthermore, the cultural 
language of Europe privileges one or several nations against the others.
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Notes for this section begin on page 128.

C H A P T E R  4

Performing Communality

Thinking about Europe entails taking an interest in what is occurring in 
neighbouring states and elsewhere in Europe. Gazes are directed more to-
wards some and less towards others; some countries are more in focus on 
certain occasions, and others tend to be of interest thanks to their cited 
advantages or disadvantages. Contacts across borders are a well-known phe-
nomenon, cultivated through travelling and exchanges as well as through 
institutionalised channels. Countries are compared as news travels from one 
place to the next. Modern European states are built, and national traditions 
and values formed, by comparing and imitating. New ideas, arrangements 
and opportunities, as well as arguments over controversial issues, are often 
found by looking towards other European states. Transnational research in 
intellectual history emphasises the impact of cultural transfer.1 It is possible 
to see a kind of unity when ideas, concepts, models and theories move 
across borders, which differs from presenting political, economic or cultural 
unity.

Europeanisation is often seen as pertaining only to the post-war era, not 
least in the historical narrative of European integration. Such a presentation 
can only be justified by considering the development of common European 
institutions and policies. However, it is inaccurate to assume that the expe-
rience of Europeanisation is a solely post-war phenomenon, as is the case 
in much social science literature. For example, in Ulrich Beck and Edgar 
Grande’s Das kosmopolitische Europa – an admirable work in many respects – 
Europeanisation is treated as an institutionalised process. Gerard Delanty and 
Chris Rumford point out in Rethinking Europe that, in the social sciences, 
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Europeanisation is elaborated on using either institutional or comparative 
approaches to studying the European Union and the resulting integration 
processes.2 Looking at where and when Europeanisation is taking place does 
not entail identifying the pros and cons of the European Union. One should 
not forget the Europeanisation that was actually taking place long before the 
Second World War. Medievalist Robert Bartlett has stressed the European-
isation occurring in the 950–1350 period, which included the dissemination 
of unifying linguistic elements such as names, the establishment of a religious 
order across the continent, and a new university system that gave bureau-
crats common experience. Compared with earlier periods, communication 
was distinctly faster and cultural exchange ran more smoothly.3

Clearly, there has long been an exchange of community values guid-
ing the countries of Europe in constructing their societies. The German 
historian Karl Schlögel emphasises that there is a long history in Europe 
of crossing borders and Europeanisation, which he associates with mutual 
learning.4 In Europeanisation, which was a historical phenomenon existing 
prior to post-war integration, European countries had similar institutional 
settings, and often largely modelled themselves on one another. This chapter 
treats Europeanisation as a matter of mutual intellectual inspiration between 
countries, and of countries adopting similar values and taking similar direc-
tions to each other. This kind of Europeanisation is of special interest when 
exploring the idea of Europe.

When ideas and models move from one part of Europe to another – 
likely from the centre of Europe to areas on the periphery – it is not a simple 
transfer. When concepts cross political and cultural borders, they move from 
one historically specific context to another. It is obvious that cultural trans-
fers are conducted in the hopes of influencing environments and changing 
them in certain respects, and the Europeanisation concept entails a ‘stagist 
theory of history’ (which in this volume applies to divisions and hierarchies 
within Europe) stating that some countries are the role models for the rest, 
enabling those countries to have a dominant role in the European mindset. 
However, we must acknowledge that concepts and models adapt to their 
new contexts through a process of translation. Sometimes this translation 
occurs in the open and is easy to observe, but often it requires detailed 
study, supported by a solid knowledge of the concept (or idea, or model, or 
theory) and its origins, as well as a good understanding of the new context 
and how the introduction was staged. This chapter examines the transfer of 
concepts of community that have taken place throughout Europe, and in-
cludes certain cases about which I have special expertise. In earlier case stud-
ies on the introduction of the concept of local self-government, I learned 
that these translations are political and ideological, with implications for the 
social order.
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As a final introductory observation, I note that intellectual Europeanisa-
tion is not a result of the idea of European unity, and should not be reduced 
to a simple device for administrative integration. It occurs in a broader sense 
and in the context of interaction between centre and margins within Europe, 
emphasising both Europe’s unity as well as its internal borders and divisions. 
Still, when communal values and standards are implemented and established, 
they can be taken as necessary prerequisites by countries that are on the verge 
of entering into multilateral cooperation, in that they produce a common 
ground for understanding and for shared ideas on how to organise society, as 
well as for future collaboration. However, that is not the focus of this chapter.

The Quest for Legitimacy: Citizenship and Local 
Self-Government

An appropriate starting point for examining the Europeanisation of concepts 
of community is the French Revolution, or rather the period and changes it 
represents. Starting in the late eighteenth century, some of the most urgent 
political questions were those related to the state and nation. The responsi-
bilities of the state grew as it expanded and became more centralised. More 
workers were required and their duties became more complex. To ensure 
capable officials, forward-thinking regents supported special university pro-
grammes, making cadres of workers into professionals. Meanwhile, the peo-
ple and the nation became important political concepts of the time, with the 
idea that all forms of government need the approval of the governed. The 
state was transformed into a nation state whose governance was legitimised 
when its citizens acquiesced to it. After the French Revolution, it seemed 
impossible to uphold an autocracy purportedly based on the grace of God. 
The decisive questions that arose when shaping government concerned how 
it should be organised and what kind of popular support the exercise of 
power would garner.

Issues of constitutional and representative government became con-
nected with the political agenda in Europe during the first half of the nine-
teenth century, as did certain key political concepts that have continued to 
be of utmost importance since then, namely, democracy, citizenship and 
legitimacy. The French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen 
is indicative of this, and illustrates the merging of citizenship and national-
ism; the sovereignty of the French nation was thus vindicated, as was the 
rule of its people and citizens. Citizenship became closely tied to the state 
and the elaboration of a national identity, including the attribution of a na-
tional community. The events in France were closely followed throughout 
Europe; associated ideas spread rapidly, and soon the citizenship–state–nation 
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triad became institutionalised in one country after another. The process oc-
curred more quickly in Western than Central Europe, with its multinational 
states. This triad was the cause of conflicts over which nations were deemed 
independent, and which were to be subsumed in other nationalities. This 
was quite often solved by the suppression of minority languages and other 
cultural expressions. Furthermore, conflicts over citizenship were rampant 
in Europe, with exclusions being made on the basis of sex and/or an indi-
vidual’s lack of resources.

The extent and scope of citizenship has been discussed throughout 
Europe, with demands for citizenship to encompass wider swathes of the 
population in the state. At the same time, a key issue has been the setting of 
limits regarding who should be included and who excluded. Participation 
could be broadened among the aspiring elites in trade and industry, but also 
extended to additional segments of the population. While the elite demanded 
that only they should possess the resources and wisdom needed to take part 
in political governance, the extension of participation was often interwoven 
with the struggle for individual freedom and equality. It was common to 
include different degrees of citizenship. Kant distinguished between passive 
citizens, who enjoyed the rights and protection of the state, and active citi-
zens who, in addition to this, were given the opportunity to participate in 
state activities and design its tasks. Full citizenship was usually based on the 
ownership of property. When property was understood broadly, as when 
Kant included in it the capacities of craftsmen, artists and scientists, more 
people were attributed full citizenship.5 The issue of participation was par-
ticularly controversial at the beginning of the French Revolution. The Dec-
laration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, proclaimed by the National 
Assembly in Paris in 1791, states that each and every person is born free and 
that equal rights are guaranteed for all citizens. It does distinguish between 
passive and active citizens: only the latter, who pay a certain amount of tax, 
are given the right to vote for political assemblies. Distinguishing between 
bad and good citizens was also a common theme: the bad being revolution-
aries, and the good having respect for the order and conventions that have 
long regulated societies.6

In her famous tract, Mary Wollstonecraft challenged some of these ex-
clusions, arguing that citizenship ought to be extended to allow women’s 
participation in political life. She was anxious about the economic and social 
subjugation of women, and argued for equality in public life. Comparing the 
political rights of women to those of slaves, she said that one way out of this 
was to provide the same education for both men and women. Only then, 
she concluded, would it be possible for women to find their place in work-
ing life and secure their own income, ending their dependence on men and 
allowing them to act as enlightened and responsible citizens.7
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These examples illustrate that participation was central to the concept 
of citizenship after the French Revolution. It became important to take part 
in political discussions and decision making, and those who did not share 
these privileges and duties were excluded. The concept of local government 
was another answer to the agenda-setting questions of the political discus-
sion in the first half of the nineteenth century, though often neglected in 
the history books. This concept, which was based on the cities and their 
bourgeoisie, arose in reaction to the autocracy of the kings and the absolut-
ist state. It was not a plea for the self-rule or independence of the towns, 
but a modern idea of self-government that assumed the presence of a strong 
and centrally organised state. The argument for local self-government was 
its ability to strengthen the state and relieve its bureaucracy by transferring 
some of its tasks to local property owners. That was the context in which 
the possibility of local government and its design were drafted, making 
local government stand out as a promising political idea. In fact, some ex-
amples were put forward before the revolution, both in Great Britain and 
by French physiocrats. The English concept of ‘local government’ by the 
gentry was invoked as exemplary in Germany and Scandinavia during the 
nineteenth century.

In the following decades, local or municipal self-government was mani-
fested in European countries in answer to the questions of the time, in politi-
cal discussion and in concrete institutions created by the state and established 
by law. Examples of the latter are numerous. France made the commune 
the smallest administrative entity in 1790 (and again in 1800). Prussia was 
also early with its law of municipal self-government in 1808; other German 
states followed the Prussian example, as did the Netherlands in 1824. A de-
cade of great importance is the 1830s, with its wave of laws establishing local 
government. The UK, which had a tradition of estate owners settling public 
concerns, passed the Municipal Corporation Act in 1835. The Belgian con-
stitution of 1830 advocated local government. The Swiss cantons passed laws 
on local government on various occasions throughout the 1830s. Denmark 
passed laws in favour of local government in 1837 and 1841; Norway’s cor-
responding laws (formandskapslovene) were enacted in 1837, while Sweden’s 
were enacted somewhat later, in 1862.

The new interest in local administrative bodies and their capacity 
to conduct their own affairs failed to generate a common European ter-
minology, however. In the UK, the terms were ‘local government’ and 
‘self-government’, whereas the Germans talked of Selbsverwaltung, which 
means only administration on behalf of the state. The French used the ex-
pression libre administration, stressing the autonomy of administration. Other 
terms had also come into use. Since the Middle Ages, Gemeinde had been 
used in Germanic languages, while in the Romance languages, a place 
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could be communal like Terra di commune (Genoa, 1359) and Communidades 
de Villa y Tierra (Castile, fourteenth century). The French word commune 
connoted a city administered by the burghers. The French Revolution was 
also decisive for the modern history of the word. The revolutionaries of Paris 
used commune to designate the council of 1789 as well as the most militant 
revolutionaries of 1792–94. Commune was understood as the smallest body 
of the state, ruled by a mayor and a council, this being legally established by 
the reform of 1801. At this point, the word ‘commune’ had already spread to 
other countries, such as Denmark and Sweden.

This was a Europeanisation that drew upon a shared concept, which 
was then recast in various forms. The new laws installed local administrative 
bodies with varying degrees of autonomy. These local bodies were detached 
from the administration of the state, and their installation was a way of del-
egating to the local level in order to promote efficiency and the satisfaction 
of the local population. More importantly, the delegation provided a new 
platform for an increasingly active bourgeoisie, which, as opposed to the 
aristocracy or church, took the lead in introducing local bodies. The old 
power structure was forced to give way.

From the very beginning, arguments for local government included 
pleas for active citizen participation. An early and illustrative argument 
can be found in the works of Karl von Stein, the Prussian prime minis-
ter who carried out the municipal self-government reform in 1808. Begin-
ning with proprietors, whom he also called citizens, he specifically referred 
to artisans and industrialists, arguing that they should help to manage local 
administration, binding them to the state. Stein believed that the connection 
between the state and its citizens would need to be created in local admin-
istration. This would be where the citizen was connected to the fatherland. 
By the same token, it would also be where the state could obtain the counsel 
and active assistance of its citizens, receiving suggestions for improvements 
and complaints about irregularities.8

Stein was horrified that state officials were ruling on local matters while 
proprietors were being deprived of influence – a right had been taken away 
from them. It is not clear whether this right should be understood as a natu-
ral Lockean right or a traditional one. According to Stein, the problem was 
that the officials of the provinces were appointed and dispatched by the 
state, and lacked their own connections to the situations in which they were 
placed. This echoes a critique of centralised administration and its officials 
that Stein was neither the first nor the last to articulate. The central thesis 
of this critique was that the common spirit of society would be seriously 
harmed by the absence of proprietors in administration. Stein also pointed 
out that a higher cost was associated with state officials than with local citi-
zens. Of utmost importance, however, was ‘the experience of common spirit 
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and citizen spirit’, a concept that spread throughout Europe together with 
the new institutions of self-government.9

The concepts of both citizenship and local government feature in dis-
courses on European unity. They hold a prominent position as early as 1821 
in the writings of the Danish official Schmidt-Phiseldeck. Among other mat-
ters, he presented contemporary examples of representative constitutions and 
local self-government: the former strengthens the governance and reduces 
abuses, while the latter relieves the state of commitments and administrative 
costs through local undertakings by citizens in towns and municipalities.10 
However, he also broke new ground by making a plea for European citizen-
ship, providing citizens of another European state with the privileges and 
responsibilities of their country of residence. He was likely the first to assign 
a legal meaning to the idea of European citizenship, and might very well 
have been the one to coin the expression.11

The expression ‘Europäisches bürgerrecht’ later became established in 
German. It was mainly used to describe something that belonged to Europe, 
being used rather oddly by botanists when describing butterflies, insects and 
birds, and somewhat more naturally by human and social scientists when de-
scribing European perspectives. One linguist who referred to the European 
family of languages said that Hungarians were part of the European family 
and should thus be accepted as a European nation: they have ‘Europäisches 
bürgerrecht’ and should also be included in a future European Federation.12 
Another linguist believed the Turks also had this European citizenship, al-
though their language should definitely not be recognised as European.13

The Quest for Modernisation

According to a common nineteenth-century notion, improvements to the 
social structure were passed down from the more advanced countries in 
Europe. Those interested in modernisation looked towards other European 
countries for models to follow, while they considered the knowledge that 
could be obtained at home to be old-fashioned. One aspect of Europeanisa-
tion ‘of the mind’ was the belief that good examples could not be found at 
home. When József Eötvös and other Hungarian nationalists attempted to 
reform the constitutional institutions in Hungary, they noted that, com-
pared with Europe, Hungary was lacking in development. Unsurprisingly, 
Europe was the standard against which many nationalists in Central Europe 
measured themselves. When the Czech nationalist František Palacký wrote 
in 1837 about ‘the new European science’ and ‘the need for new European 
knowledge’, he mainly intended to criticise the limiting and reactionary 
Habsburg state.14

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 Performing Communality	 111

France, Germany and Great Britain often stood out as role models for 
the rest of Europe, not least due to their higher education institutions and 
impressive research. They were admired for their technical high schools, so-
cial and human sciences, and philosophy. Academic careers took flight after 
scholars from the rest of Europe attending their universities translated and 
spread the ideas of French, German and British scholars. There was a belief 
that French, German and English cultures were advantageous; their art and 
literature were looked upon as exemplary, so authors and artists made their 
way to Paris, Berlin and London.

One could view Western Europe either as decadent and outdated, or as a 
symbol of essential progress via industrialisation and economic development. 
Both these views were heavily influenced by French and British authors such 
as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and James Macpherson. They celebrated life in the 
countryside unspoiled by civilisation, comprehending it as the exact opposite 
of life in the decadent Western metropolises. Others wished to develop their 
societies in the direction of the European centres. People spoke of ‘the new 
Europe’ that was growing. The Western way was worth following.15

Europe was primarily viewed as a role model, but its deficiencies were 
also often discussed, which could lead to the rejection of Western Europe 
as a leader worth emulating. One of the most extreme repudiations was that 
of Polish poet Adam Mickiewicz, who saw Western culture as in crisis due 
to the epidemic of causal reasoning, the progress of industrialisation, and the 
beginning of general bureaucratisation. With rationalism, he thought, comes 
the loss of morals and the Holy Spirit, and the proper governance of the 
nation would then be impossible. While the West declined, the Slavs, espe-
cially the Poles, had a grand mission to fulfil: being unaffected by rationalism 
and industrialisation, they would have to step up and save the world.16

This mirroring also took place farther east. The images of Europe that 
were cherished on Europe’s peripheries or by its neighbours prompted both 
imitation and repudiation. In the Middle East, Europe’s art of war, modern 
science, and technology were early objects of interest, and some influence 
could also be seen in architecture and the decorative arts, but otherwise the 
influence was limited until the late eighteenth century.17 With its growing 
success and power, Western Europe increasingly stood out as a role model. 
Some proposed the Europeanisation of Iran and Turkey, for example, where 
programmes were implemented to create new manners, new ways of think-
ing and new ways of life. Europe was considered the progressive centre of 
the world, and an example for the periphery to follow as far as possible.18

The concept of Europeanisation was originally meant to indicate the 
process by which the leading European powers transformed other regions, 
be it provinces on the European continent or colonies across the oceans. 
It turns up in German publications referring to the good effect of German 
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migration into Siebenbürgen in terms of cultivating the Magyar natives. The 
claim was that the Germans represented European culture, and had long 
been vital for Europeanising Hungary.19 The agents of Europeanisation also 
included other leading nations, and the concept broadened to encompass 
other continents. Whether or not the natives appreciated it, as one observer 
put it, they were becoming more European just by being in contact with and 
becoming colonial subjects of European powers.20 Istanbul was being Euro-
peanised by new customs from the West, as were the Russians, the Jews, and 
many ‘barbarians’. This was how ‘Europeanisation’ began to define Europe’s 
place in the world. The earliest examples of this dynamic were found in 
Germany, and soon thereafter in France; somewhat later we see it in English 
publications, referring to the civilising value for India of having become part 
of the British Empire.

The debate continued in the European fringes, where it was disputed 
whether or not certain countries even belonged to Europe. Finnish national-
ists looked westwards, taking for granted that Finns belonged to Europe and 
did not originate from what they considered the Russian Mongol tradition. 
They emphasised that Swedish traditions were upheld in Finland and that 
Sweden had brought civilisation into the country.21

In Russia, the discussion concerned whether the country should align 
itself with Western Europe or claim its own specific culture. When George 
Brandes gave lectures in St Petersburg and Moscow in 1887, he was seen as 
a European by the Russian press. The papers did not agree, however, when 
judging him: the conservative press claimed that Brandes had no feeling for 
Russian literature, and moreover had not mastered the Russian language. It 
was said that Russians ought to trust themselves instead of inviting literary 
critics from the West. Liberal papers stated that Brandes brought European 
culture to Russia, so it was crucial that he should present his European views.

These opinions were typical of the nineteenth-century Russian discus-
sion of the character of the country. Everyone could agree on one point: 
there were clear differences between Russia and the Western states. Some 
aimed to make Russia significantly more European through promoting indi-
vidualism and rationalism, while others preferred an emphasis on the unique 
Russian character.

In many respects, the opposition to Western influence in Russia derived 
its intellectual foundation from German romantic philosophy – in fact, also a 
kind of Europeanisation – which affected Slavophiles who were hoping for a 
genuine Russian national culture. Along with Schelling, they claimed that the 
nation was a kind of organism with its own legislation and ruled by its own 
logic. They rejected laissez-faire doctrines and the superiority of Western 
capitalism.22 One of the first Russian Slavophiles was Ivan Kireyevsky, who 
listened to Schelling’s lectures in Munich in 1830 and eventually became the 
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ideologue of the Russian aristocracy.23 He stressed that the Western tradition 
had consisted of rationalism and individualism ever since the Roman Empire, 
which led Europeans to become independent, isolated, owners of property, 
and intrinsically bound to their societies. Russians were different, defined by 
their shared goals and spirit in a society of organic bonds. Their traditions 
and the significance of the Orthodox Church had been maintained, and 
their laws were based on customs. There was originally no private property 
in Russia as the tsar possessed all the land, which meant that it belonged to 
the entire nation. Russia was substantially a community of faith, land, and 
nationwide customs.24 Another assessment of Europe was presented by the 
Westerniser Pyotr Yakovlevich Chaadayev (at least until 1835–36, when he 
shifted to a more pro-tsarist stance). His position was distinct, however, as 
he did not uphold an atheistic standpoint like most Westernisers; rather, his 
idea was to bring religion into European civilisation. Russia was understood 
as a country lacking in what was typical of the civilised West: traditions of 
law and order, ideas of duty and justice, knowledge and reason. His vision 
was of a future united Europe that included Russia, where religious feelings 
would be engendered in the West, and Russia would be civilised by West 
European knowledge.25

As we move farther south to Spain, we can see that the loss of its colonies – 
and other signs that it was no longer an imperial power – prompted debate 
on the notion of Spain and its future. The modernists desired a turn towards 
Europe and the shaping of a national identity modelled on those of Britain, 
Germany, and especially its northern Latin neighbour France. Intellectuals 
and artists of the so-called generation of 1898 sought an opportunity to cre-
ate a new image of Spain, and promoted the feasibility and desirability of 
Europeanisation. The writer Miguel de Unamuno objected to this, insisting 
that the European spirit and the accommodating modern life were not meant 
for Spaniards, and he admitted his repugnance at Europeanisation in an essay 
from 1906. He mentioned that Europeans seek happiness, and believe this 
to be their ultimate goal. He opposed science and its methods with wisdom: 
‘Science robs men of wisdom and usually converts them into phantom be-
ings loaded up with facts’. Science, logic and reason are only preparations 
for more profound wisdom. In conclusion, said Unamuno, Spaniards are 
incapable of absorbing civilisation.26 The modernists, on the other hand, 
wanted a revival of Spain, moving away from its inquisitorial and premodern 
heritage. Ortega y Gasset was deeply concerned with the need for European-
isation, and repeatedly returned to the issue in pleas to reform education and 
make scientific progress, opposing the misconduct of Spanish governance 
and proclaiming that German culture was the most advanced in contempo-
rary Europe.27 He published some of his articles in the magazine he started 
entitled Europe.28 He answered Unamuno, saying that a Spanish revival was 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



114	 Thinking Europe

impossible without a rebirth and a turn towards Europe: ‘Regeneration is 
our desire; Europeanisation is the means to satisfy it. It is really clear from the 
outset that Spain is the problem and Europe the solution’.29

A similar kind of Europeanisation was illustrated by Swedish modern-
izers whose gaze was directed towards Britain, France and Germany, as well 
as towards Belgium and the Netherlands. They wrote about the success-
ful management of harbours and cities abroad, about the evolution of de-
mocracy, and the way that local self-government prospered. For example, a 
conservative member of the Swedish parliament, Magnus Björnstjerna, in-
voked what had occurred in these countries and the views of their statesmen, 
philosophers and political writers in order to criticise and offer alternatives 
to the deficiencies of the Swedish system of governance.30 In his writings, 
the liberal Carl Forsell took inspiration from Europe in seeking ways to im-
prove Sweden: in 1820, his focus was on establishing a new transportation 
route between Sweden’s two main cities using steamships to cross large lakes; 
in 1830, his focus was on associations that promoted sobriety; and a few years 
later it was on the importance of elementary school. Forsell mainly looked to 
England, to which he had travelled. There was trade and industry there, and 
important inventions such as the steam engine and the mechanical loom, as 
well as the development of economic thought. While Sweden remained a 
country with inferior transportation, England had hundreds of steamships 
and even a railway, reported by Forsell as the first of its kind, which ran be-
tween Manchester and Liverpool. He had the opportunity to ride it, and, al-
though initially worried that the high speed might cause breathing problems, 
he reluctantly admitted afterwards how pleasant it was to travel at thirty 
kilometres per hour, and emphasised the necessity of building railways to 
improve transportation in Sweden.31 In his final book, written in 1843, the 
European perspective was stressed with reference to the common European 
issues of crime and poverty. He argued for local self-government as a way 
to deal with such things, and cited continental examples. England was seen 
as the most advanced example, where the locals dealt with problems instead 
of leaving them to the officials of the state. Local self-government enhanced 
community spirit and a common responsibility for pauperism, morality, 
and economic issues of general interest.32

Although Germany and Prussia could be regarded as models for Scandi-
navia, Europe could also be seen as a model for Germany, especially before 
unification in 1871 and the economic boom during the final decades of the 
century. This is the case in the writings of Friedrich List, who around 1820 
described national German interests in terms of a shared economy based on 
free trade and the abolition of domestic customs tariffs. Trade routes should 
be open from the North and Baltic seas to the Adriatic, from the Vistula 
River in the east to the Rhine River in the west. His argument was based 
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on what other European states had already claimed and done. Following 
their example was not only a way to increase wealth, but would also lead to 
a stronger sense of belonging to one nation when all Germans were politi-
cally united. Spiritual culture would blossom and Germany would be re-
born.33 As the years passed he became more pessimistic: Germany continued 
on a path of fragmentation that had led it away from the might and glory 
it had possessed five hundred years previously, while England and France 
had gone from being relatively insignificant to become rich and powerful 
by constantly striving for national unity.34 According to List, only large and 
well-organised countries operating at the highest cultural levels could con-
trol their futures and, as such, he recognised only England, France and the 
United States. Germany was ranked alongside Russia and Spain as states that 
had some of the prerequisites necessary to attain that higher level. While 
Russia only possessed strong military power, Spain lagged behind due to 
weak political organisation. He concluded that one could sense the disap-
pointment of contemporary German liberal modernizers, as their country 
possessed both resources and culture, but it lacked not only the essential 
political institutions but also the economic organisation. He seemed to imply 
that time was running out for the Germans, that it was now or never if they 
wanted to find future success.35

The political backwardness of Germany was also a theme of Heinrich 
Heine’s Deutschland: Ein Wintermärchen, in which Europe was compared 
with Prussia. In Europe there was innocence, freedom and enjoyment, while 
Prussia could show nothing more than oppression and foolishness. The at-
tempt to unite the country through a customs union and censorship, to 
shape an economy in order to achieve a spiritual unity, was described with 
irony by Heine. Despite these powerful aspirations for unity, German souls 
existed only in the country of dreams.

The Land belongs to the French and the Russians
The Seas belong to the British,
But we own in the airy empire of dreams
A sovereignty that is uncontested.36

The Books

In 1719, an enduring figure was introduced to the public when Daniel 
Defoe published the novel Robinson Crusoe. We all know the story of Cru-
soe, who survived a shipwreck and then lived his life on a deserted island; 
how he built, cultivated and created, and how he carefully calculated how to 
make the best use of his limited resources. Robinson Crusoe is an excellent 
example of a hero of modern times: he is a man not a woman, he is white, 
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and Man Friday is enslaved. Crusoe toiled to expand his riches. By his hands, 
the island off the coast of South America was colonised and civilised. We 
can infer that he longed for safety and feared the unknown, as he built walls 
to protect himself from any potential enemies. His virtues were marked by 
bourgeois ethics: he had a strong awareness of duty, and he read the Bible.

Defoe’s novel continues to be published widely to this day. He was not 
the first to use the theme of shipwreck and survival, but his version of it was 
emulated by many others who followed, making Crusoe a famous literary 
figure. It is worth noting that the novel was already assigned reading for chil-
dren and youths during the eighteenth century, which says something about 
its importance. Crusoe was looked upon as a good example for the young, 
as the novel clarified the norms of society.

This is only one example of how books have been vital for the spread-
ing of community values in Europe. The elites were happy to read French, 
German and English, while considerable work went into translation, primar-
ily managed by publishers. In the absence of copyright treaties, they were the 
ones searching Europe for new, potentially lucrative books for their national 
publics. Changing community values were often appropriated from books in 
the late eighteenth century. Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit 
(1784–91) by Johann Gottfried Herder not only influenced the architects 
of nationality in Central Europe, but also attracted nationalists in England, 
France, Russia and the Scandinavian countries, with its message of a national 
culture based on language as a natural and dynamic community.37 There 
are many examples of such books being central to community discourses in 
several countries, such as De l’esprit des lois (1748) by Charles Louis Montes-
quieu, and Du contrat social (1762) by Jean-Jacque Rousseau.

The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith, which laid the foundation for po-
litical economy around Europe, was published in 1776 and was soon there-
after cited in France. It was a significant influence on moderate reformists at 
the beginning of the revolution, and later inspired minds such as Say, Con-
stant and Sismondi. Translations were many, and in Germany, for example, 
one after another was published. Academics and reformist-minded officials 
in the bureaucracy assimilated its messages that individual self-interest is a 
blessing and that a free market is needed within a state’s borders.

Smith’s work became a centrepiece of political economy, a discipline 
cultivated in several countries where its practitioners read, quoted and criti-
cised one another, all the while interested in a single common problem – 
wealth. From its inception in the seventeenth century, the discipline had 
focused on the wealth of the public and of nations, always keeping in mind 
that the countries studied belonged to Europe.38 Adam Smith’s perspective 
was very European, and he wrote about Europe’s wealth and present state. 
He even distinguished between those nations belonging to ‘Europe’ and 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 Performing Communality	 117

those belonging to ‘modern Europe’, the former being mostly concerned 
with agriculture and the latter favouring manufacturing and foreign trade.39 
The European view of political economy was being stressed by 1800, as evi-
denced by increased usage of the word ‘Europe’,40 and by how the sources 
of wealth were considered to be the object of the ‘solitary and combined 
efforts of the most distinguished writers among the most celebrated nations 
of Europe’.41 The French economist Charles Ganilh cited authors from 
England, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Scotland. He dis-
cussed what brought wealth to Europe and stated that the keys to growing 
wealth were the same for all Europe’s nations, even claiming that there was 
a common ‘fate of Europe’. Various steps taken by specific nations could be 
judged by how much they succeeded in bringing wealth and prosperity to 
‘the system of modern Europe’.42

New books and authors came forward after the French Revolution and 
after the upheavals in Europe settled. Socialists across the continent were 
reading Charles Fourier, Joseph Proudhon and Karl Marx. Among the works 
of early English liberals, those by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill were 
much discussed on the continent. Stockholm liberals established a centre 
for Swedish Benthamism, and scheduled plenary debates on Bentham in 
parliament. Meanwhile in Barcelona, Bentham was extensively published in 
the journal La civilización, which was founded by Europe-oriented writers.43 
The conservative liberal-minded historian and statesman François Guizot 
presented Histoire générale de la civilisation en Europe, which would hold great 
sway with its many editions, not only in French and English, but also in fur-
ther translations into German, Italian, Russian and Spanish as well as more 
minor languages such as Swedish and Danish. One of his British admirers 
exclaimed that this eminent historian had written ‘a book every student of 
history should read’.44 A full list of books with pan-European readership 
would be long. However, regarding concepts such as democracy, citizenship 
and local self-government, one book stands out in the first half of the nine-
teenth century. French discussions of how the future mode of government 
should be realised resulted in the most widely read and quoted book on this 
issue in Europe in the 1830s and 1840s.45 By the time Alexis de Tocqueville 
had published the first part of De la démocratie en Amérique in 1835 (the sec-
ond part appeared in 1840), local government was already an established 
institution in several European states and the subject of political discussion. 
The book was still a bombshell, given its proposals for free, self-governed 
communes with activities shaped and implemented by active citizens. Toc-
queville described innovative approaches and presented new perspectives on 
local government. His book was soon translated into other languages and 
was constantly cited by anyone with views on local government. The book’s 
examples of local government in North America were frequently cited, and 
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its arguments supported or dismissed. In Austria it was referred to as a cri-
tique of the autocracy. In Germany it was promoted by Jacob Burckhardt, 
and in Great Britain by John Stuart Mill and Nassau William Senior, for 
whom it was ‘one of the most remarkable books of our age’. It was referred 
to by conservatives and by liberals, by those who were for democracy and by 
those who were against; it was certainly never ignored.46

According to Tocqueville, there was a special future risk in Europe, 
where local authorities had been disappearing. The state controlled the 
‘smallest citizens’ and their ‘smallest matters’ in a way that left no room for 
links between the state and the individual. A national parliament mitigated 
the drawbacks of strong state power, but could not eliminate them. For Toc-
queville, the democratic institutions generated by a powerful central form of 
government were not enough; rather, the remedy for despotism consisted of 
the links that were forged in the freedom of the communes.

He also called attention to a problematic aspect of democracy – that 
it had characteristics of both freedom and obedience. It required citizens 
who were willing and able to act independently, as well as to be obedi-
ent to laws and decrees. Democracy also created an ideal, and a require-
ment for moderation that made Tocqueville fear a new kind of despotism 
characterised by equality and moderation, in which the state guaranteed its 
citizens security, employing power that is ‘without limits, detailed, regular, 
foreseeing and soft’. Democracy could be seen as a form of government in 
which individuals would not grow up as citizens, in which freedom could 
become less and less important. The state could turn into the shepherd of a 
frightened flock, whose wills would become increasingly weak and passive. 
Tocqueville therefore stressed the need to clarify the limits of state power, 
and also the rights of individuals in order to safeguard their ‘power and 
peculiarity’.

Tocqueville wanted a communal spirit in Europe like that in New 
England, which had been kept alive and was still energising local communi-
ties. He concluded that a strong and independent commune was a prerequi-
site for a society of citizens, and that political life originated in the communes. 
His book and how it was received illustrates the different perspectives evi-
dent within the Europeanised concepts of democracy, citizenship and local 
self-government. Tocqueville himself represents a kind of bottom–up per-
spective, beginning with the local community and its citizens, understanding 
the communes and towns as the foundation of political life and legitimate 
state building. At the same time, he was read and used by those who held 
a statist perspective, looking at the local community as an efficient tool for 
implementing projects and gaining legitimacy for the state government.

Tocqueville accorded clear precedence to local bodies: the political life 
of the nation, in which active citizenship limits autocracy and unhealthy 
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centralisation, rests on the freedom of the communes. This perspective 
would change somewhat when his ideas were related to specific contexts – 
for instance, in Sweden, where Tocqueville was much read and both liberal 
and monarchist papers cited him. The senior historian Erik Gustaf Geijer 
regarded Tocqueville as an ‘excellent thinker’ who ‘thinks better than ev-
erybody we know’; he saw his book as vitally important, ‘one of the best 
books I have read and anybody could read’. Geijer’s pupil and friend Pehr 
Erik Bergfalk, professor of law, read Tocqueville carefully, evidenced when, 
in the late 1830s, he presented a rather elaborate plea for local government in 
Sweden. Bergfalk was a liberal, and favourably disposed to local government 
and the idea of citizenship. He was a member of the law-drafting commit-
tee in the 1840s, and president of the constitutional committee in 1859–68. 
Considering that the Swedish laws on local government were passed in 1862 
and followed by a new constitution in 1865, Bergfalk can be considered a 
key figure in the creation of local Swedish government.47

Bergfalk argued that the state defines the local community and gives it 
status. The commune is a legal institution of its own, just as the state is. Both 
are legal entities, but the commune is a simpler institution at a subordinate 
level. The state defines the commune, identifies its properties, gives it cer-
tain rights, and makes sure that it does not misuse its freedom. In a logical 
sequence, the state has first priority, with the local administration deriving 
its authority from the state by allocation (to use today’s technical concept). 
Bergfalk was inspired by Tocqueville when it came to the amount of ac-
tivity, development and efficiency generated by self-government. Directly 
referring to Tocqueville, he asserted that state power was a threat to com-
munal freedom, but he did not share Tocqueville’s basic idea of the state’s 
historical and logical precedence. Yet Bergfalk agreed with Tocqueville 
that local government teaches its inhabitants to look beyond private inter-
ests when considering their common matters. His statist perspective, not 
inspired by Tocqueville, can also be seen when he describes the commune 
as a tool of the state for producing civic competence.48 Unsurprisingly, 
the statist perspective was the one that was realised in practice. Local self-
government then became a kind of moderate decentralism administered by, 
and integral to, the centralised modern state. This perspective emphasised 
how the local context produces a relationship between citizens and the 
state. The arguments of Bergfalk and others for local government connect 
citizens to the state through local administration, while the state safeguards 
knowledge of local conditions and the deeds of citizens. Civic spirit is thus 
able to grow. Local self-government is constituted as the foundation of the 
state. The idea of self-government positions individuals in relation to both 
the local community and the state. The ideas of Tocqueville can there-
fore be applied to the Swedish context, with certain adjustments. This case 
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illustrates both the Europeanisation of a concept, whereby intellectuals and 
reformers were inspired by foreign authors, as well as its adaptations to 
specific contexts.

European Individualism

Concepts spread in many ways. Individualism is considered a truly European 
value of old and sometimes even ancient origin, a unique historical feature 
of Europe.49 One argument is that the preconditions for fostering capital-
ism and creating industrial production only arose in Europe.50 This argu-
ment is mentioned when explaining differences between the various parts 
of Europe – for example, that the lower impact of individualism in Eastern 
Europe and Russia meant a delay in their development.51 Furthermore, it 
has been claimed that the different social structures in Northern and South-
ern Europe have been generated by different varieties of individualism.52 
This book is not the place to write the history of individualism or discuss its 
explanatory value. Instead, we will consider how the word ‘individualism’ 
entered several discourses, finally being defined as ‘European individualism’, 
constituting a further example of conceptual Europeanisation.

Tocqueville declared that individualism was a new word. He was right, 
even though the idea that the individual was the basic unit of society had 
already been adopted in some branches of philosophy. The new word ‘indi-
vidualism’ was initially used pejoratively to connote something that should 
be rejected. It was introduced by Restoration thinkers in France around 
1820, and viewed as a threat to traditional values such as obedience and duty. 
As such, individualism represented the consequences of the French Revolu-
tion as well as the ideas of natural rights and individual freedom. The idea 
was later picked up by the disciples of Henri Saint-Simon, who associated 
individualism with disorder, atheism and egoism, viewing it as incompatible 
with their idea of a modern industrial society based on religious commu-
nity. It was soon used by a range of French authors who wrote about the 
‘l’odieux individualisme’ of society, which was corrupting social life. They 
associated individualism with the economic doctrine of laissez-faire, and lib-
eral ideas of coherence between individual interests and those of society.53 
Meanwhile in England, Robert Owen was criticising the ‘competition of 
interests’ as irrational and to blame for causing the ‘individualising’ of men, 
regardless of whether they resided in cottages or palaces.54 This illustrates that 
the attractiveness of this kind of argument extended outside of France and, 
unsurprisingly, the word spread quickly throughout Germany, Great Britain 
and other European countries, as well as America. At that point, individual-
ism became a main theme on both sides of the Atlantic when comparing 
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Europe and North America, and it was always said to have gone further in 
America than in Europe.

As the word spread, it gained more positive connotations, first in 
America where the freedom of individualism explained its attractiveness to 
European migrants. In Europe it was only cautiously accepted as a positive 
description or value. When Robert Owen later talked about individualism, 
it was understood as a bad practice and an irrational way of organising soci-
ety, although he did uphold the individuality of man. Still, the 1840s liber-
als in Britain, France and Germany openly advocated individualism, mostly 
influenced by German Romantic writers who raved over individuality. In-
dividualism was favoured by some socialists, and even Proudhon declared 
himself an individualist.55

While individualism was apparently a popular notion, it was also oc-
cupied by nationalistic discourses. The historian Guizot claimed that it was 
a German virtue that should have been taken over by the French.56 Some 
sources confidently claimed that individualism was a special British virtue: 
‘the height of self-reliance and self-sufficiency, of initiative and individual-
ism, upon which commerce is based, and which constitute England’s  .  .  . 
mercantile strength’ (The Eclectic Magazine, 1844);57 in German, the word 
individualism was introduced in 1842 by the liberal Karl Brüggemann, who 
contrasted economic individualism with a specific ‘German infinite [unendli-
chen] individualism based on an infinite individual self-confidence to be per-
sonally free in morals and truth’. When French liberals used the concept of 
individualism with more positive connotations, they were condemning the 
lack of the thriving spirit of individualism that they acknowledged in Eng-
land and Germany.58

National discourses continuously influenced the idea of individualism 
after the turn of the century. Miguel de Unamuno saw a traditional Span-
ish individualism that had its origin in the tendency to disrupt community 
life and separate into different tribes, whereas he hoped that the progress of 
commercial competition, together with civilised, urban and industrial life, 
would modify this tendency.59 The philosopher and sociologist Georg Sim-
mel addressed an ‘old individualism’ marked by economic ideals and the free 
individuals of modern times. Against this, he specified a new and qualitative 
individualism from the German tradition of Goethe, Fichte, and the other 
Romantics up to Nietzsche, that focuses on the distinctiveness of individuals 
and their will to develop their own individuality. Thomas Mann underlined 
the distinction between a Western individualism imprinted with liberalism, 
and the Enlightenment and a German individualism aligned with commu-
nity and social thinking.60

Individualism apparently had several meanings. Critiques of moder-
nity interpreted individualism as simple egoism that threatened society with 
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anarchy. Many socialists condemned it as an expression of capitalism and 
the freedom of the market. Yet socialists could also argue, as Oscar Wilde 
did, that only individualism could offer the fulfilment of human potential. 
With economic liberalism, on the other hand, individualism was consid-
ered a way of defending property rights. Other liberals, such as Leonard 
Hobhouse, defended individualism as a social freedom and as embodying 
the ideal equality of human rights, concluding that freedom and equity de-
manded a social control that was beyond the scope of economic liberalism.61 
There were two basic themes running through the different interpretations 
of the word: one was that the individual constitutes the fundamental part of 
society (as opposed to the family, clan, parish, nation, or other community); 
the other highlighted the ability of human beings to articulate their own 
truth about what is right or wrong, and how they should act in different 
situations. These themes have a long history, so even though the word only 
began to be used after 1820, individualism as a concept has a history that 
dates back even further. It has been argued that individualism was specifi-
cally developed by philosophers, including Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, 
Adam Smith, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant and Johann Gottfried 
Herder.62

Neither the longer history of the themes of individualism nor the fre-
quent use of the word and its apparent popularity throughout Europe ini-
tially defined it as a European phenomenon or value. This changed when 
individualism was made into an object of historical arguments and historical 
writing. One example – possibly the first – is from America in 1840, and 
invoked a thousand-year-old history of individualism as strongly influenced 
by Christianity, and especially by the Reformation. Individualism, it was 
claimed, was the hallmark of European civilisation, from which it had spread 
via migration to America and other continents: ‘The great feature of this 
Type [of civilisation] was and is, as I shall call it, individualism; in Govern-
ment, Religion, Science, Art, Literature, and social life, this long has been 
and now is, I believe, the great idea’.63

The intimate relationship between individualism and European civilisa-
tion is recurrently invoked, and it is a main theme of Jacob Burckhardt’s 
Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, which is a broad treatment of life and 
society, covering state and governance, literature and poetry, culture, reli-
gion and customs. In this work, Florence, Venice, and the other city-states 
of Italy in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries are envisioned as the birth-
places of modern man  – specifically, contemporary Europeans  – as these 
were the sources of individualism. Burckhardt claimed that this was the 
historical period when the shackles of the Middle Ages were thrown off, 
initiating the transition from humans seen as members of a community, to 
being defined as individuals. This transition had to do with the absence of 
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an all-powerful state and the division between worldly and religious power, 
permitting growing opportunities for private aspirations that could be di-
rected towards amassing riches and individual education (Bildung). In these 
cities, the ideal was that of a comprehensive education that would bring 
about a versatile individuality.

By 1900, the term ‘European individualism’ stood on its own as a fully 
fledged concept with distinctive features. It was frequently used in dis-
tinguishing European philosophy, society and religion from their Indian, 
Japanese and Chinese counterparts, respectively. Russian Slavophiles cited 
individualism when criticising the West. Moreover, in the emerging social 
sciences, individualism occupied a key position in determining how society 
should be treated, especially by economists. The leading economists dis-
cussed theories that started from the notion of the rational ‘economic man’, 
assuming that the study of society should begin with the economic desires 
and needs of the abstract individual. Their structuring idea was that man’s 
individual activities shaped the economy. The man they considered was an 
abstraction who acted out of self-interest. Some of these economists even 
produced ‘Robinsonades’ to illustrate their theories. Individualism became a 
European feature of such self-evidence that its Europeanness no longer had 
to be made explicit. Robinson Crusoe had become a manifest symbol of 
this individualism, being used not only in novels but also in sustaining both 
economic thought and social science.64

Approaching Standards and Unification

Throughout the nineteenth century there was a striving to create common 
standards for the good of commerce and prosperity of society. This was in 
response to the societal values of efficiency and equal conditions that were 
associated with the European state model after the French Revolution and 
the examples laid out by Napoleon. It was certainly important to establish 
common standards within the state regarding, for instance, weight and mea-
surement systems. However, there was also a drive for uniformity of stan-
dards between the countries, underpinning the thesis of Europeanisation and 
taking place at a far more practical level than the lofty visions and calls for a 
European federation.

As early as Schmidt-Phiseldeck we see the idea of free trade depicted as a 
way to knit the world together, bringing mutual dependence and wealth, and 
to be facilitated by a common monetary standard and credit fund. Through-
out the century, calls for free trade across borders had made themselves heard 
together with pleas for convergence of standards and practices. Industrialisa-
tion and improved communications would be facilitated by equalising not 
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only rules of trade but also technological standards. Common standards were 
driven by industrialisation, which, in turn, brought more trade and further 
expansion of transport and information exchange. There was a technocratic 
internationalism fuelled by liberal ideals and discourses of free trade, as well as 
by the building of new infrastructures.65 Infrastructure projects were mostly 
set up to ease trade and communications within states, and with territories 
abroad in the case of colonial states, strengthening the building of states and 
empires. The aim was also to expand trade to international markets, lead-
ing to international cooperation. Recent research in the history of science 
has identified a technocratic internationalism among experts, cartels and in-
ternational organisations that were striving to set technical standards at the 
continental level. Wolfram Kaiser and Johan Schot have traced the begin-
ning of this technocratic internationalism to the mid-nineteenth century, a 
period of intensified free-trade agitation and the opening of new arenas for 
technological transfer, as illustrated by the Crystal Palace Exhibition. At this 
time the first regional telegraph unions were founded in order to connect 
national systems, followed in 1865 by an initiative of the French government 
that led to the creation of the International Telegraph Union. By 1900, a 
practice was in place for establishing working rules for international coopera-
tion, with the Telegraph Union and Postal Union as the main prototypes 
cited by experts.66

It did not take long for this trend of the convergence of communication 
standards to be connected to visions of European unification. Bluntschli, the 
jurist who argued for a federation of sovereign states, said that one of the 
main tasks of a European ‘Staatenbund’ would be to manage such special 
bureaus for post, telegraph and transport between the European countries. 
He added that further arrangements to facilitate cooperation, such as treaties 
regarding shipping via international waters, would bring the European states 
closer to one another.67 The value of such an arrangement can be illustrated 
by these words from William Thomas Stead: ‘There is a steady approxima-
tion to unity throughout the continent’. Stead, hailed as the most important 
newspaperman of his age when he died in the sinking of the Titanic in 1912, 
campaigned among other things for the peace movement and peace initia-
tives. Writing in 1898, he greeted the extent to which Europe was moving 
towards unity, and he had great hopes for the peace conference that was 
about to take place in The Hague in 1899 for the purpose of preventing war 
in Europe and giving relief from the burdens of reconstruction.68

Through Stead we can observe how the ideas of unity and European-
isation were given a further dimension, as he was clearly outlining how a 
versatile unification, or what we would now call integration, was actually 
taking place at the very moment he was writing. This stands in sharp contrast 
to the calls for a unified Europe that begin by observing the loss of a former 
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unity. Novalis did this with sadness. Mazzini, on the other hand, heralded an 
opportunity for democracy when he observed the loss of ‘unity of faith’ in 
Europe and of the privileges of the royals and aristocracy, in ‘the perpetual 
inheritance of virtue, intelligence, and honour’.69

Stead was neither alone nor the first in claiming that social or even po-
litical unification was already taking place. For instance, Schmidt-Phiseldeck 
noted that travelling brought more unity to lifestyle and culture, also con-
tributing to the growing uniformity of public administration across Europe. 
Even warfare could have this effect, as armies settled in foreign cities: Danish 
troops had been in Paris, Germans in Spain, Spaniards in the Netherlands, 
Italians in Russia, Poles in Italy, and so on. To this, he added, were trade 
and the scholarly exchange within science. As early as 1821, he claimed that 
each European capital had been exposed to the entire continent.70 In an 
inaugural speech, Victor Hugo addressed the international peace congress of 
1869: ‘Fellow citizens of the United States of Europe, allow me to give you 
this name, for the European Federal Republic is established in right and is 
waiting to be established in fact. You exist, therefore it exists. You confirm 
it by the union from which unity is taking shape. You are the beginning of 
a great future’.71 The ardent peace activist Jacques Novicow was even more 
eloquent by the turn of the century when he recognised the intensification 
of travel, economic exchange, and communication following the impact of 
technical progress. The steam engine and the railway had lowered the cost of 
trade and facilitated a division of labour that had led to mutual dependence 
between countries that were no longer self-sufficient. Just as economic inter-
dependence spread, so did intellectual, scientific and cultural exchanges and 
influences cross borders: ‘There has long been a unifying sympathy among 
Europeans, despite their political divisions’.72

In addition, Stead declared that ongoing unification began with the ob-
servation that Europeans were becoming more and more conscious of the 
alleged unity of the continent. Three of the reasons for this consciousness 
that Stead mentioned should be noted: royalty, diplomacy and communica-
tion. The royalty were already forming an international family group on a 
European scale, offering a kind of forerunner and model for the close unity 
that the European states were heading towards. For example, the British 
royalty had connections all over Europe: they attended weddings, mourned 
the dead, paid attention to one another’s affairs, and kept up a careful cor-
respondence with their relatives among Europe’s various royal courts – just 
as relations should have been between the European states. Diplomacy had 
established a basis for their actions through the system of the Concert of 
Europe, which Stead looked upon as an embryonic federal European com-
monwealth. He pointed out that cooperation between the European powers 
had recently been successful in dealing with the Ottoman Empire, forcing 
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the Turks to leave Greece without having to use heavy military force. His 
conclusion was that these actions made Europe more accustomed to acting as 
a unit, and ‘will in time bring about the United States of Europe’.

The expansion of means of communication was cited by Stead to exem-
plify how Europe was able to draw closer to unity. Thanks to the telegraph, 
news could spread across the continent within hours: social and political 
gossip could spread rapidly, contributing to a common sentiment in all 
European nations. The railways made travelling between Europe’s countries 
quick and easy, and large distances could be efficiently traversed via rivers 
and canals. These links acted like nerves crossing national borders, and there 
was furthermore a strong tendency to set up international organisations in as-
sociation with them and other such links: ‘[E]ach of them may be regarded as 
an embodied prophecy of the coming of the United States of Europe’.73 He 
mentioned such existing ‘embodied prophec[ies]’ as the Telegraph Union 
from 1865, the International Postal Union from 1874, the Patents, Copy-
rights and Trade Marks Bureau and the International Railway Bureau from 
1890. Stead’s main point in mentioning these institutions was to show that 
they were recognised as sovereign in their affairs, worked for common inter-
ests, and above all, had managed to function in a way that all Europe’s states 
were happy with. We can see that he was demonstrating the Europeanisa-
tion of standards – which was necessary when constructing the accessories of 
modern societies – throughout the European countries. He had great hopes 
for this idea.

Several discourses advanced the creation of standards  – the interna-
tional organisations that Stead mentioned constituting one example. Stead 
also stressed the importance of managing international waterways, to protect 
transportation on the Danube River and between the Mediterranean and 
the Black Sea through the Dardanelles and the Bosporus. He recognised the 
commissions overseeing these waterways both as outcomes of the principles 
of the Concert of Europe as well as examples of how common European 
interests could be protected.74 One achievement of the Congress of Vienna 
was that the victors promised regulation to protect the international interest 
of movement and trade on waterways that were shared or that ran through 
several states. For the Danube River and the Black Sea, this promise was 
realised in the 1856 Treaty of Paris, which lifted restrictions on trade and 
opened these waterways to international trade. For Lorenz von Stein, a close 
advisor to liberal-minded ministers in Vienna, who mentioned this matter 
in 1856, it meant the establishment of the ‘European principle of free trade’, 
which would bring the states together into healthy and peaceful competi-
tion, establish a truly European way of trading, and contribute to the free 
development of Europe’s commerce. It would benefit all of Europe without 
causing damage to anyone.75
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Cross-border arrangements and transnational organisations, such as rail-
way projects, are examples of Europeanisation in practice, which was all 
about building a Europe that spanned national borders and involved not 
only cooperation but also regulation. Often such projects were facilitated by 
a focus on apolitical aims. These projects were not associated with visions of 
one state taking over another, but simply with prospects of mutual benefit. 
They were gathered around the warm light of the shared idea of economic 
progress and the advancement of society. As stressed by Kaiser and Schot, 
these projects gave experts the task of improving society with the blessing of 
heads of state and governments.76

It has been suggested that, by the nineteenth century, there were certain com-
mon experiences that provided a common ground for talking about Europe. 
In enumerating these experiences, the British historian James Joll referred to 
the Roman Empire, Christianity, the scientific revolution, the Enlighten-
ment, the industrial revolution, and the increased international trade due to 
railways and the experience of imperialism since the nineteenth century.77 
To this list should be added the process of unifying community perspectives 
and values – a cultural exchange – that took place in a very concrete sense 
throughout the nineteenth century, separate from the more gripping intellec-
tual idea of establishing political unity on a diverse continent. This was a kind 
of practical integration that occurred without a master plan or organised in-
tentions. It was implemented by reformers and statesmen who took examples 
for action from neighbouring states or other parts of Europe. It was driven 
by pressing needs arising from similar challenges and by the simple insight 
into the advantages of facilitating progress in other European countries. Still, 
we should not pretend that such Europeanisation implied learning on equal 
terms, as it was very much a centralising business. It implied that the margins 
of Europe were the pupils of English, German and French teachers.

In the nineteenth century, Europeanisation was not logically followed by 
unification, as it took place on a continent crossed by state borders. The aim 
was usually not to create a real federation, nor to set up a loose alliance, nor to 
promote the idea of European unity. Rather, the aims were often national: 
to establish shared community values and strengthen the orderliness of a 
proper society, to change the direction of development, and often simply to 
find models for building very concrete public functions. Europeanisation as 
such did not entail transcending borders but accepting them, and even mak-
ing them more viable and less likely to disappear. Identifying the European-
isation of community values can be characterised as a transnational writing 
of history, a topic that has recently attracted much attention.78 In the same 
way that Europeanisation does, transnational research postulates that there 
are nations, and it studies objects or phenomena that cross borders.
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Notes for this section begin on page 162.

C H A P T E R  5

Passage to a New Europe

The First World War

During his New York exile in 1941, the Austrian economist Gustav Stolper 
reflected on the First World War and how it had changed the world: ‘On 
August 1, 1914, a world that seemed to be built for eternity went to pieces’. 
This was a world

where everything was safe, certain, secure . . . where institutions, systems, cus-
toms, political frontiers, and economic forces were so much taken for granted 
that few people troubled to give critical thought to them; how it was to live in a 
world where progress was a matter of course, moral standards were not seriously 
questioned, and economic rules were immutable and general.1

The war changed Europe. Stolper’s own country had collapsed together 
with Germany and Russia. Historians are able to provide some support for 
the relative stability of these pre-war empires, and have argued that the war 
caused their disintegration. In all three countries, the economies had weak-
nesses but were developing positively. In Austria, issues of nationality were, 
if not waning, at least abating, and not threatening to disintegrate the empire. 
In Russia, political separatism was mostly limited to certain circles, with the 
exception of nationalism among the Poles. Russia had found some stability 
after the revolution of 1905, and both Austria and Germany were taking 
steps to integrate the working classes.

Historians have generally seen the First World War as a turning point. 
For many it is deemed a radical break from the relatively peaceful preced-
ing century.2 For some it is seen as a discontinuity that people and societies 
were forced to cope with and muddle through.3 In terms of the history of the 
concept of Europe, it is both. There was continuity of certain ideas and ways 
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of thinking, which adapted to the new war conditions and re-emerged after 
the ceasefire. In the interbellum, European unity was one such idea that was 
reiterated from before the war, incorporating some new arguments. However, 
regarding the concept of Europe, certain changes were of a more fundamental 
nature. Instead of a sense of stability, there was one of ongoing crisis. At the 
heart of these changes was the understanding that Europe would no longer 
be a continent consisting of a decreasing number of states and dominated by 
a few empires. The hope for fewer borders was still alive, but it was strongly 
contested.

In research on the history of the concept of Europe, the First World 
War has been addressed marginally, with significantly more attention being 
paid to the interwar period.4 However, the war saw the development of 
the concept of Europe really gain momentum, evolving from one of a Eu-
rope dominated by several empires and a few additional states, to one of a 
continent with an increasing number of nation states. This was a time of 
transition in thinking about Europe, when the war provoked discussions 
of the role that nationality played in Europe and of how to keep the peace 
among the many European nationalities. Before we consider the interwar 
period, we must take a closer look at the concept of Europe during the 
First World War.

From the first part of this book, we know that the concept of Europe is 
closely related to unity and borders within Europe, both of which were seri-
ously affected by the First World War. The fact that international coopera-
tion largely broke down when the war began is often cited with reference to 
trade, workers’ movements, and religious groups. However, Jan Vermeiren 
has emphasised that, during the war, new practices of transnational inter-
action emerged, as exemplified by cooperation within military alliances, 
national independence movements in Central Europe, and pacifist groups’ 
activities in the neutral countries.5 One could argue that cooperation was not 
new within military alliances, especially between Austria and Germany, nor 
in the international peace movement. Furthermore, one could say that calls 
for European unity were raised throughout Europe, as well as within the 
individual countries at war. Still, these interactions intensified significantly 
because of the war. The impact of claims of national independence certainly 
added a new dimension to the discussion. As I am especially interested in 
how the mindset of the war affected ideas of unity and borders, I will focus 
on the notion of national independence.

We begin this chapter by taking a look at how intellectuals depicted the 
war, examining both their increasing nationalism and emphasis of borders, 
and the ongoing relevance of the idea of European unity. The notion of 
unity also concerned the unification of distinctive parts of the continent. The 
most significant of these was the notion of ‘Mitteleuropa’, widely upheld 
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in Austria and Germany, which was also the title of a bestselling book by 
Friedrich Naumann. Later in this chapter, we will follow the turn of the tide, 
away from Central European empires and the idea of ‘Mitteleuropa’ as the 
notion of sovereign nation states became established. However, resistance to 
the establishment of a considerable number of new nation states was great, 
even among the allies. Two key concepts in this change were those of na-
tionality and a ‘new Europe’, and the most crucial period was the winter of 
1917 and spring of 1918.

The European War

The European war had broken out. The stream of time, which till that day had 
borne our destinies along, securely as it seemed, on somewhat troubled and 
stormy but still not dangerous waters, had now plunged headlong into a vast and 
wild abyss; and no one knows when and where and through what depths it will 
emerge, once more to look on the face of the sun, which had smiled upon our 
face until that fatal day of August 1, 1914.6

The conflict was often called ‘the war’, as it was war on a scale that Eu-
rope had not seen for a long time. It went beyond involving just two of 
the main powers, in contrast to the French–German war of 1870, and was 
driven by more than Prussia’s ambitions to strengthen its position by defeat-
ing Denmark in 1866. It played out between highly capable parties, as in 
the Crimean War in 1855, which accelerated the decline of the Ottoman 
Empire in the Balkan region, but on a new scale. While most of the blood-
shed after the Napoleonic Wars had occurred outside of Europe, in gaining 
control over colonies, the 1914–18 war involved most of Europe. When 
they called it ‘the European war’ or the ‘European conflict’, contemporary 
commentators such as Italian writer and historian Guglielmo Ferrero were 
indicating that it was indeed a major struggle among European powers over 
their influence. They were implying that this war was something more than 
just another battle over the balance of power, and referred to it as a ‘world 
war’ and a ‘great war’. In Britain it became ‘The Great War’ or ‘The Great 
European War’ in which Britain was forced to defend its empire and help its 
European allies. In Germany it was referred to as ‘the war’, often with the 
understanding that it was ‘the German war’ – an opportunity for the nation 
to claim its rightful place in Europe and the world. Still, the mental impact 
of the view that this was a European war was great, and it was believed that 
this war would decide the future of Europe.7

The outbreak of the war was met with much exultation. The optimism 
of the pre-war era initially prevailed, fuelled by strong nationalistic senti-
ments. The Times reported on 2 September 1914 that there was a ‘great rush 
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to enlist’, and ‘4,000 men altogether were enrolled in London yesterday’. 
One recruiting station was ‘crowded all day with enthusiastic contingents of 
young clerks, eager to exchange the pen for the rifle and hoping they may 
be so lucky as to share in the risks and adventures’.8 There was great hope 
in Britain and France, as indeed there was in Germany, of a victorious and 
hopefully short campaign.

Many lyricists and novelists welcomed the war. The German poet Her-
mann Stehr encouraged the German people, who were prepared to drop 
whatever they were doing to follow the emperor, stand shoulder to shoul-
der in his armies, and suffer sacrificial death. There was no need to worry, 
as ‘God it is, that speaks through our weapons’; the future belonged to the 
Germans: ‘Now people of Germany, you will be the masters of Europe’.9 
British poet Helen Abercromby found the war to be a ‘harvest of glory and 
triumph, / All honour to those, who for Might and for Right / Laid down 
their lives, as they plunged into battle / Reaping reward, rich and rare in 
God’s sight!’10 Poetry and literature embodied ideas about the energising ef-
fects of war on both people and society. Novelist Maurice Barrès praised the 
war for uniting a fractured country and for awakening the soul of the French 
people. In wartime, citizens operated according to a higher moral standard. 
Because of the collective French spirit, soldiers bravely faced great risks; 
they ‘leapt forward with enthusiasm to embrace it’. The soldiers, ‘when 
brought forward face to face with the Germans, stood united in strength 
and effulgent with spiritual beauty’.11 Neutral countries such as Sweden 
were no exception to the spreading nationalism, as lyricists and writers cel-
ebrated the new war, treating it as a thrilling adventure that brought a new 
dignity to their nations. The fact that Sweden had not declared war was of 
no significance to them, as the very threat of being involved had led to rec-
onciliation among the classes and the emergence of a new patriotism. They 
praised the national troops for their heroism, and noted the unity between 
officers and soldiers.12

The causes of the war were widely discussed. The answers were mani-
fold, with some citing the arming of the military on a new scale, along 
with the potential for industry to profit from metallurgical and mechani-
cal technologies. Others stressed that competing empires ruled Europe and 
noted the lack of rational coordination, implying the need for international 
law or even a European federation. Some blamed the monarchs and elites, 
suggesting that the war had broken out due to a lack of democracy, a lack 
of national rights and autonomy, or perhaps a lack of independence for the 
Western and Southern Slavs.

Guglielmo Ferrero was very clear about what kind of war he consid-
ered this to be: a European war. In the piece cited above, which he wrote 
six months after the outbreak of the conflict, and in another from the final 
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year of the war, he referred to it as ‘the European war’. In the former piece, 
he made a great effort to show that Austria and Germany should be blamed 
for starting the war, while in the latter, he blamed the German mind. In 
attempting to explain what had caused the war, he significantly saw it as a 
crisis of civilisation:

.  .  . that unshakable optimism, that blind faith in the progress and strength 
of man, that unbridled ambition and covetousness which has effaced or at all 
events dimmed the sense of limitation, of proportion, of the humanly possible 
and reasonable in the whole western civilization, in the realms of philosophy, 
religion, art, science, politics, finance, industry and commerce alike. Western 
civilization was on its way to thinking itself omnipotent.13

Ferrero does not give an entirely rosy description of Europe. Modern civili-
sation had indeed accomplished wonders, giving humans immense power 
over nearly everything. But while progress had led to the construction of 
ploughs, ships and railways, and to the invention of the telegraph, telephone 
and electricity, it had also meant that rifles and explosives were more pow-
erful and deadlier than ever before. The notion of ‘progress’ now allowed 
for complete foolishness, Ferrero continued, as unlimited production meant 
that contemporary progress could occur without consideration for whether 
innovations were useful or harmful. Progress took no account of what was 
good or what was evil. Destructive goods such as alcohol and cannons were 
produced without an understanding or appreciation of limits. Rules and 
principles were needed to restrict humankind’s destructive tendencies, be 
they aesthetic, philosophical, moral or religious.14

The enemies were assumed to constitute the guilty party, and to threaten 
Europe, its culture and civilisation, with the objective of controlling Europe 
by infringing on the lawful rights of others. For Paul Rohrbach, an apostle 
of the German foreign policy of ‘Weltpolitik’ – the intention to make Ger-
many a world power – England was the foremost enemy of European cul-
ture, so its power had to be crushed.15 The historian Werner Sombart called 
upon young German soldiers to act as the final defence in preventing the in-
coming flood of commercialisation from Western Europe and England.16 In 
a British paper, one could read that the fighting had become ‘less a national 
cause than the cause of world civilization’.17 For Gertrud Bäumer, who 
chaired a German association for women, the war was about which nation 
would be leading the European collective of countries. She was concerned 
that enemies would not be able to see that Germany was best equipped for 
this, having a culture that was open to adopting foreign influences. ‘In the 
streets, which our armies are clearing, will follow all peaceful powers of cul-
ture’.18 Rudyard Kipling warned his compatriots of Germany’s aims, being 
quoted in The New York Times Current History of the European War as claiming 
that Germany had long been preparing for battle, and now their objective 
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was the complete destruction of England’s power and wealth. Germany, he 
warned the United States, was not only a menace to Europe, ‘but to the 
whole civilized world’.19 Hilaire Belloc, the British-French author, accused 
the German government of trying to rule the world and ‘to overthrow the 
ancient Christian tradition of Europe’, while the British and Latin countries 
defended the ‘sanctity of separate national units . . . and a great deal more 
which is, in their eyes, civilization’.20 Henri Bergson claimed that the French 
were equipped with the moral force of liberty and justice that could tran-
scend the nation, while the Germans had no ideals other than worship of 
brute force and the will to increase their power.21

Ferrero depicted a confrontation between Germanism and Latinism, 
claiming that the legacy of European civilisation came mainly from the 
shores of the Mediterranean and from the Latin peoples. North of these 
countries, the contributions were much fewer and more recent in history. 
Furthermore, the Germanic and Anglo-Saxon peoples focused too much 
on the ‘indefinite and unlimited increase of human power’. He depicted 
Germany as a morally meagre country. For over thirty years, Germany had 
been obsessed with the idea of progress, more so than any other nation. Its 
success had led to dreams of never-ending triumph. It had a spirit of power 
and violence that entailed both expansion and the invasion of its neighbour-
ing countries. The hunger for power had become a religion and had led to 
reduced moral limits. By contrast, the Latin-speaking peoples, guided by the 
ideal of moral perfection, favoured justice, equity, generosity and loyalty. 
The spirit of Latinism required that the state and international treaties curb 
the effects of unlimited commerce and industry; it would entail the enforce-
ment of restrictions and even renunciation.22 Ferrero was following one of 
the main strategies of wartime propaganda, emphasising that the enemy was 
threatening things of great value that were safeguarded by ‘our’ soldiers.

Werner Sombart believed that the enemy was obsessed with commer-
cial interests. He developed this belief into a major theme, similar to Fer-
rero’s, but here the enemy was England and the Germans were defending 
the higher cause. To Sombart, it was the spirit of commercialisation that 
expressed the English philosophy, culture and state. This spirit was both 
utilitarian and materialistic, permeating the state and setting the agenda for 
the governing of English possessions on other continents. While the Eng-
lish demanded their rights, the Germans focused on a mission, asking how 
they could contribute and what they could sacrifice. Instead of business and 
profit, Germans were concerned with their duty.23 Sombart took this line 
of argument to its ultimate conclusion. He supported German militarism as 
an expression of the highest values of the nation, and emphasised that the 
German mind was quite exceptional and could encompass everything that 
human culture had accomplished: ‘We understand all foreign people; no one 
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understands us, no one can understand us’.24 What does it matter, he con-
tinued, if international exchange in the worlds of culture and learning cease 
for a decade or two, when we are always the giving ones who do not have 
much to learn from foreign countries?25

Clearly, the borders and differences between the warring countries were 
emphasised in all sorts of ways. This phenomenon was prevalent before the 
war, with the political language of the early twentieth century emphasising 
the differences between the national cultures, not least between France and 
Germany. Readers frequently encountered enemy stereotypes in newspapers, 
essays and novels. In Germany one could read negative stereotypes of the 
English, and in Britain of the Germans. While France had long been a rival 
and enemy in the eyes of the British, whereas Germany had been viewed as 
an ally, after the turn of the century this began to change. In politics, Britain 
and France started to find peaceful solutions to problems arising from their 
imperial competition for space and influence, while Germany continued to 
push to establish an ocean-spanning empire of its own. Germany moreover 
joined the arms race to challenge the British navy’s domination of the sea.26

The decades before the war had seen many efforts to develop and dis-
seminate national traditions. Nationalists introduced practices, rituals and 
symbols at a large scale, inspiring Eric Hobsbawm to identify nationalism as 
an invented tradition.27 During the war, nationalism became more obvious 
than ever, as Europe became a continent of conflicting nations. Depictions 
of a nation’s own strengths and ambitions were coupled with enemy stereo-
types to marginalise ideas of a European community. Despite this, ideas of 
unity managed to stay afloat.

In Spite of It All: Defending Unity

For the Austrian writer and suffragist Rosa Mayreder, it was the concept 
of nation that had got Europe into its present impasse, with the war almost 
destroying the larger and more valuable community of European culture. 
Despite having developed over many years, this cultural community had 
ceased to exist.28 In an article published in Geneva and Berlin, her compa-
triot Stefan Zweig lamented that the pre-war European spiritual unity no 
longer existed and had been almost completely forgotten; the cosmopolitan 
ideals of the nineteenth century had been thoroughly shaken by the Great 
War, giving way to growing nationalism.29 Mayreder and Zweig were not 
the only ones who held on to ideas of European unity at a time when 
many novelists, artists and scholars were promoting nationalistic sentiments. 
The notion of European unity survived in spite of the national conflicts and 
wartime measures in place.
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Novelist Gabriele Reuter lamented the propagandistic caricatures of the 
German people produced in England and France. She declared that many 
Germans had ‘an unbounded love for the universality of European culture’, 
which had driven them to love the artistic and literary works of, for instance, 
the French, Belgians, Dutch and Scandinavians, and to admire the mystically 
religious soul of the Russians and the merchant mastery of the English. She 
deplored the hatred that ‘has torn asunder what was believed to be a firmly 
woven net of a common European culture’.30

A sense of shared belonging and purpose was expressed by people 
who associated themselves with their homeland’s rationale for waging war. 
Shared European culture, encompassing both Shakespeare and Goethe, as 
well as Homer, Maupassant and Flaubert, was still something many valued, 
but now it was the enemy who was to blame for dissolving it and causing its 
destruction.31 The unity of a common civilisation was still there. One should 
‘agree in thinking that while our country’s cause and the cause of our Allies 
is just and necessary and must be executed with the utmost vigour, it is not 
inopportune to reflect on those common and ineradicable elements in the 
civilization of the West which tend to form a real commonwealth of nations 
and will survive even the most shattering of conflicts’.32 The author of this 
quotation, the British philosopher F.S. Marvin, spoke of Europe’s common 
legacy of law, literature and art, adding science, philosophy, education, and 
commerce and finance, before ending by emphasising religion as a key fac-
tor; he mentioned all these fields as indicators of a civilisational understand-
ing that spanned the whole of Europe.33 Indeed, the ideas of a shared culture 
and a common civilisation were still evident.

Some literati continued to advocate European unity. In Barcelona, a 
group of intellectuals published the ‘Manifesto of the Friends of a Moral 
Unity of Europe’ in November 1914, urging their European colleagues to 
remain faithful to the idea of moral unity, saying that Europe was a com-
monwealth and all its parts were entitled to the right to well-being.34 In 
the Netherlands, the Anti-War Council brought together societies repre-
senting political parties, religions, intellectuals and labour. They presented 
a manifesto that urged the people of the countries at war not to be blinded 
by strong patriotic feelings, and urged intellectuals to avoid ascribing callous 
motives or characters to their enemies. Having respect for the foe was im-
plied, because ‘faith in the virtues of one’s own nation need not be coupled 
with the idea that all vices are inherent in the opposing nation’. The repre-
sentatives of the warring nations were to ‘remember what unites them and 
not only what separates them!’35

It was not only intellectuals from neutral states who invoked ideas of 
European unity. In autumn 1914, several prominent French and German 
scholars, including Albert Einstein, appealed for European unity out of 
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despair at the national enthusiasm for war, highlighting the need to pro-
tect shared European culture.36 Annette Kolb, a German-born writer with a 
French mother, saw it as her duty to plead for reconciliation, and wrote about 
the impossible task of annihilating either the French or the German spirit: for 
the sake of Europe they would have to unite, the Germans assimilating some 
French characteristics, and vice versa. If they could connect culturally, then 
they would be able to stand together politically and lead Europe.37 A similar 
idea was germinating in the mind of René Schikele from Alsace, though 
broadened to encompass reconciliation between all European nations. He 
proclaimed that European unity was emerging in the very experience of the 
war, with soldiers throughout Europe wanting the same freedom from 
the  war’s catastrophic effects, and with the objectives and arguments for 
the war being the same in all European countries. He concluded that never 
‘was there a more united Europe, never was the solidarity of people trying 
to tear themselves apart, so great’.38 Austrian playwright Hugo von Hof-
mannsthal turned to a spiritual unity that combined humanity (‘Humanität’) 
and religion, yielding something holy that went beyond mere utilitarianism 
and the pre-war era’s fiscal concept of civilisation. Such communality could 
bring about a new focus on the greater deeds of tolerance, forgiveness and 
patience, but it would not come easily or from current political leaders. 
Instead, he placed his hopes in the efforts of writers to continue their ex-
change that transcended national borders, and it was through these activities 
that a spirit of unity could evolve.39 Romain Rolland stood out among the 
French literati as one most concerned with the project of European recon-
ciliation, and therefore received much criticism. In France, he was accused 
of being a traitor when he repeatedly stated that there were writers, artists 
and thinkers in Germany who belonged to an idealistic tradition that did not 
support Germany’s oppression of its neighbours nor its menacing behaviour 
towards Europe’s common civilisation.40 He saw the war as the triumph of 
nationalism, flooding Europe with destruction. Rolland wished to focus on 
the idea of unity, and wanted only to safeguard Europe from collapse. In 
the contemporary ‘storms of passion’, he recognised that the greatest duty 
was to shelter ‘the spiritual unity of civilized humanity’. He concluded that 
the countries at war belonged to one common European civilisation with 
common interests.41

In the peace movement, leaders continued to discuss the need to con-
clude the mutual hostilities of the European nations. To them, Europe rep-
resented a special community with the most advanced civilisation in world 
history. Europe was seen as an entity, albeit one that was in a dreadful state 
due to the revitalisation of militarism. Its only hope was that its nations 
would agree to peace for the common good.42 Women of the peace move-
ment called for solidarity among themselves: while men were at war, it was 
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up to the women of Europe to bring peace, so they would have to stand 
together and strive for peaceful arbitration and reconciliation.43 ‘We are’, 
read an appeal, ‘the women, the mothers of Europe’ calling for peace and for 
making this the last European war.44

There was another way to plead for European unity that did not lament 
what was lost or focus on a unity that existed despite the conflicts. Instead, 
attention was on the lack of organised cooperation despite all the factors 
that furthered exchanges between the countries, such as modern technol-
ogy and means of communication that had made the world more accessible. 
British author H.G. Wells hoped for a United States of Europe that would 
consist of a body not driven by nationalism or imperialism, in order to ad-
dress the commercial frictions and rivalries between states.45 The British 
journalist and pacifist Norman Angell blamed the war’s occurrence on the 
fact that ‘Europe’ as such had not formally existed previously. There was no 
pan-European organisation to prevent the war from breaking out, no shared 
law that states had to follow, and no community of mutual protection. War, 
he wrote in 1917, was the price to be paid for the anarchy of international 
politics and the lack of common organisations.46 In general, the peace initia-
tives noted the lack of formal bodies in place to curb nationalistic excesses, 
and this interpretation supported initiatives that would eventually lead to 
the establishment of the League of Nations and to further initiatives for a 
united Europe.

Pleas for peace regularly included calls for a European federation.47 Calls 
for a United States of Europe continued during the First World War. In 
Berlin, the ‘Neues Vaterland’ (New Fatherland) was founded, which in-
cluded leaders of the peace movement and prominent economists, historians 
and scientists, such as Albert Einstein. In London, the Union for Demo-
cratic Control demanded a European federation, as did committees in the 
Netherlands and Spain.48 The European Unity League, founded in 1913, 
with branches in many European countries and especially strong in Great 
Britain, pleaded for a United States of Europe based on a free market. Its 
founder, the German-born British citizen Max Waechter, argued that the 
elimination of trade tariffs would be a means to avoid both war and burden-
some military expenses.49 Such pleas for a European federation treated the 
war as a menace to civilisation and a harbinger of the collapse of an old order 
of militarism – for some, also, of capitalism – and said that the only salvation 
would be to deliver a federation that would shape Europe into the fatherland 
of all its peoples.50 According to this line of thought, international disputes 
led to war because of the old order. A main argument for a federation was 
that the European states had many shared interests, with their inhabitants 
meeting in international associations and their politicians at congresses. In-
stead of fighting, the European states should be complementing each other. 
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There was no need for them to fear losing power when centralising admin-
istration, one of several Swiss federalist-minded intellectuals emphasised.51

Promoting the idea of European unity in spite of the war, whether based 
on a common spirit, culture or civilisation, could well be seen as the project 
of intellectuals who had little influence on politics. To appeal to unity when 
countries were fully mobilising for warfare, however, could be interpreted as 
the only available means of pressing forward. In addition, it was well known 
that the transnational economy of pre-war Europe was utterly shaken and 
partly destroyed by blocked trade routes, disrupted financial systems, and the 
efforts of the nations at war to control enemy assets from the early autumn 
of 1914. However, for some businesses, this was seen as an opportunity to 
expand and develop branches promoting mass armament across the borders 
of allied countries.52 However, in trade and commerce there were also argu-
ments for continuing business with enemies, despite the war. When Great 
Britain pleaded for a trade embargo against the Entente, Russia hesitated 
for fear of ruining its agriculture sector. Russia had substantial trade with 
Germany, and the Russian Privy Council reportedly opposed an embargo. 
Italians wanted to uphold trade relations that were still in place with Austria 
and Germany. In London, there were fierce discussions in both houses of 
Parliament, with free-trade proponents arguing that the ongoing war should 
not be turned into a detrimental war of trade. A deputy of the Austrian 
Reichsrat warned as late as 1917 that certain policies could isolate the econo-
mies of Austria and Germany; instead, he backed a strategy that might lead 
to an economic alliance among the European states.53

Nevertheless, calls for custom unions and economic trading blocs were 
of much greater significance, as they could further entrench the division of 
the continent between the Triple Entente and the Central Powers. Politi-
cians in both France and Italy initiated meetings and inter-Allied conferences 
in Paris, where they pleaded for an economic federation that would include 
England and possibly Russia. A Latin federation was also discussed, which 
would include Belgium. The French government, led by Aristide Briand, 
was more eager to form a trading bloc than were their Allied partners.54 
The idea of a bloc encompassing the Allied countries began to take shape. 
A union between the democracies, including the United States, was one 
option discussed.55 The most important and evolved concept under consid-
eration was that of ‘Mitteleuropa’.

Nationalism for an Empire: ‘Mitteleuropa’

In the early twentieth century, the concept of Europe was associated with 
calls for expansion, as the dominant cultures were claimed to need space: 
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Britain already had an overseas empire, French colonies were in place in 
Africa and South East Asia, and Russia had expanded in the Far East. Would 
Germany also have an opportunity to expand in similar fashion? It was often 
said that German culture was significant and, as such, had as legitimate a right 
to expand as did the other leading European cultures. One of the options 
proposed as a way to end the war was to ensure that Germany had room for 
expansion. Even British pacifists expressed such an idea, to the vexation of 
H.G. Wells: ‘I cannot understand those Pacifists that talk about the German 
right to “expansion”, and babble about a return of her justly lost colonies’.56

The most noteworthy understanding of a European empire during this 
period treated the war as a grand and powerful creator of a continent with 
fewer borders.57 This idea took inspiration from the historical trend towards 
expanding political units, with smaller units and less successful national cul-
tures gradually disappearing. It envisaged the successful expansion of Ger-
man culture through the emergence of a broadly defined ‘Mitteleuropa’.58 
As a geographical concept with political implications, the term ‘Mitteleu-
ropa’ had been in use since the turn of the twentieth century, although the 
added implications of German expansionism only arrived with the First 
World War.59

Pleas to create a federation of Austria and Germany, together with some 
of their neighbouring states, experienced a rebirth starting in 1913 thanks to 
a number of accounts and pamphlets written mainly by Germans, but also 
by Austrians.60 Some calling for a federation were conservative while others 
were aligned with German liberalism. Generally, they agreed with Prussian 
actions to unite Germany, and argued that the German emperor should take 
command of the new ‘Mitteleuropa’. Its enemies were in the West and the 
East, and included England, France and Russia. By comparison, Germany 
had few harbours, no fertile colonies, and no German-speaking populations 
overseas. These authors considered Germany and Austria-Hungary to be the 
heart of ‘Mitteleuropa’, which could include Switzerland, the Netherlands, 
Bulgaria and Romania, as well as the Scandinavian countries. One of these 
authors wanted a pact between Berlin and Baghdad that included the Turk-
ish Empire, while another encouraged the Swedes to liberate Finland from 
the tsarist yoke. After the war broke out, the defence pact of the two Ger-
man states came under new scrutiny. Apart from that, the same themes from 
earlier plans for a ‘Mitteleuropa’ were repeated. These included a trading 
bloc large enough to compete with the Russian, British and American mar-
kets, plans to open up new countries to German farmers, saving the Germans 
in Austria-Hungary, and rescuing the Dual Monarchy from disintegration.61

The notion of a cultural community had taken shape. Franz von Liszt, 
professor of law at the University of Berlin, saw a specific German cul-
ture of language, art, science and technology, which he identified as the 
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foundation of a shared culture of ‘Mitteleuropa’. Hans Mühlstein, a Swiss 
art historian, imagined Germany’s mission as one of spreading its culture 
and attaining world dominance. He based this belief on the spiritual renewal 
that Germany had undergone in Europe since the sixteenth century, with 
Luther and the Reformation, the music of Bach, the philosophy of Kant, 
and the discoveries of Copernicus. It was that spirit that had permeated the 
nations in the middle of Europe, Mühlstein wrote in the weeks following 1 
August 2014, adding, optimistically and excitedly, that the German people 
represented the heart of humanity, which had only to manifest itself in the 
form of a shared body.62

The federation’s organisation was addressed from several perspectives. 
The economist Eugen von Philippovich was concerned with the prereq-
uisites for a trade and customs union between the two German states. The 
journalist Albert Ritter wanted a German-led defence union. Liszt elaborated 
on the legal aspects and was the only one who argued for a people’s assem-
bly, which could show the world that Austrians and Germans stood united 
in the war.63 Philippovich, Ritter and Liszt were all Austrians, although they 
had close connections to Germany, and their careers spanned both states. 
The booklet by Liszt presented the German government’s interest in these 
plans, as he was a member of parliament and a minister. Moreover, in Au-
gust 1914, Walther Rathenau, an industrialist who advocated strongly for 
‘Mitteleuropa’, was appointed head of the War Raw Materials Department 
in the War Ministry, and the chancellor initiated discussions in his inner 
circle of ways to attract allies and neighbours to Germany using economic 
means.64 Finally, in a policy statement from 9 September 1914, the chancel-
lor maintained that Germany should aim to establish a large federation called 
‘Mitteleuropa’ in central Europe. He considered France a suitable candidate 
to join the union, in accordance with hopes for a quick victory against the 
French.65 Accordingly, we can agree with the historian David Stevenson that 
the outbreak of war triggered the idea of ‘Mitteleuropa’. Stevenson, who 
has charted the range of initiatives of the German government, convincingly 
argues that they lacked support from the industrial sector and were quite un-
successful in accomplishing economic and political integration. Neither the 
Austrian nor German governments were prepared to relinquish sovereignty 
to shared institutions.66

Friedrich Naumann’s Mitteleuropa was a bestseller in its genre during the 
First World War. Published in 1915, it had sold one hundred thousand cop-
ies within a year, and was eventually translated into Italian, French, English 
and Swedish. It became the most influential of all German writings on the 
subject.67 Naumann himself was a liberal of the Wilhelmine era and called 
for social reforms. He was a theologian who favoured a strong Germany and 
the notion of its expansion. He had long been acquainted with the idea of 
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‘Mitteleuropa’, had argued for such a federation at the turn of the century, 
and was familiar with the contributions of both Loch and Liszt.68

For Naumann it was now or never: blood was being spilled and nations 
were mobilising, and now was the time to unite the states between Russia 
and the West. The war offered a unique opportunity for political figures to 
demonstrate their greatness – afterwards, it would be too late. Writing op-
timistically early in the war, he encouraged the creation of ‘Mitteleuropa’.69

Naumann believed that it was important for the two German states to 
handle the inner borders of ‘Mitteleuropa’ with care. The differences con-
cerned Protestantism versus Catholicism, industrial versus agrarian econo-
mies, business versus leisure-minded mentalities, being at the frontier of 
technological development versus embodying traditions of the past, cen-
tralism versus decentralism, supporting nationalism versus rejecting it, and 
having a Western and Northern versus a Southern and Eastern mentality. A 
common worldview outlook would need to be cultivated in order to tran-
scend these borders and forge the two states into a federation with shared 
ideas, history, culture, work and law. Joint institutions would need to handle 
electricity and railways, monetary issues and commercial law, customs tariffs 
and labour legislation. The legal, medical and historical professions would 
have to be merged.70

Naumann’s historical determinism makes sense of the development of 
small states into larger entities. Just as gross production developed within 
industry, so did the organisation of states develop. The world would no 
longer contain many states, but rather continents and world states, such as 
Russia, America and Great Britain, or large federations. He saw a histori-
cal shift towards ever larger units, something of which he greatly approved. 
Thus, it became necessary for him to theorise the formation of the federa-
tion of ‘Mitteleuropa’. The nationalities of ‘Mitteleuropa’ with fewer people 
had no future as independent states, and Naumann concluded: ‘It is painful, 
but that is how world history wants it: political “small businesses” need af-
filiation’. However, he insisted that there would still be a place for certain 
smaller nations in ‘Mitteleuropa’ because Hungary and some of the Slavic 
nations would be impossible to Germanise as their distinctiveness was too 
pronounced. He did not recommend assimilating these into the German 
nationality; the Hungarian and Slavic nations were there to stay, although 
they would not be able to remain sovereign states. The very foundation of 
‘Mitteleuropa’ would be the German people, with their superior culture, 
language, and capacity to organise. Yet, harmony would only be achieved 
if other languages besides German were given room. A ‘Middle European’ 
spirit would be necessary, one with consciousness of a shared history and cul-
ture, made possible thanks to the historical process of the German awakening 
during the nineteenth century, which was completed with the unification 
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of the German states.71 Naumann said that ‘a Middle European culture will 
grow out of German nationality’.72

However, it was seen as impossible to fully civilise the Hungarians and 
Slavs into ‘thinkers, men of reason, technicians, organizers, sober men of re-
ality’, like their German counterparts. Therefore, the Germans would need 
to adapt themselves to other nations, at least to a certain degree. Although 
German would be the official language, other languages would have to be 
accepted. In due time, a Middle European type of personality would develop 
as ‘the bearer of a manifold, strong and rich culture that grows from the Ger-
man nationality’.73 In the end, Naumann believed that only Germans would 
be able to civilise the region. He saw them as possessing a superior capability 
to organise, compared with other nationalities in the region, and even with 
the British and French. Not least did this concern the organisation of eco-
nomic life, which could weave together a public safety net, encompassing 
both individual and private interests.74

He offered a twofold answer on how to best organise the region. First, 
a federation would need to be created, with one political leadership and a 
common economic bloc. Next, a collection of nationalities would need to 
live together within this federation, with Germany serving as their leader 
and civiliser.

Advocacy for ‘Mitteleuropa’ continued following Naumann’s book, 
with many further publications by other authors. His work was mostly 
praised, and his conception of ‘Mitteleuropa’ was considered an accomplish-
ment, as the realities of war had forged unity between Germany and the 
Habsburg Empire. If certain dimensions seemed to be missing, it was only a 
matter of time until a fully fledged federation would emerge. The arguments 
mainly focused on the military and economic benefits of having two states, 
and on the global shift towards larger economic units, but it was also said 
that a federation would bring increased stability to Europe and strengthen 
its society.75

Still, ‘Mitteleuropa’ never became one of Germany’s main objectives 
during the war.76 Some reactions to Naumann were rather doubtful. His 
friend and fellow member of the Liberal Party, Paul Rohrbach, had criticisms 
regarding foreign affairs and colonial questions. He preferred a ‘Weltpolitik’ 
directed at other continents, recommending the annexation of European 
neighbours rather than a joint federation.77 Naumann’s imperialistic ambi-
tions were milder, while Rohrbach stunned the public with a rigid imperial-
ism. Some social democrats reacted favourably to Naumann’s book, which 
caused Karl Kautsky to mention the idea of ‘Mitteleuropa’ in several of his 
writings, unsurprisingly disagreeing with the imperialistic ambitions and 
undemocratic visions underlying the concept. However, he was optimistic 
about the idea of a federation, agreed with the need for the states between 
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Russia and England to cooperate more closely, and especially highlighted the 
closeness between the two German states.78 Kautsky and others who pro-
moted the idea of ‘Mitteleuropa’ were still operating under the assumption 
that this was a European movement that followed the trend towards larger 
units. It recognised the complexity involved in the question of nationalities, 
and found a way to merge nationalism with imperialism.

The Nationality Principle

When H.G. Wells was forecasting the future in 1917, he predicted that the 
expansion of Europe would eventually end. The expansion of European 
empires was first halted in America, and it was about to end in Asia, with Af-
rica following suit. The age of empires was drawing to a close: ‘The days of 
suppression are over’.79 He was correct in this, although it did not happen as 
soon as he had predicted, and the fall of the empires was a theme that would 
haunt Europe in coming decades. However, grandiose plans for empires 
persisted, in addition to the vision of a German ‘Mitteleuropa’. Wells him-
self put considerable effort into predicting how Britain’s dominions would 
continue to be British in the age to come. Britain would need to relinquish 
some of its control over its territories, and accept that they could have their 
own interests and a desire to forge new relationships with neighbouring 
countries. Instead, the feeling of Britishness should be developed, keeping 
Canada, India and the African and other territories together by encouraging 
a sense of community, rather than by ruling with a strong hand.80 Wells re-
flected on the growing attention that many writers had begun to pay to the 
conditions of political organisation in Europe and the world, and nationali-
ties were central to this idea.

In 1917 Wells saw a new age dawning, an age of nationalities. He ob-
served that nations were undergoing fundamental growth, and proposed that 
once a nation had gone beyond its early, barbaric state, it would naturally 
want to make its own way and would reject foreign oppression. ‘Nations 
will out!’, he claimed, meaning that they would want to freely develop their 
opportunities. The consciousness of being, for example, Egyptian or Polish 
would endure despite foreign dominion. For Wells the nationality principle 
was applicable to regions where homogeneous nationalities existed. How-
ever, on ‘the natural map of mankind’, he found other areas that were much 
more complex. In some regions where religious and/or linguistic borders 
outnumbered the nationalities, it was better to adopt a Swiss-inspired dis-
trict system that accepted some differences, but managed to keep the nation 
together. Moreover, some cities and regions were home to many nationali-
ties and were, in effect, international spaces. He wanted those to be ruled 
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in conjunction with the associated nations, in the form of a union between 
the peoples who were affected. In Europe, he identified the region between 
Germany and Russia as troublesome, with nations that were neither mature 
enough nor large enough to stand on their own. The Poles and the peoples 
of the Habsburg Empire had unique nationalities that would not allow them 
to assimilate, and that could continue to cause conflicts if they became in-
dependent. A union between the western Slavic nations could have offered 
a solution for the region, but he believed that it would be impossible to 
implement because of the interests of Germany and Russia in keeping such 
a construction under their own rule.81

Obviously, Wells saw the end of the era of empires and the dawning 
of a new one of nationalities. However, although he was half-hearted in 
rebutting the existence of empires, he could not fully accept the indepen-
dence of smaller nations as a general pattern for Europe. He illustrated a 
kind of thinking shared by many others. Arnold Toynbee, the conservative 
historian, believed that nationality was the optimal organising principle for 
Europe. Still, he saw no chance of most of the Central and East European 
nationalities existing as independent states: the Czechs were too dependent 
on the Austrian and German economies; the Slavic nations of the Balkan 
Peninsula would do best in a shared customs union; and the nationalities 
of north-eastern Europe could only express themselves within the Russian 
Empire. For only a few peoples would nationality lead to independence, 
and most were ‘undoubtedly unripe for it’.82 The liberal prime minister, 
H.H. Asquith, declared that Britain would stand up for the nationality prin-
ciple, and an imperialist-minded London journalist defended the indepen-
dence of ‘many of the smaller nations’. However, when listing them, like 
Wells and Toynbee, both men only mentioned nation states that were in 
existence before the war.83 Similarly, during the 1915 International Congress 
of Women in The Hague, women from both warring and neutral countries 
struck the International Committee of Women for Permanent Peace, de-
manding ‘respect for nationality’ and a recognition of ‘the right of the people 
to self-government’ in a declaration. Occupied Belgium was on the minds 
of people outside of Germany and Austria, as was the looming referendum 
of those living in South Tyrol, Alsace and Schleswig regarding which state 
they wanted to belong to.84 The Uruguayan-Spanish writer Adolfo Agorio 
brought up Belgium and Serbia when discussing the ideas of nationality and 
international justice as the bases for creating fraternity in Europe: these two 
ideas would deliver a just peace. He said nothing about other nations.85

It is possible to make the same observation in other discourses. Many 
writers and activists blamed imperialism for starting the war.86 John Hobson, 
who had popularised the notion among leftists early in the century, saw 
the war as an outcome of previous European imperialist policies related to 
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militarism and the financial exploitation of foreign countries.87 Wells singled 
out Germany as the main imperialist culprit because of its policies, which he 
found aggressive, cowardly, undemocratic, and lacking in recognition of the 
rights of different nationalities.88 In such rhetoric, national independence and 
the rights of people to determine their own fate were essential for building a 
lasting peace. However, the focus remained on existing nation states, while 
the nationality issue in Europe concerned many stateless minorities from the 
Austrian, German, Russian and Ottoman empires.

Both the Allies and the Central Powers used the nationality issue for 
their own purposes and took steps to empower nationalist movements, in 
the hope of diminishing enemy resources. Germany and Austria-Hungary 
promised nationality rights and institutional bodies to Finland and the Bal-
tic region, to the Flemish in Belgium, to Ukraine and Moravia, and to the 
Poles in the former Russian possession of Warsaw. Britain offered the exiled 
Belgian government guarantees of restored independence, made promises to 
the nationalities of the Habsburg Empire, and raised hopes among the Poles 
to reunite the divided nation. However, German policies for Poles within 
the Reich offered them little hope, and those who ruled Vienna refused to 
increase the national rights of the Slavs, eventually becoming more hostile 
towards nationality movements when the war broke out. In London, those 
in power would listen to neither a Welsh campaign for federal autonomy, 
nor to the demands of the Irish for national rights. Instead, Irish leaders were 
arrested and, as protests against British rule escalated, people were killed. The 
new Bolshevik regime of Russia accepted in theory that nations were free to 
decide whether to form states with other nations or to become independent, 
and this also applied to its own non-Russian nations. In reality, however, the 
regime intervened in one way or another in Ukraine, Bessarabia/Moravia, 
Finland, and the Baltic states after their declarations of independence.89

A clear indication that the concept of nationality was growing in popu-
larity was that it had entered the minds of socialists and social democrats, and 
forced them to consider it worth defending. Conditions had changed since 
the war began, and they needed to call for more than internationalism. They 
needed to support the governments of their countries in more ways than 
just backing the declarations of war in 1914, as during the war they had be-
come more opposed to it. Even Lenin, who ascribed all talk, comments and 
noise made about nationality to capitalist propaganda, recognised the right 
of nationalities to be liberated from oppressing states.90 Some went further, 
stating that the struggle for national independence was just as important as 
the class struggle, and noted that there were nationalities that did not have 
proper states. Leaders of the Social Democrats in Germany and Austria wrote 
at length on the topic. Karl Kautsky emphasised that freedom was crucial, 
not only for nations that were large or more culturally developed, but for 
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all nations. He saw their self-determination as one of the main issues facing 
Europe. However, this did not mean that he welcomed new states, as he 
drew a clear distinction between self-determination and independence. His 
notion of a state included economic unity of trade with a free market and ex-
ternal customs, and a military strong enough to defend itself behind borders. 
He believed that, to form a nation state, it was essential to have community 
of language, and indicated that some nationalities were simply too small to 
form states. In that case, a national culture and language were still considered 
important for democracy and for a minority’s right to express itself.91 In line 
with these arguments, his party declared in 1917 that occupied Belgium and 
Serbia ought to retain their freedom, and that Poland, Finland and Ireland 
should be welcomed as independent states, while other minority nationali-
ties should settle for autonomy within their states.92

The nationality question had a special resonance in Cisleithanien, the 
country located on the River Leitha, officially called the ‘Kingdoms and 
countries represented in the Reichsrat’, which consisted of the Austrian part 
of the Habsburg Empire. Transleithanien, the country beyond the Leitha 
River, was Hungary.93 Before the war, the empire had experienced a long 
period of stability. Conflicts between nationalities did not threaten its reign 
because the nationalists, with few exceptions, wanted to keep the empire in-
tact. It is true that the pan-German movement of George Schönerer wanted 
the German parts of Austria to break away and join Germany, but the move-
ment attracted little support and was backed by only a minority within the 
Austrian Parliament.94 Slavic nationalists won supporters in their objective to 
expand national autonomy when they called for the right to use their own 
languages in civic administration, but most were loyal to the state. More 
so than in any other groups, it was among the high-ranking officials that 
Austrian patriotism remained strong, with loyalty and obedience to the em-
peror trumping nationalist sentiments. The war, deliberately started by the 
monarchist leaders, changed the Austrian mindset. The army did not meet 
the standards of modern warfare and could hardly win a battle without the 
support of German troops. Rumours spread, with people saying that the war 
would lead to disaster for the Habsburg state, which was soon both militarily 
and economically in the hands of Germany. A customs union was enforced, 
and the monarchy was well on its way to becoming an integrated part of a 
German-dominated ‘Mitteleuropa’.95

The notion of a German-led ‘Mitteleuropa’ was criticised as too focused 
on the economy and blind to anything besides German culture and national-
ism. Polish nationalists writing in a journal in Vienna were enthusiastic about 
the possibility of uniting their divided country within a new ‘Mitteleuropa’, 
but they leaned towards the Habsburg Empire, hoping to increase their in-
dependence within a multinational state.96 The historian Josef Pekař was 
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among the nationalists who anticipated that the Czech nationality would 
occupy a stronger position in a future Austria, because its culture already had 
ample influence on the region and it would strengthen the Habsburg regime 
in its partnership with Germany.97 In revising the notion of ‘Mitteleuropa’, 
economist Gustav Stolper emphasised higher aims and religious values when 
he argued that Austria could add a moral component to the federation.98 
Like Naumann and other Germans, Social Democratic Party leader Karl 
Renner also emphasised a cultural community in the region, but he did not 
define it as German or as specific to any other nationality. Instead, he turned 
to history and shared intellectual, religious and national experiences. Stolper 
said that Austria had a world mission to spread a specific sensitivity to cultural 
diversity, and building a new world order on this basis would be the greatest 
achievement of humanity since Christianity. Christian Social Party leader 
Ignaz Seipel understood the Dual Monarchy as exemplifying the highest 
standard of political organisation in existence. Only in a multinational state 
would it be possible to achieve perpetual peace, while also allowing multiple 
nationalities to uphold their own agendas – even while organising exchange 
between national cultures, without which they would not survive. We can 
see a vision of a federal and multinational Austria that is partly in harmony 
with the idea of ‘Mitteleuropa’. These authors downplayed the idea of Ger-
man culture as an organisational principle of society, instead seeing Austria as 
the heart of a region where nationalities were able to live peacefully together 
and learn from one another.99 Evidently, they saw no reason for independent 
nation states.

All these efforts were futile in establishing an Austria of nations with a 
post-war future, as the Dual Monarchy fell under German control, which 
eventually undermined its political and economic sovereignty. The dynasty, 
with its new Kaiser, lost power to its German brother in arms. The ability of 
Slav nationalists to stay within the Austrian state seemed to promise a future 
with weak opportunities for self-determination. The military offensive by 
the Central Powers in 1918 ended in a grand failure, and the state began 
to break up. It was of no help that the young emperor, Charles, had initi-
ated a plan to reorganise the state according to federal principles. The main 
nationalities declared themselves independent, and the emperor was forced 
to abdicate.

A New Europe

After only a few months of warfare, people began to speculate about what 
Europe would look like when the war was over, as it would undoubtedly 
not be the same as before. Many insisted that the old Europe was dead, that 
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the aspirations of the Congress of Vienna had finally collapsed, and that nei-
ther the Congress System of the Treaty of Vienna nor the coalition system 
of the pre-war years remained viable, as they were part of the problem. It 
was time to look to new principles of international relations, for a way to 
settle border issues without igniting new conflict. Different expectations of 
the future began to take hold, including hopes for new ethical standards and 
international law.100 Some asked for a new way of thinking. The Swiss art 
historian Hans Mühlstein stated: ‘The coming reformation of European pol-
itics and culture can only come from a better philosophy than the one that 
dominates our rulers’. 101 He had defended German expansion in 1914, but 
after his experiences in the war, he became a pacifist and socialist. However, 
the focus of the discourse remained the rights of nationalities and rectifying 
their divisions.

Indeed, there was quite a lot of speculation about post-war Europe. The 
notion of a new Europe gained traction mainly in the Allied countries with 
a focus on the concept of nationality as a fundamental asset for the coming 
political order in Europe. In 1915, the new Europe of Arnold Toynbee 
consisted of interconnected nations unified by their culture and language. 
In some cases, a nation represented an economic unit in and of itself, and 
sometimes nations were assembled into a group. Each nation matured in its 
own time, which could be seen as a kind of social evolution. Toynbee was 
adhering to a stagist theory of history when he said that immature nations 
should follow the more advanced ones in Europe, emphasising that more 
established nations should refrain from focusing on mere economic inter-
ests and from engaging in conflicts over foreign territories. He also added, 
rather elusively, that nationality should not be the final stage, and hoped that 
someday there could be an international authority in place by which na-
tions could transcend nationality altogether.102 Apparently, the early talk of 
a new Europe was vague, and masked an effort to discredit Prussianism and 
the current German regime. For Toynbee, Germany was not fit for a new 
Europe. Its Prussian conduct and dynastic ambitions were not appealing to 
a democratically inclined public, and did not apply to a political organisa-
tion of Europe based on nations. Its concept of nationality represented only 
brute force and domination; it was ‘a menace to our civilization’ as it relied 
on German glory during the Medieval period, and focused on territorial 
inclusion, while Britain truly represented a modern nation: ‘a spiritual expe-
rience and self-expression of a human society’ that represented democracy 
and cooperation.103

Discussion of a new Europe approached the matter from different per-
spectives. In L’Europe Nouvelle, also written in 1915, the socialist-leaning 
journalist Paul Louis wrote: ‘The expression “New Europe”, which is used 
daily, is very vague, it covers territorial Europe, social Europe, political 
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Europe’, adding that this also concerned a ‘moral Europe’.104 He stated that 
French, Germans, British and neutrals alike rejected a return to the way 
things were before August 1914; the Germans aimed for expansion, while 
the others opposed Germany’s push for more territory. For Louis, the war 
was a historical moment of the same significance as the French Revolution, 
when an old era was left behind and a new one was dawning. In the new 
Europe, the will of the people and the nationality principle should rule, such 
that ‘there were no more oppressed, despoiled, mutilated peoples’.105

This makes him another example of a socialist who valued nationalities, 
although he defined a nationality not by language, religion, or historical 
memory, but by the unity of its people. For instance, one nation can encom-
pass more than one language, and one language may be spoken in several 
different countries. The new Europe would need to abandon the orders of 
the Treaty of Vienna and the Prussian, Bismarckian and pan-German doc-
trines of territorial expansion, whose ‘monstrous ambitions’ had tortured the 
French in Alsace-Lorraine, the Danish in Schleswig and Holstein, and, most 
of all, the western Poles. Louis wrote that referenda could sometimes be use-
ful in letting the people decide where they belonged, but he saw only Poland 
as capable of forming a new independent state. He believed that Finland 
should have autonomy within the Russian state and that Austro-Germans, 
Czechs and Hungarians should form a tripartite state with equal rights for its 
three nationalities. Other parts of the Habsburg Empire should be included 
in the expanding territories of Italy, Serbia and Romania. A recurring argu-
ment was that nations were supposed to be large and populous enough to 
form a state. Using this logic, Louis dismissed the pre-war independence of 
Luxemburg, considering it part of Belgium. He concluded that this would 
be a Europe without slaves, because each nationality would have its freedom, 
which would increase the likelihood of peace.106

Neither Louis nor his ideological opposite Toynbee viewed Europe as 
providing an opportunity for new nation states to emerge. However, they 
reflected changing opinions regarding the significance of smaller nations. In 
late 1915, a Swedish envoy to Paris wrote in his diary that, after meeting 
representatives of the government and leading politicians, it was possible to 
view smaller states with fresh eyes and to appreciate their importance. Not 
only were these representatives interested in forging closer economic ties 
with Sweden, but they also spoke of their willingness to support the Finn-
ish claim to self-determination, or even independence.107 Louis argued that 
these nations – representing smaller states – without the power or grandeur 
of the main European countries nonetheless had an important part to play 
in establishing buffer zones. The free nations of the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Poland, Switzerland and Denmark would constitute buffer zones between 
bigger countries, reducing the risk of their direct confrontation. Smaller 
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nations had nothing to gain by starting wars, which they would be bound to 
lose; rather, they feared war, and their peacefulness offered a kind of balance 
to Europe. They tended towards democratic and liberal governance, were 
concerned with the freedoms of their citizens, and offered asylum to expa-
triates. They were considered progressive in many respects regarding their 
own countries, civilisation, and international relations. Louis’s song of praise 
concluded that, in a rejuvenated Europe, smaller states would be of greater 
importance than ever before, although he could not see that any new states 
should be established.108 Despite the tributes paid to their literature, art, sci-
ence, and innovative thought, Louis imagined that the post-war European 
states would remain almost exactly the same nations as they were before. A 
reorganised Europe with altered territorial borders? –Yes. A Europe with 
additional states? – No!

The Czech nationalist Tomáš Masaryk believed in the prospect of new 
nation states. He proposed an alternative to Austrian, German and Russian 
dominance of the western Slavic nationalities, and began to talk of a Cen-
tral Europe composed of free and democratic states. In his earlier books on 
Czech nationality he did not discuss the concept of Central Europe, nor 
did he tie the future of the Czech people to that of other Central European 
nations or espouse an independent Czech state.109 However, from 1912 on-
wards, he became increasingly opposed to the governance of Austria, and 
expressed indignation at the throne, the aristocracy and the Czech elites. He 
called upon the Czech and the other minor Austrian nations to strive for 
cultural and political self-determination. Even at that time, he considered the 
establishment of an independent Czech nation outside the Austrian Empire 
to be impossible. Only the war, and the possibility of gaining support from 
the Allies, made him change his mind.110 It was also the war that made it 
possible to present Central Europe as an alternative to a German ‘Mittel-
europa’. Czech nationalists had known about the latter since at least 1905, 
when the leader of the Young Czech Party, Karel Kramář, warned citizens 
of Germany’s ambition to expand its power throughout the Habsburg Em-
pire. A customs union would only benefit the Germans, not the Czechs. 
Kramář confronted a German ‘Mitteleuropa’ based on his interest in living 
in a Czech nation at ‘the heart of Europe’. Nevertheless, there was still no 
talk of an alternative idea of Central Europe composed of nation states, as he 
believed that the Slavic nations of Austria should exist within the frame of a 
federalist reconstruction of the monarchy.111

Forced by the war into exile, Masaryk arrived in England in March 
1915, at which point he began to campaign for Czech independence by 
establishing influential contacts, writing petitions to the minister of foreign 
affairs, and collaborating with the weekly The New Europe. He took every 
opportunity to petition for the freedom of the peoples of Central Europe, 
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and tried to convince the British public that such an aim was exactly in 
line with Allied interests and victory. He contended that the Allies would 
soon defeat a disintegrating Habsburg Monarchy, which would open a path 
to victory over Germany. This proposed strategy evoked positive reactions 
from the British government and ministries, but only became part of official 
British policy in 1918.112

In a speech given in London at Kings College’s newly established School 
of Slavonic and East European Studies, as well as in a memorandum to the 
British government in October–November 1915, Masaryk defined his own 
position as an alternative to the plans for a German ‘Mitteleuropa’, and was 
apparently quite familiar with the German literature and policy on the mat-
ter. He wanted a different plan from that of the Allies, a Central Europe 
free of German domination, where Czech sovereignty was not limited by 
German power and where the independence of the Slavic nations could 
provide a bulwark against future German expansion.113 Cautiously, he wrote 
that England and France were defending the rights of smaller nations to 
self-determination, and underlined the assurances of the tsar that the Slavic 
peoples should be liberated. He was thus able to present his aims as very 
much aligned with those of the Allies. He did not mention his ambivalence 
towards tsarist rule in Russia, nor that the Allies’ drive for self-determination 
differed from his for sovereignty. He was more outspoken in his criticism 
of the Austrian and German empires when he said that they represented a 
previous era’s authoritarian rule, and he insisted that in the modern world 
a state would need to find common ground if it was to build a nation with 
a shared language and democratic rule. His European map consisted of a 
Western Europe with nineteen nations and twelve states. Eastern Europe 
was dominated by a few large empires and a multitude of smaller nations. 
Between Eastern and Western Europe he described an ‘ethnological zone’ 
with a southern border running from Trieste via Thessaloniki to Constanti-
nople, and a northern border along the Baltic Sea. It included Eastern Prus-
sia, Austria-Hungary, Western Russia, and the Turkish-ruled part of the 
Balkans. Masaryk called this zone ‘Central Europe’, and supported his plea 
for national sovereignty by looking at the national conflicts that had yet to 
be viably resolved. By releasing them from the empire, they could become 
more like Western nation states. Masaryk’s new Europe began with a new 
Central Europe composed of independent nation states.114

Starting in January 1917, the Bohemian Masaryk began to edit The New 
Europe, in which he promoted democracy and independence for the nations 
of Austria-Hungary. The New Europe was Britain’s main outlet for calls for na-
tional self-determination, with collaborators from all Allied countries, includ-
ing occupied Belgium. It supported the right of all peoples to decide whether 
or not to be independent, and to decide on the degree of autonomy that they 
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should have. The Macedonian people should have the right to hold a refer-
endum regarding their partition among Serbia, Bulgaria and Greece. The 3.5 
million Romanians of Transylvania should have the right to an autonomous 
province within a federalised Hungary.115 Regarding Luxemburg, an article 
asked for the assurance of independence.116 One article spoke of Icelandic 
attempts to persuade Denmark to agree to expand its self-governance.117 
Another article focused on Åland’s petition to become part of Sweden, after 
Finland had declared its independence.118 In addition, the journal reported 
every concession of the Allies to sovereignty. These included the new Rus-
sian regime’s proclamation of autonomy for all non-Russian peoples, the 
French recognition of Finnish independence in January 1918, and the Allies’ 
recognition of a Czech legion within their ranks. It also included the recog-
nition by Russian delegates of Ukraine as an independent state four months 
later in May, and the promises of the British, French and Italian prime min-
isters to support Poland, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia in becoming their 
own nations in June of the same year. All of this stood in contrast to the 
Central Powers’ insistence ‘upon restricting its [i.e. self-determination’s] ap-
plications to states, not nations, and leaving existing frontiers unimpaired’.119 
Guided by the motto ‘Pour la Victoire Intégrale’, The New Europe aspired to 
offer a new international order for Europe, promoting ‘victory for the demo-
cratic idea, and for peace without annexations and on the basis of complete 
self-determination of nations’.120 Democracy and national sovereignty formed 
the journal’s formula for a new Europe.

In late 1917, national self-determination and sovereignty became op-
tions in Eastern Europe. From the beginning of the war, Ukrainian national-
ists had declared that their nation had a culture of its own, with the richest 
musical and poetic traditions in Europe, and that it was capable of forming a 
unique state of its own. Ukrainian independence from Russia would benefit 
all of Europe, while it would weaken or even disintegrate Russia, free its 
subjects from tsarist rule, and relieve Germany and Austria of their eastern 
threat.121 These were the claims, and after the October Revolution, Ukraine 
proclaimed independence from Russia, as did Moravia and Finland. In the 
Baltic region, under German occupation, national bodies were allowed to 
develop in order to gain distance from Russia. In early 1918, Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania declared themselves independent. In Austria-Hungary, na-
tionalism became radicalised as the empire was on the brink of collapse due 
to food shortages, strikes, and a breakdown in transport. The army was run-
ning out of men, materials were in short supply, and Slavic troops refused 
to fight against the Entente. On 6 January 1918, Czech deputies of the 
Reichsrat and Diets of Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia agreed to a programme 
for Czechoslovakian independence.122 Willingness to remain loyal to the 
empires of Central and Eastern Europe was rapidly declining.
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The process leading to the disintegration of the continental empires 
received further impetus when a manifesto for the future organisation of 
Europe arrived from the United States. Paul Louis was a witness:

No document, since 1914, has had more resonance than Mister Wilson’s mes-
sage dated 8 January 1918. The words of the American president have always 
had the gift of catching the attention of men, because one feels his firm will, 
clear and at the same time audacious thoughts, a rather rare disinterestedness; 
but this time, it is not an exaggeration to say that they have provoked a pro-
found shock in both aggressive and neutral countries.123

The idea of national self-determination was fundamental to the American 
president Woodrow Wilson. In his address to congress about the condi-
tions for establishing peace, he set out ‘the principle of justice to all peoples 
and nationalities, and their right to live on equal terms of liberty and safety 
with one another, whether they be strong or weak’. America represented, 
in his eyes, a historical development away from empires and towards nation 
states, while Germany and Austria were the prime examples of outmoded 
imperialism.124 Detesting dynastic and authoritarian rule, he frankly declared 
his belief in democracy and the possibility of improving the world order:  
‘[W]hat we seek is the reign of law based upon the consent of the governed, 
and sustained by the organized opinion of mankind’.125

Although his inspiration came mainly from the independence move-
ments in North and South America, Wilson was aware that the European 
discourse of the war had inspired aspirations of national self-determination 
and even independence.126 The declaration clearly addressed the Polish and 
Balkan demands for independence but was more conservative when it came 
to the Habsburg nationalities, to which it offered only self-determination. 
That limitation was of little importance as Wilson had already made a name 
for himself as an ardent proponent of moral principles in favour of peace, 
and his new declaration only further boosted national sentiments. For many, 
Wilson stood out as ‘the recognized prophet of the Allied cause’.127

On 10 April 1918, non-German nationalities of the Habsburg Empire 
gathered in Rome at the Kongress der unterdrückten Völker Österreich-
Ungarns, and on 17 May they gathered once again in Prague. The assembled 
included Slovaks, Croats, leaders of the Yugoslavian movement, Serbian 
dissidents, Bosnians, Italians, Romanians from Transylvania and Bukovina, 
Poles from Galicia and Silesia, and representatives from all of the Czech par-
ties. Their declaration referred to hundreds of years of oppression, and envi-
sioned a future of lasting peace that would lead to independence and overall 
‘a better future of the nations’. Aggressive imperialism would be exchanged 
for a system of free and equal nations. Wilson’s principles left their mark in 
the resolution: the new future would be ‘assured by the world democracy, 
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by a real and sovereign national people’s government, and by a universal 
League of Nations, endowed with the necessary authority’.128

The tide was quickly turning in favour of the Slavic nationalists as the 
Allies viewed the disintegration of the Habsburg Empire as a way to weaken 
and isolate Germany. By the end of May 1918, the British government and 
President Wilson praised the Slavic nationalists’ ambitions, declaring that 
their independence and liberty were among the Allies’ war aims. However, 
full sovereignty for every individual Habsburg nationality was not what 
the Allies had in mind, as sufficient size was thought necessary in order 
to become a viable nation state. The British spokesman uttered something 
vague about gathering these nations into a Central European federation. 
Wilson promised sovereignty to only Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, each 
of which comprised more than one nation.129 Economic arguments proved 
useful when attempting to limit claims to national independence. In The 
New Europe it was explained that the southern Slavic provinces needed the 
mountains, plains, and coastal lands for economic development purposes. 
Developing trade routes, commerce and industry throughout the inland re-
gions would require connections with the Dalmatian coastal towns, which 
would then enable trade across the Mediterranean. Trieste and Fiume would 
have to be oriented towards the Yugoslavian provinces instead of the Aus-
trian centres in the north.130 Clearly, an independent state should have the 
most conducive economic conditions.

Hopes for an Allied victory were high in autumn 1918, as the Habsburg 
Empire had collapsed and it had become clear that it only was a matter of 
time until Germany admitted defeat. In Copenhagen another journal was es-
tablished, also entitled The New Europe, or in Danish Det ny Europa, by lead-
ing Scandinavian cultural figures, including the Danish critic Georg Brandes, 
the Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen, and the Swedish suffragette Ellen 
Key. They declared that a new Europe was in the making, and they likened 
the European nations to the sons of a larger common fatherland. By herald-
ing the coming of this new Europe and declaring their love for it, they were 
giving expression to the strong prevailing currents of hope.131

The Wilsonian Moment: An Ending with New Divides

Recently, a researcher aptly called this juncture in 1918 ‘the Wilsonian mo-
ment’.132 President Wilson was expected to take the lead in organising the 
new Europe according to his principles. Hopes were high when Germany 
asked for a ceasefire and accepted Wilson’s terms. However, this was also 
a moment of great anxiety. While some saw Germany as the main threat 
to a future Europe of national self-determination, others believed that the 
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German people were not to blame for what its leaders had perpetrated. Ellen 
Key asked the victors to respect the spirit of the German people: ‘[T]hose 
who now want to trample Germany’s self-determination, pride, and future 
opportunities into pieces are beginning a new war in which their grandchil-
dren will bleed and Europe will fall’.133 That is, the notion of national self-
determination should also include Germany.

Wilson’s ideals were definitely anti-colonial, and met with resistance 
from the other Allied leaders, who had no understanding of national self-
determination outside of Europe. In fact, Wilson himself believed that few 
non-Europeans could manage to govern their own countries. Wilson sought 
an alternative to the imperial system of pre-war Europe that would be more 
attractive than communist rule. His idea was to establish lasting peace by 
eliminating reasons for disputes through granting each nationality the right 
to self-determination, and offering a way to have an international body deal 
with conflicts.134

Intellectuals developed a range of arguments to support such a supra-
national association. They enthusiastically embraced Wilson’s principles, 
finding that they represented freedom and the peaceful arbitration of inter-
national disputes. One argument constituted nothing but historical deter-
minism: in the beginning was love for the family, then grew compassion for 
the tribe, after that for the nation, and the next step was to embrace a larger, 
international community. Another argument tried to apply a pedagogical 
logic: nationalism and a feeling of belonging to one people were necessary 
to foster internationalism. Only when people understood the complexities of 
national society would it be possible to extrapolate this understanding to the 
complexities of interacting nations: ‘Only from nationalists could one create 
internationalists’.135 

A third argument drew on the experience of wartime cooperation, with 
the pooling of resources, the unifying of military forces, and to some degree 
the combining of economic actions through the War Council of Versailles.
This council acted as a supranational authority, and had come to signify ‘that 
only a certain voluntary curtailment of the sovereign right of each nation 
can avail to equip the common cause with the means of victory’. Not only 
did this approach serve the Allies in the war, it represented the embodiment 
of a supranational body, illustrating how it would behave when it had the 
authority to control sovereign nations to address a shared aim. According to 
this argument, the council put ‘the whole task of European reconstruction’ 
on the agenda.136

As the expectations of internationalism continued to increase, so did 
early signs of disputes resulting from the self-determination of nations. When 
the Moldavian Republic was declared, Romania took steps to extend its 
territory to the detriment of the new state. Polish troops entered Lithuanian 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 The First World War	 161

and Ukrainian territory. Bohemian-German parties opposed the creation of 
a Czechoslovakian state. The dispute over a border town between the new 
Czech and Polish republics remained unresolved. For the internationalists, 
and for all who found hope in Wilson’s programme, it might have come as 
a surprise that the wave of nationalism and the establishment of nation states 
laid the ground for conflicts during the interbellum period.

The end of the war meant the dismantling of the Romanov, Hohen-
zollern, Habsburg and Ottoman empires, which allowed for the construction 
of independent nation states. However, this was not easily accomplished, as 
the nationalities constituting the former empires were not clear-cut entities. 
Many people were unaware of their national affiliation or were unwilling 
to belong to a certain nation, but would in any case, with or without their 
consent, be forced into it by the principle of self-determination. Linguistic 
and historical demarcation lines were often too complex to offer any obvious 
borders, as every choice would leave some minorities behind. Rather than 
solving territorial issues, the principle of self-determination seemed bound 
to create even more disputes between the European states. Furthermore, 
the victors were more interested in finding the best possible provisions for 
themselves than in finding agreements that everyone could live with. It is no 
wonder that the delegates of the conference in Paris were mostly pessimistic 
about the results of their deliberations, and were even alarmed at the resulting 
treaty. A British delegate wrote in a letter that ‘the total effect is, I am quite 
sure, quite indefensible and in fact is, I think, quite unworkable’. John May-
nard Keynes felt ‘deep and violent shame’, and left the conference very wor-
ried about the economic chaos that he thought the treaty would instigate.137

With the treaties after the war, Russia was removed from Finland, 
the Baltic States and Poland, Germany lost its foothold in Poland, and the 
Habsburg Empire was broken into four states. Albania gained its indepen-
dence from Italy and the sovereignty of Belgium and Luxembourg were 
confirmed. Apart from that, Denmark signed a treaty that granted Iceland 
its freedom in all areas except foreign policy and the common monarch. 
Ukraine and Moravia declared their independence before the new Soviet 
Union eventually defeated them, and in 1922, the Irish Free State pro-
claimed its independence from the United Kingdom. This meant that the 
number of European states radically increased, and also that Europe could be 
seen as a continent composed of nation states.

Although the Allies were prepared to turn a page and give up their im-
perial ambitions in Europe, that did not mean they were ready to relinquish 
their power on other continents. The idea that Europeans had achieved a 
higher standard of development was still current, and imperial ambitions 
remained on the agenda. However, the fear of losing that higher position 
was pervasive and widespread. As a result, a new chapter in the history of the 
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European idea emerged. While the new prominence of nation states rein-
forced the conception of a Europe of dividing borders, the fear of a dimin-
ishing European role in the world sparked the idea of European unification.
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Notes for this section begin on page 186.

C H A P T E R  6

Fearing Crisis

The Great War was followed by both optimism and pessimism. Hope and 
trust were found in the promises of European culture, civilisation and order. 
There was still faith in civilisation, and expectations of a lasting and fair 
peace mounted in the mid-1920s. Memorials to fallen soldiers were raised 
in Belgium, Britain and France.1 The Great War was often expected to 
be the last war, so many countries began to disarm themselves. Belgium, 
France, Germany, Great Britain and Italy resolved further issues between 
them in the Locarno Pact of 1925, with the explicit aim of guaranteeing 
peace in Western Europe. This resulted in the leading negotiators – the for-
eign ministers of Great Britain, France and Germany – winning the Nobel 
Peace Prize: in 1925 it was awarded to Austen Chamberlain, and the fol-
lowing year it was shared by Aristide Briand and Gustav Stresemann. One 
observer stated that ‘the war is definitely ended, that, whereas we have been 
living for the last six or seven years in a state of truce, in a state of concealed 
ill-feeling, of anxiety, dissatisfaction and uncertainty, to-day there is a real 
cooperation between the Allies and their enemies, and the psychology of 
war is a thing of the past’.2 In addition, Briand’s attempt at a universal treaty 
outlawing war was completed in the so-called Peace Pact of 1928, accord-
ing to which all major powers promised not to invade other countries. As 
the pact was signed by almost all European countries, happy days seemed 
once again to be likely.3

Still, the discourse of Europe was riddled with pessimism and even de-
spair. In Bremerhaven in February 1923, the Austrian journalist and author 
Joseph Roth described Europe darkly through the eyes of emigrating East 
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European peasants bidding a final farewell to the continent, stressing their 
experiences of maltreatment and oppression, and their hopes of a better fu-
ture elsewhere. These were mainly Jews from Poland, Lithuania, Russia and 
Ukraine. He told of a mother with two young daughters and a twenty-year-
old son who ‘have been wandering through the sorry, moribund West of 
Europe’. They had been to Budapest, Vienna and Berlin before a cousin in 
New York finally sent them tickets to America. These refugees on the emi-
grant ship Pittsburgh now belonged to the lucky ones who could ‘get away 
from Europe, the continent of pogroms’. They were lucky to have their 
tickets and an address for a brother-in-law, nephew or cousin over there. 
They were ‘fleeing hunger, the plague, and a creeping charity’.4 To Roth 
and many others, Europe was a backwater, and Western Europe was dying.

Disputes between European states stoked fears of new wars. The Swed-
ish author and peace activist Elin Wägner wrote, apropos the French seizure 
of Ruhr in 1923, that Europe was on a road towards disaster, where mistrust 
and hatred among the nations would end in mutual destruction. The open 
wounds from the war tainted the European mind: ‘If we in thought and ac-
tion continue in our direction from the war, then we will unerringly tear 
ourselves apart, and leave our beautiful, wonderful continent destined for 
foreign races to inherit’.5

Crisis and decline remained salient themes in the intellectuals’ political 
and cultural discourse of European unity in the interwar period.6 In fact, it 
was impossible to consider Europe without the significant impact of dis-
courses of degeneration that added a new framing of the idea of Europe. 
Most of all, the crisis was associated with the borders and divisions of Europe. 
Here, we turn to issues of European decline and crisis, which were ascribed 
various characteristics and usually accompanied by appeals to take amelio-
rating action. What kinds of decline and crisis were being represented, and 
what kinds of rescues? Europe was seen as embroiled in an epic drama with 
an unknown conclusion. It had risen to a place of might and glory, achieved 
technological revolutions, freed the mind, and rationally organised society, 
but its position could no longer be taken for granted.

This chapter begins by outlining the contemporary trepidation regard-
ing the new borders and economic failures of the new European order, 
illustrating the entanglements of unity and borders. It will then examine 
contributions to discussions of European crisis, decline and nihilism, illus-
trating European divisions as well as arguments for moral and cultural unity, 
while keeping to the conception of European exceptionalism. The findings 
of this chapter underpin the results of Chapter 5 regarding the fundamental 
impact of the redefined concept of Europe, emphasising its many national 
borders. In addition, this and the following chapter give further evidence of 
the Europeanisation of ideas and concepts as a long-term historical process 
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more pronounced, especially among intellectuals, than in previous periods.7 
We should be aware, however, that the nation was the basis for transnational 
activities in the 1920s and 1930s,8 activities that were a way to act within 
borders, not to create an all-encompassing unity.

Borders: Necessary Barriers or Opportunities 
for Cooperation

Europe, whither goest you?  – the poignant question of to-day. The pride 
of Christian culture, the greatest human achievement in history, with, as we 
thought before 1914, the seal of immortality set upon her, is now perhaps mov-
ing towards dissolution and death. Europe has begun a rapid decline, though no 
one dares to think that she will continue in it downward until she reaches the 
chaos and misery and barbarity from which she sprang.9

British journalist Stephen Graham captured the thoughts of Europe after the 
war, when history seemed to be taking a new path and progress had turned 
into its opposite. Through the eyes of this voyager of Europe, conditions had 
already declined by the beginning of the 1920s. During and after the turbu-
lent ending of the war, Europe had rapidly increased its number of nation 
states to almost thirty. At each border, it was necessary to have a passport and 
a valid visa. A visa for travelling could only be obtained for a certain period 
and needed to be renewed if the visit was prolonged. At each visa office and 
border one had to queue, the officials might very well insist on asking their 
questions in their national language, and each monetary exchange entailed a 
cost, as reported by Graham.10

The new borders were not only inconvenient for travellers, but they 
also illustrated the contemporary anarchy caused by the nationalistic break-
down of the old Europe and a nation state ideology unfit for the needs and 
awaiting tasks. The shattering of Europe into nation states manifested in 
the proliferating new borders was increasingly blamed for both the decline 
and the crisis. Some critics found solutions in ideas of national superior-
ity and a hierarchy among nations. The German conservative nationalist 
Max Hildebert Boehm warned of a Europe comprising small states that were 
weak, politically divided, economically shattered, mutually unfriendly, and 
with disputed borders, adding an urgent need for a European rebirth that 
included a strengthened Germany.11 In Vienna, the conservative sociolo-
gist Othmar Spann frankly stated that the crisis would end if the Central 
European states were all made into German provinces. The Balkanisation of 
Europe, with all its minor states, had brought chaos, and it was the future 
task of Germany to restore order and peace. Poland, Bohemia, Hungary, 
the Slavic people in the south, and Greece should belong to Germany. For 
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the pan-Germans, the independence of the minor nations was an illness that 
could only be cured with an accumulation of German power.12

It is true that many nationalists still believed in the blessings of largeness, 
as Boehm and Spann illustrated. It was the idea of a hierarchy of European 
peoples that had subjected many nations to the larger states. Elin Wägner 
satirically represented the dilemma in a vignette:

An Englishman to an English woman after hearing a lecture: Was that not a 
gripping appeal?
The woman: Yes. But of course I think, like my husband, that you really should 
not help the Russians. It is only good if that race could be reduced, as it is the 
disruptor of peace in Europe.
He: But do you really think that the Russians are worse than, for example, the 
people of the Balkans?
She: No, I really do not know what we in Europe should do with the people 
of the Balkans.
He: In that case, I must say if we are to cleanse Europe, then there is no reason 
to let the Germans stay here.
She: The Germans, yes. I had forgotten them. It would of course be a blessing 
if we could get rid of them as well.
He: But tell me, then, what is it that makes us English so outstanding and wor-
thy of living compared with others?
She: We are so human.13

For many the decline was caused by the economic circumstances of the 
war and the incomplete recovery afterwards, which to a significant extent 
was explained as an outcome of the new borders. The elimination of trade 
tariffs was often called for. At the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, Louis 
Loucheur, the main economic advisor to the French prime minister, claimed 
that economic stability was essential to avoiding a new crisis.14 In the same 
year, it was reported that a German economics professor had predicted rapid 
economic decline unless a United States of Europe was established.15 Warn-
ings about the peace treaty were widespread, and in everyday speech, the 
Parisians called it the ‘heartfelt rift’.16 One British representative, the econo-
mist John Maynard Keynes, resigned his post and left the conference utterly 
disappointed at the inability of the victors to formulate a sound treaty. He 
argued that they would not succeed in bringing economic stability to the 
decaying organisation of Central and Eastern Europe and its new states, but 
would instead further misery and disorder.17 It was observed that the princi-
ple of nationality was dysfunctional in economic life, as provinces and states 
suffered from economic obstacles raised by neighbouring states, and national 
hostility paralysed Central and South East Europe with no economic gain 
for any regions. Exports of raw materials were hampered, transit across ter-
ritories to the sea and other states was blocked, and rail traffic was impeded 
by heavily discriminatory duties. If this were not enough, from the sover-
eignty of independent states over their economies followed perhaps twenty 
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other ways to impede the economic freedom of their neighbours, argued 
the British publicist and labour politician Norman Angell. He warned of a 
peace treaty that organised the European economy based on the principle of 
nationality. Instead, he advocated economic movement and the ability to be 
independent of political sovereignty, with some kind of supreme economic 
council that could settle disputes.18

The truth is that a settlement on a basis of nationality, involving an absolute 
sovereignty and ‘ownership’ of soil, must necessarily conflict with the vital eco-
nomic cooperation of the world. An international system, under which ade-
quate economic opportunity can only be secured for a people by their complete 
political sovereignty over the territory [that] contains the raw material necessary 
to their industry is fatal to the security of nationality itself. The price of secure 
nationality is a workable economic internationalism.19

A range of publications argued that social and economic factors were deter-
mining the future, being at the root of the crisis and decline. Only months 
after the peace treaty, Paul Louis, who had abandoned his vision of a ‘New 
Europe’, declared that the capitalist system had put Europe and the world 
in crisis. Capitalism had led to the war, but to win it, capitalists and impe-
rialists had made promises they had since betrayed. They had promised a 
new world order with an end to dynastic rule and secret diplomacy, and 
the dawn of rule by the will of the people. Much of this new order was 
not realised, as the rulers had not understood that the war had paved the 
way for worldwide social upheaval and the age of democracy. Now they 
were ignoring the burdens of rapidly increasing living costs and inflation. In 
Louis’ analysis, the workers who had fought on the front lines now put both 
capitalism and imperialism in crisis with revolutions in some countries, and 
strikes and upheavals in others.20 Louis was right: all the signs of a true eco-
nomic crisis were in evidence, with sharply reduced production capacity, a 
lack of raw materials, the abandonment of farming, and overproduction of 
paper money.

As early as 1920, in an acclaimed and frequently cited analysis, the 
French geographer Albert Demangeon had already questioned the viability 
of the sources of Europe’s wealth, as the war had exhausted the continent 
and set it on a path of decline in the world economy. His figures indicated a 
remarkable decrease in agricultural and industrial output, exports, and birth 
rates – and, in addition, the states were heavily burdened with war debts. 
The outcome of the war had been disastrous, as it had ‘stopped produc-
tion, forced Europe to buy overseas, thus turning former debtor nations 
into creditors; and, as a terrible agent of destruction, it [had] substituted the 
task of reconstruction for that of creating new wealth for exchange. Above 
all, in its destruction of life, it [had] dried up the source of energy and vital-
ity’. Demangeon remarked that, in the meantime, the United States and 
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Japan had increased their capacities and taken over export markets as well as 
trade routes, de facto putting the major European states under further pres-
sure. Moreover, he predicted that the ability of the European empires to 
uphold their global hegemony would face pressure from growing national 
ambitions  – a revolution in the relations between Europeans and others 
would only accelerate the decline.21

Economists emphasised the division of Europe between its industrial 
and wealthy parts in the West, and its agrarian parts in the East and South: 
the former was dense with roads and railways, while transportation links 
were scarce in the latter; the former saw the thriving exchange of products, 
while the latter was underdeveloped. The French economist Francis Delaisi 
spoke of ‘two Europes’.22 Despite the catchphrase of ‘cooperation or down-
fall’, creation of a European market and rational planning at the European 
level faced opposition from protectionism and dysfunction within European 
industry. Trade tariffs were repeatedly seen as the main obstacle to progress. 
In the late 1920s, when the protectionist measures implemented throughout 
Europe threatened to expand into a tariff war, the reduction of trade tariffs 
was interpreted as a way to prevent decline and to unite Europe. The mes-
sage was clear: the continent had been riddled with wars – fought by eco-
nomic means if not with arms – when it ought to have been governed by 
order and self-restraint. Europe’s eminence was attributed to both economic 
prerequisites and civilisational accomplishments, and any lack of internal 
economic cooperation was seen as potentially inviting decline.23

The Crisis of Civilisation, and How to Overcome It

The notion of a European crisis was widespread. For many contemporary 
observers, it was not only that an economic decline was taking place, but 
also that a far-reaching crisis was developing. Strengthening the European 
economies was not enough, as the acute economic crisis was only a symp-
tom of a more profound malaise.24 The military crisis might have been over 
when the war ended and the peace treaties were signed; it might have been 
possible to avert the economic crisis, but the European crisis in its totality 
would not be so simple to resolve, as it had other and even more fundamen-
tal aspects, wrote Paul Valéry in 1919. Europe had been seriously shaken and 
its intellect was disturbed. A generation of young artists and writers was lost, 
as was belief in a European culture: its moral ambitions were scattered, both 
realism and idealism scorned, the spirit incapable of saving anything and in 
doubt of its own capacities, according to Valéry.25

Some identified the post-war economic disorder and social crisis as a 
moral problem. Italian writer, historian and politician of the left and liberal 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



172	 Thinking Europe

parties, Francesco Nitti, saw Europe as a state of mind that was out of bal-
ance. It had been torn apart by war and economic delusions, and only un-
derstood the language of violence; it was an unhappy continent that lacked 
the language of peace: ‘[O]ne thing is above all others necessary: the resump-
tion, not only of the language, but of the ideas of peace!’26 For Nitti it still 
all came down to practical issues: the cynical and greedy peace treaty that 
robbed Germany of land and resources, by which Europe had been divided 
into two camps, one heavily armed and threatening the other, which had 
been ‘forced to labour in slavish conditions under the menace of a servitude 
even more severe’.27 For a disillusioned Russian socialist and Marxist exile, 
it all came down to finding a new spirit. He called for Europe to reclaim its 
moral vision and to focus on what was best for its citizens. When Europe 
was poor, indebted and without culture, most of its countries plundered, its 
politicians and parties corrupt, without hope that any social class could take 
the lead in changing society, then Europe would have to either die or be 
reborn. Either it would be capable of making a spiritual turn, or it would 
definitely decline.28

Every aspect of the crisis was taken into account when representing the 
idea of a crisis of civilisation. The British anthropologist, essayist and novel-
ist Robert Briffault, who alluded to Gibbons with his The Decline and Fall 
of the British Empire, wrote in Breakdown: The Collapse of Traditional Civiliza-
tion that ‘symptoms of mental decay are noticeable everywhere throughout 
Western civilization’, and that ‘all thought exhibits a manifest decadence’. 
This concerned not only economic and social life, he suggested, but lan-
guage, literature, and all the arts as well.29 This way of defining the period 
was often elaborated on by Austrians and Germans – unsurprisingly con-
sidering the effects of the First World War and these countries’ declines as 
leading powers due to their losses of Central and East European provinces, 
and the German forfeiture of its colonies. The criticism draws on themes, 
already in place at the end of the nineteenth century, regarding industri-
alisation, urban migration, and capitalism, as well as individualism, secu-
larisation, and civil rights movements. Max Weber’s view of rationalisation 
and bureaucracy, as forces that constrain human life, also exerted a strong 
influence. The Frankfurt School of Marxist thinkers criticised modern tech-
nology and analysed phenomena of mass culture as its logical outcome. 
Conservatives cautioned against communism and American culture. Here 
we find Ferdinand Fried, an advocate of National Socialism who saw a cold 
and soulless spirit of money and capitalism that had broken the old institu-
tions and traditions, seeking salvation in a spiritual renewal of both the na-
tion and the people.30

For some, the crisis of civilisation was rooted in the cornerstones of 
modern development. Julius Evola, who adhered to Italian fascism, declared 
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the crisis to be an outcome of the breakdown of traditional order.31 Evola’s 
friend, the writer and esotericist René Guénon, contended sadly that mate-
rial considerations always come first, giving priority to utilitarianism and 
economic factors.32 For the German-French theologian and philosopher 
Albert Schweitzer, the current crisis of civilisation was due to the restricted 
compass of ethical standards. It was a mistake to regard civilisation as essen-
tially materialistic, even if that was what it had come to stand for; instead, 
true civilisation concerned the spiritual life and ideals of human perfection, 
quite apart from the improvement of social and political conditions. Indi-
viduals’ spiritual forces would need to take the upper hand in order to over-
come the overriding striving for materialistic achievements in the economic, 
social and political spheres. A true and active civilisation with real freedom 
would require ethical standards. Issues of meaning and value are essential 
to establishing a spiritual condition ‘in which we again become capable of 
civilization’.33

For others, the crisis was the outcome of a societal divide. The Anglo-
French writer and historian Hilaire Belloc saw a decline that began when 
the Reformation disrupted Christendom, to which he added further factors: 
‘The conflict between rich and poor, the conflict between opposing national 
idolatries, the lack of common standards and of the fixed doctrines upon 
which they used to depend had led up . . . to the brink of chaos’.34 Many 
contributors to this discussion shared the sense that they wanted to rescue 
Europe by instituting common values. Guénon wrote of a ‘traditional and 
supra-human truth’, and Belloc of establishing common standards and prin-
ciples. It is also illustrative that both turned to the Catholic Church: Guénon 
recognised it as the only organisation capable of uniting the spiritual forces, 
and Belloc hailed its principles favouring the better distribution of wealth 
and the effective control of capitalist monopolies.35

The societal divide was also an issue for leftists who addressed the decay 
of capitalist civilisation. Beatrice and Sidney Webb blamed it for poverty, for 
inequalities in income and personal freedom, and for causing the war.36 Scott 
Nearing claimed that the working class would have to build a new culture, 
responding productively to the decay and forming a new civilisation beyond 
the present impotent, declining economic system with its class divisions. He 
looked towards a new social order with world organisations that formed a 
global society and global association of organised workers.37

For feminists who addressed contemporary decay, the divide was be-
tween civilisation and culture, with the former representing male oppres-
sion. Austrian Rosa Mayreder connected civilisation with technological 
progress, economic prerogatives, and mechanisation. It overestimated the 
virtues of technical progress, and ignored the havoc it wreaked. Civilisation 
suffered from hubris and intemperance, and overemphasised competition 
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and efficiency; in addition, it was built on men’s work. The contemporary 
crisis was the result, Mayreder claimed, of civilisation moving much faster 
than culture, leaving the latter unable to absorb its innovations. In addi-
tion, culture had fallen into decay following the previous century’s upheavals 
of tradition, societal values, and aesthetic norms. Elin Wägner presented a 
similar view in the early 1940s, identifying war and preparations for war as 
outcomes of civilisation. For both feminists, men ruled the world through 
civilisation just as they ruled women. Hope was found in the will to change 
this, and in the possibility of creating a new culture in which values closer to 
life and female experiences had the upper hand.38

Salvaging civilisation was seen as connected to developing new inter-
national orders of cooperation. We are witnessing a process of collapse, 
wrote H.G. Wells in 1921, likening European civilisation to a sinking ship 
due to its exaggerated patriotism, which had found its way into schools, 
national literatures, propaganda, and national selfishness. The only way to 
save civilisation would be to spread an idea greater than nationalism; other-
wise, he feared that an era of prosperity and progress was about to end. Wells 
preached the gospel of human brotherhood and saw ultimate salvation in a 
world state ruled by a common law of humankind. He saw world organisa-
tions such as the League of Nations as important, as were ‘world unifying 
efforts’, expanding patriotism into the motivation to create a world state.39

There were also those who saw the solution to the crisis in the idea of 
a European community. It was only through a common effort, by gathering 
all European states into a union, that the continent could be rescued, accord-
ing to Nitti.40 If the white race wanted to fulfil its mission, wrote Wilhelm 
Heile, the founder of the Verband für europäischen Verständigung in 1926, 
Europe would have to organise itself: to stay in the lead, a United States of 
Europe was urgently needed.41 The idea of a common crisis triggered pleas 
for cooperation, not only among the main powers of Europe; the nation 
states in Central Europe were especially vulnerable to tariffs and worried 
about international conflicts. Amidst the economic crisis in 1930, Czech 
foreign minister Edvard Beneš warned dramatically of the final downfall of 
European culture. The only available choice would be between conflicts 
and crises leading to new wars and catastrophes, and a new kind of intimate 
association that would concern economic relations as well as political and 
moral affairs.42

One of the foremost advocates of a united Europe was Richard von 
Coudenhove-Kalergi, founder of the Pan-European League. He was a 
strong proponent of the idea of a major crisis of European civilisation, claim-
ing that ‘civilisation has turned Europe into a penitentiary and the major-
ity of Europeans into forced labour’, such that civilised man had lost his 
natural freedom. Dependent on machines, states, and unhealthy cities, he 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 Fearing Crisis	 175

was unhappy and unable to enjoy his maximum potential.43 Coudenhove-
Kalergi’s pleading for pan-Europeanism was based on the idea of a double 
crisis concerning the roots of European civilisation, which forged the largest 
crisis ever faced by humankind. He saw a political crisis emerging from the 
failure to ensure lasting peace, freedom, and wealth for Europe’s citizens, and 
concluded that Europe could only be saved if it became unified in a federa-
tion that could allow the reconstruction of its morals and culture. The basis 
of the crisis was the downfall of the common worldview, formerly based 
on Christianity, but that had long been eroding, finally reaching an acute 
phase with the spread of materialism and the denial of the existence of God 
after the Enlightenment. This left Europeans with neither higher values nor 
responsibilities. However, instead of the rebirth of a Christian worldview, he 
called for responsibilities to be based on the ethics of pantheism, which he 
found in Goethe’s and Nietzsche’s heroic ideals.44

Richard von Coudenhove-Kalergi saw technology as the heart of the 
European spirit. The technical revolution was the global mission of Europe; 
it had truly changed the continent and positioned Europe as the world 
leader. Not everything was better because of it, as it did bring mechanisa-
tion, standardisation, and tasteless mass production, but it also brought the 
possibility of liberating people from forced labour and improving their lives. 
Their houses could have gardens, and be warmed and lit by electricity. New 
means of transportation and communication meant that people could live 
away from their workplaces in factories, and that large cities could be dis-
mantled. Like many other visionaries, he also managed to find creative and 
persuasive rationales for his main standpoints. When arguing that the tech-
nological revolution was a driving force of a unified Europe, he noted that 
public transport had lessened distances. Just as trains had imposed the need 
to overcome local patriotism in Germany and Italy before their unifications, 
so Coudenhove-Kalergi argued that aviation brought Europeans closer to 
one another; he urged politicians to seize the opportunity this presented to 
overcome nationalism in Europe.45

Ultimately, von Coudenhove-Kalergi had no doubt about the greatness 
of Europe and its world mission to free people through technological and 
ethical means. According to him, the courage to act, as well as the values 
of dynamic masculinity and romantic heroism, were highly praised traits in 
Europe. Europeans had a spirit of invention and were able to invest their 
energy in global projects intended to contribute to its future.46

Indeed, there was little doubt that Europe could be rescued. Europe was 
and would continue to weigh more than the rest of the world combined. 
Paul Valéry concluded that the European spirit, with its discipline, morals 
and power, would be undefeatable and would prevail. Wherever this vic-
tory occurred, we would ‘witness the maximum of needs, the maximum 
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of labor, capital and production, the maximum of ambition and power, the 
maximum transportation of external Nature, the maximum of relations and 
exchanges’.47 Here, there is no shortage of European self-reliance.

Crises of the Mind, and the Quest for Moral Values

One of the best-known and most widely read books on the issues of crisis 
and decline is Revolt of the Masses by José Ortega y Gasset, which was origi-
nally published in Spanish in 1930 and quickly translated into English and 
German, and thereafter into other languages as well. The book made him 
an important writer outside his native Spain, and his impact as a writer rep-
resenting European high culture in the discourse on Europe was immediate 
and to some extent lasting – Albert Camus would write some years later 
that ‘Ortega y Gasset, after Nietzsche, is perhaps the greatest “European” 
writer’.48 Other often-read authors such as Thomas Mann and the Dutch 
historian Johann Huizinga quoted Spengler and other declinist authors, but 
above all, they cited Ortega y Gasset. In this body of work, we can extract 
the main themes of the decline as perceived in the 1930s. Several crises were 
occurring at that point, notably, the Great Depression following the stock 
market crash in 1929. Ortega y Gasset was writing against the background 
of a Spain that had lost its colonies and was at war with Morocco. Led by a 
much-criticised dictatorship, it had entered a philosophical debate about the 
essence of Spain in relation to modern Europe. In Germany, the political 
crisis of the early 1930s ended with the Nazis overthrowing democracy. By 
1935, not only Germany but also Italy and several other European states had 
gone from democratic to authoritarian governments. In absolute numbers, 
more states had taken this turn than not. Fascism was regarded as a viable 
option in Spain too, where Franco was about to seize power. If it was not so 
before, now democracy was truly in crisis.

Timely analysis treated issues such as the rise of dictatorships and the 
attacks on democracy in the remaining democracies as outcomes of the 
Great War, as well as the longer trend of the decay of representative insti-
tutions and shortcomings in establishing authority and efficiency in demo-
cratic capitalism. The argument that political fragmentation needed to be 
counteracted by ‘some force that will jump political boundaries and operate 
in a worldwide manner’ recurred.49 According to the Swiss diplomat and 
internationalist William E. Rappard, the future of democracy ‘depends in 
the first instance on the maintenance of peace and on the organisation of 
international relations such as will again allow national governments to strive 
primarily for the prosperity of their people, and no longer oblige it to subor-
dinate it to the security of their states’.50
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The decay was not necessarily conceived of as an economic or politi-
cal fact. Ortega y Gasset said it was something that was much debated and 
was a feeling that could possess one’s mind: ‘Europe feels grave doubts as to 
whether she does rule or not, as to whether she will rule tomorrow’. Indeed, 
it was even doubtful whether, after three centuries in the lead, Europe could 
still be seen as ruling the world, and even more doubtful that it would con-
tinue to do so, but such simplification of the contemporary was not proof 
of a factual decadence. For Ortega y Gasset, the concept of decay defined 
a feeling.51 Mann envisioned the decline as an abdication of the spirit and 
reason, which he observed in culture, art, and the spread of irrationalism. 
This threatened what he stressed as the European ideals of truth, freedom 
and fairness.52 Johann Huizinga declared the crises to be cultural, and his 
examples tended to reflect art and the ideas of intellectuals. He mentioned 
the Decadent Movement in literature from the late nineteenth century and 
the pessimism of Spengler.53

Still, they agreed that the cultural decay had brought with it serious 
consequences. For Huizinga this was marked by a turn towards immediate 
experience marked by advertisements, political slogans, and the way serious 
matters had been made the subjects of funny games. It included both pupil-
lage and heroism exalting action and the will, but that left no room for re-
flection or analysis.54 For Ortega y Gasset the diminishing self-confidence of 
Europe was followed by the decay of its norms, and a path was set for a new 
mentality that gave everyone the right to have rights. The old norms had 
been dismissed without new norms taking their place, and Europeans were 
left disoriented.55 Mann saw this as a cultural backlash against the nineteenth 
century, which had given way to barbarism and threatened people with dev-
astating war and the fall of civilisation.56

Modern man was an issue in this context. Ortega y Gasset began from 
an analysis of the crisis of modernity as caused by the dominance of the 
masses. His most famous ideas were those concerning ‘mass man’ and mass 
movements. He claimed mass man to be the most adequate representation 
of nineteenth-century civilisation, found in all social classes and considered a 
specialist: he was confident in his isolated realm, away from other branches of 
expertise, and incapable of interpreting the consequences of his actions. His 
specialisation devastated his ability to make integral interpretations. While 
current civilisation, with its ideal of progress without limits, had produced a 
radical increase in specialists, it had also caused the decline of cultured men. 
Civilisation had been allowed to act on its own, which had brought about 
a ‘rebirth of primitivism and barbarism’.57 Ortega y Gasset sounds like an 
eighteenth-century liberal by including the state in his critique of modern 
civilisation, and warning of its development. During the nineteenth century, 
the state had grown into a cold-blooded monster, a machine as impersonal 
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as the specialist. European civilisation, he emphasised, was in danger due to 
state intervention absorbing spontaneous social action, ‘which in the long 
run sustains, nourishes, and impels human destinies’.58

Ortega y Gasset was most famous for depicting mass movements in 
which individual efforts were in vain. In fascism and syndicalism, a certain 
type of man stepped forward, one driven only by will. This man wanted to 
lead society without necessary competence, accepting no objective moral 
standards. He did not appreciate future goals or past advances; rather, his 
prime concern was immediate leisure. The reign of the mass man disrupted 
society with conflicts and threatened to demoralise Europe. Thus began 
Ortega y Gasset’s pleas on the behalf of minorities and their importance to 
social progress, and for the importance of establishing a moral code in soci-
ety, in this recalling both Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill.59 The 
mass man was a figure that captivated Thomas Mann, who had read Ortega 
y Gasset closely. Mann depicted the mass man as someone who could talk 
and write without spirit or thinking, who could turn against reason when 
he tried to make philosophy, who babbled a lot and then delivered only 
superficial thoughts.60

Ortega y Gasset, Huizinga and Mann all warned of the outcome of the 
dissolution of moral systems. According to Ortega y Gasset, the essential 
problem for Europe was the lack of a system of norms that was respected by 
its peoples. Living together in a society required that people have a sense of 
‘restrictions, standards, courtesy, indirect methods, justice, reason’, which 
was now threatened.61 The need for more reason and rational thinking is a 
recurrent theme in this literature. Huizinga warned against reductive theo-
ries of morality, as when historical materialism focused on the economics of 
society or when Freud turned to drive-based psychology.62

Ortega y Gasset moved beyond both Mann and Huizinga in emphasis-
ing the limits of nations and nationalism, and in advocating a way forward. 
He believed that for something new to begin, the decline of Europe was a 
necessity:

Is it as certain as people say that Europe is in decadence; that it is resigning its 
command; abdication? May not this apparent decadence be a beneficial crisis 
which will enable Europe to be really, literally Europe. The evident decadence 
of the nations of Europe, was not this a priori necessary if there was to be one 
day possible a United States of Europe, the plurality of Europe substituted by 
its formal unity?63

For Ortega y Gasset, the possibility of European unification had become 
more evident thanks to European decline and crisis. Nationalism had con-
solidated means of enclosing and excluding, setting out political and cultural 
boundaries that were now hampering economic and intellectual life. The 
sense of the decline of nation states was widespread, as was the need for a 
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new ethos of European unity. Ortega y Gasset considered Europe to be a 
nation, arguing that four-fifths of the cultural heritage of a German, Spaniard, 
Englishman or Frenchman was common European property. Europe was a 
common landscape of the nations, and its inhabitants shared a similar way 
of thinking and a common heritage. He declared the making of a European 
nation state as the appropriate answer to the contemporary decline.64

These works of the first half of the 1930s underline the importance of 
intellectual, moral and spiritual factors. Still, they were written amidst an 
acute economic crisis with millions of workers unemployed, fortunes lost, 
and individuals and families undergoing catastrophes. On top of this, author-
itarianism and fascism were gaining strength, exploiting nationalistic chau-
vinism and racism. Amidst these economic and political pressures, the idea 
of a shared European spirit was raised as the appropriate answer to the Euro-
pean crisis, which was proclaimed to be both moral and spiritual. Moreover, 
Europe could only exist as a moral entity, insisted the French author and 
pacifist Georges Duhamel. The moral dimension was what made it unique 
compared with America and Asia. Starting there, science and wisdom would 
be able to flourish once more.65 The examples of notable European intel-
lectuals who took such a stand are numerous. The sociologist George Sim-
mel focused on spiritual values, and regarded Europe as ‘a nexus of spiritual 
achievements’.66 Paul Valéry considered Europe to be an intellectual fac-
tory, and the European spirit to be the wellspring of many human wonders. 
The young Czech philosopher Jan Patočka clung to the idea of a European 
spirit, and considered European civilisation to be universal and the best hope 
for humankind.67 Many believed that Europe’s spiritual unity was the one 
remaining way to defend humanist and Enlightenment ideals and rational 
thinking. Although hatred and misery were triumphing, some saw Europe 
as a way to fight back: glory in action, clarity of thought, and wealth for its 
citizens could still be realised, though only through a moral quest.

This was also the point of departure of the French philosopher and nov-
elist Julien Benda, who was perhaps the strongest proponent of European 
unification as a moral mission. Benda saw man as a primarily spiritual being, 
and believed that the world should be shaped by morals. Benda argued in 
part against previous suggestions to bring Europe together through economic 
change. He did not claim that economic transformation was not needed – 
quite the opposite. Nevertheless, the moral transformation was essential and 
would have to transcend the economy, as only then would economic change 
be possible. The European problem concerned the moral dimension, and 
it would not be enough to change just the economic or political system. 
Change would have to be accomplished through practising a new way of 
thinking and feeling, and by adopting certain common values. These values 
would differ from those associated with nationalism, which was increasingly 
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spiralling out of control. Common values would negate the practices of di-
viding the culture and people of Europe, of expansion at the cost of one’s 
neighbours, of claims of absolute sovereignty, of unwillingness to give up 
the least inch of independence for the sake of other countries, and of the 
incitement of hatred.68 Clearly, Benda’s focus was on universal values, which 
he acknowledged as originating in ancient Hellas, saying that it was up to 
intellectuals to lead away from nationalistic particularism. Interestingly, he 
denied that European unity would create a new nationalism, even though 
he suggested using French as a common language. The unification was to be 
spiritual – the ‘realisation of God in the world’ – and would shift focus from 
the waves of political passion to the controlled efforts of reason, initially to 
save the continent and then the world. Europeans would not feel attached 
to their land and soil as national belonging could imply, but would instead 
celebrate reason and universal values.69

When we look at these examples together, we can see a concept of 
Europe defined as going beyond habits and traditions, as a value beyond 
logic, rational thinking, and the conflicts that were tearing Europe apart. 
However, this changes when we take into account ‘the German-speaking 
nobles’ that Dina Gusejnova has focused on. These writers shared the 
experience of being elites marginalised by the upheavals at the end, and in 
the aftermath, of the First World War. They put the desire for feudal cos-
mopolitanism and transnational nobility into developing ideas of European 
unity.70 The Austrian writer Hugo von Hofmannsthal also belongs to this 
group. He emphasised the spiritual concept of Europe, whose citizens would 
pursue higher purposes of humanity, religion and the holy, going beyond 
the utilitarian superficiality of pre-war Europe and beyond simple calls for 
a civilisational mission. That is to say, his Europe did not yet exist and the 
task was to construct it. We can see a similar approach in Julius Evola, who 
emphasised the missing spiritual unity of Europe, though here we see a dis-
tinctly more authoritarian mind at work. Hofmannsthal asked for tolerance, 
forgiveness and forbearance. Evola wanted to see hierarchies, values and 
fidelity. A leadership was needed that could take on both the political and 
spiritual powers.71 Evola’s trajectory was clear – towards leaders such as Mus-
solini and Hitler.

By contrast, many intellectuals of the interwar period belonged to a 
loose network, as noted by Paola Cattani. They included Benda, Duhamel, 
Huizinga, Mann and Valéry, and were characterised as having an ‘inclination 
towards a sort of collectivity [that] is both transnational and tolerant of liberal 
values’. They disentangled concepts of homeland and patriotism from the 
nationalism of the First World War, and associated them instead with paci-
fism and internationalism. Perhaps surprisingly, they clung to the concept of 
the nation, albeit advocating, as foundational to European unity, a European 
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nation that acknowledged others and did away with egotism. Cattani stresses 
the affinity of some of them for a definition of nation based on the idea of 
individuals giving up some of their freedoms for the sake of finding common 
ground, underlining the liberal content of their Europeanism. However, her 
analysis also demonstrates standpoints that are not obviously liberal – notably, 
that these intellectuals furthered a common heritage with shared values and 
experiences, and assessed European unity to be a moral commitment.72

Anne-Isabelle Richard has clarified another dividing line marking a cer-
tain tension among intellectuals who discussed the European spirit in the 
1930s, between those who advocated and actively strove for unification, and 
those who held neutral positions. At stake was an understanding of the Eu-
ropean spirit as based solely on mutual understanding or as needing defence 
from nationalism and the use of force. The two standpoints were clearly 
expressed at a two-day seminar in October 1933 organised by the French 
Federal Committee for European Cooperation. Intellectuals from several 
countries were invited, including Benda, Huizinga and Valéry, to discuss the 
future of the European spirit. Political issues were avoided, and those who 
raised them were rebuked by the chair with the argument that ‘intellectual 
cooperation must be universal and must, as much as possible, be indepen-
dent of politics’. Richard concludes that this view was the main one of the 
decade.73 However, Ortega y Gasset, who joined the Pan-European League, 
belonged with the activists. Huizinga did not hesitate to question the under-
standing of the nation advanced by intellectuals loyal to the German regime. 
Benda rejected the existing concept of the nation, and Thomas Mann began 
to criticise fascism in the late 1930s.

Rationalism Contested: European Reason and European 
Nihilism

So far, the theme of European crisis and decline had been aligned with 
the idea of a special European spirit, and of writers holding reason in high 
esteem. Some writers went one step further when they asked whether it 
was the European concepts of rationalism and reason that were the root of 
the problem. According to one argument, the crisis was an outcome of the 
kind of knowledge and thinking that dominated the modern world. For 
some this was because of its far-reaching materialism: ‘It seems that noth-
ing exists for modern men beyond what can be seen and touched’, said 
René Guénon, seeing the modern mind as preferring what is measurable, 
weighable and countable.74 Johann Ludwig Fischer, a professor from Olmütz 
(Olomouc), criticised European culture for being too mechanistic and ratio-
nalistic, favouring technological advancement over human considerations. 
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To him, modern writing’s naturalism and surrealism, as well as contempo-
rary architecture and film, were nothing but reflections of the materialistic 
and capitalistic spirit. To find hope of something else, one would need to 
turn to the reactions against such mechanistic approaches in the new physics, 
to pragmatism in philosophy, and to vitalism and new trends in psychology. 
In the future Europe, Fischer hoped that consideration would be given to 
what would be best for individuals as humans rather than as passive devices 
acting for capital. This sounds like socialism and Marxism, but he dismissed 
them as materialistic ideologies to be left behind, together with the cultural 
prototype of the mechanical mind. Fischer’s final call was to humanise all 
kinds of modern inquiry.75

The notion of a unified spirit that could transcend national differences 
was widespread among philosophers who criticised mechanistic thinking 
and scientific reason. Martin Heidegger, who recognised Asia as threatening 
Europe from outside, contended that Europeans suffered from fragmenta-
tion and rootlessness, and could only be saved by seeking unity at the very 
beginning of European thinking, in early Greek philosophy. If this did not 
happen, then Europeans would succumb to Asian peoples.76 Edmund Hus-
serl, who also turned to ancient Greece to find the origin of the European 
spirit, proclaimed a crisis of European science following the reign of positiv-
ism and the sole focus on objectivity when classical physics and mathematics 
were held up as ideals. This crisis had also invaded the humanities, which 
seemed to be losing their sense of meaning. Based on this, Husserl con-
cluded that it was not enough to study facts, but that the humanities – and 
especially philosophy – would have to look for the meaning of things from 
the perspective of historical circumstances, which included norms, values 
and objectives.77 For Jan Patočka, the European spirit was based on rational 
thinking. However, he saw two kinds of reason: one tries to master reality, is 
theoretical, and operates in science, while the other is mythical and practised 
in Christianity. The problem is that the first kind wishes to subsume the 
second. Patočka clearly agreed with the others in his criticism of rationalism.

The crisis of reason was also accompanied by a crisis of European self-
understanding. Europeans had thought of themselves as godlike beings who 
had created the world by themselves, to cite the Spanish philosopher Maria 
Zambrano. She presented one of the most intriguing views of the matter 
in several publications, including ‘La agonia de Europa’ from 1940. To this 
pupil of Ortega y Gasset, the European crisis concerned the notion of rea-
son; it demanded new ways of thinking and new references, which were 
principally offered by art, from which the traditional idea of reason, hailed 
by philosophy, radiated.

Zambrano identified violence as an important part of the European heri-
tage, a part that actually signified the old Europe. Now this violence was 
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threatening to destroy the European nations, signalling the death of Europe. 
Any possible new Europe would require a new man who did not create the 
world outside of himself; this Europe would require more humility and peace-
ful coexistence in community with others. Zambrano sought to overcome 
fragmentation and the limited reason of modern culture that subjugates life, as 
philosophy and scientific knowledge had replaced religious forms of experi-
ence, leaving us with far too strong an adherence to conscious thinking. Her 
alternative was to find a new unity that inhered in both community life and 
the expressiveness of subjectivity.78 By featuring a poetic understanding of in-
dividual life and communal being, she hoped to expand the range of European 
reason. The crisis was then conceived as the outcome of an old European tra-
dition that had been allowed to subsume another tradition, which was just as 
old and as European – one being rational and the other expressive.79

Notions of European nihilism evolved alongside the concepts of crisis 
and decline. Nihilism echoed the recurring 1930s theme of the depletion of 
culture through atomisation, mechanisation, and the dissolution of values, but 
it was rooted in German philosophy of the early nineteenth century, and had 
spread throughout Europe. The concept was used to describe Russian revo-
lutionaries as well as the dissolution of religion and Christian dogmas, symbols 
and morality.80 Oscar Wilde satirically reduced nihilism to the pure will to 
destroy: to stab and to poison, to strangle one’s own inclination towards love, 
‘to set father against son, and husband against wife’, to leave fear, hope and 
future behind, in order ‘to suffer, to annihilate, to revenge’.81 One writer, the 
wife of a Ukrainian aristocrat, wrote after fleeing the civil war that a nihilist 
would destroy anything without considering what would come after.82 Ni-
etzsche, who was central to this discussion, referred to cultural degeneration 
and coined the term ‘European nihilism’.83

The concept of nihilism was readily available to discourses of culture and 
society. During the First World War, several German intellectuals wrote ex-
tensively within this critical tradition. The best known was Thomas Mann, 
who distinguished between German culture, which was anchored in values, 
and French civilisation, which had no future. For him, a criticism of ci-
vilisation was also a criticism of nihilism.84 Rudolf Pannowitz agreed with 
Nietzsche that the dilution of Christian and noble values had led to a crisis of 
all values, which in turn led to the revolution of nihilism in Europe.85

The interwar years saw the distinct usage of the concept of nihilism, re-
garded as the force behind unrestrained technology, degeneration, and other 
depleting dimensions of modern culture. This critique of civilisation did 
not regard technology as the fundamental problem, nor was it the fault of 
machines or the idea of progress. The modern master was nihilism, which 
caused degeneration and enslavement. Nihilism underpinned positivism, the 
denial of moral and inner values, technology without boundaries, and the 
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separation of God from humanity. It was regarded as a European phenom-
enon that had spread around the globe, according to philosopher Martin 
Heidegger.86 His colleague, the Heidelberg professor Karl Jaspers, related the 
growth of nihilism to the fact that people had been uprooted and had lost 
faith in an afterlife. They felt imprisoned and powerless; they were beset by 
the awareness that everything would perish, by constant questioning, and by 
an endless whirlwind of self-deception. In the spirit of Weber, Jaspers coined 
the term de-deification (Entgötterung) to describe the legacy of Protestantism 
and scientific thought. The result was the rationalisation and mechanisation 
of production and organisation, as well as the triumph of methodical think-
ing. Technology had squeezed its way into everyday life, making human 
interaction impersonal. He characterised the modern world as the era of 
the machine, reducing individuals to cogs. Nations and cities, factories and 
shops had become bureaucratic mechanisms from which one could not see 
beyond the present. As a result, people had lost their sense of the past and 
of the future. The only thing that mattered was their ability to operate the 
machine in the here and now.87

The concept of nihilism easily meshed with fascist ideology and was 
used by its intellectuals in describing the despised modern world with its 
decline and breakdown of traditional order. Julius Evola became even 
more committed by the end of the 1930s as he entered the inner circles of 
both Mussolini and leading German Nazis. He pitted the spiritual energy 
of ‘authority, hierarchy, order, discipline and obedience’ against nihilism.88 
However, during the Second World War, the idea of nihilism was often as-
sociated with the Nazi regime by its antagonists. A book with the significant 
title The Revolution of Nihilism was published in 1938 by the German émigré 
Hermann Rauschning, a conservative nationalist who was briefly a member 
of the Nazi party from 1931, but then left the party in 1934 and resigned 
from his post as senate president of the free state of Danzig. He fled Ger-
many in reaction against Nazi violence, and over the following years wrote 
several books criticising the regime. Rauschning considered the revolution 
of nihilism to be the fundamental feature of National Socialism, unleashing 
destructive forces and disregarding moral obligations. The acts of the Nazis 
had revealed their lack of ethical standards and of political doctrines, and a 
worldview that was nothing but scenery. The only thing that mattered to 
them was holding onto and extending their power, and they were therefore 
not to be trusted. They had revolutionised German society by destroying, 
but without being able to build anything new; their policy was one of dev-
astation in order to hold onto power. Rauschning concluded that Nazism 
offered no ethical basis for the population beyond the use of violence.89

From this reading of the political events in Germany and of the mind of 
Hitler, it is not such a leap to interpret Nazism as the outcome of nihilistic 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



	 Fearing Crisis	 185

thinking: ‘[T]he political nihilism of the Nationalist Socialist elite is noth-
ing more than the populist degeneration of [the thinking of] the intellectual 
elite thirty or forty years ago’.90 Another exile, Karl Löwith, who was a 
pupil of Heidegger and terrified by his teacher’s flirtation with Nazism, 
was even harsher: ‘As the negation of existing civilization, nihilism was . . . 
the only real belief among truly cultured individuals at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. It is not simply a result of the war, but [is] on the 
contrary its presupposition’.91 Löwith cited modern authors such as Mann, 
Proust, Joyce and Céline to exemplify writers who were only interested in 
depicting the nothingness of modern man, rather than envisioning how to 
overcome it. Rauschning and Löwith frequently referred to the nihilism of 
philosophy by citing figures such as Hegel, Marx and Kierkegaard, but it 
was Nietzsche, especially, who became the focus, as they found his nihilism 
to be responsible for opening the floodgates, when he declared that God 
was dead.92

Although nihilism was strongly connected to German Nazism, it was 
still evoked as a European phenomenon. The difference was that it had 
got out of hand in Germany. In this critique, nihilism grew in strength 
throughout Europe, eschewing all values and authorities, forcing loyalties to 
be reconsidered, and demanding a new beginning. ‘In the beginning was the 
act’, said Faust, and Thomas Mann later repeated this in Dr. Faustus (1947), 
his ‘showdown’ with National Socialism. It is obvious that Rauschning and 
Löwith also situated National Socialism in the nihilist context. The outcome 
of this could be seen as more or less pronounced pessimism, and for Löwith 
‘our final word is a nihilism that has become active’.93

The discussions of the 1920s were, as Jan Ifversen has stated, ‘a major re-
evaluation of all the principal themes and concepts related to “Europe” and 
“civilization”’.94 However, these discussions also covered the breakthrough 
of the ideal of sovereign nation states – both their advantages and disadvan-
tages, and they intensified anti-modernism. The concept of Europe prom-
ised progress and prosperity, together with claims that peaceful cooperation 
could prevent new wars on the continent. This was quite often the view 
expressed in historical presentations. It is striking, however, how close the 
concept of Europe was to perceptions of crisis and decline. Intellectual his-
torian Jonathan Israel has emphasised that the idea of progress, with its fore-
casts of both technical and moral advance, was already much contested from 
the beginning of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.95 It does not seem 
far-fetched to suggest an even closer connection that has to do with the no-
tion of conditions changing for the better. It is difficult to imagine that the 
improvement of the human condition would not coincide with worries that 
progress could stop and yield to decline.
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The interwar period offered a multitude of stances towards the European 
crisis and decline, most of which defended claims that Europe should lead 
the world. Unification was proposed to shelter what Europe and its civilisa-
tion had accomplished: power, trade, prosperity and progress, culture and 
civilisation. In this way, unification became equated with the conservation 
of past achievements, much as the Congress System had been when it was 
introduced in 1815. Claiming to salvage Europe, ideas for unification were 
abundant; they were forward looking and intended to change Europe. In 
comparison with the Congress System, these plans advanced the idea of uni-
fication, but with a significantly broader backing from the public sphere.
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Notes for this section begin on page 220.

C H A P T E R  7

Organising for Europe

During the late interwar period, quite a few novels were published repre-
senting ideas of European unification.1 In the 1935 novel Europa, the British 
anthropologist and author Robert Briffault offered three suggestions for es-
tablishing European unity. The first was to look to the past and the Roman 
Catholic Church to find values around which people could unite. This op-
tion went further, actually organising Europe into one society. In the eyes of 
Briffault’s Catholic cardinal, Christendom was the essence of Europe:

The unescapable tradition of the European world, that world which has been 
carved out of the Roman Empire, is the tradition of Christendom. Do what it 
will, the spirit of Europe cannot escape from its source. The waters are carried 
through changing landscapes, but they remain the same. They are unchanging, 
unless European civilisation should be wiped out. . . . Of that tradition out of 
which the European mind has grown, the Roman Church, catholic and apos-
tolic, is the guardian.2

One character in the novel, a German professor, repudiated both Christian 
traditions and nationalism, calling for new values:

The disaster, which reduced Europe to a stupefied continent, similar to the 
stupefied countries of Catholic peasants of today . . . was renewed by the fatal 
monk, Luther, who not only restored the Roman Church, but what was a 
thousand times worse, restored Christianity at the very moment it was lying 
prostrate. Europe has thus been robbed of all intelligence and meaning.  .  .  . 
Crazed by the neurosis called Nationalism and the paltry politics that go with 
it, European man has before him the gigantic task of transvaluating the values 
handed over to him by degenerate Christianised Rome. Not until that task 
shall have been accomplished will he be able to begin to be civilised, to surpass 
himself.3
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A third view was represented by Briffault’s main character, who expressed a 
longing for European countries to form one community, where it would be 
difficult to tell whether people were natives or foreigners, where there were 
no passports as European life had become international, where the idea of 
killing one another was absurd, and ‘the age of wars among civilised people 
was past’.4

In Chapter 6, we read about the desire to return to tradition and to 
reformulate shared values. In some instances, this desire led to pleas for a 
shared economic and political organisation of Europe. In this chapter, we 
will focus on attempts to form a European society beyond economic and 
political borders, and how such efforts also apply divisions.

Based on the earlier chapters, we understand that the European idea 
took up themes such as peace, weakness, and threats from outside Europe. 
We can also state that the European idea could be related to conservative, 
liberal and socialist political ideologies alike. From the previous chapter 
we learned that the interwar concept of Europe was charged with notions 
of far-reaching crisis, decline and nihilism, as well as with the percep-
tion of a radical and destructive division of the continent into indepen-
dent nation  states, and that European unification was often declared the 
solution. The interbellum idea of European unity in some ways revisited 
and reinforced themes from the previous century such as peace, free trade, 
Europe’s place in the world, and both political and cultural unity. In this 
chapter, we will explore how the idea of European unity stood in relation 
to political ideologies of the interwar period, and what happened to it dur-
ing the Second World War. We will focus on Europe as practice, bringing 
forward calls, plans and initiatives to create a European federation from 
the 1920s up to 1945. Several of these plans proved influential for post-
war integration, partly by inspiring key politicians and partly by offering 
some of the cornerstones of European thought for public consideration. 
These initiatives included the creation of various organisations to launch 
the European idea. Here we come to a significant aspect of the history of 
the European idea in the 1920s: Europeanists organising themselves in the 
interest of creating a federation. Various organisations and networks were 
instituted and maintained to present Europe as both a unifying and a divid-
ing concept.

First, we will look at pamphlets and books. Second, we will turn to or-
ganisations that had unification as their main mission, especially to the Pan-
European League, whose ideas can be found in their journal, Pan-Europa. 
Third, we will demonstrate how wartime visions of European unification 
were tied to national interests of domination as well as freedom.
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A Pan-European Discussion

After the collapse of the Habsburg, Russian and Ottoman empires, Europe 
had more borders than ever before. Sovereignty was claimed by more na-
tions, and multiplying. This paradoxically hollowed out the content of 
sovereignty, because, more than larger ones, smaller states needed trade, 
communication, and many other kinds of exchange with other countries. All 
European states were weakened after the Great War. Three mighty empires 
had collapsed, and even though France and Great Britain stood strong with 
large possessions, it was only because of the American intervention that the 
war had been won. In the eyes of contemporaries, it was obvious that the age 
of European world power had ended.5 It was not much of a surprise, then, 
that considerable attention was paid to the European idea. After the Great 
War, dreams of a united Europe were very much alive – Perry Anderson, 
for example, claims to have found over six hundred contemporary publica-
tions that mentioned a united Europe.6 Relevant books, articles and speeches 
were widely circulated, cited and translated into other languages, ultimately 
contributing to a vigorous pan-European discussion.

Among other proponents of European unification were a Russian 
socialist who fled the Bolshevik Revolution and became a German social 
democrat,7 a French socialist and pacifist who may have coined the ex-
pression ‘Europe must unite or die’,8 an Italian industrialist who was the 
founder of Fiat,9 an Italian writer and monarchy-minded marquise who, in 
an acclaimed novel, combined free trade with free love,10 an Italian writer 
and fascist who feared that both American and Russian values threatened 
the European mind,11 and the leader of the exiled Italian anti-fascists Carlo 
Sforza, who thought that the nineteenth-century nationalities ‘were only a 
step toward a wider European ideal’, while twentieth-century nationalism 
had ‘the traits of a religious movement’.12 Then there was the French econo-
mist who flirted with fascism and was impressed by Hitler,13 and a Spanish 
philosopher who looked for a grander project than the nationalisms that had 
reached and passed their zenith. Now it was only the notion of European 
unity that could bring about a new mission for Europeans and uphold their 
spirit of expansion.14 There was also the British statesman and lord who 
had learned from his efforts to reorganise the British Empire,15 and a British 
scholar and conservative-minded baron who pleaded without enthusiasm for 
the formation of a possible league of European nations. He said, ‘in France, 
in Germany, in Spain, in Czechoslovakia, the evidence as regards not only 
public opinion, but also official opinion, is overwhelming for something 
called “The United States of Europe”. Strong, however, as is the feeling 
behind such a conception, it is difficult to obtain any clear and precise defi-
nition of it’.16 Indeed, the difficulties in defining such a union were plain to 
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see. For some, Great Britain, including all its colonies, was considered part of 
Europe, while others considered it a union unto itself. Russia was sometimes 
seen as a possible future member state, but that was difficult for most observ-
ers to imagine. Some wanted states founded by Europeans and occupied by 
European nations to join in a common federation, including, for example, 
the United States as well as the countries of South America.

Triggered by a determination to avoid new wars and by the Wilsonian 
declaration of a new international order, new initiatives took hold among 
intellectuals to establish transnational exchange. There was ‘no doubt’, in-
tellectual historians Carlos Reijnen and Marleen Rensen have claimed, ‘of 
the great extent to which the intellectual scene of interwar Europe crossed 
national boundaries’, with many new initiatives emerging to defend and 
increase international cooperation in an era of proliferating borders.17 The 
intellectual scene encompassed artistic movements, literary conferences, and 
cultural events. Many intellectuals took action to organise transnationally. 
Romain Rolland led the organisation Pour L’Internationale de l’Esprit from 
France, the PEN Club was founded, and Henri Barbusse initiated Clarté 
with its periodical and subgroups in many countries. T.S. Eliot published The 
Criterion and Albert Crémieux Europe, literary journals that were important 
for translating and introducing foreign authors to English and French pub-
lics, with the aim of transcending national borders. Research has described 
a cultural internationalism intended to foster understanding across national 
borders, including both bodies such as the League of Nations’ Organisation 
of Intellectual Cooperation and amorphous activities such as the Interna-
tional Studies Conferences and the Council of Intellectual Workers. Two 
renowned conferences were ‘L’avenir de la culture’ in Madrid, 3–7 May 
1933, and ‘L’avenir de l’esprit européen’ in Paris, 16–18 October 1933.18 
Carlos Reijnen and Marleen Rensen have argued plausibly for a strong con-
nection between transnational intellectual exchange, the understanding of 
Europe, and the European idea.19

In addition, peace activists linked pacifism with the European idea. As 
we saw in Chapter 1, pacifists had already pursued the idea of a European 
federation before the war, and after the war the quest for peace had become 
more important than ever, in order to strengthen the European idea.20 The 
early 1920s saw an increase in peace activism marked by large demonstra-
tions against new wars and by the establishment of many new groups. The 
range of peace organisations was broad and included communists, right-
wing groups, feminists, republicans, and religious groups. Many intellectuals 
joined committees, and contributed to journals such as the one published by 
the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. These groups were local 
and national, but many were also part of a transnational network organis-
ing exchange visits and participation in international peace meetings and 
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congresses. An international structure emerged, starting with the Interna-
tional Peace Bureau in 1891, which continued its activities alongside the 
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, founded in 1915. 
There were newcomers such as War Resisters’ International founded in 
1921, the Joint Peace Council founded in 1930, several Christian organ-
isations, and the institutional body of the Peace Pledge Campaign, which 
succeeded in persuading hundreds of thousands of signatories to promise not 
to take part in any new war. Not least were the French and German groups 
that undertook exchanges in an effort to decrease the risk of new wars, reluc-
tantly at the beginning and then more frequently, with visits, speaker tours 
and youth exchanges.21

The cultural unity of Europe was often highlighted in these ventures, for 
example, in the short-lived journal Det nye Europa (A New Europe) where 
well-known figures from Scandinavia and Germany asserted the need for 
a European culture and for cooperation across borders, urging all sensible 
Europeans to unite. The notion of a coherent European culture continued 
to be seen as an attractive alternative to international conflict.22

Leading philosophers and authors from European countries turned to 
the subject of cultural unity. The historian Christopher Dawson identified a 
cultural unity nearly a thousand years old that he prioritised over the nation-
alities: ‘The ultimate foundation of our culture is not the national state, but 
the European unity’; it was important to ‘develop a common European con-
sciousness and a sense of its historic and organic unity’.23 The Baltic German 
philosopher Hermann Graf von Keyserling criticised the self-presumption 
of contemporary nationalism that concealed that the European nations were 
only variations of a larger community with a single spirit at its heart. He 
predicted that Europeans would increasingly identify as belonging to one 
culture as they became more aware of their differences from both Americans 
and Russians. In European culture he found a spirit of individuality that em-
phasised individual initiatives and responsibility, resisted Russian and Soviet 
collectivism that left no room for the individual, and resisted America, where 
the individual was replaced with sameness and the ‘tyranny of the major-
ity’. For Keyserling, Europe represented the light in a dark age to come, 
and the hope for humankind. Thanks to their Christian heritage, Europeans 
possessed the ability to think logically and behave ethically, beyond all oth-
ers, as proven by Europe’s impressive history of scientific breakthroughs.24 
Although Europe had lost its economic power and would therefore lose its 
material head start, it was ahead of the rest of the world in terms of culture, 
spirit and psychology.

Stefan Zweig bowed down to Nietzsche, worshipping him as a prophet 
who had warned of nationalism and seen its dangers of egocentrism, brutal-
ity and particularism. In place of nationalists, supranational Europeans were 
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urged to step forward.25 In a speech given in Florence in 1932, Zweig gave 
a full account of the key role played by European culture, recognising its 
unifying heritage passed down via the ancient Romans and the Roman 
Catholic Church, and by the European spirit developed by the Renaissance 
humanists, a spirit longing for unity. He identified a shared European way 
of thinking, a shared European feeling, as well as shared experiences start-
ing in the early nineteenth century. He believed that ‘Europe uniformly 
lives, think, feels and experiences specific conditions’, which could be best 
expressed by philosophers, poets and novelists. He concluded his speech 
by telling of the paradox of contemporary Europe, where nationalism and 
protectionism were stronger than ever, while the consciousness of a shared 
economic and political destiny also remained salient. His message was that 
the European nations should stand united if they wished to lead the world 
in the future, as they had in the past, especially during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. Another part of his message was not to turn to eco-
nomics or politics for examples of, or the legitimisation for, European uni-
fication, but rather to look to the intellectuals and the world of learning and 
culture.26

Zweig focused on nationalism as opposed to European cultural unity. 
For others, the plea for European unification also related to cultural divides, 
emphasising the national soil of culture, in a Herderian way, and that all 
great artistic achievements had national roots. A gap between culture and 
the economy was thereby hinted at. On the one hand, the call for cultural 
diversity prioritised qualities that made nations somehow unique, while on 
the other, the call for economic unity nurtured a degree of standardisation 
across national borders. One needed national cultural achievements, but to 
do away with borders one needed economic unity. For pan-Europeanists 
this was not necessarily a problem. Rather, Bronislaw Huberman saw this as 
an opportunity, as he claimed that what made nations unique would be able 
to flourish even more without economic borders.27 For Keyserling, intel-
lectual exchange was essential to cultural achievement: the high culture of 
one country was always the result of influences from abroad, as exemplified 
by the influx of Russian intellectuals to France, the number of well-known 
Englishmen with some Irish or Scottish blood in their veins, and the many 
intellectuals around Europe who had some Jewish ancestry.28

Even with the issue defined in this way, one should bear in mind that 
transnational connections and encounters did not always transcend cultural 
borders. The opposite was also seen, as the transnationalism of the interbel-
lum period had the nation as its point of departure. In many cases, the in-
ternational conferences and gatherings held in the name of European unity 
turned out to be sites of national contestation. Many intellectuals defended 
their own nations and the idea, Patricia Clavin has recently argued, was 
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not to go beyond national borders, but to exchange among and learn about 
national cultures. In a recent article, Geert Somson has pointed out some 
truly internationalist proclamations made by scientists, but he sees them as 
exceptions and shows that the scientific community was not as keen on in-
ternational cooperation during the interwar period. The Treaty of Versailles 
excluded German scientists from international fora, and the practices and 
requirements of the scientific work of, for example, chemists were marked 
by ‘cognitive fragmentation’. This created a fundamental ambiguity. On the 
one hand, the national ideal was held up as superior to the universal, while 
on the other, intellectuals such as Huizinga, Valéry, Keyserling and Zweig, 
who all took part in intellectual exchange across national borders, advocated 
forming a community of the mind and of intellectuals, that would transcend 
political and national belligerence and set the path for the future of Europe.

Economic and Political Arguments for European Unity

The role played by America in the formation of European unity has been 
largely forgotten. Even before and during the Great War, the Pan-American 
Union had attracted considerable attention as an example to follow in gradu-
ally removing the incentives for warfare by entering into close cooperation 
in key areas. In the late 1920s, this model was once again recognised. All of 
the American republics were represented in the Washington-headquartered 
union, which dealt with their relations and facilitated and promoted eco-
nomic, cultural and scientific exchange. The union organised congresses 
where controversial issues were on the agenda, and established arbitra-
tion procedures. Both Alfred Fried and the former French prime minister 
Édouard Herriot said that, although the focus was on economic and social 
but not political cooperation, the Union had, since its beginning in 1889, 
fostered trust and a spirit of peaceful conflict resolution. Herriot concluded 
that the pan-American model should be followed in the European attempt 
to set up a union, with regularly held conferences – a permanent organisa-
tion that could prepare meetings, as well as special bureaus that could imple-
ment decisions.29

When the post-Great War depression set in, Europe’s economic bor-
ders became further stressed. It was at this time, if not before, that the calls 
for unity and forming a federation became calls for a free market and free 
trade. The tariff systems were considered a disadvantage for the competi-
tiveness of European industry and, outside the government, some econo-
mists and businessmen formed groups to promote further customs unions. 
A cartel was formed in 1926 by steel producers from Germany, France, 
Belgium and Luxembourg to regulate excess production capacity. Émile 
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Mayrisch, director of the Luxembourg steel group ARBED, promoted un-
derstanding between France and Germany, and succeeded in involving the 
governments in the cartel negotiations. This cartel encouraged the idea of 
unity and was seen as a step towards further cooperation. If production and 
markets could be rationally managed, this could lead to the realisation of 
European unity.30

Calls for European cooperation were made by ministries of the main 
European powers. These calls included the German foreign policy of Wal-
ther Rathenau and Gustav Stresemann, who strongly favoured cooperation 
with Germany’s neighbours, and were affirmed by the French governments 
of Édouard Herriot and Aristide Briand.31 In the British governments, the 
calls echoed, although they were not embraced, as the unification of the 
British Empire was preferred.32 The Italian prime minister Francesco Nitti 
was zealous for a European version of the United States that could dismantle 
European borders. He saw this as the only way to bring peace and renewed 
welfare to war-torn Europe.33

The idea of political unification had an interwar peak in the second 
half of the 1920s. It was possible to detect growing interest among socialists 
who took a stand against rising nationalism – ‘Splitternationalismus’ should 
be met with ‘Kontinentalpolitik’, according to a German socialist magazine. 
The socialists pleaded for closer cooperation between France and Germany, 
to build unity through wide-ranging cultural and economic entanglements 
between European nations and realise the possibility that a European fed-
eration could create an orderly and prosperous economy.34 Political lead-
ers publicly supported the European idea. French prime minister Édouard 
Herriot gave a speech in 1925 calling for a United States of Europe; British 
colonial secretary Leo Amery professed to a Berlin daily his belief that the 
borders of Europe could be dismantled and that a European federation could 
be created; and German foreign minister Gustav Stresemann said in a speech 
that he hoped for a United States of Europe.35 In the transition from the 
1920s to the 1930s, prospects for unification were taking shape, and rapid 
and successful negotiations were being anticipated. In September 1929, 
an intergovernmental conference on the unification of Europe was held 
with France and Germany as main participants. The French prime minister 
Aristide Briand, leading the Republican-Socialist Party, and Gustav Strese-
mann, from the liberal–conservative German People’s Party, both pleaded 
for the cause in inaugural speeches.36 A conference with the express purpose 
of beginning the process of forming a union by reducing trade tariffs was 
held in February and March 1930, with twenty-six European governments 
represented. The results were meagre, although the convention declared 
itself one of the first steps towards economic cooperation in Europe.37 In 
May 1930, Briand and the French government circulated an appeal to the 
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European governments to organise a European federation/union. In this 
case, the focus was instead on political unification. The suggestion was to 
begin by cooperating more closely politically; only when the political fed-
eration was established would the nations then move on to economic uni-
fication. In this way, weak nations could continue to have the means to 
protect themselves, and it would be possible to build trust. In a second step, 
the federation would eventually move forward with measures to eliminate 
tariffs and other trade barriers.

Interestingly, it is possible to read Briand’s memorandum from the con-
ference as an answer to the discussions of crisis and decline, lack of shared 
morality, and the quest for viable values. The beginning of the first paragraph 
states the necessity of a treaty that would facilitate the moral union of Europe, 
confirming solidarity among its members. It ends by calling for governments 
to be responsible and take action ‘for the good of the European community 
and humankind’.38 Briand’s draft stressed the need for solidarity and stabil-
ity in times of danger. He hinted at the shared culture and the racial affinity 
of the European nations. The inclusion of morality, culture and race in this 
political document illustrates the entanglement of the European idea with 
many other aspects of the concept of Europe.

The proposal endeavoured to adapt to the international order estab-
lished after the war. Under no circumstances should the union threaten the 
states’ independence. It was to operate within the League of Nations – that 
is, to include only European countries that were members of the league 
(thus excluding Russia), following its framework for resolving international 
disputes and holding meetings during the league’s sessions in Geneva. Al-
though the proposal was indeed bold, it had weaknesses in mostly appealing 
to the goodwill of governments and limiting itself to being an extension of 
the nineteenth-century Congress System applied to the framework of the 
League of Nations.

Overall, the proposal received only half-hearted support. Neither the 
reviews in newspapers and periodicals nor the responses from Europe’s gov-
ernments were overwhelmingly positive. However, the initiative was widely 
discussed and met with some support, including promotion by French and 
German committees and adoption in Austrian and Scandinavian initiatives. 
A further government conference in Geneva was held in September. The 
leader of a large German company argued for extensive economic unifica-
tion at a meeting of the German Industry Federation.39 In Britain, the pro-
posal was supported by Norman Angell in Foreign Affairs and John Maynard 
Keynes in The Nation, among others. However, the draft was eventually 
rejected, and when the United Kingdom voiced its objections it was politi-
cally dead. Briand himself announced his resignation as prime minister only 
a few months afterwards.40
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For a short period in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the idea of eco-
nomic cooperation as the salvation of Europe was discussed, often in com-
bination with pleas for a United States of Europe, and frequently expanded 
outside Europe to include European colonies. Plans that incorporated the 
joint exploitation of Africa were frequently discussed, for instance, by advo-
cates of the Pan-European League, and were launched by politicians from 
the colonial powers, including Germany and Italy, which had lost their own 
colonies as a result of the Great War. For a period, these plans were an issue 
on the political agenda and the subject of diplomacy. Related political ini-
tiatives were undertaken and networks were established, especially between 
France and Germany. It was argued that such a joint Eurafrican project could 
not only solve the economic crisis, but also unite Europe. This colonising 
project engendered a feeling of optimism amidst the ongoing economic cri-
sis. At the Great Colonial Exposition that took place in Paris in 1931, general 
commissioner Hubert Lyautey advocated a new Holy Alliance of the colo-
nial powers ‘for the greater moral and material benefit of all’. The project 
was even on the agenda of French–German deliberations in 1936–37.41

Still, the pleas for economic measures remained largely focused on 
Europe and the potential of a continent-wide home market. In a 1930 
speech delivered in Cologne and Barcelona, American engineer Dannie 
Heineman suggested that Europe would need to face the crisis using the 
common pillars of economic life, which included not only free competition 
and a common financial and banking system, but also permanent collabora-
tion in transport and communication. Referring to how trade had fostered 
unity and wealth in the United States, he concluded that ‘it is internal trade 
that cements political unity’, and recommended building more roads in rural 
Central Europe, in particular. Heineman, as an engineer, claimed science 
and technology to be among the main factors that could bridge the industrial 
and agrarian divides of Europe. By establishing networks of communica-
tion, internal trade would increase, and electricity, the new form of energy, 
would benefit peasants in Eastern and Southern Europe. Overall, this would 
provide a solid basis for the federation that he saw as essential to Europe.42

Heineman was not the only one to invest hope in hands-on measures 
of technology and engineering. In the early 1930s, large-scale projects were 
proposed to address the economic crisis, inspired by Briand’s initiative for 
a European federation. The committee of inquiry that was set up invited 
proposals for furthering the idea, and the International Labour Office (ILO) 
suggested a radical extension of infrastructure that could help to overcome di-
visions and mistrust. Large-scale public works would not only create jobs, but 
also foster a pan-European spirit. The ILO director, Albert Thomas, suggested 
developing waterways, electricity transmission lines, railways and especially 
motorways that could connect the capitals, particularly of the Central and 
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West European countries. Networks were set up and congresses were held 
with the sole purpose of gathering road planners to discuss inter-European 
motorways.43 Inspired by Thomas, a retired Italian diplomat, Carlo Enrico 
Barduzzi, projected a huge railway venture that could connect the differ-
ent parts of the continent. Europe would immediately prosper from building 
these railways, as it would employ millions of workers and, in the longer 
term, the improved transportation and communication links between the ag-
ricultural and industrial parts of Europe would create a new unity. Barduzzi 
argued that railways from the north to the south and from the east to the west 
would make Europe more prosperous and peaceful, nurture solidarity among 
Europeans, further economic cooperation, and support political unity. They 
could also bring the colonies closer to Europe, as the plan included one route 
extending from Paris to Istanbul, via tunnels below the Adriatic Sea and the 
Bosporus, and then on to New Delhi, and all the way to Saigon in French 
Indochina; another route would start in Lisbon and end in Odessa; and a 
third would extend from Antwerp to Africa, via a tunnel from Gibraltar. This 
grandiose draft proposal failed to gain approval from either Italian officials 
or international leaders, and very few major railways were built in Europe 
during these years. However, in addition to Baruzzi’s draft, there were many 
other plans and proposals for railways intended to bring Central European or 
Latin countries closer together.44 In Germany, the architect Herman Sörgel 
drafted ambitious plans to lower the Mediterranean by building dams across 
the Strait of Gibraltar and the Dardanelles in order to create more land and 
better opportunities to make inroads into the African continent. This macro-
technological project was fascinating to the public, and papers reported on it 
across the globe. It set the stage for films and for several novels, sometimes 
supported by Sörgel himself.45 Both the economic argument and the macro-
technological projects became closely intertwined with the European idea 
and, in the case of Sörgel, with the idea of Eurafrica. These projects drew 
on the perception of a Europe in decline, contested from both the West and 
the East. Sörgel saw the threat arising from ‘the probable combination of the 
three Americas, on the one hand, and the yellow peril that arises from the 
racial antipathy of India, China and Japan, on the other’.46 As Michael Odijie 
has pointed out, the rumours of a ‘yellow peril’ eventually found their way 
into the European unification discourse of the interbellum.47

European Movements: Organising for the Sake 
of Unification

Contemporary observers understood that the League of Nations would not 
acquire the authority necessary to evoke mutual trust among the European 
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states, and that it exhibited ‘a preference for regional agreements’.48 Mistrust 
of its aim to marry the cosmopolitanism of the pre-war era to the notion of 
national sovereignty grew when aggressive nationalism began its advance. 
Even though the league presented a theoretical universalism and initiated 
sub-bodies with the aim of enhancing cultural exchange and cross-border 
understanding, it remained preferential towards national cultures, celebrat-
ing national art and folkloristic traditions. Indeed, it ‘never took a precise 
stand against the disgraces of dictatorships’, Annamaria Ducci has written.49 
Moreover, the internationalism of the League of Nations was hampered in 
another way. It had been created by European states and used the means 
of European diplomacy. The languages of the organisation were English 
and French. The staff was dominated by West Europeans and, more pre-
cisely, by white West European men. In a study of the league’s employees, 
Klaas Dykmann has stressed their internationalism as expressing a ‘vision of 
international co-operation guided by a national compass’, and a European 
understanding of international order.50 Ducci has remarked that the league 
always focused on the problems of Europe, as the guidelines for its cultural 
initiatives were all European. This was true of many of its initiatives regard-
ing transnational exchange, which, in reality, were largely oriented towards 
Europe in service of European interests.51 This constrained internationalism 
is well illustrated by one of the league’s more successful organisations, called 
the Fédération Internationale des Unions Intellectualles in French, while 
its German name, Europäischer Kulturbund, indicated that its focus was on 
European cooperation.52

It was not at all clear how Europeanists should be able to recognise in-
ternationalism. For some, the unification of Europe was a sub-target on the 
journey towards the final objective of unifying all humankind. They found it 
necessary to begin with a European federation, as the national and economic 
conflicts on this continent were a threat to world peace.53 Others saw the 
European idea as opposed to internationalism, in accordance with criticism 
of the emerging international order of the League of Nations. In such cases, 
intellectual ties to nationalism from radical right-wing groups were frequent, 
as we will see in the following section. Here it was clear that Europeanists 
represented a dividing line within the European idea, between full-blooded 
Eurocentrism and an internationalism that extended beyond Europe’s na-
tional borders.

In the 1920s, Europeanists began to set up organisations with the aim of 
expanding the sense of European unity. Some aimed for economic coopera-
tion and others for cultural exchange, some avoided politics while others 
reached out to politicians. French–German antipathies were high on the 
agenda, and improving relations between citizens and their leaders was an-
other key issue. The heyday of these networks was the late 1920s, following 
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the success of the Locarno Treaty of 1925, but set against the uncertainties 
and struggles of the economic crisis and the rising nationalism of the early 
1930s.54 Without going into detail about the organisations that promoted 
such ideas, we note that there were many of them: there were nationally 
confined groups – like Vereeniging ter Bevordering van de oprichting der 
Vereenigde Staaten van Europa and Bloc d’Action Européenne – that pro-
moted European cooperation in the Netherlands and Belgium;55 there was 
also the Union Young Europe, the Institute of European Economy, and a 
body for European Cooperation called the Comité Fédéral de Coopération 
Européenne.

Some of these groups were mainly smokescreens for nationalist interests. 
Among the more influential was the Verband für europäischen Verstän-
digung/Fédération pour l’Entente Europeenne, run primarily by Wilhelm 
Heile. He had worked closely with Friedrich Naumann, and held views of 
German superiority; his call for a European federation was a way to further 
national interests and keep the ambitions of a German-led ‘Mitteleuropa’ 
alive.56 Some were mainly interested in free trade and common markets 
in Europe. Initially, we found such ambitions in the Mitteleuropäische 
Wirtschaftstagung, a free-trade movement that was wary of German domi-
nation. The initiative attracted mainly businessmen and politicians from 
the post-Habsburg states, but also included representatives from France and 
Great Britain. They opted for improved economic cooperation and dis-
cussed the need for a Danube federation that might include France.57 In a 
similar appeal, the Comité international d’Union Douanière Europeenne/
Europäische Zollverein urged all Europeans to support a shared customs 
union without impairing national cultures or sovereignty. This organisation 
was set up by a transnational group of economists and politicians from Great 
Britain, France, Germany, and other countries, and managed to establish 
groups in more than seven additional countries.58

Focusing on cultural exchange and unity, the Austrian-Bohemian aris-
tocrat Karl Anton Rohan initiated the Féderation Internationale des Unions 
Intellectuels/Europäische Kulturbund and its journal Europäische Revue in 
1922. It attracted conservative thinkers such as Hugo von Hofmannsthal, 
Carl Schmitt and Paul Valéry. Individuals joined from the Baltic states to 
Portugal, and established main offices in Austria, France, Germany and 
Italy – more than fifty local branches in all. Rohan himself was the editor 
of the journal Europäische Revue, which had a circulation of 2,500. Yearly 
congresses gathered three hundred members who discussed economic and 
cultural exchanges, while political issues were banned. Rohan’s aim was to 
gather the spiritual aristocracy of Europe in a venture to overcome divisions 
of the European mind. Inspired by Nietzsche, Rohan found himself in a new 
era that was replacing the nineteenth century with its scientific rationalism 
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and materialism. He declared nationalism to be a necessity that did much 
good, but also said that it demanded a synthesis called Europe. Commu-
nication, trade, industrial cooperation, and rationalisation were forces that 
made territorial state borders obsolete. Because of this, he demanded organic 
thinking and organised a new aristocratic elite in order to advance a future-
oriented spirit of shared European culture that was essential to unification. 

From the outset, Rohan and the organisation espoused conservative 
standpoints and had ties to conservative and Catholic reformist movements.59 
Through the 1920s, the organisation radicalised towards the right, rejected 
liberalism, parliamentary democracy, internationalism, pacifism, and Bri-
and’s memorandum, and declared itself antagonistic towards that most im-
portant of Europeanist organisations, the Pan-European League. Rohan saw 
the future of Europe in the ideas of Italian fascism and in its successful rejec-
tion of the results of the French Revolution. Clearly, there were significant 
differences between Rohan’s conservatism and German National Socialism. 
Still, the organisation collapsed after a series of internal conflicts and the Nazi 
takeover in Germany. He published the journal for another decade with sup-
port from the German regime, soon becoming a member of the Nazi party 
and declaring that his movement was closely tied to Nazism.60 Well in line 
with Nazi ideology, he stated that Europe, European culture, and the white 
race, which were all destined to rule the world, had been subsumed under 
the banner of American and communist colonialising.61

Pierre Viénot founded the Comité franco-allemand d’information et de 
documentation/Deutsch-Französische Studienkomitee in 1925, with sup-
port from Émile Mayrisch, the owner and head of a large Luxembourgian 
steel concern. The group’s programme was to organise talks and personal 
meetings between both French and German elites, including industrialists, 
bankers, university professors, and higher officials. Through its bureau in 
Berlin, it spread news and information about France, while its Paris bureau 
did the same regarding Germany. The main goal was to deconstruct what 
Viénot considered false images and the main reasons for the antipathy of 
the elites and the public towards each other. There were personal ties be-
tween Viénot’s and Rohan’s organisations, with overlapping memberships, 
and Viénot taking part in Kulturbund activities. From the beginning, Viénot 
partly shared Rohan’s conservatism, although he never approved of Italian 
fascism. Although Viénot’s committee clearly attracted more elites with na-
tionalist and conservative leanings, it also appealed to liberal minds. These 
elites had a common understanding of European cooperation as something 
that could yield national advantages. When the 1920s gave way to the 1930s, 
the committee followed the lead of Rohan’s Kulturbund and took more 
conservative and radical-right stands, while Viénot himself drifted into 
socialist views and finally left.62
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The organisation ‘A New Europe’ introduced a companion journal The 
New Europe in 1924; the introduction to the first issue, written by the Dane 
C.F. Heerfordt, addressed the management of a future European federation. 
He managed to encourage intellectuals, politicians and industrialists to form 
national committees for the cause, and one hundred prominent Scandina-
vians declared their support for him. A letter that had been circulated among 
the representatives of various governments was used by Heerfordt to further 
international interest in a ‘Federation of European Nations’, which could 
guarantee a member state’s security both internally and vis-à-vis foreign 
enemies, and facilitate economic cooperation. Heerfordt’s more concrete 
suggestions concerned disarmament, the establishment of a federal court to 
resolve conflicts between the member states, a shared parliament with the 
member states represented in order of importance in the union, and a shared 
government to handle defence, foreign affairs, and financial and customs 
administration. Financial and customs administration would be especially ap-
propriate to start with. Heerfordt later concentrated on obtaining French 
support. In appeals from 1928, Heerfordt tried to convince the French min-
ister of foreign affairs, Aristide Briand, that it was high time for France to 
take political responsibility. Soon he would be heeded.63

It is true that many of those involved were active in more than 
one organisation. It is also true that there was rivalry both within these 
organisations and between them, as they bickered among themselves. 
Wilhelm Heile wanted his Verband für europäischen Verständigung to 
be a mass movement, just as did the leader of the Pan-European Union, 
Coudenhove-Kalergi. They each wanted their organisation to be the true 
representative of the European movement, so they sought to discredit each 
other.64 Historian Guido Müller, who has specialised in the networks of 
the interwar period, concludes rightly that aristocrats with a conservative 
ideology exerted a remarkable influence on these organisations. These aris-
tocrats were, together with intellectuals and artists, looking for ways to 
avoid new wars in a Europe they regarded as contested by America and 
Russia. Their organisations were elite groups that distrusted mass move-
ments, and they viewed democracy with a great deal of scepticism. Müller 
concluded that the conservative Europeanists of the 1920s sympathised with 
the anti-liberal, authoritarian and fascist notions in the making in Europe. 
They supported tolerance and cultural understanding, but they put their trust 
in elite accomplishments rather than in a democratic notion of Europe.65 
Rohan and his organisation’s turn towards the radical right illustrates the di-
viding line between those nationalists who took internationalism to be their 
enemy and those affiliated with international cooperation and integration. 
In the interwar period, the former might have called for a unity of Europe 
that was cultural and also included ideas of closer economic and political 
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cooperation, but that opposed the multilateralism of the League of Na-
tions. Moreover, the detailed research of Müller shows how, in their early 
years, these organisations attracted minds with different ideologies: Rohan’s 
Kulturbund and Viénot’s Studienkomitee initially comprised socialists and 
liberals, whereas by 1930, both had been ‘cleansed’ and become exclusively 
radical-right organisations.

Pan-Europe

The group with the most outreach activities and most influence was the lob-
bying organisation for a European federation founded by the Czech count 
Richard von Coudenhove-Kalergi, who first presented his plans in 1923. 
His argument was clear-cut: the new Europe that emerged after the war 
was anarchic in its logic, with many independent nations whose conflicts 
constituted a latent state of war. The alternative was to bring most of Europe 
together. While the European states were all busy building separate econo-
mies and investing in armies of their own, states in other parts of the world 
were cooperating with their neighbours. The key was thus cooperation. He 
became inspired by the Pan-American Union, and he named his movement 
Pan-Europe: ‘There is still time to save Europe from this destiny. The sal-
vation is Pan-Europe: the political and economic merger of all states from 
Poland to Portugal into one federation’.66

Once again, and significant to this period in particular, we see the claim 
that political unification was founded on belief in a shared cultural heritage, 
mainly drawing upon Christianity but mixed with a dose of individualism 
and rational thinking from Greek antiquity. The claim utilises the notions 
of reason and will: it is rational to unite, but the Europeans would have to 
want to do so. Coudenhove-Kalergi espoused Europe’s vigour; while other 
cultures had declined, the Europeans had been victorious around the globe, 
to such a degree that Japan, Persia, Turkey, Egypt, and others were now fol-
lowing its example.67

It was typical that this call for European unity included warnings of 
new threats after the catastrophe of the Great War, of divisions between the 
European states, of the Soviet Union on Europe’s eastern border, and of the 
rise of Bolshevism and anti-individualism in Central and Western Europe. 
Both Eurocentrism and colonialism were seen as playing significant roles 
when he declared European culture to be superior, as it had risen to world 
domination. It had surpassed all other cultures and was the culture of the 
white race. The colonies were presented as integral to the pan-European 
project, as objects of mutual perpetuation because they supplied Europe with 
raw materials.68
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His unconcealed racism is also significant. Although the interwar pe-
riod had seen many attempts to distinguish between different European 
races,69 some continued to cling to the idea of a common white race, as 
Coudenhove-Kalergi did. For someone who considered it rational to look 
upon Europe as one nation, and the existing nation states as only a histori-
cal step on the road to the European nation, it was also necessary to defend 
the idea that all these Europeans belonged to one single race, giving rise to a 
common culture. Still, cultural divergences were used in the pan-European 
movement to support calls for unity. The United States of America was 
contrasted with the shattered states of Europe. America was an offspring of 
European culture. Due to its successful unification, the United States was 
now the strongest power in the world, dominating its own continent and 
challenging European dominance elsewhere. Asia had a culture of its own, 
from which Europeans could learn about ethics. Asia showed how to attain 
harmony and individual self-control, even though Asia lacked the energy 
and dynamic force of Europe. Coudenhove-Kalergi also compared Europe 
with Africa, from which he believed nothing could be learned. It was solely a 
continent of resources, an open field for plundering, which Europe urgently 
needed to exploit. Europe was urged to continue to embrace its global mis-
sion, using its energy to spread its technical proficiency, bring richness, and 
make the world a better place in which to live.70

He nevertheless concentrated on the development of European unifica-
tion, and claimed that the peoples and states should be joined together in 
Pan-Europe, in defiance of chauvinism, communism, militarism, and pro-
tective tariffs. A broad and mutual patriotism among Europeans was seen as 
replacing nationalism. Coudenhove-Kalergi’s programme declared that the 
time of small states and national states was over, that partnerships between 
states and people were to be forged. The British, Russian and Chinese king-
doms were cited as examples, alongside the Pan-American counterpart he 
considered under construction. If there was to be a future Europe, then it 
would have to be Pan-Europe, including neither Britain nor Russia, accord-
ing to Coudenhove-Kalergi. Britain was large enough on its own, and his 
criterion for excluding Russia was its strong Asian Mongol heritage, while 
European culture included Christianity and the historical tradition extending 
back to Classical antiquity. Europe’s was a rational and scientific culture; it 
had Christian ideas of community blended with individualism, which was 
not part of Russian culture.71 He perpetuated the long-standing Western dis-
course that excluded Russia from Europe as Asian, or as not quite European 
enough.

His movement was not without success. It never did become the mass 
movement that its founder had hoped for, but it gained respect from in-
tellectuals, statesmen and politicians all over Europe. He collaborated with 
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Heinrich Mann, who argued in 1927 that ‘Pan-Europe was in the beginning 
the dream of a few intellectuals, but is now not far from being the practi-
cal goal of businessmen and politicians’.72 Among the intellectual supporters 
were Mann’s brother Thomas and nephew Klaus, Albert Einstein, Stefan 
Zweig, José Ortega y Gasset, Salvador de Madariaga, Fritjof Nansen, Selma 
Lagerlöf, Bernard Shaw and Paul Valéry. The government in Austria, led by 
Ignaz Seipel, made premises available for the movement in the Hofburg, the 
former Austrian imperial palace. Both the German foreign minister Gustav 
Stresemann, and the young mayor of Cologne, Konrad Adenauer, who as 
federal chancellor of West Germany after the Second World War took part 
in establishing the European Steel and Coal Community, were to attend the 
Pan-European League congresses. The president of Czechoslovakia Edvard 
Beneš, Winston Churchill, and the British colonial secretary Leo Amery 
were also in attendance. Among the French who had pledged their support 
was the young Maurice Schumann as well as the two former prime ministers, 
Édouard Herriot and Aristide Briand.73 Coudenhove-Kalergi’s efforts to gain 
provisions included engaging leading bankers and industrialists who offered 
financial support, underlining the elitist image of the movement.74

Coudenhove-Kalergi began ambitiously publishing the book Paneuropa 
in 1923, writing that it was destined to set the stage for a movement sup-
porting a new Europe. Through the awakening of the European peoples, the 
political pressure for unification would become irresistible.75 Unification was 
considered a necessity, he wrote in the first edition of the journal Zeitschrift 
Pan-Europa, which he initiated in 1924: ‘The European issue is this: Is it 
possible for 25 states on the small European peninsula to live together in 
international anarchy, without this ending in a horrible political, economic, 
and cultural catastrophe?’76 Instead of anarchy, he stressed rationality, which 
was a key notion for Coudenhove-Kalergi: the international and economic 
orders should favour planned action and cooperation – for example, building 
continent-wide communication systems. At times, he argued that Europe 
should be or become one nation, but the model he and others in the Union 
preferred featured a division between economics, on the one hand, and poli-
tics, on the other. The idea of unification was often spoken of in connection 
with economic matters, particularly the expansion of international trade, as 
well as with political autonomy.77

The model for European cooperation would initially need to be that of 
the American states and the Pan-American conferences. Then it would be 
time for a European arbitration court, even more far-reaching treaties, and a 
common defence to reinforce Europe’s eastern borders against the Russian 
threat. Only after that could economic borders be relaxed in favour of a 
free market and a common currency. The creation of a federation based on 
a constitution would finally happen. Not much was actually said about the 
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governmental and administrative bodies or the constitution, beyond equal 
rights for all European languages within the union.78

To begin with, only Coudenhove-Kalergi wrote articles for the jour-
nal, but after a year, he began to write with a collaborator and included 
articles by other authors. Still, the journal was always very much the prod-
uct of its editor. He stated his views on contemporary political issues, and 
connected them to the pressing need for European unification. He wrote 
an open letter to the National Assembly in Paris urging the French to see 
that they shared their destiny with the Germans and should strive for closer 
cooperation – republicans, socialists and pacifists should all form an alliance 
with their German counterparts. If France wanted to remain a world leader, 
then it would have to allow Germany to be great as well.79 He hailed the 
peace movement and delivered a speech at the World Peace Congress in 
Berlin in 1924.80 He criticised German nationalism for not seeing things 
from a European perspective, arguing that this could lead to new disasters, 
for both Germany and the rest of Europe.81 He wrote an open letter to the 
General Secretariat of the League of Nations to argue for its decentralisa-
tion into continental blocs that could drive the creation of a European 
federation. Decentralisation would also make it more attractive for both 
the Americans and Soviets to join, the former as the leading nation of Pan-
America, and the latter as it would be recognised as a separate part of the 
league. Both China and Japan would be recognised as separate blocs as Brit-
ain was, while Africa, Australia and parts of Asia would be included within 
Britain or Pan-Europe.82

He made suggestions for moving forward. A new convention would 
create a European commission for passports, removing the constraints of 
visas and establishing a body to which citizens could apply for a passport valid 
in all member states. A common anthem would be a further visible mani-
festation of European unity.83 Coudenhove-Kalergi’s comments and analysis 
always returned to the idea of a pan-European federation as a solution, often 
presented with enthusiastic praise for the new Europe. The same could be 
said of other articles from the journal. Julius Wolf, one of the main Austrian 
propagators of ‘Mitteleuropa’, declared Pan-Europe to be a good idea that 
ought to attract increased support. Vilma Kopp wrote that the movement 
was opening women’s eyes to the importance of the European spirit, and 
she encouraged women to give it their support. Only Pan-Europe could 
offer the things that women were longing for – namely, peace, hope for the 
economy, and a spiritual basis for the struggle against social misery; therefore, 
Pan-Europe was their destiny.84 Salvador de Madariaga, the Spanish diplo-
mat and scholar, praised the richness of the European spirit and its potency 
in creating value in art, science and politics – the unifying of Europe was the 
method to perpetuate this spirit.85
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Coudenhove-Kalergi apparently had both energy and charisma. Every 
now and then he was lauded for his vision and achievements in moving the 
organisation forward, and a young poet even paid him homage with a poem.86 
National committees were established in Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Poland, Rumania and Switzerland,87 each with some members 
of prominence. In a small country such as Estonia, the committee included 
more than two hundred members from academia, industry and  politics. 
Estonian dailies published over a dozen of Coudenhove-Kalergi’s articles. 
Leaflets were translated, and one of them, Paneuropa ABC, was dissemi-
nated free of charge. Estonian newspapers paid significant attention to the 
pan-European programme in a number of articles over the years.88 Pan-
European student groups formed in Austria, Czechoslovakia, Germany, 
Hungary and Switzerland.89 By the end of 1926, the journal prided itself 
on  having offices in fourteen countries and being published in English, 
French, German, Czech and Greek. It advertised its activities in various 
countries, reviewed new books on Europe and European affairs, and fea-
tured articles by  a range of authors.90 Coudenhove-Kalergi could indeed 
claim success.

Over the years, Coudenhove-Kalergi made fervent efforts to mobilise 
politicians. He wrote letters to hundreds of publicists, premiers and minis-
ters, professors and authors in Germany, France and Central Europe to ask 
whether they believed that a United States of Europe was necessary or even 
possible. Answers of various lengths were submitted, overwhelmingly posi-
tive, and all were published in his journal. He listed the political leaders who 
had declared themselves in support of the pan-European movement.91

In this respect, the first congress of the Pan-European Union was a 
huge triumph. Held in Vienna in October 1926 with two thousand par-
ticipants, it included official representations from the League of Nations, 
Austria, Belgium, Finland, France and Greece, as well as official greetings 
from the Czech president Tomáš Masaryk, the German and Danish prime 
ministers, the French minister of war, and the British colonial secretary. The 
Hungarian philosopher and communist party member, Georg Lukács, gave 
an inaugural speech. Altogether, there were speakers from twenty-seven 
European states. This range of participation bore witness to the movement’s 
strong appeal to statesmen from the main continental powers, as well as from 
the minor ones. The former Estonian prime minister C.R. Pusta, who saw 
European unity as safeguarding the future well-being, existence, and cultural 
development of small states, said that ‘small states find an echo of solidarity 
in the idea of Pan-Europe’.92

What an event it was, renewing hopes of overcoming divides and of 
establishing a path to peace. Contentious issues were the threats of a new 
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war, minority rights, and which countries to include in an upcoming federa-
tion and European parliament. The session on the economy opened with a 
critique of the nation state organisation of the industrial sector, which had 
led to more expensive production, trade hindrances, higher living expenses, 
and colonial conflicts. The basic idea was clear: the European nations would 
need to respect one another’s political independence at the same time as 
they transcended economic borders, preferably by creating a common trade 
area with a single currency.93 In the session on culture, speakers espoused a 
common European spirit, either to be fostered by better educating Europe’s 
younger generation or to be found in science or among the great Europeans 
of the past.94

On the wall outside the main venue hung large portraits: Immanuel 
Kant, the author of the tract on eternal peace; Napoleon, because of his 
strong pleas for unification; Nietzsche, who rejected small states; Jan Amos 
Komensky, who espoused universal education; and Abbé St. Pierre, Guiseppe 
Mazzini and Victor Hugo, who all supported the formation of a European 
federation.95 Coudenhove-Kalergi himself assigned considerable importance 
to a shared cultural history. The portraits also showed that the European 
heritage was French and German in origin, although complemented with a 
Czech (who could be considered German as well) and an Italian. Moreover, 
the portraits illustrated the male character of the movement and the jour-
nal. The conference did discuss the importance of women to Pan-Europe, 
and Anita Augsburg emphasised that it was easy for women to think about 
and act in accordance with European unity: ‘Pan-Europe is nothing alien, 
new . . . [women are] used to thinking and feeling internationally, to seeing 
the world as a whole and humankind as a unity’.96 Still, only three women 
spoke at the conference. When Vilma Kopp wrote that peace was a task for 
women, she was one of very few women who had been published in the 
journal.97

Coudenhove-Kalergi wanted to appeal to as many groups as pos-
sible, and argued that the idea of Pan-Europe stood above political par-
ties. This entailed not taking a stand against fascism when democracy was 
in  peril in the early 1930s. In an article from May 1933, Coudenhove-
Kalergi wrote  that ‘Pan-Europe is neutral in the struggle between de-
mocracy and  fascism’ and that ‘the Pan-European movement is neither 
fascistic nor anti-fascistic, neither democratic nor anti-democratic’. More-
over, he added that his philosophy of governance ‘never was democratic 
but aristocratic’. He did  not support parliamentarianism, and maintained 
that personalities made a difference in history: strong leaders were expected 
to unify Europe, winning the people’s support for that goal.98 He attempted 
to involve Mussolini in his movement in 1923, published an article by 
him in 1934, and met him as late as 1936.99 These were not just signs of 
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poor political judgement, but were the outcome of his fundamental politi-
cal beliefs.

By 1933 the pan-European movement was waning, and so was political 
and public interest in both European unification and international coopera-
tion within the League of Nations. Pan-Europe was publishing many fewer 
notifications of meetings and events in the sections on various countries. 
Declarations of official support and recognition were still mentioned at the 
conferences, but the momentum had faltered. Some of the journal’s writers 
opposed democracy, such as Kurt Hiller, who leaned to the extreme left, and 
Julius Evola, who supported fascism, at the same time as other writers had 
ceased appearing. Once again, the content was mostly Coudenhove-Kalergi 
presenting his own views. His response to the political events of the day was 
to unify Europe, the same as always.100

Coudenhove-Kalergi’s programme was greatly debated. Even though 
leading politicians supported it, the programme was never adopted by the 
states, with the exception of Briand’s government. Some saw it as com-
peting with the League of Nations, although Coudenhove-Kalergi de-
nied this. In large states, the programme was seen as threatening those 
with grander ambitions; in small states, it was seen as offering security 
and peaceful cooperation, while threatening economic independence 
and cultural development.101 The Pan-European League was accused 
of being snobbish, and  indeed it was an elitist movement driven by the 
energy of a single person. Its leadership was autocratic and did not allow 
autonomous initiatives from  the sections, leading to internal tension.102 
Given Coudenhove-Kalergi’s heroic style of writing, it comes as no sur-
prise that he  was compared to Oswald Spengler and other representa-
tives of the so-called conservative revolution of the era. He belonged to a 
group of nobles who clung to the European idea espoused by Dina Guse-
jnova, who also highlighted his role as an ‘aristocratic radical’.103 Clearly, 
Coudenhove-Kalergi did not represent  a democratic worldview. In texts 
written before he began to promote the pan-European ideal, he dismissed 
the idea of universal suffrage and the parliamentary system; moreover, he 
espoused a neo-aristocratic principle, in which only the cultivated and wise 
were destined to rule.104

The pan-European concept and Coudenhove-Kalergi continue to fas-
cinate scholars. In the literature, we find overly positive representations 
of the movement, its leader, and its core ideas. The more critical research 
downplays the significance and meaning of the pan-European programme 
for present-day European integration, solely because of Coudenhove-
Kalergi’s undemocratic ideas. Ulrich Wyrwa has emphasised his disre-
gard for the harm Europe has caused throughout history, concluding that 
Pan-Europe is ‘only possible to understand in the context of the interwar 
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period, and that it is hardly possible to make connections to the contem-
porary intellectual and political debate on Europe’s present and future’.105 
In Coudenhove-Kalergi we meet a representative of a conservatism that 
has difficulty accepting democracy. Still, we know that socialists such as 
Kurt Hiller, Georg Lukács and Heinrich Mann supported him, as did the 
French socialist Aristide Briand, the Austrian social democrat Karl Renner, 
and the German social democrat Vladimir Woytinsky. In 1930, Woytin-
sky’s book was published by Pan-Europa Verlag, in which he gave much 
credit to Coudenhove-Kalergi.106 We also know that Coudenhove-Kalergi 
gained support from liberals such as Édouard Herriot, Salvador de Madar-
iaga and José Ortega y Gassett, as well as from the national liberals Edvard 
Beneš and Tomáš Masaryk. Clearly, different political ideologies were rep-
resented among his supporters; not all of them supported democracy, but 
most remained democrats throughout the interbellum. Konrad Adenauer 
and Bruno Kreisky, two young supporters of Coudenhove-Kalergi’s move-
ment, became trustworthy post-war democratic leaders of the West German 
and Austrian republics while upholding the ideals of European unification. 
It should also be noted that his movement was condemned by German and 
Italian nationalists.

However, Coudenhove-Kalergi has long been criticised for his reac-
tionary viewpoints and for building an undemocratic organisation that was 
both fascist and imperialistic.107 Indeed, democracy was questioned within 
the Pan-European League during the congress proceedings of 1926. We 
can read that the issue of democracy was raised and then criticised by Kurt 
Hiller as something that could only work among an aristocratic elite, but that 
in a parliamentary system it only led to squabbling among political parties. 
The president of the session immediately countered that Pan-Europe would 
only become a reality through democratic means by the governance of the 
people.108 The pan-European movement apparently involved itself in argu-
ments about democracy, and there are good reasons to agree with Wyrwa 
that Coudenhove-Kalergi and his organisation were closely connected to 
specific political and ideological contexts. Although one should definitely 
be critical of Coudenhove-Kalergi’s failure to dissociate himself from fas-
cism, his importance should not be underestimated. Wyrwa cites research 
showing a sharp juncture in European history with the European coopera-
tion that began at the end of the Second World War. However, this view 
fosters blindness to historical tradition and to the developments and even in-
novations that occurred regarding European integration during the interwar 
period. Anita Prettenthaler-Ziegerhofer has rightly stressed Coudenhove-
Kalergi’s significant contribution in taking the idea of unification to the 
governmental level.109
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A War for the Sake of European Unity

Let us consider the European idea during the war. One might imagine that 
the outbreak of the Second World War would have effectively erased any 
inclination to unify Europe, by simply making it impossible or at least very 
unlikely ever to happen. But this was not the case, although changing condi-
tions had to be accommodated. Few advocated a united Europe during the 
First World War, and those who did were outsiders, mainly scholars and 
intellectuals who denounced war. This was not so during the Second World 
War, however, when calls for European unity were widespread, even among 
statesmen. The design of a ‘New Europe’ was on the agenda, one that would 
be the result of the war. Would it be dominated by one state or organised as 
a union of equal partners? Should it consist of independent nation states, of 
partial federations (the Balkans, Central Europe, the Mediterranean, Scan-
dinavia, Western Europe), or constitute only one unitary federation? There 
was talk of Europe’s rebirth, reconstruction, and new beginning. Scholars 
of law proposed the transfer of certain rights from national sovereignty to 
common institutions and a higher authority. The discourse comprised po-
litical manifestos and constitutional drafts, continuing to rely on economic 
arguments, the conviction of a common culture, and the seriousness of the 
task. Many of the relevant texts were written in a strictly factual manner.110 
However, Thomas Mann’s widely disseminated radio address of 29 January 
1943 stands out in contrast for its remarkable rhetorical strength, and its 
introduction is well worth quoting. Mann endorsed the idea of unification, 
illustrating its broad ideological appeal as the alternative to the brutality of 
nationalism.

European listeners! I speak to you as one of you; as a German who has always 
considered himself a European, who knew your countries and cultures, and 
who was deeply convinced that the political and economic conditions of Europe 
were outdated; this division into arbitrary border States and sovereignties that 
has brought about the misfortunes of the Continent. To me, and to those like 
me, the idea of European unity was dear and precious; it was something natural 
to our thought and will. It was the opposite of provincial narrowness, petty 
egotism, nationalist brutality and boorishness; it meant freedom, spaciousness, 
spirit and kindness.

In Britain, the long tradition of hesitance to join a European community 
is well documented.111 In 1940, H.G. Wells declared that he belonged to 
‘the great English-speaking community’ stretching from Asia to America, 
where he would take offence if called a foreigner. He found the thought 
of following ‘the flag of my Austrian-Japanese friend [i.e. Coudenhove-
Kalergi] into a federally bunched-up Europe’ extremely unattractive.112 
Despite such sentiments, a sense of Europeanness blossomed when war 
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broke out – some say more than ever before or since. Soon after war was 
declared, Arnold Toynbee suggested a union between France and Great 
Britain, and Labour leader Clement Atlee exclaimed that a new interna-
tional order was bound to endow an ‘international authority superior to 
the individual states’ and that ‘Europe must federate or perish’, triggering 
more radical socialists both inside and outside the party to take a stand for 
the socialist unification of Europe.113 Beginning in February 1940, Brit-
ish and French civil  servants started to devise plans for a union between 
the countries  – notably involving both Jean Monnet and Arthur Salter, 
who would play significant roles in the post-war making of the European 
Community. As  France was about to collapse in the summer of 1940, 
Winston Churchill conveyed the eagerness to keep France involved in the 
war by promising British citizenship to all Frenchmen, and declaring France 
and Britain to be one union with shared institutions.114 The main forum 
for the Europeanists was the Federal Union, which had branches all over 
Britain where politicians and civil servants met journalists and academics. 
Initially,  there was remarkable activity at the union, including meetings, 
conferences and publications.115 When war aims were discussed, European 
unification was often  emphasised as an alternative to the failures of the 
League of Nations. Rather than trying to embrace the whole world, it was 
deemed better to build a European federation with a democratic founda-
tion strong enough to withstand the United States and the Soviet Union.116 
In addition, there was great interest in proposals for an Atlantic Union 
with the United States and a union of democratic states proposed by the 
American journalist Clarence K.  Streit just before the war began. There 
was also emerging interest in a universal confederation of all the world’s 
nations, which some regarded as inspiring the framework for the European 
federation.117

As before, intellectuals presented various political visions of European 
unification. Hilde Meisel’s idea for the post-war world was a socialist Euro-
pean unity:

European Unity – this demand is vital for political and economic, and, one 
might say, for moral reasons. Politically it appears to be the only practicable 
method of achieving security for the peoples of Europe. Economically, it opens 
the avenues for a beneficial co-operation that could not possibly be so close and 
so safe if it were subject to the changing policies of a multitude of sovereign 
governments. And the moral reason is that the price paid by millions in two 
world wars imposes the obligation on those who survive, to insist on achieving 
a peace which is more than a temporary makeshift for the period between the 
end of this and the beginning of the next world war.118

Hilde Meisel, who wrote under the pseudonym Hilda Monte, is not in-
cluded in the narratives of the European idea, but should be remembered as 
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an important Europeanist at a crucial historical moment. One can easily cite 
three reasons for her exclusion: she died before the post-war endeavours of 
the European movement began and political initiatives took off; she was a 
woman, while history has almost always recognised only men; and her ide-
ology was not only socialist and social democratic but also Marxist, so it did 
not fit well with the anti-communist notions that prevailed after the war. 
Yet, she represented the European idea, and her place in its history should 
be acknowledged.

Born into a Jewish family in Vienna in 1914, Meisel grew up in Ber-
lin and lived in exile from 1933. She undertook several secret missions to 
Germany and later Nazi-occupied Europe on behalf of exiled resistance 
groups and the British intelligence service. She attended the London School 
of Economics and wrote many articles on economics, working as a journalist 
for the socialist and labour press. On 7 April 1945, she was shot dead at the 
Liechtenstein border while escaping from a secret mission in Austria. Hilde 
Meisel was not unique in taking a socialist approach to Europe’s unification. 
In April 1942, groups from six countries met in London and drafted a reso-
lution in favour of a post-war European unity that abstained from national 
sovereignty and the international order of power blocs, in favour of a politi-
cal federation and economic unity based on a socialist organisation of the 
economy and social life, avoiding subjugation to the United States or the 
Soviet Union.119 Of the socialist approaches to unity during the war, the plan 
presented in Meisel’s 1943 book, The Unity of Europe, was the most extensive 
and overall one of the most developed of this period.

Like so many other proposals for European unity in the twentieth cen-
tury, Meisel’s used the common argument against smallness: ‘all nations 
of Europe are too narrow to achieve economic prosperity, [or] a rational 
system of communications’. To this she added the argument that shared 
economic and foreign affairs policies would not ‘reduce the variety of . . . 
cultural life’, but rather the opposite: they might intensify it ‘by establish-
ing closer relations between different national cultures’.120 However, small-
ness was not the only problem. Regarding the assessment made by Francis 
Delaisie in the late 1920s, she stressed the economic gap between indus-
trialised and agrarian parts of Europe, and the need for their close col-
laboration: the eastern regions were in need of economic progress, which 
could open up new markets for Western industry. Like other economists, 
she emphasised the importance of bringing Europe together, invoking a 
notion that would shape post-war political language when she demanded 
the ‘economic integration of Europe’. Together with smallness came ‘the 
changing policies of a multitude of sovereign governments’ that threatened 
the security of the peoples of Europe.121 She reiterated the moral obligation 
to insist on a lasting peace after the price millions of people had paid during 
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two world wars. We will see these arguments repeated in various ways dur-
ing the late 1940s.

Obviously, Meisel’s socialist pleas for a common European plan that 
removed class privileges, the shackles of poverty, and social insecurity bore 
a Marxist stamp, featuring notions such as monopoly capitalism and the ex-
ploitation of the masses. However, her socialism came with a cautious re-
jection of the Soviet Union, which she regarded as a totalitarian state to be 
excluded from any future unified Europe. She wanted economic planning, 
but not coercion, socialist rule with individual and political liberties that of-
fered greater opportunities to the individual for ‘shaping his life, developing 
his capacities, choosing his profession and assisting in the progress of the 
community’.122 Hers was a socialism that adhered to a set of common ide-
als vital to the post-war concept of European unification. This is especially 
apparent when we consider how she imagined the organisation of a Euro-
pean federation, emphasising that the advantage of self-governance was that 
‘people determine their own affairs’ through their local authorities, and that 
a central authority would manage joint economic enterprises in transport, 
airlines, postal services, and the like. One might say that she was more for-
ward thinking when she imagined a central police force and a European in-
vestment board. She definitely kept to her socialist convictions when it came 
to the need for a central authority to regulate labour and social services, and 
the need to strive for a more equitable distribution of income and consump-
tion. However, it is worth noting that these demands were at odds with the 
conclusion of general progressivism, that it would take ‘a considerable span 
of time before wage standards and social policy [are] approximately the same 
all over Europe’.123

Inter-war fascism in Austria, Germany and Italy was strongly predisposed 
to nationalism, in terms of both the rhetoric of special national cultures/races 
and political measures. Nevertheless, nation-state borders were transgressed 
by transnational networks and visions of a new Europe.124 Mussolini associ-
ated European unity with a new fascist society, both of which were needed 
to resist the moral and cultural threat of American capitalism and Russian 
bolshevism. Among Italian fascists, there was no consistency as to the aims 
of this new society: some were traditionalists, while others looked forward 
to a new technological society from which a fascist Europe could emerge.125 
However, there was no doubt about the means to achieve European unity: 
central to the fascists’ idea of creating European unity was the notion of 
their military might. The writer and Fascist Party member Marquis Giorgio 
Quartara enthusiastically declared in 1941 that the Axis powers were de facto 
implementing Briand’s plan; whereas earlier efforts had failed, it was now 
thanks to the Axis that the miracle had occurred and a New Europe had 
been established.126
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Consequently, this was also the central notion of the German Nazis’ 
concept of Europe, initially quite insignificant in the official rhetoric, even 
though the regime embraced some Europeanists such as the Austrian Karl 
Anton Rohan. Hitler himself condemned the unification of European na-
tion states, and had nothing but disdain for Coudenhove-Kalergi, as a half-
breed who embraced racial diversity.127 Yet, as Germany’s forces conquered 
neighbouring countries, the idea of European unification played a role 
in German propaganda, and the linguistically useful word ‘Neuropa’ was 
willingly adopted.128 ‘The new Europe of the future will certainly bring 
more advantages than disadvantages to those who belong to it and benefit 
from it’, wrote Joseph Goebbels.129 Dutch Nazi leader Anton Mussert and 
the Norwegian Vidkun Quisling dreamed of a Germanic confederation in 
which their nations and Germany would dominate Europe: ‘Europe can 
only unite under the protection of a leading power, and this can only be the 
Great German Reich, which lies at the centre of Europe’, Quisling wrote, 
insisting that Germany needed support to achieve this goal: ‘If Germany 
is to guarantee the unity and peace of Europe in the long term, it must 
rely on the superior strength of a Germanic confederation’, including the 
Dutch and Scandinavian peoples.130 More developed Nazi plans and argu-
ments for European unification saw the necessity of organising Europe as a 
Grossraumwirtschaft (‘large-space economy’), to include industry, agriculture 
and raw-material production. It would need to be designed and led by the 
people with the best abilities. While some of the arguments were inspired 
by economics and some simply repeated Nazi eugenics,131 others invoked 
the unity of European artistic culture,132 and still others identified how a 
sense of unity had emerged from Europe’s defending itself from Asian and 
Islamic threats.133 Historian Paul Herre paid homage to Adolf Hitler and 
gave voice to the Nazi idea of Germany’s mission to shape a European 
order out of the variety of its peoples. Logically, there was a need to co-
ordinate the manifold nations located within a limited area of the globe. 
In ‘the new Europe’, unification would be based on the consciousness of 
belonging to the same culture, and would aim to make continental Europe 
a world power equal to Britain. Repeating many of the nineteenth-century 
historical narratives of European civilisation, Herre continued by saying that 
some people had reached a higher cultural level than others, adding that the 
Germans were the core people of Europe.134 Certainly, the Nazi concept 
of Europe was a simplified upscaling of the previous notion of a German-
led ‘Mitteleuropa’, but additionally reiterating much of the conservative 
and nationalistic interwar rhetoric on Europe, propagated by Rohan, for 
instance.

Still, according to the fascists, their ideas and movement went beyond 
nation-state borders, and references to the concept of Europe served as a 
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mobilising device for their cause.135 For some advocates of a unified Europe, 
fascist rule provided the means to create a unified Europe. In occupied 
France, under the collaborative governance of Vichy, several politicians and 
intellectuals supported the idea of Neuropa. Some of them had long sup-
ported economic cooperation or even a European federation, and they saw 
the possibility of realising their visions in the realities of victory and defeat. 
The professor of law Joseph Barthélemy acceded to Briand’s plan in 1930, 
and later joined the Vichy government. The journalist Francis Delaisie, who 
through his writings earned himself a reputation as an economist, was a long-
standing member of the Pan-European League. He took an active part in 
several other organisations working towards European cooperation. In 1942, 
he speculated that, for the European economy to recover, it would need to 
side with the Nazis: on the one hand, he condemned the liberal economic 
system for causing crises and wars; on the other, he praised the economy of 
the National Socialists and all it had achieved in Germany in only a few short 
years.136 This was in line with the former socialist minister Marcel Déat, who 
created the Nazi-influenced party Rassemblement Nationale Populaire (the 
National Popular Rally) in 1941. The party’s policy was to create a united 
Europe led by Germany and France.137

Within the resistance movement, the idea was widespread that ground-
work was being laid for a new Europe. To some, the resistance move-
ment was a forerunner of what would become a federation of nation states. 
In the Ventotene Manifesto from 1941, the document that launched the 
Movimiento Federalista Europeo, Italian adherents of the resistance had 
already made a future federal Europe their goal. In 1942, the French re-
sistance movement Combat advocated a ‘United States of Europe  .  .  . 
on the basis of liberty, equality, fraternity, and the rule of law’. Albert 
Camus, who had  joined the group, called for Europe to be ‘the coun-
try of the spirit  .  .  .  a privileged arena where the Occident’s battle with 
the world,  with the gods and with  itself has reached its peak’.138 Tak-
ing on  socialist demands  for social reforms, British works on federalism, 
and  ideas  disseminated by  the Federal Union, Ernesto Rossi and Altiero 
Spinelli considered the system of sovereign nation states to be antiquated 
and reactionary. Now the wish was for a United States of Europe. In 1944, 
a branch of the Federalist Movement was established in France. It was possi-
ble to see continuity from interwar themes of crisis and the decline of moral 
values, to the present strong commitment to enriching moral values and 
individual liberty. Members of the Federalist Movement kept to this agenda 
during the years immediately following the war in their articles, novels, 
memoirs and essays, and, according to historian James D. Wilkinson, they 
influenced the decolonisation, peace movement, and European integration 
of the 1950s. Although the influence on the 1950s integration process was 
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weaker than Wilkinson claimed, the federal movement certainly contrib-
uted to the history of the European idea.139 There is no doubt that the war, 
and the accompanying resistance movements, pushed the European idea 
forward.

The war should not be considered a crisis for the idea of European uni-
fication among the major states of continental Europe. Rather, it strength-
ened the idea, which was now deemed a necessity, and made it clear that 
European unity could be organised in different ways and be built on radically 
different foundations. From a small-state perspective, the future European 
order was approached slightly differently, often taking into account the pos-
sibility of cooperation among smaller nations. Several main alternatives for 
this future order were on the table in Europe: a United States of the World 
comprising all nations on all continents; a Union of Democratic States as 
proposed by American journalist Lionel Curtis, with the democratic states 
controlling the world and letting other states join the union when they 
became solid democracies; regional federations, especially  a United  Eu-
rope based on the interwar work of the League of Nations, or a Pan-
Europe in line with Coudenhove-Kalergi’s suggestion; and proposals for a 
Europe comprising several regional federations. It was this final alternative 
that caught on in the neutral Swedish context, evoking great interest in the 
idea of Nordic heritage shared by the Scandinavian countries and Finland, 
and in creating a Nordic defence community and even ‘The United Nor-
dic States’.140 Swedish social scientist Alva Myrdal expressed her country’s 
interest in establishing a stable international order, but was more resistant to 
joining a unified Europe. It was in the best interests of Sweden and Scan-
dinavia to have strong ties to the United States, Canada and Britain, while 
Portugal and Central Europe were less important: ‘a Nordic Union is a bet-
ter alternative’. She denounced any kind of isolationism, whether Swedish 
or Scandinavian, and advocated the ‘limitation of national sovereignty in 
favour of supranational institutions’.141

Apart from the Nordic Union, there were proposals for ‘Dutch–Belgian 
Cooperation’, a ‘United States of the Danube’, a ‘Mid-European Con-
federation’, a ‘Central European Federation’, and a ‘Central Eastern 
European Federation’, all of which would promote the security and welfare 
of small states.142 The notion of regional federations was affirmed by ex-
iled governments in London through Czech–Polish, Greek–Yugoslav and 
Belgian–Dutch agreements. Joseph Retinger, the Polish scholar, critic and 
socialist, was impatiently arranging meetings between state leaders exiled in 
London.143 For him, the regional blocs were only the first, albeit necessary, 
step towards the goal of uniting Europe. Regarding other representatives of 
occupied Central Europe, the Czech Beneš brothers– Edvard the president, 
and Vojta the historian – reissued Masaryk’s proposal for a Central European 
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Confederation. The idea was that if several small states joined, then others 
would follow, and in due time the different European confederations could 
fuse into one. They distinguished between nationhood, to be defended, and 
sovereignty, which should be neither upheld rigidly nor sidestepped in a 
hierarchy of states, because ‘the Europe of tomorrow cannot tolerate any 
Herrenvolk rule over non-German peoples’. In addition, the Beneš brothers 
offered cultural and moral arguments for the mission of the smaller nations, 
emphasising that they ‘also had an important contribution to make to the 
world’s culture’ and had a certain moral capability that histories of oppres-
sion by mightier neighbours had taught them. The Central European states 
would ‘resume their historic mission’ to defend culture and spiritual values, 
and to preserve peace and friendship. It was those states that could represent 
the interests of all mankind, that would defend the ‘highest values’ of civili-
sation.144 In conclusion, the combination of small-state interests and federa-
tions was supported throughout the continent, often as an alternative to an 
all-encompassing European Union.

As every war does, the Second World War eventually ended. This time it 
was obvious to everyone that the former major powers of Europe could no 
longer claim to be world leaders, even though France and Britain insisted 
that they should remain great powers. France fervently sought friendship 
with America, which was manifested in the summer of 1945 when de Gaulle 
flew to Washington and gave a speech declaring that the United States was 
the leading world power. In May of that same year, Churchill spoke of an 
iron curtain descending across Europe, hiding the true state of Communist 
affairs from Western Europe, and consigning the countries to the east to 
Soviet rule. Germany was in ruins and was keenly aware of what the Nazi 
government’s bid for world power had wrought. Its new leaders fully ac-
cepted that Germany was no longer a main European power, let alone a 
world power.

This was a critical juncture in thinking about Europe. Europe accepted 
that its global position had declined, and that the United States and the 
Soviet Union were now the only real world powers. ‘On the morrow of 
the Second World War, the dwarfing of Europe is an unmistakably accom-
plished fact’, Arnold Toynbee wrote in 1948.145 This diminishment was 
underscored by the partition between Western and Eastern Europe. The 
threat of Bolshevism and the potential expansion of the Soviet Union to 
the Atlantic coast were tangible, reinforced by the Communist takeover in 
Czechoslovakia. This bore out Coudenhove-Kalergi’s contention that the 
Soviet threat was the main rationale for forging the West European states 
into a union.146
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Notes for this section begin on page 264.

C H A P T E R  8

Claiming European Unity and a 
Europe of Nations

Unsurprisingly, contemporaries considered the Second World War and its 
end to be crucial events. In its final year, the war was more devastating than 
ever, with ruthless fighting on all fronts, heavy bombing, and ongoing ex-
termination in the concentration camps. In the spring of 1945, reports and 
pictures of their liberation sent shockwaves throughout not only Europe but 
the rest of the world. After the ceasefire, much of the continent was in ruins, 
millions fled in search of security, ruthless transfers of minority populations 
occurred across borders, and former prisoners were trying to return home. 
Contemporary observers had good reason to wonder whether decline and 
nihilism had gone so far as to cause the ultimate downfall of Europe and its 
culture. Added to this was the fear of a new war and the awareness of the 
atomic bomb, which threatened the survival of Western civilisation.1

European Union historiography emphasises the aftermath of the Second 
World War, especially the 1950s, and the conclusion of certain key politi-
cians and bureaucrats – called the founding fathers of Europe (there were 
apparently no mothers of Europe in this historiography)2 – that unification 
was the road to future peace and prosperity. Among them we find Winston 
Churchill, along with others from the six founding member states: Konrad 
Adenauer, Alcide de Gaspari, Jean Monnet, Robert Schuman, Paul-Henri 
Spaak and Altiero Spinelli. Their idea was appealing: European nation states 
would need to give up some degree of sovereignty in exchange for lasting 
peace, economic development, and prosperity benefiting everyone. Consid-
ering this narrative is valuable for understanding the political drive towards 
economic and political unification as a movement for unity, despite some 
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hesitance, confusion, and vested interests. However, when we consider the 
concept of Europe, the situation appears somewhat different. It was instead 
the First World War that laid the groundwork for the thinking that ulti-
mately led to the negotiations for and finally the signing of the Treaty of 
Rome in 1957. The disintegration of the continental empires was crucial, as 
was the breakthrough of the ideal of national independence, which set aside 
the previous dominant idea of the evolution of social communities into ever 
larger units. It challenged the assumption that viable states, cultures and lan-
guages were increasing in size at the cost of smaller nations. Europe was not 
moving towards fewer and fewer states and nations – quite the opposite. The 
First World War changed the conception of Europe from being a continent 
of few empires to one of many nation states, leaving open the question of 
how best to deal with divisions and disputes.

Attempts to manage this new situation began in the 1920s, when the 
idea of unifying Europe became energised, as we saw in the previous chapter. 
After 1945, the arguments for unification were rooted in the same concep-
tual framework, but with some significant amendments and modifications. 
First, the idea of cultural unity was launched in the context of the material 
devastation and human suffering of six years of war. Second, these arguments 
entailed the development of a conception of the nation that excluded nation-
alism. This was not a new idea, but one that grew following the fresh insights 
from the war. It was important to develop the idea of a common European 
culture that comprised diverse national cultures. This cultural conception 
charged the notion of European unity with new relevance when several 
European countries and their citizens celebrated national freedom after years 
of occupation, while Austria, Italy and Germany had to find their own ways 
forward as post-fascist states. Third, European unity became married to the 
notion of integration. This concept slipped into the political language of 
Europeanists, and developed into a key asset for the economic and political 
unification process that took place in the 1950s, indicating the direction of 
the institutional Europeanisation of coming decades, and signifying a tension 
characterised thus by historian Bo Stråth: ‘Long-term dreams about a federal 
Europe co-existed with short-term operational questions’.3

Our history of the beginning of post-war European unification is dis-
tinct from the massive, classical work by Walter Lipgens from 1977 to 1985. 
Lipgens wrote four volumes totalling more than three thousand pages that, 
apart from introductions and assessments, comprise a huge range of docu-
ments – daily newspaper articles, journals, books and archives on plans for 
a European union – covering the breadth of political ideologies in the years 
1939–1950.4 However, while he focused on the emergence of political 
groups and parties organised to promote European cooperation, we can also 
see the issue of European unity from the perspective of the transnationalism 
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of intellectuals. While Lipgens followed the efforts to implement federalism 
and overcome the nation-state agenda, I am inspired by Alan Milward who, 
in 1992, turned much previous historical research on integration upside 
down by insisting that integration was actually a tool used to strengthen 
nation states. Milward contended that this approach was a fundamental re-
action to fascism and to the suffering of most countries in Europe during 
the Second World War.5 Partly in accordance with his view, this chapter 
considers how the concept of Europe was configured within the context of 
the early post-war years. The importance of this period in the formation of 
the cultural and political language of European integration was recently em-
phasised by Rosario Forlenza, who views the Christian Democrat concept 
of Europe as a ‘process of meaning-formation’ occurring in its transnational 
networks.6

Here, we assess the concept of Europe of the late 1940s and early 1950s 
with a focus on the idea of a shared culture, and the distinction between na-
tion and nationalism with reference to transnational considerations. That is, 
we identify the entanglement of the idea of unification with the notion of 
borders within Europe at a time in history when both were being stressed. 
This chapter also outlines the basic features of the frame of mind supporting 
European unification, by assessing certain key junctures, and finally explores 
the concept of European integration itself.

‘The Spirit of Europe’

In his opening address to the congress ‘The Spirit of Europe’, held in Ge-
neva in September 1946, Julien Benda declared his disenchantment: Europe 
was itself responsible for the war; a spirit of common interests, passions and 
consciousness had never really been in place; and it had to be acknowledged 
that divisions had instead increasingly been stressed by fostering the develop-
ment of nations and making them as independent as possible.7 The Hungar-
ian Marxist philosopher György Lukács pointed out a crisis that had begun 
with the French Revolution and grown in strength after the First World 
War – a crisis concerning democracy, the idea of progress, and the belief in 
reason and humanity, all of which had been disrupted by fascism. According 
to the British essayist and poet Stephen Spender, Europe had now realised 
its smallness, weakness and decline, and he argued that it was impossible to 
return to the pre-Second World War civilisation of richness and strength.8 
Nihilism was repeatedly mentioned during debate at the congress. Nihilistic 
literature might have been the cause of pre-war decay, said Benda. Nihil-
ism had married with totalitarianism, declared the Swiss intellectual historian 
Jean Starobinski. The discovery of nuclear fission embodied the idea that 
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morals had fallen into a sort of nihilistic crisis, according to the French writer 
Georges Bernanos. Europe had lost its self-awareness and religious faith, and 
did not know what to do with its nihilism, according to Karl Jaspers.9 Appar-
ently, the interwar themes of decline, crisis and nihilism were not only still 
relevant when interpreting Europe’s condition, but the Second World War 
had even amplified them.

Still, bids for a common European spirit were also being made. ‘Gen-
tlemen, we refuse to liquidate Europe’, proclaimed Bernanos at the same 
congress, stressing that the crisis was one faced by all of humanity, not only 
Europeans. The crisis could be blamed on a lack of tradition and spirit, 
on reducing civilisation to mere enjoyment and profit, a state that could 
be found all around the world.10 Benda returned to the need to inculcate 
a European spirit through a common language, education on the unify-
ing rather than dividing historical values, and European nations giving up 
some of their unique qualities and individuality for the sake of a common 
spirit.11 The Italian writer Francesco Flora recognised European unification 
as a moral duty and a way for the civilisation of humanism to continue.12

Indeed, claims of a common European culture were evident from the 
end of the war. They can be interpreted either as attempts to hide differ-
ences and conflicts, or as assuming the task of overcoming the war’s legacy. 
However, the fact is that these claims were continuously being made. Some 
underscored the unity of European culture based on Christianity and its in-
fluence on moral issues, art and law, just as T.S. Eliot did when he warned of 
its complete collapse.13 Ortega y Gasset also defended the idea of a common 
culture of Europe, marked by shared customs, practices, opinions, and other 
common social phenomena. Still convinced of the strength and prominence 
of European culture, he warned that chaos could ensue if Europe was unable 
to recuperate from its crisis and once again set itself on top by reclaiming 
its historical unity and constructing a European nation on the basis of the 
historical proximities of its national cultures.14 Attempts to explore possible 
foundations of a European culture persisted, made up of both nostalgia and 
utopianism, in addition to much confusion.15

Others issued warnings regarding specific aspects of European culture, 
such as Spender, who was suspicious of its nihilism. European nihilism fur-
thered discussion of a European culture, particularly among German intel-
lectuals. Hermann Rauschning wrote from exile in America that the end of 
the war meant neither that the crisis was over nor that nihilism would end. 
Rather, a common goal was necessary to retain the credo of society: a cul-
ture of Western ideas and principles, the legacy of antiquity and Christianity, 
of rationality and humanity.16 In his contribution to the Geneva conference 
in 1946, Karl Jaspers responded differently, one might say more philosophi-
cally, addressing the potential for human beings to dwell within themselves 
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and cultivate their own abilities. The alternative to nihilism was not about 
finding new heroes, prophets or demagogues, but rather would be found in 
the seemingly trivial events of everyday life, where real changes might occur. 
In accordance with his ‘Existenzphilosophie’, he included the meaning of 
life in his call for freedom and the ability to go beyond oneself to become 
something more.17 In this period, he also presented his concept of Europe 
in a radio speech that was driven by a single thought: nihilism could not be 
allowed to take over; people should not adopt a nihilistic attitude.18 He drew 
upon Christianity, Hegel and history to define Europe as a cultural entity 
comprising a common spirit expressed by great artists and writers, reflected 
by towns, monuments, and the culture they carried. Referring to Kant, he 
said that future European culture should be defined by a few principles, of 
which freedom of thought was the highest, setting the stage for the spirit of 
Europe. Jaspers was also careful to note that the terms and conditions of free-
dom were tied to the eternal flux of history and the contradictory nature of 
European history, situated between church and state, Catholicism and Prot-
estantism, science and faith, and ‘real world’ materialism and transcendent 
idealism. Political freedom entailed restrictions: as the truth was diverse and 
shifting while science was finite, both liberty and the European enterprise 
would always fall short of perfection.19

While Jaspers was pleading for the dismantling of the colonial empires 
and granting independence to the nations of Africa and Asia, others lamented 
such measures. Parisian journalist Louise Weiss regarded this decolonisation 
as a stunting of Europe caused by ‘Third World’ nationalism and the weak-
ness of liberal values, leaving Europe behind the United States, the Soviet 
Union and China. Weiss, who before the war had been an ardent interna-
tionalist who believed that decolonisation would cure the dangerous self-
interest of nations, and who was critical of German suppression of national 
independence in Europe during the occupation, now saw the situation dif-
ferently. The Europeans had brought knowledge and tried to shift the colo-
nies away from their ignorance, despotism and feudalism. For some of them, 
thousands of years ‘of mental evolution separate us – you and me, gentlemen 
and Europe in general’, and they were certainly not ready to have ‘our Euro-
pean right to vote, conquered after so many struggles and so many hard-won 
shifts in public and private consciousness’. The only responsible way to treat 
them was with paternalism: ‘Practiced in many different forms, while these 
peoples advance step by step from one mental age to another, paternalism 
has given excellent results from the human point of view’.20 By 1949, Weiss 
had moved politically to embrace conservatism, and she sympathised with 
Gaullism. Nevertheless, her idea of the West’s civilising mission reflected 
widely held opinions from the left to the right, in France and in other parts 
of Europe.21
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Connected with this paternalism was the notion of European excep-
tionalism, often related to claims of European universalism, but varying with 
different philosophical and political views. Gonzague de Reynold, a Swiss 
author and radical conservative activist whose political ideal was an authori-
tarian Christian state, defined Europe as unique, both geopolitically and cul-
turally. Geographically, it stood out from other parts of the world because 
of its exceptional climate and the development of a shared civilisation with 
a distinct culture. Now, in disrepair and having lost its high global status, 
Europe needed to restore its spiritual core of Christian values. Instead of 
continuing the decline arising from divisive nationalism, de Reynold be-
lieved that Europe would need to understand the universal character of its 
Christian culture. Only Europe had accomplished universality: if Europe 
could not achieve peace, then the world would be lost.22 In contrast to de 
Reynold, enlightenment values were represented by liberal writers on the 
left. Francesco Flora wanted European culture to focus on a universalistic 
humanism.23 Stephen Spender pleaded for the rebirth of Europe as a uni-
versal civilisation characterised by an ‘unselfish search for truth, love for the 
beauty, human brotherhood’, against the backdrop of the impossibility of 
conducting war with the new atomic weapons that threatened to extinguish 
humanity. Europe, he proclaimed, had a unique opportunity because it had 
been through the most devastating war the world had ever seen; now it 
understood better than did any other parts of the world the urgent need to 
establish universal values.24 A Catholic-inspired approach could also espouse 
European exceptionalism by referring to the old traditions of Western ci-
vilisation. The British economist Barbara Ward began her 1948 book on 
European unity with the following grandiose assertion: ‘[No] corner of the 
world – except perhaps ancient Greece – has contributed as much as West-
ern Europe to the development and enrichment of mankind’. From Europe 
came the spirit of freedom with the belief in ‘a moral order of right and 
wrong, and good and evil, which transcends every particular interest . . . and 
is the yardstick by which they are judged’. Ward found this in Greek phi-
losophy, Christian teachings, and medieval ideas of natural law, relating it to 
individual freedom of choice and responsibility, and to the notion of govern-
ments existing for their citizens, rather than the reverse.25 For Ward, this was 
not a case for European universalism, but for the supremacy of its civilisation.

After a few years, optimism regarding European culture re-emerged. 
The concepts of European decline and crisis were interwoven with new pos-
sibilities arising from the power and beauty of Europe’s culture: something 
new could grow or was already growing. Ortega y Gasset declared in 1949 
that, despite all the lamentable death and agony, Europe had demonstrated 
that ‘a new form of civilization is germinating in us; that therefore under the 
apparent catastrophes . . . a new form of human existence is being born’.26 
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Salvador de Madariaga emphasised the common European spirit, as well 
as the privileges of some nations over others, and concluded his Portrait of 
Europe in 1952 by saying:

From the Mediterranean, the spirit of Europe gathers to itself the divine light 
of Greece and Italy; from the Baltic and the North Sea, the colder and quieter 
light of the North; from Flanders and The Netherlands, the light of homes and 
families, shining with human warmth in dining rooms and kitchens – and so, 
rich and flavoured with its many lights of forest and cornfield, vineyard and 
pasture, the spirit of Europe ever more and more precise, reaches the West and 
branching into its three best defined peoples – of action, England, of thought, 
France, of passion, Spain – flows now earthless and magnetic, as through three 
electric points – to quicken America beyond the seas.27

The change was indeed remarkable. Optimism had returned, and occasion-
ally without reservations, such as when the Swiss author Denis de Rouge-
mont discussed the fascist and communist threats to freedom, writing that 
‘Europe is the great hope’.28 Those who had previously preached of Eu-
ropean unification found new hope. The president of the Pan-European 
League, Coudenhove-Kalergi, alleged that the rebirth of Europe as a nation 
was on the agenda, along with a new awareness that it was a community of 
culture and destiny. However, his nationhood was not one of blood, geog-
raphy, or even of language and history, but one of a patriotism that defended 
values of freedom, brotherhood and chivalry. Remarkably, he averred that 
such nationhood was already in place.29

After the Second World War, the proposition of cultural unity in Europe 
was once again used as an argument for political unity: with cultural unity 
already in place, Europe should use it as the foundation on which to build 
a political union. This was the view of traditionalists who turned to history 
to support their position. From de Rougemont’s perspective, Europe had 
existed before the nations, whose development was nothing but a backdrop 
to history and had to be amended by creating a super nationality within 
the frame of political unity; only by doing this could Europe’s common 
culture survive.30 He shared this view with T.S. Eliot, who saw a common 
European heritage in Christianity and the ancient cultures of Greece, Rome 
and Israel, with many shared components that constituted ‘the true bond 
between us’. From this common ground, Eliot reasoned, diverse specific 
national and cultural elements had developed over the centuries, resulting 
in different national loyalties, but not erasing the common European tra-
dition.31 Parisian sociologist Raymond Aron contended that the European 
nations had common traditions and shared values to an extent that merited 
‘recognition as one and the same historical civilization’; now Europe would 
need to unify economically and politically, effectively melting the nation 
states into a larger, superior political form.32
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The views of Guizot, Ortega y Gasset, and other nineteenth-century 
and interbellum intellectuals on the diversity of this shared culture were es-
sential for post-war writers who sought to clarify Europe’s new situation. 
They found encouragement in Ortega y Gasset’s post-war declarations that 
Europeans had always lived simultaneously in two societies – one extensive 
and one narrow, one Europe and the other the nation, province, or local 
society.33

In discussing Europe, the pairing of cultural unity and diversity had dif-
ferent meanings, implications and motives. Ernst Jünger charged the issue of 
unity and diversity by following an anti-statist branch of nineteenth-century 
German conservatism. He called for a unity of organisation with a diversity of 
national cultures; he believed that Europe should also have a global empire, 
alongside the other major players in the world, but that it should retain its di-
versity. He used the expression ‘unity and diversity’, whereas de Rougemont 
spoke of ‘unity in diversity’. They both contended that, despite its national 
cultures, Europe did possess cultural unity. Jünger pleaded for ‘territorial and 
political unity while preserving historical diversity’, distinguishing between 
technical achievements that applied to ‘industry, commerce, communica-
tions, trade weights and measures, and defence’, and the organic world of 
men with ‘their history, their speech and race . . . their customs and habits, 
their art and religion’, where there ‘cannot be too many colours on the 
palette’. Jünger distinguished between the suppressing technocracy of the 
modern state and the freedom and diversity of national cultures. However, 
while the distinction had previously been drawn in criticising Bismarck’s 
unifying of the German states and the Prussian conformity of modern life, 
for Jünger it made sense to have a European constitution and state that took 
responsibility for the technical achievements of society, while culture should 
be left to the diversity of the nations.34

As a critic from the socialist left, Jean-Paul Sartre denied that there was 
a cultural unity at all, adding that the national cultures were under the threat 
of extinction. If the continent were to unify itself, then perhaps these cul-
tures could be saved, and he conceived of cultural unity as ‘the only one 
capable of saving what is valid in each country’s culture’. For the national 
cultures to survive, ‘they must be integrated within the framework of one 
great European culture’. However, cultural unity could not survive on its 
own, but needed economic and political unity as well. Sartre thus believed 
that it was disunity that threatened Europe and its nations, including his 
own France, while the unifying of culture and of politics had to go hand 
in hand.35

Europeanists repeatedly described the unity and diversity of Europe, as 
when Salvador Madariaga addressed ‘the play between unity and diversity 
which is typical of Europe’. Europeanists referred to the French–German 
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cultural border, in particular. For Madariaga it signified two different spir-
its and ways of understanding life. In essence, this border divided a Latin 
way, also including Italy and Spain, from a Germanic one, also including 
Austria and Scandinavia. The French spirit was like a crystal, and the Ger-
man like a stream. The French referred to a text as an authority conveying 
holy dictums that invoked differences of space, whereas for the Germans, 
the  very  same text signified the passing of time through specific histori-
cal moments. On one side of the Rhine the focus was on space, and on 
the other it was on time. Britain and the small nations on the banks of the 
Rhine shared the gifts of both, and the small nations had additional features 
of their own. Altogether, Madariaga concluded that the Rhine was ‘the 
chief feature of Europe, her very backbone’.36 His exposition was significant 
to the concept of Europe, and when Europeanists drew on the French–
German borderlands as representing the European spirit, they were focusing 
on the West; behind the Iron Curtain, Central and Eastern Europe were 
downgraded as less important when the Rhine was identified as the central 
cultural border.

The Romanian professor of religion at the Sorbonne, Mircea Eliade, 
saw things differently and considered the Danube to be the quintessential 
European river. Opposing the tendency to identify European culture with 
the areas west of the Iron Curtain, he demonstrated that there was also 
significant diversity in both Central and Eastern Europe, with a variety of 
churches, languages, philosophies, poetries and historical influences. These 
cultures also belonged to the larger European culture. Eastern Europe was 
Europe as well, and Europe was unified by its cultural exchanges with the 
Middle East and the unifying role played by Christianity, and supported by 
its defence against Islam.37 Thus, the focus on Western Europe was con-
tested. However, both definitions of Europe rested on the notion of a com-
mon enemy, either communism or Islam.

It is no coincidence that the formula ‘unity in diversity’ is a corner-
stone of the political language of European integration. Although the motto 
‘unity in diversity’ has only been used in official EU rhetoric since the 
1980s,38 it has been on the agenda ever since those heated discussions after 
the Second World War. Intellectuals of different nationalities and ideologies 
defended the richness of the national cultures, and stressed the advantages 
of their variety. This call to blend unity with the actual diversity of national 
cultures was common, and was something that pleas for peaceful coopera-
tion or unification would have to address, sooner or later. This illustrated 
the tension that came along with the dreams and plans of unity in a diversi-
fied context.
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Europe with Nations, Europe without Nationalism

The Britain-based Spanish writer Salvador Madariaga described the two 
world wars as the ‘birth pangs of Europe’ – the continent was now creating 
itself.39 He and many others were fully aware of the collapse of the idea of a 
European federation in the early 1930s, and took that time’s lack of coopera-
tion and abundance of explosive nationalism to be the main causes of the war 
and the disaster it had inflicted on Europe. For many intellectuals, the main 
question of the day was what to do about nations and nationalism. On one 
hand, the pre-war notion of a shared European culture had been reclaimed; 
on the other hand, it was obviously important to both disarm and demarcate 
nationalism. The issue now became how to align European culture with the 
individual nations and their national cultures.

This section and the one that follows examine a group of liberal-minded 
intellectuals and their search for a concept of Europe that included nations 
but excluded nationalism, beginning in 1945 and continuing into the early 
1950s. The focus is on the idea that a Europe of nations must be a Europe 
without nationalism. This group of intellectuals represents the direction that 
mainstream Europeanist thinking took in the post-war era – that is, that uni-
fication must build on the nations and nation states rather than erase them, 
that the nations should not cease to exist within a shared community, that 
nationhood and national culture could and should be separated from nation-
alism. This is the thinking that underpinned the European Commission’s 
slogan ‘unity in diversity’, which was launched in the 1980s.40 However, the 
group we will examine represents this mindset without using the concept 
European integration, as this concept had not yet been established in the 
political language, which is something we will return to in the last section 
of this chapter.

To investigate a mindset that defends national culture while rejecting 
nationalism, I have chosen four writers to illustrate the transnational con-
text. Born in the late nineteenth century or first decades of the 1900s, they 
became established writers in the interbellum and experienced the rise of 
Nazi Germany. Karl Jaspers (1883–1969) was an academic philosopher in 
Germany who was forced to leave his professorship at Heidelberg when he 
refused to pledge allegiance to Hitler. He refused to divorce his wife, who 
had Jewish ancestry, and the couple only managed to avoid deportation to 
Ravensbrück concentration camp because the American forces entered Hei-
delberg in March 1944.41 Salvador Madariaga (1886–1978) was a novelist, 
critic and historian with a long history of activism for international coopera-
tion in various bodies of the League of Nations. He was a diplomat who was 
appointed minister of the Spanish republican government, and later its am-
bassador in Washington and Paris. From the late 1930s, he lived and taught 
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in Oxford. Denis de Rougemont (1906–1985) was a Swiss historian and 
cultural critic who began his efforts to organise a movement for the federa-
tion of Europe in 1930.42 Stephen Spender (1909–1995) was a British poet, 
novelist and essayist. In the 1930s he was known to sympathise with the so-
cialists, and for a very short while he was even a member of the Communist 
Party, which he left after criticising the Soviets and Stalin. These four, as we 
will soon see, were loosely associated with one another in a transnational 
community of intellectuals. Using one of Karl Mannheim’s classical devices 
for the sociology of knowledge, we can say that this group existed based on 
their conscious and rational will. They represent two generations, Jaspers and 
Madariaga being in their sixties in 1945, while de Rougemont and Spender 
were in their late thirties. Madariaga and de Rougemont had been Europe-
anists before the war. The group thus illustrates both transmission and fusion 
between the generations, making it impossible to define their viewpoints 
regarding Europe as phenomena connected with a single generation. The 
formative experiences of both generations were the two world wars trig-
gered by conflicts between European states.43

In examining their views, I will first turn to the transnational context 
that brought together Jaspers, Madariaga, de Rougemont and Spender. Then 
we will look at how they situated Europe in the post-war era and in history, 
their quest for a European spirit, and how they believed the European na-
tions could cooperate within a political federation, while leaving nationalism 
behind.

The entanglement of Europe with nations in the writings of Jaspers, 
Madariaga, de Rougemont and Spender illustrates the transnational dis-
course on Europe in the years immediately following the Second World 
War. These writers were themselves translated into multiple languages: Jas-
pers’ many books and pamphlets were quickly presented to English, French, 
Italian and Spanish readers; De Rougemont wrote in French and was trans-
lated into German and English; while Madariaga wrote in Spanish, English 
and French, and was published in German and Italian as well. In terms of 
other languages, they were all translated into Swedish, for example, and all 
except Spender into Dutch.44 We can see that many of their publications 
on the European issue were disseminated in several of these languages, such 
as Jaspers’ The European Spirit, Madariaga’s Victors, Beware, de Rougemont’s 
Freedoms We May Lose, and Spender’s European Witness.

Moreover, they fervently exchanged ideas with one another as well 
as with other intellectuals at congresses. With the exception of Madariaga, 
the other three met at the congress organised by Julien Benda in Geneva 
in 1946 to discuss the European spirit. Madariaga was one of the chairmen 
of the Congress of Europe in The Hague in 1948, in which de Rouge-
mont also took part, and both were central figures in the newly established 
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European Movement. When the movement launched a cultural commit-
tee, it was chaired by Madariaga. In The Hague in 1948, plans were made 
for a European Centre for Culture, with de Rougemont leading the way. 
They all belonged to an organisation named the Congress for Cultural Free-
dom, initiated in Berlin in 1950 with activities throughout the 1950s and 
until 1967, when it collapsed after it was revealed that its financial support 
from American foundations had originated from the CIA. De Rougemont 
knew about this and Jaspers had at least some information, but no misgiv-
ings: ‘Truth also needs propaganda’, he is quoted as saying.45 Jaspers and 
Madariaga became two of the honorary chairmen, with Denis de Rouge-
mont serving as president of its executive committee and Stephen Spender 
the editor (with Irving Kristol) of its main journal The Encounter.46 All four 
published in the organisation’s five journals in English, French, German, 
Italian and Spanish. It is clear that these men had become interconnected 
within the same transnational network. Moreover, this community shared 
some fundamental traits of political thinking. The Congress of Cultural 
Freedom was an organisation with an explicit anti-communist bias, though 
its magazines were equally characterised by their criticism of McCarthyism; 
Peter Coleman concludes that they mainly represented the non-communist 
left, including liberals and social democrats with the views of the British 
Labour and French Socialist parties. One of the main ideas of the organ-
isation was that Europe’s unification would be the best way to counter 
communism.47

When a range of prominent intellectuals met for the congress L’esprit 
européen in Geneva in 1946, Julien Benda framed the discussion by insist-
ing on the divisions of Europe. Certainly, although the differences within 
Europe were also underscored by the other speakers, the divisions among 
the nationalities were essential when considering the European spirit, which 
he also acclaimed. Benda was unclear how to depict the duality between a 
unified European spirit and a diversity of nations.48 When he had called for 
a united Europe in the 1930s, it had taken the form of a French nation.49 
For the participants of the congress, it became clear that the nations would 
somehow have to acquiesce to a common European spirit. It was one of the 
main themes not only of the congress, but also of the Europeanist project 
and of the discourse on European unity for years to come.

As we have seen, the pre-Second World War concept of Europe evoked 
crisis, decline and nihilism, often alluding to a weakened position for Europe, 
a lack of capabilities, and general dismay at declining morals and Christi-
anity. However, it also included progress and civilisation, together with a 
general Eurocentric attitude of rightfully dominating the world because of 
European superiority. This was the backdrop against which Jaspers, Madar-
iaga, de Rougemont and Spender considered Europe and nationalism in the 
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early post-war years. In turning to some of their key texts, the first step is to 
illustrate their concept of Europe.

During his journey in the British-occupied zone of Germany in the 
summer and autumn of 1945, Stephen Spender meditated on the ‘corpse 
towns’ that had emerged as a result of the deliberate efforts of civilisation 
and of cooperation between the victorious nations. The organic life of the 
old cities, with architecture and life forms that fused past and present, that 
connected the present with the Middle Ages, had been killed. A city such 
as Cologne had been like a waiting room for its inhabitants while they were 
journeying through their time on Earth. Now it was all ruins. In these dead 
cities, the ‘citizens go on existing with a base mechanical kind of life like 
that of insects . . . The destruction of the city itself, with all its past as well as 
its present, is like a reproach to the people who go on living there. The ser-
mons in the stones of Germany preach nihilism’.50 Thus, Spender described 
not only the destruction of Europe but also the common representation of 
the war as a nihilism that was intimately related to civilisation. First, it was a 
climax of technological development and cooperation that destroyed these 
cities and, in the end, brought the atomic bomb to the world. To this was 
added the nihilistic regimes of fascism, especially Hitler’s, and the war that 
resulted in the severing of European civilisation.51

De Rougemont emphasised that Western civilisation tends towards 
technocracy and science, both of which are problematic in their own ways. 
Technocracy entails the danger of confusing means with ends, as it tends to 
‘overlook the final ends of the human venture’ and aligns us with nihilism, 
which can be illustrated by the threat of the atomic bomb. Overall, prog-
ress was wholly negative when it came to the wars of the first half of the 
twentieth century, which killed more people than ever before; however, 
progress also ensured a level of material well-being previously unknown. On 
one hand, there was an ever-increasing number of inventions that could be 
applied to achieve social ends; on the other, there was the emerging produc-
tion and refinement of atomic bombs. Thus, de Rougement conceded that 
the idea of progress was contradictory, and added that it was Europe that 
originated it: ‘Let it be admitted that Europe, in forming it, “infected” the 
whole world; the world will never recover’. Typically for de Rougemont, 
he added European responsibility to the European quest: ‘Europe, being re-
sponsible for the idea of Progress, is also responsible for correcting it aright’.52

Madariaga criticised the subjection of man to machine: ‘men degener-
ate to the status and function of pegs in a huge kind of factory that tends to 
supersede the State and Society itself’. Quantitative considerations dictate 
societal life, including organisations that have been set up to coordinate on 
the international level. Democracy tends to be reduced to a market fair, 
a vulgar thing, humiliating candidates and promising material benefits that 
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turn elections into auctions. Moreover, this development brings a threat of 
moral decline and even destruction.53 Finally, Jaspers declared his mistrust 
in modern civilisation with its science, technology, and idea of progress, all 
of which he included when defining Europe. It was the time, he claimed, 
to look for a new European consciousness: after years of desperate yearning 
through nihilism, it was time to evoke new creativity, and to set out in a 
new direction.54

Clearly, the experiences of war and the development of weapons caused 
these writers to deliver a critique of progress, conceptualising it as nihilism. 
For them, Europe was seriously wounded and could never be the same as it 
had been before the two world wars. All four gave history a prominent place 
when they traced the decline of Europe in the twentieth century and de-
scribed the contemporary situation. In this, they treated Europe’s demise and 
ultimate downfall as the outcome of a lack of unity, with internal divisions 
between the nations and the loss of shared beliefs and principles. Madariaga 
viewed the first half of the twentieth century as unstable, in sharp contrast to 
the relative stability of the nineteenth century. He mentioned not only that 
century-long period of relative peace within Europe, but also the general 
increase in wealth, the trust in reason and liberty as guiding principles, and 
the belief in the idea of progress: ‘On the whole, the men of 1900 could 
look forward with confidence to an era of ever-ascending progress under 
the guidance of reason in a world of liberty’.55 De Rougemont described 
how Europe had dominated the world for centuries through its culture, 
trade and weapons, with its machinery and capital. The previous thirty years 
and the two world wars had left Europe compromised and weakened by the 
pressure of America and Russia (typically, they vacillated between using the 
official name ‘the Soviet Union’ and Russia, the latter indicating a threat and 
otherness predating communist rule), dispossessed of its powers, demoralised 
and emptied of dreams, divided and lost. Yet, until the last war, the name of 
Europe had still radiated across the globe. Now, Europeans were in shock, 
ruined, and living in the shadows of the two great powers.56 For Spender, 
Europe was at the end of a long period of dominating the world. It had been 
corrupted by both war and fascism, ruined and divided. It had become small 
and weak, and had reached a decisive turning point, facing the possibility of 
meeting the end of its existence. At this juncture, Europe had to learn from 
the past and understand its history, to revive some past values and completely 
transform others.57 Jaspers stated that there was something to keep and to 
protect in Europe, not least a historical mind that offered the possibility 
of learning from the past. However, the European mind would need to 
face its contemporary context, look towards the future, and represent itself 
in the present course of events. Europe had become small, while the new 
masters of the world now came from America and Asia. With the potential 
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of China, and the energy and growing strength of the United States and 
Russia, Europe was stuck between two politically superior powers. Europe 
was shrinking and losing self-confidence, which caused ‘waning, suffering 
and humiliation’. He concluded that Europe had to accept its loss of world 
power and find new ways to define itself, adding that there was a chance to 
accomplish this in the present situation; it was still possible to set Europe on 
a course that would lead to new greatness.58

In their reflections, Europe of the early post-war years stands out as 
characterised by dismay and decline. De Rougemont noted that the idea of 
progress had migrated from Europe, its birthplace, to America and Russia. 
Spender, like Madariaga, stressed that the machine had enslaved men to the 
degree that they had become trained to support the needs of machinery, 
leading to overwhelming feelings of helplessness. The clearest result of the 
machine age was the atomic bomb; with this in mind, Spender warned that 
machinery could destroy civilisation and kill us all through its capacity for 
annihilation. He was utterly clear on the responsibility this bestowed on 
Europe. The evils that happened to Europe were chosen by the Europeans. 
They were responsible for the methods and for inventing the devices of 
mechanised society. Therefore, they also had the responsibility for mitigating 
its outcome.59 De Rougemont also warned of the threat of total destruction, 
and added that the atomic bomb was linked to the notion of totalitarian dic-
tatorship.60 Jaspers – who later wrote the most extensive philosophical tract 
on the atomic bomb61 – argued that Europe had a particular responsibility, 
and was guilty of many shameful acts: ‘What Europe has brought forth, Eu-
ropean spirit itself must overcome’. As Europe was the origin and inventor 
of science and technology, which have the capacity for great destruction, 
Europe also had the responsibility to set itself on a new future course. More-
over, as Europe had spread Janus-faced science and technology throughout 
the world, its present task would be to expand European humanism and the 
European idea of freedom.62 Apparently, these writers shared the idea of 
European responsibility.

It is against the background of a European catastrophe that these four 
writers depicted the European spirit as a force for salvation, and even speci-
fied that intellectuals were the ones who should represent this spirit, stressing 
themselves as a force going beyond nationalistic endeavours. At the 1946 
congress in Geneva, de Rougemont declared that the mind was the only 
thing left to hope for, and Spender professed that when material achieve-
ments and institutions could no longer be relied on, then the mind would 
have to be called upon; a spiritual rebirth was needed.63

So, we may ask, where did they find the European spirit? De Rouge-
mont stated that while the bourgeoisie had resigned itself to decadence and 
the working class was inching towards communism, the European spirit, 
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which could span the continent, was left to the intellectuals, who were most 
inclined to think independently. In 1946, he also included the farmers as 
free thinkers, but later dropped them, seeing only the intellectuals as capable 
of restoring or reinventing the common principles of thinking and acting.64 
Spender agreed, saying that the artists and thinkers had kept the idea of free-
dom alive through the dark years that Europe had undergone. He turned to 
the ‘spiritual values’ of seeking the truth, loving the beautiful, and longing 
for human fraternity, all represented in culture, in architecture and art, in 
literature, and by brilliant minds.65 He gave the intellectuals a central role 
in reintegrating Germany, and wrote of their duty to seek out and encour-
age their German colleagues. He believed that intellectuals of various na-
tionalities should work together to encourage and demonstrate international 
understanding through joint conferences, exhibitions and concerts, leading 
to the spiritual rebirth of Europe. It would not come down to establishing 
new organisations, but rather to changing the minds of individuals. If elite 
prophets could envision where Europe was and what steps it needed to take, 
then many others would follow.66 Madariaga seemed to agree on the special 
place of the intellectuals when he identified the main characteristic of the 
European individual as the desire to know and to practise Socratic doubt as 
a method to expand knowledge.67

Above all, they praised the individual. In accordance with thinkers such 
as Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill from the preceding century, 
Madariaga, Jaspers and Spender called for exceptional individuals. Madariaga 
echoed Mill in claiming that such individuals were ‘the salt of the earth’, 
and he repeated much of Ortega y Gassett’s criticism of mass society and 
mass movements from the interbellum period.68 Jaspers said that, on the one 
hand, each individual is potential unto himself, neither solely material nor 
part of a machine; on the other, he assigned importance to the greatness of 
a few exceptional individuals.69 De Rougemont regarded self-realisation as 
a basic individual freedom.70 He viewed the individual through the lens of 
his philosophical conviction of personalism when conforming to a shared 
quest for Europe and the wider circle of Western civilisation, which in-
cluded identifying the individual as an autonomous and freely acting person. 
From this, he developed the idea of the European as a man who aims for 
consciousness and meaning in life going beyond mere production and con-
sumption; as someone who seeks the truth, is sceptical, and practises critical 
thinking and civic morality.71

Their praise of the individual arose from the idea of human nature and 
social life as complicated and not reducible to economic terms. Utilitarian-
ism reduced ‘spontaneous forms of social nature’ and every inequality to a 
matter of income, and deprived society of differences that were the very 
flavour of its many constituent communities.72 Modern man must be aware, 
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using his senses to experience his world and be more spiritually alive. The 
triumph of life is to be found in culture.73 This group was thus far from the 
economic utilitarianism and materialism that we associate with individualism 
today, and they called for cultivation of the spirit to be the task of intellectu-
als. Today, some would find that elitist, while others – including myself – 
would view it as a call for current intellectuals to take stronger stands in 
public debate.

Towards Unity without Nationalism

In the early post-Second World War period, the burning question of na-
tional sovereignty and its limits was evoked in the frequent calls for a world 
authority, and in the intense discourse on European unification. With the 
nation state assumed to be of ongoing relevance to the world order, and 
nationalism seen as evoking the possibility of states launching wars on their 
neighbours, sovereignty was a key issue. Madariaga solved the problem by 
asserting that no nation could be absolutely sovereign, as it would have to 
voluntarily engage in various foreign relations. Jaspers mistrusted the ability 
of sovereign nations to find a working political balance, and concluded that, 
in a coming world order, all nations would need to give up some of their 
sovereignty in exchange for negotiated decisions on shared issues. Nations 
would need to accept being subjects under international law, and abide by it 
when attempting to make changes. They would need to protect the rights of 
minorities and uphold the rule of law. For a new world order, this implied 
that no culture should rule others, and that ‘people [should] set one another 
free and engage in mutual concern for one another’.74

The distinction between nationalism and nations was crucial to this 
group of thinkers. Spender condemned the former as outdated, based on 
its record of violence and political aggression. Still, there could be great-
ness and a sense of true glory when people came together and expressed 
national culture.75 De Rougemont conceived of nationalism as coinciding 
with total war and anarchical individualism  – both European inventions. 
Moreover, total war was the outcome of nationalism in conjunction with 
centralist states, propaganda, and industrial technology. However, he found 
that Europe had also devised pacifism, federalism and a communal spirit.76 
Madariaga argued that it was impossible to erase nations or their cultures, as 
Germany had attempted to do in previous years.77 They implored Europeans 
to make a choice, to move away from nationalism. The way to do this was 
to unify Europe.

Spender believed that the world was on the brink, and that nations 
would have to make a choice between two diverging directions. They could 
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continue with destruction and hatred, represented by the bombed-out towns 
of Germany, or opt for cooperation. The choice was either a ‘new chaos’ 
or a ‘new pattern of unity’. At the time, Spender argued, civilisation ‘may 
recreate everything or destroy everything’. The contemporary situation de-
manded worldwide unity, ‘with consent of all nations’, in which peace was 
more important than national interests, and priority was given to ‘the whole 
human interest in front of the existing power-and-wealth interests’.78

More specifically, the issue of unity concerned Europe. Spender ob-
served the hatred against the Germans, that they were no longer considered 
human beings, but seen as reprehensible. Still, he contended that there was 
no German problem but only a European one. France felt disgraced, as did 
Germany. Not only had many Germans failed when being tried, but so had 
many French – and the higher in society, the more people were compro-
mised. France had its aftershocks following ‘five years of war, bitterness and 
corruption’. Spender called for Europe to form a unity based on sympathy 
for other nationalities, a unity in which the people and nations accepted their 
responsibility for the whole continent. Only through cooperation among 
France, Germany, and the rest of Europe would it be possible to repair 
the damage. Europe’s unification was presented as the only sensible way 
forward.79

De Rougemont considered nationalism to be a romantic disease that 
had vanished from Europe, relating it to fascism, imperialism and the totali-
tarian spirit. At one point, he differentiated between bad and good notions 
of the nation. One referred to absolute sovereignty demarcated by well-
defined borders, defended by armies that always ended up in wars, while 
the other described ‘centres of radiance and  .  .  . communities of peoples 
allied, by their traditions or by their ideals  – in other words, by destiny 
or by choice’. Categorically, he wanted to maintain the nation state. The 
problem emerged when nation states became the supreme forces in the in-
ternational order, because states tended to destroy cultural uniqueness. De 
Rougemont doubted that representatives of nation states would be able to 
lead international affairs. In general, he saw salvation in what he defined as 
a European virtue, which is the quest for a balance between extremes. This 
European quest opposes both the totalitarian state and unrepentant indi-
vidualism. Europe should therefore not eliminate nation states altogether, 
but instead endeavour to balance them by creating a federation, while re-
specting the diversity of the continent. As a federation, the countries would 
be able to demonstrate a new degree of confidence, opening themselves to 
one another, weakening borders and the requirement for visas, and opening 
Europe to the rest of the world.80

De Rougemont, like Spender, observed a contemporary political am-
bivalence: ‘The disunity of European nations has reached the height of 
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absurdity; and their move towards union grows at the same time’. Europe 
was in crisis, and faced two options: the first was to unite and the second to 
disappear into the catacombs of history. The continent was fractured, other 
powers were taking over, and a definitive decline was a real possibility for 
Europe unless it discovered its vocation. He found this in the movement 
towards uniting Europe: ‘In saving itself by federation . . . it can offer the 
world the recipe and the most fruitful transcendence of the national frame-
work’.81 This could only happen if the Europeans realised that they belonged 
to one common nation and the same culture, and managed to revitalise the 
European spirit. This did not imply that they should subjugate national dif-
ferences, argued de Rougemont; instead, the federation would act as a de-
vice guarding against anarchy while still guaranteeing diversity.82

In sum, Jaspers, Spender and de Rougemont emphasised the need to 
overcome the disunity of the European nations. When asked what would 
come out of this kind of unity, they answered European cooperation and a 
political federation. Madariaga shared this conviction, but believed that uni-
fication would come whether or not it was wanted; rather, the European na-
tions would need to choose how the unification should be designed. At the 
end of the war in Europe, he stated that Germany had tried to create a new 
Europe in which the nations were subjugated to the Nazis. Their project 
had failed because it was impossible to erase Europe’s national feelings and 
consciousness; but even so, the Nazis had played a role in the longer process 
of European unification. Although their reign was a nightmare, it contrib-
uted to fostering a spirit of unity: ‘The spirit of unity is in the air of our 
epoch’. Madariaga drew parallels to the centralised states that were formed 
centuries ago, when increasing communication and exchange made regions 
increasingly interdependent and the monarchs built the centralised power of 
nations. He stressed the ongoing process towards European unification and 
defined it as the birth of the European nation.83

We can see a distinct split between nations and nationalism. The claim 
that there could be such a thing as good national culture recalled the idea of 
the ‘spring of nations’ in 1848, as advocated by the Italian leader of Young 
Europe, Giuseppe Mazzini. Young Europe included national movements 
freeing people from the yokes of the old regimes of European states, and 
promoted the creation of a European federation of the people. However, 
a hundred years later, pleas for European unity coincided with the renun-
ciation of nationalism. Moreover, it is also possible to see the difference 
between Madariaga, who argued that unity was a sign of the times, and 
the other three thinkers, who stressed that unification was a matter of choice. 
This can be interpreted, using Isaiah Berlin’s distinction, as a difference be-
tween facts and values. For Madariaga, the coming unity was presented as a 
matter of fact, while for the other three it was a matter of value.84
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With Madariaga stressing the unity of Europe and hailing the dawn 
of a European nation, we have now arrived at another question for those 
who advocated European unification post-Second World War. How do a 
shared European spirit, conscience and culture come together with national 
cultures? After the first reactions to this question, and to the notions of a 
Europe without nationalism as well as European unification, further support 
was needed. Madariaga offered a more extensive discussion of this. He con-
tended that the existing nations would not dissolve in a unified Europe, but 
would continue to exist: ‘Nations, big or small, are facts of nature, and it is 
not in our power to destroy them’. All nations, even small ones, should be 
appreciated for their cultures. With a Herderian approach, Madariaga insisted 
that it is through local national cultures that ‘universal culture reaches the 
consciousness of most men’ and that this ‘is the only way in which they can 
assimilate it’. For Madariaga just as for Herder, universalism is only reach-
able through the national cultures. Moreover, in his mind, the European 
nation was something different from most European nations. It would not 
be founded on a shared language but, like Switzerland, would have to be 
‘built over several languages’. Its main enemy would not come from outside, 
but rather from the risk of wars between fellow European nations. A per-
manent European peace would be achieved through establishing a European 
commonwealth and by implementing European standards. Everything came 
down to the European spirit, as practical arrangements and institutions ‘will 
avail nothing if the spirit is not there’. However, the old spirit dies hard, and 
new habits have to be fostered by wise statesmanship: ‘What is needed is the 
habit of thinking and feeling in European terms’. Concretely, he asked for a 
European board to examine practical issues that extended across borders and 
had a truly European character. He offered a few examples, such as rail and 
air transportation as well as physical and moral health. The idea was to create 
a board that would consider the issues ‘only from the standpoint of a nation 
called Europe’.85

Moving into the 1950s, Madariaga dwelt on the question of how a 
European spirit could be combined with national cultures. He further devel-
oped his conception of Europe and its spirit, emphasising more than before 
the material interconnectedness of Europe, conceived as a single physical 
entity. He contrasted this interconnectedness to the essential lack of moral 
solidarity between the European peoples and nations, by which he meant 
that Europe was not ‘one consciousness’ as, for example, Italy was. It was 
necessary to reconsider national histories as parts of European history, to 
appreciate the works of Dante, Shakespeare and Goethe as works of Euro-
pean art. Europeans would need to understand and appreciate one another, 
including all their cultural differences. These differences caused tension, but 
instead of prompting warlike fantasies, they should be kept in perspective. 
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The tension between different cultures and nations could ‘be integrated into 
the common life of Europe, which they ought to quicken and stimulate’. In 
Madariaga’s view, such life and strife belonged to Europe.86

Madariaga’s intention in the book Portrait of Europe is to reveal the 
unity behind the variety of European nations. Although one can iden-
tify the purported national characteristics of the peoples of Europe, such 
as the slow Swede or aesthetic Italian, they are all Europeans. Although 
the continent has many beloved and distinct cities, the unity of their un-
derlying style and configuration leaves a lasting impression. Madariaga re-
ferred to Montesquieu’s claim as to the European physical environment’s 
optimal temperature, conferred by the Gulf Stream and other geograph-
ical conditions:  ‘Unity comes from the relatively short limits of climate 
and the configuration within which the life of Europe has to flow’. Simi-
larly, Europe’s inhabitants are a mixed lot, so no nation can declare itself 
a pure race; instead, this mixture ‘is perhaps the true cause of European 
unity’. On this basis, Madariaga declared the national types to have specific 
historical flair and spirits of their own: Europe is rich in national characters, 
and they ‘are the true components of the European spirit’.87 In conclusion, 
it is Madariaga who propagated the idea of diversity in unity. For him, the 
cause of Europe’s wars was not national diversity, which was not a necessary 
evil Europe had to live with. Instead, diversity was sharply distinguished 
from nationalism and was the very essence of a shared European culture. 
Madariaga was the one of the four thinkers who promoted cultural diver-
sity, making it the definitive feature of the cultural and spiritual unity of 
Europe.

Karl Jaspers, Salvador Madariaga, Denis de Rougemont, and Stephen 
Spender took part in the transnational discourse and intellectual exchange 
among writers, critics and scholars concerning Europe’s future. Beginning 
with the Geneva congress L’esprit européen, they were primarily address-
ing the dreadful consequences of Europe’s ill-fated politics. A Europe in 
ruins conflicted with the European spirit and its possibilities. In the years 
that followed, they adapted their values to the new situation that had gradu-
ally begun to constitute the post-war order. Examining their standpoints 
on European issues in the early post-war years, we can see that they were 
struggling to come to terms with the entanglement of nations, nation states 
and Europeanness. They depicted Europe as a continent in crisis because 
of nationalism. Their critique concerned fundamental aspects of European 
growth and expansion, such as the idea of progress and technological de-
velopment without limits. We should not underestimate the experience of 
representing countries that had lost much of their influence in the world, nor 
the influence of the Cold War that squeezed Europe between the superpow-
ers. Jaspers, Madariaga, de Rougemont and Spenders were strongly aligned 
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with the liberal and economic ideologies of the West, stressing individual 
freedom.

These writers focused on the immediate context within Europe. This 
is to say that, in their concept of Europe, we find little about the colonies 
or about the future of the persistent ambitions to maintain the British or 
French empires. In their opinion, Europe had fallen apart during the First 
World War and became victim to nationalism because it lacked a common 
worldview or thought system, and this confusion had been amplified by the 
most recent war. The intellectuals had to undertake the task of awakening 
the European spirit and of making people aware of their shared European 
culture. Clearly, the crisis they acknowledged included the threat of a new 
war, this time with the possibility of the atomic bomb, as well as the threat 
of communists taking over Western Europe, either through Soviet troops or 
internal groups.

Nevertheless, the crisis could be interpreted as an opportunity to create 
a new Europe with a stronger sense of common culture and shared institu-
tional bodies, which would stop internal nationalistic conflicts by limiting 
national sovereignty. This brings us back to European unification and how 
it was launched in these years.

Organising for Europe, Taking on a New World Mission

After the Second World War, some Europeanists were inclined to look to 
Switzerland as a model for the new Europe, where unity could transcend 
linguistic barriers in the name of common sense and intelligent progress.88 
Although the comparison was sometimes criticised, the message remained, 
that there was a need to limit absolute state sovereignty and hamper nation-
alism: ‘A United States of Europe will be of necessity far more loosely knit, 
and the elements of exclusive nationalism will need to be guided into more 
fruitful channels if the experiment is ever to succeed’.89 The Swiss capital 
of Zurich was the site of Winston Churchill’s well-known and often-cited 
speech on the ‘Tragedy of Europe’, given on 22 September 1946, in his 
new role as leader of the Conservative opposition in the British Parliament. 
He explicitly asked for a United States of Europe, where France would take 
Germany by the hand, paying respect to Coudenhove-Kalergi and Aristide 
Briand as forerunners in substantiating the design, and then acknowledging 
the movement for unity in European countries.90

Churchill’s speech in Zurich is often cited as the moment when se-
rious discussions of and movements towards unification began. However, 
by then Europeanist organisations were already active. In Britain, Churchill 
founded the ‘United European Movement’ to campaign for the cause, but 
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such groups had already been in existence during the war, as mentioned in 
the previous chapter. In France, the president of the National Assembly and 
former prime minister Édouard Herriot chaired the French Council for a 
United Europe, a group founded by Albert Camus, among others, in 1944. 
Similar organisations had begun to spring up in Belgium and the Nether-
lands, some with branches in most Western European countries. The Euro-
pean Parliamentary Union was founded on Coudenhove-Kalergi’s initiative 
to provide a platform for parliamentarians of different nationalities, whereas 
the Economic League for European Cooperation was to promote coopera-
tion in economic life, and the European Union of Federalists aimed for a 
federal Europe. In comparison with the organisations of the interwar period, 
these were less elitist in pursuit of a mass movement towards unification. 
Still, they directed their message towards politicians and were certainly, by 
no coincidence, chaired by people of prominence, mostly former ministers 
or prime ministers. While the ambition was to attract people across political 
divides, some organisations attracted more conservatives and others more 
liberals. In addition, the Christian Democrat Party had its ‘Nouvelles Equi-
pes Internationales’, while the ‘Movement for the Socialist States of Europe’ 
appealed to the anti-Stalinist left.

No doubt, the call for European unity had considerable appeal; it was 
supported by broad public interest in rebuilding Europe along more peace-
ful lines with the purpose of facilitating life on the continent. The message 
was clear enough, but the design of its implementation less so. Obvious 
questions concerned the extent of the cooperation – or more bluntly, how 
much power the European bodies could claim and how much sovereignty 
the nation states would relinquish. Some urged a federal state while others 
wanted a looser union. The way forward would be to focus on attractive 
proposals, or at least on compromises that could be deemed acceptable from 
both standpoints. In all this, the concept of integration was critical, and we 
will return to this in the concluding section of this chapter.

The Congress of Europe in May 1948 presents us with a snapshot of 
the call for European unification. It was only one of many meetings and 
congresses held by Europeanist groups in those years, but it was the larg-
est one and was framed as a way of building momentum and symbolically 
beginning a process towards unification: ‘Isn’t our ambition the highest? To 
build a world of peace, freedom, and social justice, and, in doing so, cement 
the first stones in making Europe!’91 An organising committee was formed 
by most of the organisations mentioned above, but without the participation 
of the Movement for the United Socialist States of Europe. Former prime 
ministers and foreign secretaries as well as up-and-coming state leaders at-
tended the unofficial gathering in The Hague. Both Winston Churchill and 
Harold Macmillan attended from the UK, Altiero Spinelli from Italy, Valéry 
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Giscard d’Estaing and François Mitterrand from France, Konrad Adenauer 
and Walter Hallstein (who was to become the first president of the European 
Commission) from the Bundesrepublik Germany, and Hendrik Brugmans 
from Belgium. Apart from these, there were many intellectuals and others 
interested in initiating European action and setting up committees, repre-
sentatives from the industrial sector and trade unions, as well as people from 
diverse professions. Churchill told the congress that it ‘may fairly claim to be 
the voice of Europe’.92 Among the most notable in attendance were Rich-
ard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Salvador de Madariaga, Denis de Rougement, the 
French scholar Raymond Aron, the Polish writer Joseph H. Retinger, and 
the British philosopher and mathematician Bertrand Russell. The Dutch 
Parliament buildings were the venue of the congress, which was supported 
by the Dutch government. In his opening address, Winston Churchill re-
called a unity to be found in ‘the glorious treasures of literature, of romance, 
of ethics, of thought and toleration belonging to all, which is the true in-
heritance of Europe, the expression of its genius and honour’, which goes 
beyond frontiers and barriers. By celebrating these resources, he suggested, 
Europe would erase its divisions.93 At that time, only three years after the 
war in Europe had ended, the search for higher purposes and spiritual val-
ues was underway. Churchill called for ‘the larger hope for humanity’, and 
Coudenhove-Kalergi for ‘the dignity of the human person’, which he found 
in Greek individualism, and for ‘generous help for those in need’. The Dutch 
socialist Hendrik Brugmans declared Europe to be ‘a sense of freedom’.94

Churchill and his inaugural addresses invoked a European unity that 
contrasted with the contemporary threats of communism and the Iron Cur-
tain posed by the Soviet Union and its allies, as well as with the wreckage 
of a devastating war. The desire was to learn from the mistakes after the 
First World War, ‘when the slogan of the right of self-determination of 
the smaller nations was greatly in vogue in the whole of Europe’, which if 
left unchecked, ‘could only lead to the suicidal tendencies of military and 
economic autarky, which we have known indeed’.95 It is not surprising that 
peace and a better standard of living were held up as objectives for a more 
united Europe, along with the security that comes with rule of law. We 
can recognise similarities to the interwar period, with reference to Ortega y 
Gasset, Huizinga and Rauschning, and themes such as nihilism, decline and 
crisis. Unification was seen as the one option that could rescue European 
civilisation.96

The event was widely recognised, being called ‘a monumental moment 
for public opinion’, according to an editorial in The Times on 10 May 1948.97 
In attendance were 250 journalists, reporting on the nearly 750 delegates 
from sixteen countries with various political views  – conservative, liberal 
and socialist – including representatives of the Roman Catholic Church and 
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trade unions. Half of the delegates came from France and Great Britain, and 
none came from the Central and East European countries behind the Iron 
Curtain. An additional forty observers came from ten countries, most from 
Central and Eastern Europe, but also four from the United States and two 
from Canada; there were no delegates from Spain (but four observers who 
lived in exile), and no Portuguese at all. The symbolism of the congress was 
obvious, especially when Churchill welcomed a large German delegation 
in his opening speech, given in a former occupied country and in the same 
town as the peace conferences that occurred between 1899 and 1907. The 
negotiations reportedly lasted until after midnight, taking dramatic turns, but 
in the end managing to overcome disputes. One witness reported to a British 
journal that ‘indeed agreement was not reached without difficulty, without 
late sessions, and without considerable concessions being made’.98 In the 
journal Merkur, Germans could read about ‘contradictory conceptions that 
clashed several times’, before common ground was finally attained.99

Looking at the list of inaugural speakers, we see only men, and few 
women spoke in committee sessions. In fact, under 4 per cent of the del-
egates and observers were women. Most of these came from political parties 
and Europeanist organisations, but some represented women’s organisations. 
They did take part in certain discussions, especially bringing up issues related 
to displaced war refugees and youth education.100 One of the very few to 
be heard in the cultural committee negotiations was Claire Saunier, who 
raised the issue of women being half of the European population in relation 
to youth education and the role of mothers – matters addressed in the final 
resolution.101 In the final plenary session, and on behalf of the female del-
egates at the congress, she declared that they were not feminists, and stressed 
that women were part of the European family, together with their husbands 
and children.102 Another delegate, Hilda Vermeij-Jonker, who was the first 
Dutch woman to present a dissertation in sociology and a leading socialist, 
raised the issue of displaced intellectuals, but she was seen as radical when 
demanding economic and social equality between the sexes.103 Regardless, 
Europeanism mainly came together under the traditional view that a wom-
an’s place and role was in the family.

There were mentions of a ‘United States of Europe’, similar to the 
United States, a ‘United Europe’, and a ‘European Union’, and discus-
sion of the extent and meaning of these notions. However, arguments for 
a European nation or a European state were rejected in the discussion, and 
another option was proposed: a federation of existing states that, although 
they differed in character, had in common that they were democracies and 
abided by the rule of law. A witness concluded that perhaps ‘we have got 
to work out some new form of association which will neither conform to 
the patterns of previous Federations or Confederations – something [that] is 
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suited to the special condition of Europe’.104 In the end, the delegates sent 
a ‘Message to Europeans’ about the dangers of being divided: ‘Alone, no 
one of our countries can hope seriously to defend its independence. Alone, 
no one of our countries can solve the economic problems of today’.105 The 
delegates agreed on adopting resolutions that called for common political 
and economic action by transferring and merging some sovereignty from the 
independent states. Obviously, the understanding of European unification 
as creating something beyond historical and existing orders was already in 
the air.

The Congress of Europe had some immediate outcomes: one was the 
formation that autumn of the European Movement to gather all relevant 
groups, and another was to establish a European Centre for Culture in 
Geneva, led by de Rougemont. To some surprise, the declarations had more 
to offer than expected. Although he came to The Hague with low expecta-
tions, the conservative economist Arthur Salter concluded that the declara-
tions had ‘more substance in them than I should have thought possible in the 
circumstances’.106 Perhaps the resolution with the most direct political bear-
ing was the call for a European Assembly. Two years later, this resulted in 
the creation of the Council of Europe.107 Moreover, the final resolutions ad-
dressed important issues in ways that foreshadowed later developments: the 
union would be open to all European democratic states and, perhaps most 
important, that ‘the sole solution of the economic and political problems of 
Germany is its integration in a federated Europe’. We can see tensions famil-
iar to us today in how the resolutions were worded then: independent states 
versus an energetic European political body, cultural unity versus diversity 
and national cultures, a European conscience versus the writing of national 
history and the educational systems of the states. The discussion of how to 
design the necessary institutions was also familiar, concerning, for example, 
what steps should be taken, and the speed at which it would be possible to 
realise European unity.

The participants had in mind a European unity beyond state borders. 
On the political committee, Countess Jean de Suzannet contended that the 
unification was fundamental to protecting ‘our civilisation’ and ‘our moral 
and democratic values’ with their freedoms and rights.108 R.W.G. Mackay, 
a Labour MP who chaired a cross-party group of British parliamentarians 
in favour of European unity, eloquently asked the nation states to sacrifice 
some of their sovereignty and transfer it in favour of a ‘larger sovereignty 
which can alone protect their diverse and distinctive customs and character-
istics, and their national traditions’.109 For Jo Josephy, chair of a European-
ist committee in Britain, it was important that there be an elected federal 
authority representing the European people, not the states, with the prin-
ciple of one person one vote.110 On the economic and social committee, 
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Arthur Salter took an approach that foreshadowed the strategy later used by 
the European Community and then the European Economic Community, 
by beginning with some financial and economic bodies to meet immedi-
ate challenges. These could gradually develop, ‘acquiring by delegation of 
sovereignty and authority from the constituent members so much power 
as will, without any sudden break, enable international authorities to be 
constituted’.111 Salter’s personal history is telling. During and after the First 
World War he worked with Jean Monnet in the coordinating administra-
tion of the Allies, and during the Second World War he tried to convince 
the Allies to establish a supranational European government, again with 
Monnet.112

In the speeches and discussions in the cultural committee, the delegates 
disavowed nationalism but aligned themselves with the nations and peoples 
of Europe. They found unity in a legacy of cultural values grounded mainly 
in Christianity and humanism, as well as in a common belief in the in-
alienable rights of man. The role of Christianity was much debated on the 
cultural committee when the original draft of the resolution was criticised 
for not including it. We should remember that the congress included del-
egates from churches, the Holy See, and leaders of the emerging Chris-
tian Democratic parties, such as Adenauer and Robert Schuman, who used 
their Europeanness in defence of Western civilisation, embracing the no-
tion of a Western Christianity of medieval origin that represented a higher 
spiritual community beyond materialism and nationalism, which juxtaposed 
fascism and communism.113 Eventually, the accepted resolution referred to 
‘the common heritage of Christian and other spiritual and cultural values’.114 
The discussion illustrated how close the concept of Europe was to that of 
European exceptionalism – illustrated, for example, by the German delegate 
Christine Teusch’s claim that human dignity and freedom were established 
in Europe by Christianity.115 Indeed, the French professor of medieval phi-
losophy Étienne Gilson was wary of letting Christianity define Europe, as 
it did not originate in Europe and was widespread outside Europe. Instead 
he turned to universalism: ‘I think we should remember . . . that if there is 
a Western tradition of culture, its secret lies in its desire for universality, not 
in the desire to make the world believe that what is European is ipso jure 
universal, but on the contrary in the desire to affirm the world and to vigor-
ously maintain that all that is universal is European ipso jure’.116 It was pos-
sible for Europe and its culture to represent the interests of everyone in the 
world, and this could be a source of universality, but Gilson was careful not 
to confuse this with supremacy: ‘We don’t want to flatter ourselves with a 
European culture that would be superior to non-European cultures’, but on 
the other hand, ‘we have no intention of decreeing the universality of Euro-
pean culture’. Still, European culture became connected with universalism 
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because in ‘this desire for universalism, open to all to give and to receive, 
resides our only peculiarity’.117

Recently, research has confirmed that a certain relationship between the 
concept of Europe and colonialism prevailed during the period, influenc-
ing programmes for economic cooperation and negotiations on unification, 
even up to the Treaty of Rome. At the Congress of Europe in The Hague, 
there was no discussion of national independence for the European colo-
nies. Instead, the close connections with Europe’s ‘overseas territories’ were 
recognised as important reasons to unify, not least in order to maintain con-
trol of resources and economic development.118 The renowned economist 
Arthur Salter saw Europe’s colonies as opportunities for investment and a 
way to balance the power of the United States.119 Furthermore, the call for 
unification came with Eurocentrism. Speakers such as the resistance fighter 
and Gaullist politician Raymond Triboulet proclaimed that Europe was a 
model for the rest of the world, so it was up to Europe to address the malaise 
that had caused the war and to find a way to overcome the crisis.120 The 
congress adopted a ‘Message to Europeans’ that claimed a new global mis-
sion: namely, to set an example, establish world peace, and ensure individual 
rights and obligations. Europe was crucial for human dignity and freedom 
in the world, and a union would have to happen ‘not only for the salvation 
of liberties we have won, but also for the extension of their benefits to all 
mankind. Europe’s destiny and the world’s peace depend on this union’.121 
Thus, by uniting itself, Europe would be taking on a new mission of civilis-
ing the world.

However, claims of European exceptionalism and superiority were not 
in the mind of every delegate. Bertrand Russell argued that the Europeans 
were not at all exceptional regarding freedom and tolerance. Quite the op-
posite: ‘We have learned tolerance only with very great difficulty, whereas 
in other parts of the world – in China, India, among Mahometans – you find 
a much greater readiness for tolerance’. Russell encouraged the delegates to 
stop stressing the superiority of Europe in envisaging unity.122 The Swiss 
delegate Ernest von Schenk, a leading member of the European Union of 
Federalists, told the cultural committee that if one looked at what European 
heritage had accomplished, it was nothing to be proud of, adding that Chris-
tianity could still be the basis for a new crusade and that the main issue would 
be to ‘overcome militarism and totalitarianism in Europe’. Indeed, he cau-
tioned the congress to take care when talking about Europe as representing 
humanitarian interests.123

In general, Europeanism entailed controversies concerning both Euro-
pean exceptionalism and supremacy. At the Congress of Europe, colonialism 
was not a focus of the discussions, mainly because the radical socialists were 
absent. Initially, some Europeanist leftists from Labour and the continental 
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socialist and social democratic parties stood against what they considered 
to be Churchill’s capitalist unification of Europe. Even before Churchill’s 
Zurich speech, the economist André Philip, who also served briefly as the 
minister of finance in the French socialist government, took the initiative to 
gather anti-imperialistic and anti-Stalinist Europeanists in the Movement for 
the Socialist United States of Europe.124 Historian Anne-Isabelle Richard has 
recognised this as the main group of Europeanists who supported decolo-
nisation.125 With its aim of uniting Europe to create a third power in world 
politics, the Movement for the Socialist United States of Europe called for 
meetings and conferences starting in 1946 until they also joined the European 
Movement several months after the Congress of Europe. Their conferences 
included representatives from the resistance movements, the European Union 
of Federalists, and colonial independence movements. Anti-colonialism and 
anti-imperialism were core themes, although the debates revealed a certain 
patronising sensibility vis-à-vis the colonies. The national independence of 
the colonies was frequently paired with the European need for their raw 
materials, the advances made by European civilisation that the colonies had 
yet to reach, and discussions of the ‘primitive races of Africa’ and feudal 
nations in the East. Anne-Isabelle Richard has concluded that joining the 
other Europeanist organisations was a sign that they prioritised European 
unification at the expense of anti-colonialism and their previous efforts to 
establish a socialist Europe.126 Moreover, it confirmed the sense of European 
exceptionalism and a European prerogative in the world; it also confirmed 
the tensions within the European movement regarding imperialism, the 
independence of the colonies, and European supremacy.

European Unification and Integration

The fundamental distinction that developed in the early post-Second World 
War period meant that Europeanism encompassed both the conception of a 
European culture and that of European nations. As we have seen, this way of 
looking at Europe was made possible by opposing nationalism while main-
taining confidence in the nation state. It became widespread among Euro-
peanists and in reflecting on Europe’s future. Nevertheless, this distinction 
was not enough to make European unity suitable for the post-war period, 
as Europeanists had to balance unity with national interests. The question of 
what this balance should be like remained.

As we saw in the previous section, decline and nihilism were concepts 
continuously referred to in discourses on European unity in order to gain 
an understanding of the political and economic situation. Colonialism and 
economic progress could be rescued by halting the decline. The Belgian 
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socialist Paul-Henri Spaak wrote that Europe was threatened by decline and 
that it could only be salvaged by uniting.127 At the Congress of Europe, 
inaugural speeches and committee discussions referred to the threat of nihil-
ism and stressed that European civilisation was doomed if its self-destructive 
tendencies were not controlled.128 It was in the context of crisis, decline and 
nihilism that the concept of integration entered the discourse. In due time, 
it would advance to become a central tenet of the political language of 
European unification, and would come to characterise the European uni-
fication of the post-war decades. In fact, during the initial introduction of 
the integration concept, it was already possible to discern the central place it 
would eventually inhabit.

In Germany, the theme of Europe was brought up by some influential 
professors who had been dismissed from their universities during the reign of 
the National Socialists and then been reinstalled. Among these academics, a 
United States of Europe that included both the Central and West European 
countries was declared as the only alternative to nihilism.129 The economist 
Alfred Weber regarded nihilism as the fundamental reason behind the ca-
tastrophe, and considered it to be a European way of thinking and attitude 
that had since spread worldwide.130 Of crucial importance to the post-war 
concept of European unity, Weber prescribed integration as the cure for 
nihilism.

Although Weber seemed to be the first person after the war to talk 
about integration, it was already being considered in the interwar intellectual 
debate. The idea of the economy as a means to tie the European countries 
together was already on the agenda by 1930, although the main postulated 
means was cooperation. However, economists soon used the concept of 
economic integration to depict the prerequisites for the European economy 
to connect its industries, concentrated in a few countries, with the vast areas 
that provided the raw materials.131 Economists argued that with the estab-
lishment of new state borders, along with continuing interdependence and 
the need to trade across these borders, there was a great need for economic 
integration to address the situation.132 In 1945, the integration concept was 
launched by Weber as an item on the agenda for rebuilding Europe and, in 
particular, for establishing a civilised order in Germany. The argument was 
that Germany would need raw materials from other countries for its indus-
try, and that it would be in the best interest of other countries in Europe to 
sell raw materials to Germany.133

Alfred Weber should be seen as a representative of the resistance to 
Nazi unity who upheld the idea of European unity. From early in his ca-
reer, he noted a cultural decline of the West. During the Weimar Republic, 
he publicly criticised antisemitism and fascism, not least the latter’s celebra-
tion of expansionism and heroism. He condemned those who advocated 
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nationalism, considered Europe to be organically culturally united, and 
served as the vice president of the European Cultural League, where intel-
lectuals strove to establish ‘a common European consciousness’. In a speech 
given in November 1932 entitled ‘The Crisis of the European Man’, he 
begged for a radical change of values to avoid militarism and war, and to 
provide the groundwork for a united Europe. Still living in Germany, he 
was not publicly outspoken after 1933, but he did invite former students 
to his home for political discussions in which he was frank enough about 
the Nazi regime to frighten them. During the war he belonged to a local 
resistance group and passed on news he picked up from British radio broad-
casts to fellow resisters. At the age of 77, he entered politics following the 
downfall of the Nazi regime in Germany. By the spring of 1945, he had 
already begun to help the Americans to assemble regional authorities. He 
then produced several memoranda on economic recovery for the Allied au-
thorities. He founded civil initiatives for a new democratic order, fought 
for political reform, and wrote articles demanding a new German character: 
German citizens had previously been characterised by their loyalty, lack of 
civil courage, and ruthlessness, but now they would be asked to commit to 
freedom, responsibility, humanity, and an ability to make good judgements. 
As one of the new deans, he made sure that no one formerly affiliated with 
the National Socialists could hold a position at the University of Heidelberg. 
He saw Germany’s economic integration in Europe and European unifica-
tion as the best means to overcome the devastating aftermath of nationalism. 
However, this was not enough: Europe had experienced its worst crisis ever 
and was still in danger of seeing integrated social life replaced with nihilism 
and chaos. The war was over but the threat of nihilism remained rooted in 
technological civilisation and bureaucratisation, which could only be cured 
by cultural revitalisation and the advent of a novel democratic citizenry.134 
Certainly, Weber wanted a new Germany and a new Europe, and this kind 
of conceptual framing placed him in company with other Europeanists who 
had also begun to talk about integration.

The dramatic decline of Europe was also a main theme for Barbara 
Ward, economist and journalist for The Economist. In her extensive 1948 
article on a Western European Union, The West at Bay, she observed: ‘It is 
either association or decadence’. When considering what was at stake eco-
nomically, she observed the ‘experiments in integration’ in the branches of 
steel, electricity and transport – for example, a European transport commis-
sion that began to operate in 1945 with the purpose of pooling transport 
facilities in the chaos after the breakdown of Germany. From such examples 
she concluded that ‘integration in certain fields of Western European activity 
was not as distant as is sometimes supposed’. Ward helped to apply the in-
tegration concept to technical cooperation, which promised to achieve ‘the 
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integration of . . . different branches on an international basis’. This would 
serve ‘the purpose of widening the basis of Western European economy’, 
to counter the decline by following the example of the United States with 
only one currency, no barriers to trade, and freedom of movement for both 
people and money within its borders.135

After the war, the concept of integration was applied with different 
meanings to different situations. The initial steps taken at the Congress of 
Europe in 1948 can serve as an example. At this event, ‘European unity’ 
was the key phrase, while the word ‘integration’ was only occasionally used. 
To begin with, the congress addressed the advantage of sharing resources. 
A suggestion was made in the morning session on the first day of political 
committee negotiations to alter the paragraph on the political resolution 
regarding the urgency of the European nations ‘jointly exercis[ing] some 
part of the sovereign rights . . . so as to secure a common political and eco-
nomic action for the integration and proper development of their common 
resources’.136 This motion was passed and included in the English version of 
the congress’s political resolution. In the afternoon session from the same 
day, the term ‘integration’ was mentioned in passing by three British del-
egates when discussing the need for an emergency council that ‘should plan 
the subsequent stages of the political and economic integration of Europe’.137 
Clearly, they wanted to address a development that had already experienced 
coordination efforts, such as the American-controlled Organisation for Eu-
ropean Economic Co-operation (OEEC, 1946), and the Economic Re-
covery Plan known best as the Marshall Plan (presented in June 1947 and 
established in April 1948), which at the time included sixteen countries for 
the purpose of economic recovery. Discussions took place between France 
and Italy regarding a customs union, the founding of the Benelux Customs 
Union, and the Brussels Treaty (which in March 1948 created the West-
ern Union for Economic, Social and Cultural Collaboration and Collec-
tive Defence). However, the delegates also wanted to move on to further 
initiatives, envisaging a process of integration. In the session starting late 
on Sunday at 10.30 pm, the committee used the word ‘integration’ once 
again, now closely related to the issue of Germany. How could Germany’s 
large production capacity be directed towards something other than military 
campaigns against its neighbours, and how could democratic development 
inside Germany be monitored and fostered? Some delegates, not least the 
German and French ones, reasoned that ‘l’intégration de l’Allemagne dans la 
Fédération européenne est une necessité’ (the integration of Germany into the 
European Federation is a necessity), following the reasoning of Weber, who 
was cited by name.138 In the English version of the final resolution, it was 
rephrased as ‘the integration of Germany in a United or Federated Europe 
alone provides a solution to both the economic and political aspects of the 
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German problem’.139 Obviously, the term ‘integration’ had a minor role in 
the political language of the Congress of Europe, underscored by the French 
version of the resolution, which used the word ‘coordonner’ in one paragraph 
and omitted it altogether in the other. When used, integration connoted a 
rational economic order, a solution to the problem posed by Germany, and 
referred to a process leading towards European unity. Integration was not 
proposed as a goal, although it was presented along with many other similar 
suggestions. Weber, Ward, and the Congress of Europe saw integration not 
as a concept encompassing the lofty visions of unity, union and federation, 
but rather as something that addressed the practical questions and contested 
issues at hand.

Integration was a concept that meshed with the ambitions of political 
leaders hoping to find a path towards unification. It had reached the OEEC 
by October 1949, when the American director of Marshall Plan aid called 
for ‘an integration of the Western European Economy’ with ‘the formation 
of a single market within which quantitative restriction on the movements of 
goods, monetary barriers to the flow of payments and, eventually, all tariffs 
are permanently swept away’.140 Although not explicitly mentioned, the idea 
worked well for politicians who were ready to relinquish some of the sov-
ereignty of their countries. Integration was a concept that suited such aims, 
but it did not dominate the rhetoric in the 1950s and had no significant place 
in the Treaty of Rome, which was signed in 1957. Yet, a description of the 
venture as ‘European integration’ was accepted, starting in the early 1950s.141 
The term found a place in political language, where it would eventually be-
come emblematic, and was significantly illustrative of the post-war mindset. 
It signified practical issues and pragmatic solutions, while still upholding far-
reaching visions. When Konrad Adenauer associated ‘European integration’ 
with the cooperation between the Christian Democratic parties of Western 
Europe and an extended understanding between France and Germany, he 
explained ‘that this integration of Europe must be achieved if we want to res-
cue the Occidental culture and European Christianity’.142 Robert Schuman 
talked about integration as a functional method that prioritised technical 
sectors without being at the centre of political controversies. Thus, he con-
sidered ‘the coal and steel plan  .  .  . a symbol of European political unity’ 
that ‘created an atmosphere in which integration can develop further’.143 
Another important aspect of the concept of integration was that it treated 
national particularism as a precondition, while still complying with the idea 
of keeping the European countries close to one another, both to prevent war 
and to overcome the obstacles facing the economy. Surprisingly, integration 
was seen as signifying the acceptance of nation states and even as a pledge to 
retain them, while it was also a way to remedy the conceived nihilism of an 
international order that set no limits on the nation states.
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In a speech given by one of Germany’s new leaders at the University of 
Bonn in 1951, the Christian Democrat Karl Arnold once again defined Hitler 
as ‘a phenomenon of modern nihilism’, with no sense of ethics, and whose 
only ideal was retaining power. Based on this and other previous failures 
of the German national project to bring peace and freedom to its citizens, 
Arnold declared that the classical notion of nation-state sovereignty was out-
dated;  the time had come to acknowledge Europe as a fatherland, and to 
transfer the rights of state and interstate facilities to a European body. Dec-
larations like Arnold’s were also heard from politicians in Belgium, France, 
Italy and the Netherlands, and they were made in response to economic 
decline and political crisis. The idea was to give up national sovereignty in 
certain areas, such as defence and the economy, but not in others. Federalists 
went further and demanded a European political community, for example, 
when the Italian government of de Gasperi argued that the renunciation 
of national  sovereignty should be followed by the creation of a European 
Assembly, or when Hendrik Brugmans suggested that a federal Europe 
could be a coherent alternative when nation states were ‘becoming increas-
ingly bureaucratic and  centralised’.144 But going this far was strongly re-
jected by the French leaders, and the focus turned to economic integration.145 
The history of the integration is well known, but it should be noted that it 
all took place against the background of perceived threats of decline, crisis 
and nihilism. Some of the leading politicians were outspoken, while others 
mentioned integration as one of the costs of internal progress and the price 
that Europe had to pay to prevent the recurring wars between Germany and 
France. It was also mentioned that Europe had lost its leading position in the 
world as a consequence of its divisions and conflicts, the new threat of com-
munism in Eastern Europe, and nationalism in the colonies. However, this 
pessimistic background was countered by a new sense of optimism, hope, and 
a belief in European values.

In sum, the concept of integration advanced the political language so 
as to facilitate further advances of unification. Clearly, integration was more 
obscure a notion than that of a union or federation. It called for negotiation 
and would not be easily attained, once and for all. Europeanists married the 
concept of integration with the concept of European, which was crucial. 
The concept of integration emphasised the continuity with historical ex-
changes between states, organisations and people across European borders. It 
applied to sentiments of cultural unity as well as to national feelings, to the 
quest to establish shared standards and administrative measures, but also to 
the development of the nation state. Integration reinforced the closeness be-
tween the construction of the EC and the will to strengthen the nation state. 
Federal aspects were legitimated by national self-interest: Germany was not 
a threat to its neighbours, and small states found better conditions for their 
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existence. The fear of decline was met with prospects of economic progress, 
and French hopes of regaining former glory intermingled with German ef-
forts to re-enter Europe.146 All of this was made possible by the distinction 
between nation and nationalism, the connected issue of sovereignty, and the 
concept of integration.

Simultaneously, the concept of European integration served to hide 
internal divisions between nations as well as aims that were not included, 
or were even contrary, to the Council of Europe’s Declaration of Human 
Rights and to the values proclaimed in the Treaty of Rome. The approach 
to integration concealed the persistent colonialism and lingering ambitions 
to revive old imperialism or make Europe a world power. Throughout the 
1950s, the overseas territories were mostly included in unification policies, 
as was the shameless assertion of cultural superiority.

In the context of unification, we find many international cooperation 
initiatives. Political parties established networks and set up international 
bureaus, some even reaching behind the Iron Curtain.147 Hundreds of or-
ganisations were introduced as forums for cooperation in Western Europe. 
The United States formed some, including NATO, OECD, GATT, and 
the Bretton Woods bodies, which included non-governmental players 
such as the Ford Foundation. Others were set up for experts such as the 
Union for the Coordination of the Production and Transport of Electricity 
(UCPTE) beginning in 1951, and the European Conference of Ministers of 
Transport (ECMT) to coordinate transportation, formed in 1953 by sixteen 
countries and without supranational aspirations. With a transnational ap-
proach, recent research on the wide range of cooperation initiatives in Eu-
rope in the late 1940s and 1950s rejects the view that the EC was a unique 
venture, instead viewing it as one of many transnational ventures. A paral-
lel technological Europeanisation took place with the standardisation and 
interconnection of networks.148 It is worth noting that such cooperation 
would not infringe on national control. In the electricity sector, the aim 
was to create the Western European Pool.149 Reflecting different notions 
of European unification, sixteen states founded the European Conference 
of Postal and Telecommunications Administrations (CEPT) in 1959, estab-
lishing an organisation independent of its members with the aim of estab-
lishing a supranational status. Such technological Europeanisation indicates 
the need to distance historical writing from the standard EC/EU approach, 
and to apply contextual dimensions and longer historical perspectives. Ob-
viously, historian Kiran Klaus Patel’s conclusion makes considerable sense, 
in that what made the EC stand out in contrast to other coordination enter-
prises was the way it held itself to a higher standard and represented a new 
option for Europe, not least by endorsing itself as a guarantor of peace and 
prosperity.150

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



262	 Thinking Europe

These were the days of combining visions of European unity with the 
founding of European institutions. Pamphlets were distributed and appeals 
were published in newspapers and journals. There was the Stikker Plan and 
the Schuman Declaration. At the regional scale were the Benelux Union and 
the Nordic Council. There was the Council of Europe, the Organisation for 
European Economic Co-operation (OECD), and the Action Committee for 
the United States of Europe. While West European leaders were clearly in 
favour of unification, they remained divided and unclear as to what kind of 
unity they wanted. British politicians fostered hopes of being a third global 
superpower and, starting around 1950, made it clear that they wished to 
keep their full sovereignty, which put them on track for intergovernmental 
cooperation. The British media had signalled their wish to be separate from 
the rest of Europe since the late 1940s, associating the continent with wars 
and chaos, in contrast to the tolerance, civility and stability of Great Brit-
ain.151 Instead, the French, German and Italian political leaders and parties 
generally thought it necessary to relinquish some of their sovereignty but 
differed as to which parts and how much to let go. 

With the formation of the Council of Europe in 1949, which in-
cluded most of the European states, one piece was finally in place, but it 
could not solve the immediate problems that demanded the relinquish-
ment of sovereignty. However, a deep crisis in the coal and steel industry 
had begun, which led to the establishment of the more exclusive Eu-
ropean Coal and Steel Community in the Paris Treaty of 1951 with its 
High Authority, which was a supranational executive mechanism, as well 
as the European  Court of Justice. These proved to be the initial pieces 
that were needed. Meanwhile, the Benelux countries had already created a 
union, and de Gaspari’s Italian government suggested the European Politi-
cal Community. However, stumbling blocks were in the way. In Germany, 
formation of a European community was questioned, in fear that it might 
prevent reunification with its Eastern part; and the Soviet Union opposed 
a Western European Union, which they conceived as a military threat. 
The quest for a European Defence Community failed to pass the French 
National Assembly by a small margin in 1954, with the opposition afraid 
the French would not retain control of their military forces. Military co-
operation emerged in its place, along with the Western European Union, 
but remained quite insignificant. The European Atomic Community was 
more successful. Behind all these efforts lay the history of Europe’s crisis 
and decline, and the fear of a new wave of German nationalism, together 
with the potential economic and military opportunities presented by uni-
fication. As NATO came into being in 1955, the focus of European unity 
turned towards the economy. Germany strove for economic recovery, and 
its Western partners needed a strong German economy to push their own 
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economies out of their trajectories of decline.152 It is important to note 
that the focus on the economy had widespread appeal, as the Christian 
Democratic Italian prime minister de Gasperi noted in a speech: a European 
Union’s ‘ecclesiastical frontiers and frontiers of thought and culture raise 
no barriers, as may be seen at these international meetings where we find 
ourselves side by side with socialists, free thinkers, and – oddly enough – 
trade union representatives. Why? Because the necessity of obtaining an ex-
panded market and the free circulation of labour, of overcoming economic 
frontiers, impels us all irresistibly’.153 Indeed, the economic motivation of-
fered a way forward.

In 1957, the six founding states signed the Treaty of Rome and formed 
the European Economic Community (EEC) with a common market, while 
in 1960, Austria, Great Britain, Portugal, Switzerland and the Scandinavian 
countries chose the more modest track of economic coordination with lower 
trade tariffs on certain products. At the time, sentiments were lukewarm in 
the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) countries towards European 
unification, but this would gradually change. The EEC developed into the 
European Community, and the European Union developed the integration 
project and attracted new members. The 1950s have been seen as a deci-
sive period in European history, and this view is justifiable with regard to 
the launching of the EEC and EC, and subsequently the EU; finally, after 
dreaming of European unity for so long, something of that kind was about 
to materialise.

In this book and this chapter, the focus has been on the concept of Europe. 
Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, the idea of European cultural unity re-
mained strong and was connected to the possibility of economic and politi-
cal unification. The notions of European crisis, decline and nihilism were 
stressed, together with the view that Europe had lost its position as a world 
leader to the United States and the Soviet Union, while the concept of 
Europe and European ideas still embraced colonial sentiments and paternal-
istic attitudes towards overseas European subjects. The perceived threat of 
the Soviet Union coincided with a general fear of communism. America was 
the stronghold, though Europe was distinct from both superpowers. There 
was considerable fear of nationalism, and pressure to resolve the German 
question. The distinction between nation and nationalism, which supported 
retreating from the promise of nation-state sovereignty, also facilitated fus-
ing demands for European unification with the concept of integration. If 
a country abstained from nationalism, it was then possible to focus on the 
development and welfare of one’s own nation using European integration, 
allowing European unification to happen organically through nations com-
ing together. As a result, visionary ideals were combined with practical 
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action. Outspoken idealism was connected with pragmatism in practice. Im-
portantly, the concept of Europe associated itself with both unity and borders 
within Europe.
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Notes for this section begin on page 295.

C H A P T E R  9

Elevating European Awareness

Is Europe the same as the European Union (EU)? The question may appear 
naive, as we all know that substantial parts of the continent are not member 
states. We know the political history, that states successively joined ‘the club’ 
as it grew from six to twenty-eight members. Now, Britain has left, but per-
haps more countries will join. The EU has certainly had a great impact on 
the rest of Europe. However, we are also aware that the Council of Europe 
has almost fifty members. Neither geographically nor politically is Europe 
interchangeable with the EU. Still, we often hear the terms used together, 
which can be very convenient. So, when did the EU become Europe? One 
answer is that it was there from the beginning of the economic community 
in the 1950s. The founding rhetoric took on the Europeanist claim to rep-
resent the future of Europe, as we saw at the Congress of Europe in 1948. 
Nine years later, the signatories of the Treaty of Rome attested to the claim 
of beginning a process in which others would follow, thereby representing 
Europe’s unification and, in a sense, the essence of Europe. The treaty began 
by claiming to provide the ‘foundation of an ever-closer union between the 
European peoples’, not limiting itself to the then six member nations. The 
claim of the European Economic Community (EEC) to represent Europe 
included promises of ‘eliminating the barriers which divide Europe’ and im-
proving the living standards and working conditions of its peoples. Only the 
final paragraph of the preamble’s presentation of the basic principles of the 
treaty directed the reader’s attention to the fact that some of Europe had 
been excluded, by ‘calling upon the other peoples of Europe who share’ 
the founding members’ efforts. Moreover, the common bodies appointed 
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were the European Commission, the European Social Fund, the European 
Investment Bank, and the European Atomic Energy Community.1 The new 
community and its institutions had dressed themselves up as Europe.

There is fundamentally more to the story, from the perspective of intel-
lectual history. One major characteristic of post-World War Two Europe 
was the quest to revive the concept of Europe. However, the situation was 
always more complicated, with academic opinions split between unification 
or division, and between decline or hope of a new self-awareness. Defend-
ers of unification claimed that the concept of Europe was synonymous with 
the integration that was underway. Along with this came the key theme of 
European awareness and the ambition to raise the consciousness of being 
European, which engaged intellectuals, not least historians, in the early de-
cades of the post-war period. Beginning in the 1980s, another main theme 
emerged: European identity. It was nurtured within the European Com-
mission’s programmatic ambition to raise European consciousness, as well as 
because of a general interest in the concept of identity, reflected in politics 
and among intellectuals.

The concept of Europe was increasingly associated with unification as 
well as with borders within Europe, which had consequences regarding dis-
putes about the meanings of Europe. What were the origins of European 
unity and its divisions? Was European awareness connected to its historical 
origins or focused on its future organisation? When did a European identity 
begin to emerge? Who was European? Just as the integration concept was a 
new contribution to the political language of post-war cooperation and uni-
fication, beginning around 1970 and gaining ground in the 1980s and 1990s, 
‘identity’ had become interwoven with the political language. European 
identity became a key concept, just as European integration had previously. 
However, while integration was primarily associated with economic, legal 
and political affairs, identity was concerned with the conceptualisation of 
Europe as a community in the broader sense. It is perhaps no surprise, then, 
that the close ties between the EU agenda and the launching of European 
identity brought about controversies. The discourse on Europe’s future was 
energised by visions of the future as well as by the concept of a European 
culture marked by its diversity.

Ambivalent Narrative: Unification or Division

Writing about the European idea in the 1960s, Denis de Rougemont high-
lighted the new interest of contemporary historians in a cultural unity that 
was much older than the Treaty of Rome. He illustrated this by citing his-
torians from eleven different nationalities, all from countries west of the Iron 
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Curtain, and focused on the development of a Western culture, apparently 
based in Britain, France and Germany. Certainly, de Rougemont’s histori-
ography was intended to confirm the development of a European federation, 
presenting a teleological approach to history, and claiming that European ci-
vilisation should be based on Christian values, represent universalism, and be 
responsible for the future of humanity.2 He stated that historians in Western 
Europe had answered the call for a historical narrative of the development 
of European unity rather than one emphasising the differences and disputes 
among nation states.3 Recent research confirms this interest among post-war 
historians, and demonstrates the intensified activity that went into making 
Europe a theme in writing history.4 However, the situation is more com-
plex than that. It includes contrasting views between a concept of Europe 
that is limited to Western Europe and one that includes larger parts of the 
continent, and between the narrative of an emerging Europe, and one of a 
declining and disintegrating Europe.

De Rougemont silently neglected a range of historians who expressed 
pessimism about Europe’s future and/or included Central European coun-
tries in their definition and discussion of the future of Europe. Exiled Pol-
ish historians Francis Dvornik, Oscar Halecki and Otto Forst de Battaglia 
recalled and elaborated on the concepts of Central Europe and East Central 
Europe as a territorial and cultural area that used to belong to Europe but was 
overtaken by the Soviet Union and the communists.5 The emigrant histo-
riographical literature reiterated Halecki and Dvornik’s stressing of previous 
attempts at state building throughout history to embrace the multinational 
communities of the region. They were disillusioned by the region’s nation 
states, with their weaknesses of aggressive tendencies, border disputes, and 
history of deportations and massacres. Some pleaded for a federation of states 
surrounding the Danube, recalling the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary 
and its cultural heritage.6 This literature was characterised by the intention 
to demonstrate alternatives to the polarisation between the Soviet Union 
and the United States with its consequences for Central Europe. The au-
thors highlighted Yugoslavia and Romania’s success in distancing themselves 
from the Soviet Union and the uprisings in East Germany, Poland, Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia, as illustrating a widespread desire for a neutral Central 
Europe. They mentioned propositions from the British Labour leader Denis 
Healey to make Central Europe into a nuclear-free zone, and from Khrush-
chev and Churchill about a neutral Germany. A neutral zone between the 
East and the West – perhaps also encompassing the Nordic countries, the 
Baltic states, and the Balkans – was conceived as an essential way for Central 
Europe to oppose the rule of the Soviet Union.7

Historians who avoided the narrative of European unity could never-
theless draw attention to European awareness. Oscar Halecki, living in exile 
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in the United States, sided with American scholars who spoke in terms of an 
Atlantic community to indicate the end of Europe’s position of leadership 
as the stronghold of Western civilisation. The Second World War, Hal-
ecki concluded, definitely brought ‘the passing from the European to the 
Atlantic Age’, which implied that Europe and European civilisation could 
no longer be considered global models, and that we had arrived at ‘the end 
of European history’. Furthermore, while Europe had previously been a 
unique community with an awareness of unity that transcended national 
and political differences, it had now ceased to exist: ‘It is disintegrating right 
before our eyes’, leaving contemporary historians to mark ‘the un-making 
of Europe’.8 The conclusion was logical. Halecki’s Europe embraced the na-
tions of Central Europe, the Baltic states, and the Balkans, which generally 
included the nations west of Russia (Ukraine and Belarus would also be clas-
sified as European nations if they ‘should get free from Soviet Russia’).9 In 
Britain, Geoffrey Barraclough stated that history writing had new premises, 
as Europe’s historical importance belonged to the past. Europe was politi-
cally insignificant in a global age, while some of its heritage could live on, 
such as an awareness of ‘the worth of human dignity and the importance 
of the human individual’. He added that ‘we must not expect the same 
implicit acceptance of these values as in the past’.10 In Austria, the cultural 
historian Friedrich Heer argued that more attention must be paid to East-
ern Europe, especially by Western intellectuals and elites. Through teaching 
and research, universities would need to engage in elevating awareness and 
knowledge of East European nations and languages. Heer – the same scholar 
who had pleaded for a German Europe during the war – now attested to a 
long history of unity with the West as he focused on the cultural traditions 
and expressions of cultural unity from Croatia to Poland, clearly emphasis-
ing the role of Western Christianity. Like Halecki and Barraclough, Heer 
found elements of Western culture in Russia, though they were not enough 
to overcome what he saw as the basic conflict between East and West: ‘the 
unavoidable opposition between Greek and Latin spirit and genius’. Instead, 
he (vaguely) hoped to change the relationship, permitting new forms of 
productive exchange.11

In Chapter 8, we examined the post-1945 notion of a European 
heritage of cultural unity that could go beyond national differences. This 
perspective grew in popularity with the Council of Europe’s attempts to 
nurture the consciousness of belonging to Europe and of being Europe-
ans. In the 1950s, these attempts largely emphasised the writing of history, 
including sponsoring conferences with the aim of rewriting history text-
books, establishing courses on the idea of Europe, and promoting studies 
of integration. The Council of Europe initiated discussions with histori-
ans, for example, at the European Round Table in Rome in 1953 and in 
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Strasbourg in 1955, in which historians played key roles. These meetings 
brought historians together with high-ranking politicians such as Alcide 
de Gasperi and Robert Schuman, as well as other scholars from various 
disciplines in order to scrutinise the background of European unity. The 
Council of Europe appointed Denis de Rougemont as chair, the young 
British historian Max Beloff as secretary, and Arnold Toynbee as an ad-
ditional discussant. Among the government-appointed delegates was the 
only female participant, the Irish historian Síle Ní Chinnéide.12 Afterwards, 
Beloff summed up the discussions in Europe and the Europeans (1957), with 
lengthy presentations about European history and upcoming tasks. At the 
time, Beloff leaned towards liberalism and shared some of the enthusiasm 
regarding European integration, something that would change later in his 
career. Yet, he wanted to draw his own conclusions and distanced him-
self from the federalist convictions of de Rougemont, instead pleading for 
a kind of integration that could preserve the nation states, certain jointly 
conducted affairs, and common bodies. Moreover, his view of the histori-
cal background differed from the teleological approach represented by de 
Rougemont. He did not agree that the historical European unity had ended 
or been severely damaged by the two world wars. He attested only to a 
historical unity following cultural exchanges, and cited many examples of 
Europe’s political and religious divisions from the Middle Ages up to the 
present. For Beloff, political unification after 1945 was a substantially new 
concept, as it was impossible for the states to return to their pre-war condi-
tions. In addition, he made a general statement at the round-table discus-
sions stressing not only the need to coexist with Christianity but also ‘the 
presence of sizable groups of adherents of non-Christian faiths to all of 
whom toleration must be granted’. He continued to assert that the contrast 
of politics with religions, literature, art, architecture and music had never 
ceased at national borders. The national schools of painting represented a 
major development. Within the different national literatures, there was a 
European pattern. About European literature, Beloff wrote ‘this European 
sense of the pity and the dignity, and the tragedy of the personal human ad-
venture resisted all the challenges of time’.13 In architecture, the central tra-
ditions commingled with many regional varieties. Beloff stressed ‘common 
trade-routes of European sensibility’ and ‘a capacity for mutual understand-
ing’ crossing national borders. He also said that ‘many Europeans today are 
unaware that these common elements in their culture are more fundamental 
than the national differences, and do not appreciate the originality of this 
common culture’.14 He ended up agreeing that it was necessary to increase 
awareness of a European culture.

Therefore, in the first decades following the Second World War, some 
historians began to take a new interest in European history, emphasising 
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European unity in one way or another. This coincided with the drive to 
advance European awareness and the consciousness of being European. It is 
typical that the French author of a three-volume work on Europe’s history 
would state his understanding of the politicians’ struggle to unify Europe, 
in addition urging them to care ‘for the pupils of their countries learning 
European history’.15 A federalist school began to develop in the 1970s, 
which investigated the historiography of European integration. Walter Lip-
gens, a founding member of this school, had a degree of respect through-
out Western Europe, and especially among Italian historians. The school’s 
focus was on the crisis of the nation state and on the federalist movement’s 
promotion of the teleological approach. Federalist historiography upheld a 
political outlook, which came as no surprise – Lipgens saw the decline of 
Christianity as a driving force of the European crisis, and wanted any unifica-
tion to come hand in hand with a redefinition of values that would create a 
roadmap for academic research. In this tradition, ‘federation is written into 
the destiny of the Europeans, and the role of scholars is to disclose the true 
path of history’.16

The recurring topic of European awareness also entailed discussion of 
the weak European consciousness. On the one hand, the EEC had achieved 
economic success and attracted other countries to join its ranks; on the other, 
critics were quick to point out that the six founding states had little sense 
of community among themselves. The French sociologist Raymond Aron 
warned of the disintegration of European culture caused by the influences of 
mass consumption and American culture, exemplified by cinema and music, 
and by the trend of students and researchers preferring to visit universities 
in the United States rather than those in Germany, Great Britain or France. 
He saw a waning awareness of European cultural unity, with, for example, 
the decreasing exchange of cinema and literature between France and Spain. 
Coupled with a lack of political will to create a European state, he concluded 
that ‘Europe will have to settle for continued economic growth’, clearly see-
ing the EEC as the essence of Europe, with which the other West European 
nations would cooperate in one way or another.17 In the late 1970s, he pub-
lished articles and a book entitled In Defence of Decadent Europe that continued 
the lamentations about European culture in decline, hedonistic lifestyles, 
and the loss of traditional authorities, resulting in the disintegration of values 
such as tolerance and critical thinking. With less of a sense of European ci-
vilisation, socialists and peace activists were unaware of the imminent threats 
posed by Marxism, communism and the Soviet Union. Based on this, he 
believed it was crucial for Europe to rely on NATO, the United States, 
and nuclear weapons for defence. In the late 1970s, this meant arming the 
borders of Eastern Europe with Pershing II missiles.18 Apparently, the com-
munist countries were excluded from Europe, and a conservative-leaning 
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intellectual such as Aron found appeal in the idea of European unification 
but was pessimistic about it in the face of perceived disintegration.

Europe beyond the Iron Curtain: The Central European 
Perspective

After 1968, when Soviet and Warsaw Pact troops had crushed all major re-
bellion and protest in Czechoslovakia’s Prague Spring, very few in Western 
Europe considered the possibility of demolishing the wall between Europe’s 
capitalist West and the communist East. This was when Central European 
intellectuals advocated the concept of Europe in hopes of a new order. Ex-
pelled from Charles University during the repression of the Hušak regime 
in the 1970s, the philosopher Jan Patočka held private seminars with other 
dissidents, in which he laid out a concept of Europe that accepted nei-
ther being divided into nation states nor the existence of a divide between 
East and West through the middle of Europe. Patočka identified a com-
mon European trait in a technological civilisation that had taken over the 
world; it had presented ‘substitutes where the original is needed’ and ‘alien-
ated humans from themselves, depriving them of dwelling in the world, 
submerging them in the everyday alternative which is not so much toil 
as boredom’. Humans were ‘destroyed externally and impoverished inter-
nally’; deprived of themselves, ‘they are identified with their roles, standing 
and falling with them’. Taking a position similar to those of José Ortega y 
Gasset and Karl Jaspers, his criticism of some European accomplishments 
was countered by a defence of the relevance of others. This very same ci-
vilisation provided opportunities ‘more than any other constellation: a life 
without violence and with far-reaching equality of opportunity’. Never 
before in history had humankind been so equipped with ‘the means to 
struggle with external misery, with lack and want, which this civilisation 
offers’.19 Patočka energised his concept of Europe with hope that emerged 
from existing possibilities.

Like Václav Havel, the most famous member of his seminars, Patočka 
was a spokesman for the Charta 77 declaration, together with Jiří Hájek, who 
served as foreign minister during the Prague Spring. According to Patočka, 
the Charta called for citizenship rights and political freedom, emphasising 
the need to establish a moral foundation for society and an active citizenry.20 
Its originators were severely harassed by the police, leading to the death of 
Patočka in March 1977. Havel adopted the distinction between a life in truth 
and a life in lies from Patočka, and the subtitle of his most famous essay, ‘The 
Power of the Powerless’, paid tribute to the late philosopher: ‘In Memory 
of Jan Patočka’.
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In his essay ‘Politics and Conscience’, Václav Havel echoed Patočka 
when he identified Europe as the place where the rationalistic spirit of mod-
ern science and the universalising trend of modern civilisation had originated, 
emphasising technological achievements while neglecting real-world expe-
riences, empathy and common sense, and ‘relegating personal conscience 
and consciousness to the bathroom’. With this civilisation came impersonal 
power and management techniques that originated in Western Europe and 
were often forced on the rest of the world. This tendency was embraced and 
further developed in communist Eastern Europe. Most of all, Havel con-
cluded, the totalitarian regimes in communist Eastern Europe represented 
‘a convex mirror [reflecting] the inevitable consequences of rationalism, . . . 
of its own deep tendencies, . . . an ominous product of its own expansion’. 
Consequently, he issued a warning to contemporary civilisation, and re-
garded the deployment of nuclear missiles by the United States and Soviet 
Union in Central Europe as a disastrous consequence of the rationalistic 
spirit. Worried about the future, he noted the hope of ‘Europe soon to turn 
into a free community of independent countries in which no great power 
would have its armies and its rockets’, and to convert itself ‘into a continent 
of peace’.21

Among 1980s dissidents, definitions of Europe alluded to both political 
tasks and cultural heritage. To undermine bloc politics, Hungarian novel-
ist György Konrád called for European emancipation, independence, and 
a new self-consciousness based on neutrality. This would set the stage for 
a large European Union including East Central Europe, with the further 
mission to integrate the world, defend human rights and the value of each 
individual, and ensure that humankind would avoid wars and ecological di-
sasters in order to survive. Culturally, he identified a long collective memory 
emanating from and including European literature: in reading the shared 
classics, a dialogue between people of different ages and parts of the conti-
nent emerged. He likened Europe to a lively library in which authors, dead 
and alive, walked among the readers.22 As for the association of the concept 
of Europe with the East–West divide and the nuclear arms race, so typical 
of the 1980s, Havel elaborated on a vision of another European future in his 
acceptance speech when awarded the Erasmus Prize in 1986. He alluded to 
Patočka when he returned to the idea of a free and peaceful pan-European 
community, urging both governments and people to press forward to realise 
it. He contrasted the troublesome and threatening rationalist spirit of science 
with the common spiritual heritage stemming from antiquity and traditional 
Judeo–Christian principles that had shaped Europe for the better. The con-
cluding words of his speech were: ‘There exists but one Europe, a Europe 
[that] may be divided politically but is not divided – indeed, it is spiritually 
indivisible’.23
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In the 1980s, intellectuals east of the Iron Curtain entertained a concept 
of Central Europe that allowed a self-understanding in contrast to the area’s 
communist regimes, and offered another example of the elevation of European 
awareness. All those engaged in upholding this concept refused to accept that 
the area’s true character was connected to the Soviet Union. In a key 1984 
essay, ‘The Tragedy of Central Europe’, the exiled Czech novelist Milan Kun-
dera related the concept of Central Europe to a strong desire to get away from 
the Soviet Union. Like others, he expanded on a Russian anti-Western tradi-
tion traceable to the old Byzantium, a tradition kept alive and thriving under 
Soviet communism. Central Europe had been abducted and politically defined 
by the East, while remaining culturally at home with and longing to return to 
the West.24 Moreover, these intellectuals expanded on the concept of Central 
Europe to identify specific characteristics of the area.

The playwright Václav Havel, writing in a unique blend of seriousness, 
humour and irony, stated that Central Europeans feel that taking themselves 
too seriously appears foolish, but that they understand that it is important to 
take risks to make one’s life worth living.25 Czesław Miłosz, the Polish au-
thor and Nobel Prize winner, identified irony and the presence of history as 
elements of the attitude of certain Central European intellectuals, extending 
beyond their linguistic and national groupings. They had developed a con-
viction that true citizenship demanded a political and social life free from the 
state and church: ‘Central Europe is an act of faith, a project . . . a utopia’.26

Likewise, the Hungarian author György Konrád connected Central 
Europe with a worldview that went beyond nationalism: ‘Being a Central 
European does not mean having a nationality but rather an outlook on the 
world’. He talked about the dream of Central Europe, referring to both 
the vanished Austria-Hungary and a yet-to-exist community beyond the 
divisions of Europe. This community would be held together by a civil 
spirit surpassing national egotism; it would tolerate minorities and eschew 
the military blocs of the Cold War. This worldview encompassed a range of 
positive attributes: the power to manage contradictions; aesthetic sensitivity 
to the complexity of contexts; a strategy of understanding when meeting 
enemies; and acknowledgement of and solidarity with the individuality of 
every person. Although Central Europe did not yet exist, it was an ideal 
worth fighting for.27

However, the Serbian author Danilo Kiš disputed the existence of any 
such Central European community. He confessed to recognising some 
common culture in Central Europe – legends, poems and dramas from the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance – but argued that differences between the 
national cultures trumped the resemblances. National cultures had devel-
oped despite Austria and the Habsburg rule, primarily in regional opposi-
tion to Vienna and the influence of France and West European thought, 
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representing national antagonisms overruling mutual understanding. Kiš 
mentioned Croatian intellectuals around the year 1900 who conceived of 
Vienna as the target of their political reaction, and disliked modern artists, 
Sigmund Freud, and everything else associated with the Austrian capital. 
In addition, he recognised Serbian culture as influenced by Russia and its 
mythology.28 In this way, Kiš reconfirmed the previous national and reli-
gious differences from the Austrian Empire, and entertained doubts about 
the possibility of transcending national borders. Still, he recognised a kind 
of antiauthoritarianism particular to Central Europe, associating it with Karl 
Popper’s vision of the open society, and believing that it emerged from 
Central Europeans.29

In the quest for Central European uniqueness, nostalgia was never far 
away, with dreams of the Habsburg Double Monarchy and the lost fin-de-
siècle culture of Budapest, Prague and Vienna. For instance, Konrád praised 
the coexistence of nationalities in Kakania, while Kiš commented on the in-
terest in Central Europe as simply a longing for a Europe undivided between 
East and West.30 By contrast, the Slovak Milan Simečka noted the dark sides 
of Central Europe. In the Central European closet were secrets and mysteries 
that might not be explained simply by Russian influence and domination. 
Recalling the interbellum authoritarian regimes, he hinted that even at the 
end of the Second World War, national interests were worth more than 
democratic freedoms.31

A recurring theme was that the Jewish population had contributed to 
the high culture of the Central European metropolises of the 1900s, giv-
ing Central European culture a cosmopolitan and integrating character.32 
Kiš saw a substantial Jewish contribution to Central European culture; it 
brought culture, colour and music, and was its dynamic force. However, as 
the Jewish population was almost gone, he concluded that Central Europe as 
a historical and cultural phenomenon belonged to the past.33

Culture emerged as a theme in the discussion, and several writers 
resorted to belles-lettres as a way of exposing the uniqueness of Central 
Europe. Hungarian historian István Fried noted the development of a more 
political and patriotic sense of responsibility in nineteenth-century Central 
Europe, compared with Western Europe. Hungarian literary scholar Csaba 
G. Kiss claimed that Central European literature was able to express the 
weakness of small nations under the threat of powerful states, in addition 
to exposing national coexistence amid linguistic and cultural diversity. For 
Kiss, this was one aspect of the cultural melting pot that he and several 
others considered to be the defining feature of Central Europe.34 Kundera 
added another Central European feature  – namely, the expectation that 
authors and philosophers should speak out on political issues and repre-
sent unassailable moral values, citing examples from the post-war revolts in 
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Budapest, Prague and Warsaw that appeared in novels, poetry, and liter-
ary magazines, on stage, in movies, and in cabarets, as well as in historical 
writing and philosophical debates.35

Turning to Identity

With the fall of communism in 1989–91, the theme of European identity 
became salient. Its emergence was by no means sudden, but well prepared. 
We find it in the early post-World War Two period in relation to com-
mon values – for example, regarding whether to consider undemocratic Por-
tugal and Spain as countries with European values, and ‘the establishment 
of a European identity within the Atlantic Alliance’.36 In the early 1970s, 
the concept of European identity gained currency in political contexts. In 
1969, a speaker in the British Parliament mentioned European identity in 
conjunction with European states’ contributions to NATO, but soon the 
notion became connected to the issue of a common identity, as opposed to 
national identities. In the Dutch Parliament, European identity became as-
sociated with issues of second-language learning in schools and withstanding 
the pressure of American popular culture. Swedish members of parliament 
agreed with the idea of a European identity, and discussed whether this en-
tailed alignment with the European Community and NATO, or whether 
they could continue to remain neutral.37

The discourse of European identity extended several discourses that 
preceded the fall of communism, some with roots in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Havel and Konrád represented one case, associating 
Central European freedom with a shared European sense of unity and a 
common destiny. Another case was the relationship between Russia and 
Europe, posited as central during the perestroika of the 1980s. Mikhail Gor-
bachev argued strongly that Russia had a place in the ‘house of Europe’, 
while others both inside and outside of Russia stressed important differ-
ences between the two areas.38 The relationship between several European 
countries and Europe as a whole represented a similar issue when it came to 
Member States, accession states, and other bordering states.

The ideas surrounding European identity were developed and empha-
sised within the EC/EU discourse beginning in 1973 when a declaration 
stated that economic integration of the nine members should go hand in 
hand with an evolving European identity. In a shaky global economic order 
and amid an oil price crisis, the declaration was launched with the objective 
of strengthening EC unity in relation to the world. In presenting a hierarchi-
cal order, its friendly European neighbours were of top priority, while China 
and Latin America came last. Initially, the EC regarded European identity 
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as a consequence of economic integration, and used the concept to support 
measures for economic transformation.39 An emphasis on identity in relation 
to a shared European culture took hold during the 1980s, and the European 
Commission discussed proposals supporting ‘European consciousness’. The 
lack of a European identity was seen as the only piece of the puzzle that was 
missing in the attempt to forge an integrated Europe. European identity was 
considered necessary to ensuring citizen loyalty to the EU, as well as giving 
it badly needed legitimacy.40 Among intellectuals, it was often believed that 
Europe was turning towards a common consciousness during the post-war 
decades. References were made to the ebbing conflict between French and 
German national chauvinism, specifically, and of such chauvinism through-
out Europe more generally in the face of the US–Soviet threat, increasing 
exchanges of various kinds, and expanding tourism. Interestingly, these in-
tellectuals included some from the political left who had criticised the EU’s 
capitalism, colonialism, and what could at times be construed as the continu-
ation of a National Socialist mindset. For instance, the French sociologist 
Edgar Morin wanted Europe to become aware of such weaknesses: ‘Frailty, 
your name is Europe’. Now Morin and other leftists could discuss Europe in 
terms of its destined unity and history of humanism and civilisation.41

The European Commission’s promotion of a common European iden-
tity in the 1980s and 1990s resulted in a wide range of policy documents, 
efforts to use cultural measures to forge a deeper sense of belonging to a 
shared community among member state populations, and various ways of vi-
sualising a common European sentiment. This included the introduction of 
the Euro, the flag and anthem, European citizenship and the associated pass-
port, exchange programmes for students, subsidies for teaching ‘The History 
of the Construction of Europe’, and so on. The commission encouraged 
concepts such as a shared ‘European culture’ and ‘European heritage’ that 
could foster a common ‘European consciousness’ and ‘European identity’. 
The emphasis was on strengthening the EU’s legitimacy in a period when 
it faced criticism for its seemingly exclusive focus on economic and legal 
issues. Indeed, European integration had until then only been pursued as a 
technical issue, and the commission was widely looked upon as a commit-
tee of technocrats. Moreover, according to a then widespread neoliberal 
critique, Western Europe was suffering from ‘Euro-sclerosis’. The commis-
sion therefore sought ways to speed up economic integration, based on the 
idea that further integration could only win support if citizens began to 
feel European – if people continued to identify only as German, Italian or 
British, it would be impossible to build a European society. National politi-
cians needed to demonstrate loyalty to a community beyond the nation state, 
and citizens needed to be imbued with a feeling, sense and consciousness of 
being European, all with the explicit aim of building a ‘European identity’.42
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In the EU process, identity policies were Janus faced. On the one hand, 
they were intended to encourage and contribute to a shared European iden-
tity; on the other, the commission emphasised that its aim was not to eradicate 
national cultures and identities – on the contrary, it introduced other mea-
sures to increase the significance of cultural borders, viewing them as crucial 
to Europe and European thought. The EU stressed the role of regions and in 
some cases strengthened the status of minority languages. This was also seen in 
the definition of European identity. An important theme of the EU’s identity 
policies was ‘handling difference’, which was often signalled by the expression 
‘unity in diversity’. This expression, in combination with ‘European identity’, 
saw increased usage in EU discourse. ‘Unity in diversity’ became a key slogan, 
indicating that Europe was flourishing thanks to its diversity, its avoidance of 
national chauvinism, and despite its history of warfare between neighbouring 
countries. It had one common history with shared values that supported its 
cultural variety. The idea was that Europe enjoyed cultural diversity within 
the framework of a common identity or civilisation. This is how it was pos-
sible for the EU to rhetorically affirm cultural borders and claim to solve what 
Edgar Morin called ‘the Gordian knot of European identity’.43

In fact, a wave of significant identity making had swept through Europe 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, after the completion of a system 
of national identities in the first half of the century. Europe would afterwards 
be presented as a continent of homogeneous nation states, and the borders 
on the map seemed to be clearly demarcated. In the 1980s, it was clear that 
globalisation, migration processes, and minority movements had launched 
a second wave of identity making. New emphasis was placed on national 
identities and other cultural identities following the fall of communism, the 
emergence of the European Union, regionalisation, and a renewed focus on 
local government. Identity politics emerged as a distinguishing characteris-
tic of our time.44 In 1992, sociologist Sven Papcke stated that identity ‘is a 
catchword of our age, and one may observe something like a scramble for 
identity all over Europe at the moment’.45

The turn towards identities took place in the fields of history, philoso-
phy and social science, coupled with an interest in the North American 
discussion between liberals and communitarians about what it means to be-
long to a society, with political implications for the definition of citizenship 
rights. The public discussion also encompassed whether Russia and Turkey 
were European states. In the countries outside the EC, issues of how coun-
tries could become member states were high up on the agenda. Whether 
or not to belong was a main public concern in these countries. In Sweden, 
it was common for Swedes to regard their country as geographically sepa-
rated from ‘the continent’. In Portugal, José Saramago presented his novel A 
Jangada de Pedra (1986), in which the Iberian Peninsula drifted away from the 
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European continent into the Atlantic. With this fantasy, Saramago illustrated 
that Europe was incomplete without the Iberian nations. In a commentary, 
he stated that ‘there will be no new Europe unless we abolish, not so much 
selfish nationalism, which is often nothing more than a defensive reflex, but 
the preconceptions of the domination or subordination of cultures’.46

Around 1990, a widespread notion confirmed the radical historical 
changes taking place: ‘History has become mobilized: it is accelerating, 
even overheating’, Jürgen Habermas stated in 1992.47 The debates regarding 
European identity played out against the backdrop of the fall of communism 
in Central Europe – what Jacques Derrida called the earthquakes of Central 
and Eastern Europe in 1990, adding that they took place under the banner of 
‘perestroika, democratization, reunion, reunification, entry into the market 
economy, [and] access to political and economic liberalisms’.48 The process 
was paradoxical: while borders were opening with the dismantling of Soviet 
dominance in the Baltic region and Central Europe, Europe gained a range 
of new nation states, all with their own borders. In Central Europe, the 
changes were mostly peaceful, although many feared the violent suppression 
of protests, while the Balkans saw the break-up of Yugoslavia, with its ac-
companying war. Both hope and fear accompanied the process. The period 
saw the creation and re-creation of nations, emphasising cultural borders 
and Europe as a continent defined by many national borders. In the same pe-
riod, the integration of Western Europe expanded to include Greece, Spain 
and Portugal in 1985, and Austria and the Scandinavian countries (apart from 
Norway) applied for membership and entered in 1995. The establishment 
of the Maastricht Treaty in 1991 entailed the integration of politics, law and 
economies, which eventually led to the EC becoming the European Union. 
Indeed, unification and the issue of borders were both in the air. There 
seemed to be good reasons to seek a European identity that could transcend 
cultural borders and hold a multicultural Europe (or EU) together.

By focusing on European identity, we can examine the main issues and 
contestations facing Europe in the 1990s and 2000s. In this period, European 
identity was a key concept, and the historian Bo Stråth even remarked that 
an ‘obsession with the concept of European identity is readily identifiable’.49 
Transnational events orchestrated the debate, such as Gianni Vattimo’s sym-
posium on the cultural identity of Europe, held in Turin on 20 May 1990 
with, among others, Jacques Derrida, Agnes Heller, José Saramago, Fer-
nando Savater and Vittoria Strada. A vast range of conferences and actions 
took place throughout the 1990s on the topic of identity and related themes 
such as diversity and unity, borders, and frontiers. The simultaneous publi-
cation of articles on 23 May 2003 by Derrida, Habermas, Savater, Vattimo, 
Umberto Eco and Adolf Muschg, all demanding stronger European unity 
after the Iraq War, is just one example.
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Many intellectuals recognised the need to develop a European iden-
tity that could serve as a common basis for the European institutions that 
were desperately trying to gain legitimacy as they were gaining more power. 
When focusing on the need for a common political identity, some intel-
lectuals referred to values. One example was the Italian philosopher Furio 
Cerutti, who defined European identity as the awareness that implement-
ing the ‘values of freedom, peace, equality and solidarity’ required a com-
mon European polity.50 Sven Papcke reiterated the long-established notion 
of the individual free will as a European invention that comprised ‘the ideas 
of personality, democracy, tolerance, social justice, liberty, human rights’.51 
British public historian Timothy Garton Ash related European identity to a 
new narrative centred on the goals of European societies, mentioning ‘free-
dom, peace, law, prosperity, diversity, and solidarity’.52 Often, things be-
came more problematic, as it was no simple task to settle on what should be 
considered common European traits. Some continued to argue that Chris-
tianity represented a shared heritage, while others noted that Islam, which 
had existed in Europe for twelve centuries, had played an important role in 
Europe’s political, intellectual and cultural history.53 Obviously, European 
identity was and is a controversial concept with different connotations, and 
it can be defined in various ways. The superficially simple question of what 
characterises Europe and Europeans turns out to be highly complex, mak-
ing European identity a controversial concept. In the next section, I will 
examine the discourse on European identity mainly among historians and 
philosophers in the early 1990s, asking two key questions: (1) What histori-
cal era would they consider to be the origin of Europe? The answers range 
from Antiquity and the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, 
and the French Revolution, to 1945 and post-war European integration; and 
(2) How should Europe and/or the EU develop? At the heart of the debates 
regarding European identity have been questions about historical origins and 
future development, whose answers are crucial to defining Europe. In ad-
dition, the proponents turned to the concept of Europe when addressing 
the development of the EU, citing objectives and directives and claiming to 
define the future of the European Union. In this new century, this became 
even more urgent, as demonstrated in the following sections.

Looking for a Definition: A New Beginning, a Long 
History, and Modernity

The solemnity of the events that took place in 1989 in Central Europe, 
the process of German unification, and the turbulence of the Soviet Union 
had a great impact on the concept of Europe as discussed by intellectuals 
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in the early 1990s. Derrida’s speech given during the symposium in Turin 
became widely recognised, with shortened versions of it published in lead-
ing newspapers in France, Germany, Italy and Spain. It began by claim-
ing that we were living through a time of great change in Europe, when 
something as yet unknown was being created. It was a time of possibili-
ties and dangers, when Europe and its identity were being created, but had 
not yet fully taken shape. To start, he suggested that European identity was 
still only a name without a face, which meant that it elicited both fear and 
hope as to its potential form. In Europe, ‘the crimes of xenophobia, racism, 
anti-Semitism, religious or nationalist fanaticism, are being unleashed  .  .  . 
but also . . . mixed in with the breath, with the respiration, with the very 
“spirit” of the promise’.54 Expectations had undoubtedly changed with the 
fall of communism in Central Europe. A new Europe was possible, without 
the post-war divisions and nuclear threats, but with national freedom and 
hope of economic prosperity. In light of this, Derrida said that it might be 
irrelevant to invoke the notion of a European ‘crisis’ at such a moment; he 
claimed that Europeans were young, and that Europe, only just beginning 
to come into existence, faced the choice of either returning to a previous 
Europe or becoming something completely new.55 However, a new cul-
tural identity should neither be uniformly directed by a single authority nor 
have the implication of ‘multiplying borders’. The responsible thing would 
be to invent something beyond these well-known and thoroughly experi-
enced alternatives. Instead, Derrida asked for ethics and politics to promote 
a European identity based on the experience of going beyond the two op-
posing alternatives by turning the impossible into something possible. ‘Euro-
pean cultural identity . . . must belong to this experience and experiment of 
the impossible’.56 In this spirit, he concluded that a European identity should 
activate the notion of hospitality and tolerance, nurturing the ideas of cri-
tique, democracy, and international rights. Moreover, it should resist racism, 
nationalism and xenophobia.57

Derrida’s speech from 1990 differs from other main contributions on 
European identity in not referring to the historical origin of this identity. 
Derrida saw the return to a former European culture as undesirable, and 
believed that establishing a European identity at odds with itself would be 
impossible, as the foundation of a culture or identity can never be associ-
ated with a single origin. An identity cannot exist independently, and always 
comprises differences. Europe should avoid pigeonholing itself in an iden-
tity that excludes other identities, and avoid obvious limitations and strict 
definitions.58

Consequentially, Derrida rejected the notion of a return to an ear-
lier Europe, much cited in those days. He mentioned examples from 
French politics, but similar examples could be found throughout Europe, 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
 thanks to the support of the University of Gothenburg. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800735699. Not for resale.



284	 Thinking Europe

embodying the feeling of having finally overcome the Cold War division 
between Eastern and Western Europe. For Central Europeans, the juncture 
was about their return to Europe proper, whereas for Westerners it was 
about re-establishing a greater Europe. In both cases, the return of Europe 
implied that history had moved forward after forty-five years of stalemate – 
in short, this discourse saw ‘a merry trend’, as Peter Sloterdijk put it. Interest 
in this theme was displayed by the historian Hagen Schulze, who wrote a 
book entitled Die Wiederkehr Europas (The return of Europe), and by the 
novelist György Konrád, who called for Europe to refrain from ‘being de-
clared incapacitated’.59 Sloterdijk, a philosopher from Karlsruhe, referred to 
the ‘European vacuum of 1945–1989’. In 1945, Sloterdijk explained, Eu-
rope was liberated from the Nazis, but it was also conquered by the Soviet 
Union and the West. The Europeans carried with them this double experi-
ence over the next fifty years, developing ‘vacuum ideologies’ of nihilism, 
existentialism, consumerism, psychoanalysis and postmodernism. They were 
now poised to overcome these ideologies, and would then have to find their 
new role and ‘learn anew the lines of their character in the world theatre’.60

For many, the return of Europe implied an identity that extended far 
back into history. Generally, the theme of identity emphasises issues related 
to who we are, where we come from, and where we are heading. Often, 
interest in identity coincides with engagement in culture and the past, but 
it is also a question of choice. As touched on in Chapter 2, research shows 
that the imagination and construction of historical narratives for communi-
ties, especially the invention of national traditions, are well-explored issues. 
In the debate that followed 1989, European identity was related to differ-
ent origins, each with different implications for the definition of European 
identity.

Jacques Le Goff, the Annales School historian who specialised in the 
Middle Ages and its thinking, offered support from his own historical exper-
tise in the Middle Ages when he claimed that the EU should create ‘unity 
in diversity’. Typically, his definition of European identity invoked a long 
historical tradition, starting with Antiquity and the Middle Ages. He cited 
other interpretations according to which the duration of the tradition might 
be different, but it always went back a long way. From this historical vantage 
point, he argued that European identity had a kind of continuity from its 
earliest days, through modern times, and up to the present. Ancient Greece 
contributed the concepts of reason, science, freedom and the critical spirit. 
The heritage from the Roman Empire was Christianity and the dichotomy 
between the Latin West and the Greek East that characterised Christianity 
in the Early Middle Ages, and created a border within Europe. He identi-
fied the Catholic Church as the common denominator of Western Europe 
throughout the Middle Ages, bridging the divides between kingdoms, 
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languages, and ethnic groups. Political unity was created by the Frankish 
Empire, which reached its zenith at the beginning of the ninth century, and 
its division established the boundary between France and Germany. Starting 
in the late Middle Ages, Le Goff identified two movements towards Euro-
pean identity. The first was the quest to defend Europe and exclude others. 
This often evolved into a passion for cleansing the area of ‘others’, illustrated 
by the treatment of heretics, Jews and homosexuals. The second movement 
was expansionistic, as in the Crusades, the commercial boom of Genoa and 
Venice, the reconquest of Spain, and overseas expansion. Le Goff concluded 
that there was an obvious longue durée of European identity based on the 
striving for unity and the preservation of diversity.61

The long history of European identity has appealed to many histori-
ans, such as Hagen Schulze at the Freie Universität in Berlin, who identi-
fied Roman traditions that contributed to shaping modern Europe.62 One 
way to understand that long history was to point out a number of partially 
shared cultures. The Roman Empire affected certain parts of Europe more 
than others, Christian traditions became divided, the Italian Renaissance and 
French Enlightenment spread unevenly, and democracy and parliamentary 
institutions developed differently. Anthony D. Smith, a scholar of nation-
alism research at the London School of Economics, stressed that Europe 
‘revealed a gamut of overlapping and boundary-transcending political tradi-
tions and cultural heritages, which together make up what we may call the 
European experience and the European family of cultures’. Only by starting 
from this experience, Smith contended, would it be possible to find the ‘le-
gitimacy of a “European identity”’.63

Attempts to legitimise European integration by recalling long historical 
perspectives have corresponded to the views of a number of philosophers. 
Peter Koslowski, from Hanover, recalled the transnational Holy Roman 
Empire when he dubbed the European Union a ‘renaissance’ of the histori-
cal European idea of empire. He certainly recognised the democratic ele-
ment of the EU and its member states, viewing them as modernising an older 
tradition, while there were several parallels to the traditional idea of empire, 
most importantly the limited sovereignty given to the EU.64 Rémi Brague, 
from Paris, looked to Antiquity and the Middle Ages in developing a typical 
European identity, which he called an ‘eccentric identity’. He stressed that, 
in Europe, every ‘culture is acquired and never innate’, meaning that Chris-
tianity was not of European origin, and that a European culture that devel-
oped from Greek and Roman origins was not unique, but rather a single 
branch of a larger tree.65 Brague concluded that to be European was to ac-
cept the need to adopt knowledge from others, to accept oneself as barbaric, 
and to begin the learning process. He found specifically European culture 
in the creative learning of foreign culture in which new adaptations revise 
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older ones – hence his claim that Europe had an eccentric identity.66 Both 
Koslowski and Brague saw a connection between European identity and 
Catholicism. They gave talks on European identity at Katholische Forum 
Niedersachsen (1996), and Brague asserted the central place of Christianity 
in the future of Europe. Speeches made by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (the 
future Pope Benedict XVI) provided a further indication of the engagement 
of Catholic theology in European identity. He emphasised two cultures that 
characterised Europe: one was Christian and recognised the moral power of 
humanity, while the other was secular and nihilistic, believing in the powers 
bequeathed by technology and scientific rationality. The latter culture pro-
vided major opportunities, but also threatened the extinction of the human 
race. Ratzinger’s conclusion was that European identity should be grounded 
in a culture that sustains eternal values and human dignity – meaning, Chris-
tian culture. He recognised that other religions also had potential, but ar-
gued that Christianity had brought eternal values and human dignity to 
Europe. He believed that without its Christian roots, Europe would be lost 
in nihilism.67 According to Ratzinger, the basic tenet of European identity 
was the assertion of a culturalist definition that assumed an original identity 
that endured over the centuries without changing in any substantial way.

In the popular understanding of this long tradition of European identity, 
European history describes a linear progression from classical Greece to the 
Enlightenment. In a debate as to whether Turkey could become a member 
of the European Union, former French president Valéry Giscard d’Estaing 
declined that possibility by defining Europe on the basis of its ancient heri-
tage and the creativity of the Renaissance. The elements were there from 
the beginning, but they required both time and space to evolve, leading to 
a homogeneous, contemporary European culture shared by both citizens 
and countries, thus excluding non-European countries such as Turkey.68 By 
contrast, the previously mentioned scholars, who took account of a long tra-
dition when discussing the return of Europe and defining a historical origin 
of European identity, often included a critique of the tradition. Thus, Le 
Goff dissociated himself from the imperial idea and tradition. Smith warned 
against the development of a political unification that would require the 
European identity to be culturally exclusive, even racist. Similarly Sloterdijk, 
who saw the imperial spirit of Rome transformed from epoch to epoch, 
with the 1991 Maastricht Treaty of the European Union as its latest out-
come, took the contemporary opportunity to ask for the reconsideration of 
European identity through new eyes.69 He believed that this identity should 
concentrate on inventing a new post- or trans-imperial principle that would 
combine states and unite them into a multinational federation.70 Brague 
added to his thesis of European culture as successively adopted and revised, 
that what stood out as truly European was not its origin but the prospect 
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of de-barbarising ourselves by learning what was hitherto unknown by our 
predecessors, and the objective of implementing universal truths in human 
history.71

Overall, this long historical approach to European identity either im-
plicitly appealed to European integration or came together with straight-
forward suggestions of its future development. Koslowski pleaded for the 
EU to be a non-centralistic commonwealth of nations; that is, to avoid the 
model of the centralised modern nation state and only take on limited po-
litical ventures. Whereas the member states owed their legal power to the 
principle of one citizen–one vote, the EU held power based on its member 
states, which by necessity brought a democratic deficit to the union. Ko-
slowski argued that this protected the smaller member states, and he also 
discussed the general role of the EU in protecting minorities.72 Sloterdijk 
called for a political vision that went beyond the nation states but still in-
cluded them, that eschewed the ‘national-imperialismus’ of previous European 
history. It was his opinion that the EU should not copy the United States, 
but keep growing and become a federation of as many as twenty-six states 
(he wrote this before the enlargements in Central Europe), with leaders in 
Berlin, Brussels and Paris, noting the British opposition to binding the EU 
states more closely to one another. In this European vision, truth was neces-
sary (to avoid nihilism), a good quality of life was required (to reduce human 
misery), and human beings’ knowledge and understanding of their capacities 
for greatness and passion (despite despair) were essential. Most importantly, 
Europe should take no part in contempt: ‘Europe’s deepest thought is that 
one must resist contempt’.73

In contrast to the long historical approach, other scholars alluded to the 
modernity of European identity. Typically, the New York-based Hungarian 
philosopher Agnes Heller, who had presented at the Turin event together 
with Derrida, concluded that modernity had created Europe and that the 
culture of modernity had reached its zenith in the nineteenth century. This 
identity was future oriented and dynamic, which brought Europe a sense 
of rootlessness, despite the retrospectively invented traditions and cultural 
mythology of a long history. In its self-understanding, Europe represented 
indefinite progress marked by industrialisation, capitalism, and the statecraft 
of the nation state, together with a universal culture of humanity. This was 
complicated by the belief that ‘modernity is no longer European’, an idea 
that had spread throughout the world, and that ‘barbarism . . . emerged as 
an outcome of European civilisation’. At this point, Europe now looked 
longingly backwards, its cities becoming museums. However, Heller saw 
the possibility of developing a new European culture, a new ‘umbrella cul-
ture in whose framework, local, partial, and national cultures may thrive’. 
Heller viewed European identity as something in the making.74 Overall, 
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modernists were glad to allude to Benedict Anderson’s thesis on the nation 
as an imagined community. Even Hagen Schulze, who referred to the long 
history of Europe when discussing its identity, still stated that Europe ‘is an 
imagined community, thus it exists, when it exists, above all in the heads of 
the people’.75

A key contribution to the modernist approach to European identity 
was made by Jürgen Habermas in his 1992 article on Europe’s future. In 
it, he criticised the EU for being a capitalist project driven by transnational 
bureaucratic elites, and warned that xenophobic nationalism could be mo-
bilised against immigrants and asylum seekers alike. With increasing inte-
gration and looming EU enlargements, he saw the democratic necessity of 
a European citizenship that would correspond to a transnational political 
sphere beyond state boundaries.76 This certainly implied that a common 
identity was being developed, a matter to which he returned when plead-
ing for a European constitution as a crucial step in this direction. In 2001, 
he explicitly identified the potential of the European project as a force for 
justice, solidarity and human rights in international relations and the global 
economy. His often-cited definition of European identity emphasised the 
learning processes of the past and present. Europe had been able to manage 
social and political conflicts over values in its modern history. At present, a 
post-national democracy would need to respect the differences among na-
tional cultures. This would require a vision of integration that could offer 
more than just economic success, building citizens’ awareness of Europe as 
their community.77

In the modernist understanding, European identity should be inclusive, 
open and self-reflexive; it was in the making, embedded in social achieve-
ments. Modernists related European identity to post-national identity, which 
is important to note. Drawing on Habermas, the French-American historian 
and political scientist Ariane Chebel d’Appollonia concluded that a European 
identity should be like a national identity and make use of notable realities and 
symbols from history, while still adapting to post-national politics: ‘If a post-
national Europe is to exist, it must be generally accepted that culturally differ-
ent national communities can exist within the same political community’.78 
In a more theoretically based approach, the British sociologist Gerard Delanty 
assessed European identity to be ‘trapped in racial myths of origin’ and held 
ransom by nationalists with the possibility of future progressive transforma-
tion. In contrast with national identities, a European identity was not about 
cultural roots but ‘an expression of multi-identification’ that implied belong-
ing to Europe as well as to one or more additional communities. It was of a 
fundamentally different character from national identities because of its cos-
mopolitanism and reflexivity, manifesting itself in post-national consciousness 
and openness to a self-critical dimension. In terms of a post-national identity, 
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it referred ‘to an identification with democratic or constitutional norms, and 
not with the state, territory, nation or cultural traditions’.79

Notably, both historical and modernist definitions imagined Europe as 
a place of progress without implying one-sided development, as they also 
emphasised the negative aspects of contemporary Europe. Still, they essen-
tially supported belief in a European mission. In determining how to forge 
a union and states to create a new kind of federation that would transcend 
former ideas of being a world power, Europe might stand out as an example: 
‘Europe will become the seminar where people will learn to think beyond 
the Empire’ (Sloterdijk).80 Certainly, the concept of a European identity 
was closely related to the European Union and its further development. 
‘The European Union must become a visual and compelling identity. It 
needs myths as strong as those that sustain the individual nations of which 
it is composed. As Condorcet observed, “Citizens are not born; they are 
created through construction”. Homo Europeanus is still waiting to be made’ 
(d’Appollonia).81

Divided Europe

Beginning in the late 1960s, European identity would become increasingly 
associated with the development of the EU. However, this association be-
came even more explicit starting in the late 1990s, when the EU and a 
range of former communist countries prepared for their new memberships, 
discussion regarding a European Constitution began, and the euro and the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights were introduced. This discussion included 
pleas for a ‘core Europe’ that would be tasked with more rapid integration 
than the rest of Europe was prepared for. In the first years of the 2000s, the 
world was rocked by an altered, more threatening situation stemming from 
9/11, the ‘War on Terror’, and the US-led invasion of Iraq. In May 2000, 
German minister of foreign affairs Joschka Fischer delivered a now well-
known political speech on the general direction of the EU, and identified 
its two main challenges to be eastward enlargement and the union’s capacity 
to act with so many member states.82 One year later, French prime minister 
Lionel Jospin suggested EU-wide social solidarity and stronger rights for all 
EU citizens. He viewed support of the EU’s diversity of cultures as essential 
in order to sustain a common identity, move toward a ‘federation of nation 
states’, and give Europe a distinct voice in the world with a common defence 
and foreign policy.83 British prime minister Tony Blair likewise advocated 
a strong Europe, but was cautious even about mentioning a common iden-
tity. Instead, he spoke at length about the fundamental British identity that 
could not be damaged by EU enlargement or by British commitments to the 
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union.84 These speeches illustrated several points, one of them centred on 
whether the EU should build a strong Europe and realise dreams of being 
a major world power, or accept its weakness and settle for a more modest 
future. Sociologist Göran Therborn effectively described this latter role as 
follows: ‘The best Europeans can hope for is to constitute a nice, decent 
periphery of the world, with little power but some good ideas’.85 Another 
point concerned the relationship between the European and national identi-
ties, a topic discussed throughout Europe and was certainly at the top of the 
political agenda in Britain.86 The concept of European identity was largely 
related to general political developments in the EU and its member states. 
As a consequence, it was possible to hear voices of both dissent and support 
regarding the existence and importance of this identity.

One reason for dissent was simply the belief that the nation state should 
be the main site for the construction of cultural identity. Rainer Lepsius, 
a sociologist from Mannheim, argued that no common European cultural 
identity was emerging, despite the initiatives of the European Commission, 
because cultural objects and norms to identify with would stay at the nation-
state level. No matter what the commission did, Europe would be composed 
of a collection of identities with different values.87 In the same vein, British 
anthropologist Chris Shore and Swedish political scientist Peo Hansen inter-
preted the striving for European identity as an attempt to create a ‘European 
people’, despite the lack of a ‘European demos’ and despite the gap between 
the project’s elites and the ordinary citizens.88

Another critical approach considered the practical issues of integration: 
‘It is doubtful if this [i.e. European identity] will do to ensure a smooth pro-
cess of ongoing European integration and successfully address the challenges 
of the ongoing European societies’, according to Dirk Jacobs and Robert 
Maier.89 Author Joscha Schmierer from Frankfurt issued a warning about 
negating European identity’s ‘composite character’, which could lead to 
dangerous policies of exclusion.90 The very discussion of European identity 
represented an approach that concealed existing problems. Rather than real 
understanding, we had ‘a cacophony of synchronous monologues’, accord-
ing to the historian Lutz Niethammer.91

A more radical view was suspicious of the very concept of identity. In an 
interview, Jean Baudrillard explained that identity ‘is where one takes refuge 
when there is nothing else left to do. . . . When one truly exists because there 
is strength and glory, at base, there is no need for identity. Identity is a weak 
value, a refuge value somehow. Today it is on this that Europe is built’.92 Be-
sides Baudrillard, identity was also notably dismissed by Étienne Balibar, who 
approved of European identity as a modernist construct in several articles, 
very much akin to the policies of the European Union. However, he argued 
that such a fictional identity served the purpose of excluding and limiting 
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democracy in Europe, and stated that leaders seemed to be avoiding the po-
litical issues associated with the concept of European identity. He discussed 
mechanisms that excluded people from the rights of citizenship, and others 
that included people in the economy and workforce, resulting in a kind 
of apartheid system. He concluded that extended and expanded citizenship 
rights were inconsistent with the establishment of European identity. Balibar 
dismissed the notion of European identity, emphasising the lack of fixed 
borders throughout Europe. Neither Europe nor its neighbours had borders 
that were historically or culturally continuous. He argued that Europe was 
a border in itself, containing layer upon layer of different borders, sharing 
histories and cultures with much of the rest of the world.93 In this discourse, 
Balibar made a distinction by relating European identity to the establishment 
of exclusionary characteristics.

Some critics stressed the risk of essentialising Europe by relating it to 
identity, as Bo Stråth argued. Social responsibility might serve as an alter-
native for integrating the citizens of Europe, fostering an understanding of 
Europe’s cultural borders as open and in flux, continuously being created 
and recreated. Stråth viewed the concept of Europe as something that should 
stress openness, but the concept of European identity ‘necessarily contains 
a demarcation from the non-European’, with the great risk of making the 
transitional situation of migrants permanent, which would present ‘a fiction 
of peace and concord as well as strength and power’.94 Or, as Talal Asad put 
it, when addressing the exclusion of Muslims from historical narratives and 
the contemporary debate, ‘the discourse of European identity is a symptom 
of anxieties about non-Europeans’.95 Likewise, the Italian cultural historian 
Luisa Passerini wanted past forms of European identity to be critically re-
viewed and reworked to combat Eurocentrism and dissolve the pretence of 
Europe serving as a universal civilisation. Passerini hoped to find ‘a com-
mon ground for exchange with all of those who want neither to be as-
similated nor to remain alien to European culture’. Such a common ground 
would hold ‘the abandonment of the European identity’s internal and exter-
nal hierarchies . . . between centre and periphery, between East and West, 
between the Mediterranean and the North . . . or the hierarchical contrasts 
between Europe and Asia or between Europe and America’.96

Indeed, many contributions to the discourse on European identity have 
been caught up in the race to legitimise the European idea of unification.97 
Some were strident, like Zygmunt Bauman’s call for Europe to accept its 
moral imperative to unite humanity: Europe had a duty to go global with 
its mission to defend and disseminate the values of rationality, fairness, de-
mocracy and freedom.98 For others, impending political events and processes 
led them to consider European identity. In 2003, Habermas coordinated a 
group of prominent intellectuals to initiate debate about the core of Europe, 
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by publishing articles in renowned European newspapers. The notion of a 
core Europe implied that certain member states should proceed with inte-
gration more quickly than others. The intellectuals launched this debate in 
response to the divisions that had emerged in Europe following the US de-
cision to invade Iraq without UN support, leaving international institutions 
behind. Several arguments addressed what the changing international scene 
demanded from Europe. It ought to have a common voice in foreign affairs 
and a common military force (Fernando Savater in La País). Europe should 
take political responsibility by acting through the institutions of international 
law, and set a precedent for ‘governance beyond the nation-state’ (Habermas 
and Derrida collaborated on an article published in Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung and La Libération). The authors stressed the dissimilarities between 
Europe and the United States. Europe had relationships with Africa and Asia 
as well as interests in the Balkan and Arab worlds that differed from those of 
the United States, whose interest had shifted to the Pacific (Umberto Eco 
in La Republica). Europeans enjoyed a high standard of living and a well-
developed social safety net (Habermas and Derrida). Europeans had higher 
expectations of their public institutions, holding on to the kernel of socialism 
that made them more supportive of the state (Gianni Vattimo in La Stampa). 
These articles advocated a new level of integration with ‘an effective federal 
body’ (Adolf Muschg in Neue Zürischer Zeitung) and with a political order 
‘able to bestow on Europe the dignity and significance it deserves in world 
politics’ (Vattimo). As a prerequisite for taking such steps, the ‘citizens of 
one nation must regard the citizens of another nation as fundamentally “one 
of us”’ (Habermas and Derrida). The group thus embraced the concept of 
European identity, which would be unlike the nations’ claim to have an 
original belonging and ‘can only exist as a unity of “cultures”’ (Vattimo). 
Still, European identity related to shared memories and experiences, express-
ing a common destiny (Muschg). It existed in legacies from Antiquity and 
the French Revolution, from modern science, capitalism and secularisation, 
and was found in Roman law and ideas of justice, setting it apart from, for 
example, American identity (Eco). This common identity encompassed the 
experience of communicating conflicts through stable institutions, recognis-
ing differences, building the welfare state, limiting the sovereignty of the 
nation state within the EU, and acting for the common European good 
and not as individual nation states (Habermas and Derrida). The need for a 
future-oriented European identity was clear; one that was capable of keep-
ing Europe together in the contemporary world. The suggestions made were 
necessary ‘in order to safeguard subsequent conquests, such as the welfare 
state, a secular sense of the political order, and civil rights for all’ (Savater).99

Habermas et al. faced criticism for questioning the transatlantic link and 
attempting to identify how Europe and the United States diverged rather 
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than what they had in common. European cooperation with the world’s 
hegemonic power was emphasised as fundamental to its foreign affairs, as 
was the exclusion of Russia and Turkey from the European legacy and iden-
tity. Critics argued that the welfare regimes of Europe were on the defen-
sive and that many Europeans saw no benefit in a greater Europe, but had 
experienced deterioration in their living standards.100 In addition, the idea 
of proclaiming a European identity as a policy guideline from above was 
criticised, stressing that intellectuals should give up the identity game, which 
had quickly become an enemy game, just as had the creation of national 
identities.101

The notion of a core Europe was criticised by Central Europeans who 
saw it as a way to divide Europe, despite the unification process. The Hun-
garian novelist Péter Esterházy noted the accusation by Western Europeans 
that the new Central European member states would constitute a disrup-
tive factor that should be left outside the core group. Polish author Andrzej 
Stasiuk sarcastically contended that the Habermas group was preparing the 
EU for the entrance of the barbarians, recalling a West European view of 
the people of Central Europe. Likewise, the Polish writer Adam Krzemiński 
maliciously accused ‘the great minds of the West’ of being blind to the 
other Europe of Poles and Hungarians: ‘They never belonged to Europe’s 
inner circle, say the Lords of the Rings. They will first have to humbly 
wait outside, wearing the penitential robes of their poverty, until the doors 
are opened for them’. Krzemiński stressed that the Central Europeans were 
already in Europe and would ‘take their seats and enjoy equal rights at the 
Round Table of the Union’. Habermas et al. saw their countries as the main 
forces behind the European spirit.102 These assessments of the arguments of 
Habermas et  al. concerned aspects of the concept of Europe addressed in 
previous chapters – for instance, the notion that some nations were further 
along in the civilising process and thus higher in the ‘pecking order’ of West-
ern Europe. In addition, they represented a critique of the European idea 
that shifted attention from the institutions of the EU to the peripheries and 
local communities.

At this point, the conception of European identity had somewhat sta-
bilised regarding the idea of unification and the EU, in the sense that the 
debates about integration were energised and played out via European iden-
tity. But that was not the whole picture. It is possible to find presentations of 
another Europe that avoided talking about European identity when making 
their case.

Europe viewed from the periphery was a theme throughout the period, 
beginning in the late 1980s and continuing to the present. In 1988, José 
Saramago penned his critique of the Eurocentrism evident within Europe 
itself. The Portuguese novelist saw the existence of one Europe at the centre 
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and another on the periphery, which revealed itself in how the ‘rich coun-
tries of Europe, who revel in the narcissistic view that wealth makes them 
culturally superior, regard the rest of Europe as something vague, diffuse, a 
trifle exotic and something picturesque’. He observed that Europe should be 
a moral entity that regarded cultures as different and equal, not as superior 
or inferior, where there was agreement between Europe and the peripheral 
cultures that each needed the other. He stated that ‘there will be no new 
Europe unless we abolish not so much selfish nationalism, which is often 
nothing more than a defensive reflex, but the preconceptions of the domina-
tion or subordination of cultures’.103

In 2000, Andrzej Stasiuk wrote about the Central European experience, 
describing it as living ‘between the East, which never existed, and the West, 
which exists all too much’ amid the economic unification, NATO, and ‘a 
thousand years of culture and civilization’. He compared it to going swim-
ming or being on a ship, exposed to the wind and the currents, seeing the 
weather change and ‘only thinking about the now and the future’, because 
all that comes to mind when thinking of the past is that it would have been 
better to stay at home.104 Both the Portuguese author Saramago and the Pol-
ish author Stasiuk saw Europe in terms of centre and periphery.

In an essay from 2004, the German author Iris Radisch wrote that au-
thors such as Stasiuk gave literary voice to a European periphery that was 
trying to justify itself to the centres of the West. She noted the peripheral 
European love of the local community, ‘die kleine Heimat’, which, in Central 
Europe, was combined with the critique of Western Europe as a role model, 
and with a diffuse and fragile nationalism. Radisch focused on authors who 
represented a ‘poetic of the local community’, practised in the communist 
period as an expression of love for small communities and a hatred of the 
regimes, which had now begun to find new expression under the pressure 
of a unification driven by the centres. In citing Stasiuk, she noted that ge-
ography rather than history represented Europe in the former communist 
countries. This is where she found the real soul of Europe that could raise 
the standard of spiritual regionalism against the forces of the global economy. 
From one’s own geography it was possible to find one’s proper history ‘in 
the small things . . . on the compost heaps and dunghills of the present’. His-
tory, she said, quoting Olga Tokarczuk, who many years later was awarded 
the Nobel Prize in Literature, ‘is only what I see for myself’. Radisch gave 
expression to the historical mental border between Central/Eastern Europe 
and the West, connecting this to the romantic critique of an estranged mo-
dernity. Against economic globalisation, she raised the standard of spiritual 
regionalism, which might connect people with their small communities. Al-
though Radisch mentioned the poetic of small communities as a way to 
understand some of the nationalist feelings that had fractured Yugoslavia, 
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she saw regional communities and small societies as the future of Europe, as 
the location of Europe’s soul.105 Thus, for the periphery, the conception of 
European identity was unattractive because of its adherence to strength and 
to an integration driven by the main countries of Western Europe.
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19.  Patočka, Heretical Essays, 95–119, quotations from 118–19.
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Conclusion

This book’s chapters have explored the main dimensions of the concept 
of Europe, all of which emphasise Europe as a unity, but one marked by 
borders and divisions. In certain respects, Europe is obviously a unifying 
concept that has made it possible to think beyond divisions and transcend 
borders. Europe has been associated with pleadings for a political unity that 
could undo the legacy of war, and with pledges to uphold a common cul-
ture. As a unifying concept, it can be associated with idealism, at times with 
humankind’s higher goals, but also with the pragmatism of putting social 
organisation into practice.

The chapters have also offered much evidence that the concept of 
Europe is associated with hierarchies, exclusion and borders, confirming 
historical differences and stressing current divisions. From certain perspec-
tives, Europe can be seen as a dividing concept, highlighting political borders 
and cultural differences. This is related to differences between regions and 
nations within Europe, however geographically defined, and there is a long 
history of associating these differences with hierarchies. For instance, in Vic-
tor Hugo’s imagined European Parliament, French would be spoken: ‘The 
United States of Europe speaking German would mean a delay of three hun-
dred years. A delay, that is to say, a step backward’.1 In the economic crises of 
the 2010s, we heard arguments that the countries of Southern Europe were 
less well organised, and that their people worked too little in comparison 
with those in Northern Europe.

From the early 1800s until the present, the concept of Europe has ap-
pealed to different visions. Romantics and conservatives, market-oriented 

Conclusion

Notes for this section begin on page 307.
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liberals and revolutionary socialists have all articulated political visions of 
European unity. So too have experts who turned to technical measures for 
unification. Some wanted to restore Europe to its previous glory or reacted 
to a perceived decline, while others looked for a Europe entering a new 
stage of development. Europe has been associated with threats and with 
hopes, with superiority and inferiority. Sometimes, the visions represented 
idealistic dreams and sometimes mere exercises of the will. As a unifying and 
dividing concept, Europe is contested and an object of disputes.

New Interpretations of Old Themes: Notes on the Debate 
of the 2010s

As previous chapters have demonstrated, there has been no consensus 
regarding the definitions of European civilisation, European culture, the 
European spirit, European integration or European identity. Whatever 
definition was applied to Europe, it was contested, and contemporary de-
bate continues this pattern. Despite the considerable talk about European 
unity and disunity in recent decades, a common definition remains out of 
reach.

Notably, with the introduction of the euro and the enlargement of the 
European Union (EU) to encompass the Baltic States and Central Europe, 
some books have presented extremely hopeful views of the future of Eu-
rope and the EU – for example: Jeremy Rifken’s The European Dream: How 
Europe’s Vision of the Future Is Quietly Eclipsing the American Dream (2004) 
and Mark Leonard’s Why Europe Will Run the 21st Century (2005). By the 
2010s, economic crises brought back the key theme from the first half of 
the twentieth century regarding Europe’s general decline and weakened 
position in global competition. Titles from this period instead centred on 
the crises facing Europe, including keywords such as ‘death’, ‘deadlock’, 
‘decline’ and ‘doomed’.2 In the aftermath of the financial crisis, much of 
the discussion concerned the malaise facing Europe, including both the way 
the union worked and the standards of the continent in general. Such a dra-
matic turn in the debate on Europe had not been seen in decades, possibly 
not since the aftermath of the Second World War. Remarkably, the book 
titles from this time made no distinction between Europe and the EU, using 
the terms interchangeably. Let us take a closer look at the arguments behind 
these titles.

Much of this literature addresses the theme of European decline – falling 
birth rates, technological inferiority to the United States and China, eco-
nomic policy misconduct, and a widespread culture based on consuming be-
yond one’s means were all topics that garnered attention.3 According to The 
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Decline and Fall of Europe (2012) by Francesco Bongiovanni, several aspects 
fed into the decline, including many laws and decrees emanating from the 
elites and bureaucrats in Brussels.4 He noted the widespread exploitation of 
the system in Europe, allowing values such as egoism and hedonism to take 
root, especially in Southern Europe; however Britain, Ireland and France 
were part of this culture too, mortgaging the future of their children and 
grandchildren in exchange for current pleasures.5 Bongiovanni concluded 
that growth was no longer part of the culture, and that Europeans had set-
tled  for mediocrity: ‘It is a crisis of the entire European model, construct 
and philosophy of life’. However, he hoped that the crisis would serve as a 
wake-up call.6 David Marsh, a writer with expertise in European monetary 
affairs, predicted in 2012 that Europe would likely lose its position on the 
world stage. The EU’s negligence in establishing the euro and shortcomings 
in handling the crisis gave him little hope for the future, unless the EU could 
radically transform itself into a political union.7 David Marquand – a former 
British MP, an EU official, and the principal of Mansfield College, Oxford – 
called for a European federation in a world where the West had begun to 
shrink in importance.8

These responses to the crisis are representative in that few of the critics 
wanted to give up on European integration. Early in this heated discus-
sion, Fernando Savater expressed the widely held opinion that ‘European 
countries have no alternative to sticking together in many essential social, 
cultural and economic respects’, but were deficient in their ability to aspire 
to the more ambitious goals that the crisis required: ‘They lack significant 
joint projects and shared democratic values and convictions’.9 However, the 
debate continued with plenty of suggestions regarding common projects and 
grand visions for the future of integration.

Some rejected this notion of decline, maintaining that Europe was 
doing fine and that things were much better than they appeared, in both 
Europe and the EU.10 They noted the use of soft power to resolve dis-
putes peacefully through extended negotiations, and that European laws 
mostly concerned international trade. They said that the EU was no more 
elitist than its member states and was more transparent, with relatively ef-
ficient institutions and a limited number of bureaucrats. The remarkable 
amount of public support for the union and the euro, even during the 
crisis, was also cited as an argument in favour of the EU.  The defend-
ers stressed that the EU had achieved much worth protecting.11 However, 
some considered the union inefficient, and many argued that it should be 
reformed, made more flexible, and have its decision-making processes sped 
up in the interest of more clearly defined leadership and greater democratic 
participation.12 Political scientist Jan Zielonka suggested that European 
integration should develop in a new direction. Noting that the growing 
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interdependence between member states ‘no longer generates integration 
but instead prompts disintegration’, he warned of the impending dissolu-
tion of the union. In alignment with Alan Milward, Zielonka stated that 
post-war integration had rescued and strengthened the nation states of Eu-
rope. However, he pointed out that with local government, regions, large 
cities, and transnational NGOs acting in networks beyond the nation states 
and on the European stage to implement their own agendas, integration 
was a factor that could affect the member states’ varying levels of support 
for the EU. To deal with this, integration should embark on a new vi-
sion that would exchange the one-size-fits-all model for one of plurality 
and hybridity: ‘Integration recognizing local conditions and rejecting rigid 
hierarchical blueprints may prove more effective in coping with problems 
of complex interdependence’. This, he argued, would lead to a revival of 
integration.13

Disputes continued regarding the division between the economi-
cally successful Northern countries, with Germany at their core, and the 
less  successful Southern countries.14 The growing gap caused many public 
intellectuals to dispute current economic policies and favour a European 
politics emphasising social responsibility, often coupled with proposals for a 
federal EU. The Berlin sociologist Claus Offe saw the divide between the 
centre and periphery as widened by neoliberal politics and social injustices. 
He wanted Europe/the EU to refocus on ‘improving social justice through 
social security redistribution across Member States and social classes’.15 For 
the Ljubljana philosopher Slavoj Žižek, Europe was a necessary alternative 
to American-driven global capitalism and Chinese authoritarianism, but it 
would have to be redefined beyond technocratic pragmatism and selected 
aspects of its heritage. Srećko Horvat, a philosopher from Zagreb, wanted to 
refine the European idea to align more with an economic path going beyond 
neoliberal austerity.16 Luis Moreno, a Spanish social scientist, found a way 
out of the crisis by politically unifying and defending the welfare state model 
as an alternative to economic globalisation.17 The political philosopher Sami 
Naïr proposed common European social policies to address the inequalities 
created by globalisation and national interests, which would require a Eu-
ropean federation and a common consciousness and identity.18 The Munich 
sociologist Ulrich Beck warned that the present discontent arising from the 
widening gap between the powerless masses and the mighty elites would 
diminish people’s expectations of freedom and equity. He proposed a social 
contract for Europe that would define integration as a project for social 
welfare and democracy, healing the division and gaining legitimacy for the 
EU.19 The literature offers us a range of voices critical of the EU that simul-
taneously continue to argue in favour of integration, suggesting a perspective 
of strong European awareness.
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In the early 2010s, the catchphrase ‘European identity’ decreased in 
usage, though it was still used in several contexts – for example, in politi-
cal programmes for integration (e.g. when the European Parliament sought 
to create a European identity), when advocating for solutions to European 
crises, and when analysing contemporary Europe.20 Descriptive inquiries 
were often interspersed with normative proclamations in a way that made 
it difficult to distinguish one from the other. This dynamic was common in 
European Commission research initiatives that centred on European iden-
tity.21 In the debate on identity, it was possible to find a common basis that 
incorporated a long heritage of shared European values such as rationalism 
and democracy, a basis that did not rely on group loyalty to any one po-
litical regime.22 Others saw European identity as a necessary phenomenon 
that had actually arrived along with peace and freedom: a common identity 
was already in place, and all that remained was for it to acquire greater sub-
stance to become fully established in the collective consciousness. This was 
the standpoint of public intellectual Umberto Eco, who, during the Euro-
pean debt crisis in 2012, said that the current European identity remained 
shallow but was in the process of growing deeper, step by step. Eco was 
confident that ‘we’re now all culturally European’ and that ‘we will remain 
a federation’.23

Calls for a ‘two-speed’ process persisted, with the euro-zone countries 
integrating at a faster pace than the rest, perhaps under a single government.24 
Even British voices in favour of the EU, such as the Liberal Party leader 
David Owen, who argued for a ‘two-speed’ Europe, preferred that Britain 
stay outside the core group that was moving forward at a quicker pace.25 
Among Britain’s hardcore EU critics, nationalism was salient. The writer 
and conservative MP Daniel Hannan compared the EU to the communist 
system, speaking of European apparatchiks and the gap between what was 
officially said and the actual truth, likening himself to a dissident in the for-
mer Eastern Europe. He believed that Britain’s main reason to leave the EU 
was so that it could continue to build on its nationalism, leading to progress 
and entrepreneurship, and offering a refuge from totalitarian ideologies.26 Of 
course, national sentiments were on the rise in places besides Britain. For 
Václav Klaus, former president of the Czech Republic, the parallels between 
European governance and the centralised communist system were remark-
able, and he warned that the further development of integration might erase 
the nation state. He instead insisted on preserving the EU as collaboration 
among sovereign countries.27

The refugee crisis in 2015 and the Brexit referendum in 2016 contributed 
to the discourse of crisis, and intensified arguments about the disintegration 
of the EU.  Still, developments were by no means one-dimensional, as 
European integration was simultaneously accelerating and being called into 
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question. In previous chapters we mentioned ‘the border paradox’ of Eu-
ropean integration, which is relevant here and indicates that some borders 
between member states were weakening, while legal, economic and political 
integration persisted. On the other hand, certain older cultural borders con-
tinue to emphasise regional autonomy and minority rights. Other cultural 
borders have followed the migration of people who have brought religious 
and linguistic multiculturalism to Europe. As a result, the cultural borders 
of Europe have become more accentuated than before. The refugee crisis 
fuelled nationalist sentiments throughout Europe, leading to the establish-
ment of border controls and rhetoric about defending national values; it also 
forced the member states to take collective action, strengthening integration 
in the affected policy areas. During the Brexit process following the refer-
endum, opinions and political actions regarding Britain’s departure from the 
EU became increasingly entrenched in the UK, and especially in England, 
while support for the EU grew within the union. The reasons for Brexit 
were certainly complex, but historians have stressed it as a mainly English 
phenomenon, undergirded by a ‘strange sense of imaginary oppression’ tan-
gled up with nationalism and fantasies of a British empire.28 The campaign 
for Brexit increased scepticism towards European integration, which had 
been expressed in the 1950s and continued following British admission to 
the EU. The mentality of British scepticism towards integration insinuated 
that Britain was a strong country, while the EU was strongly connected to 
Europe, which was regarded as a threat to Britain. Memories of German 
bombing and plans to invade Britain during the Second World War con-
tributed to British concerns and were recounted as European attacks. British 
Eurosceptics conceived their country as an island separated from Europe by 
the Channel, with EU membership serving as a bridge by which (Eastern) 
Europeans could invade their country.29 When viewed in this light, Europe 
was the same as the EU, and both were repudiated.

The responses to the second round of crisis were similar to those from 
the first half of the decade, contending that the EU was an elite project 
largely driven by the core countries, leaving those on the periphery behind. 
The proposed solutions included calls for social justice and utilising Euro-
pean social rights to overcome divisions. Proposals to both centralise and 
further regionalise were made, in attempts to move past the nation state; the 
options ranged from embracing a United States of Europe as a fully fledged 
federation, to further democratisation and the development of a transna-
tional republic. These suggestions were often combined with observations 
that the crisis had infused more of a sense of European consciousness among 
its citizens.30
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So, Where Do We Stand?

Assessing the development of European awareness during the 2010s, one 
could initially consider the unification concept to be in eclipse; upon closer 
examination, however, the concept can instead be regarded as reaching a 
new zenith, with the idea of European unification characterising the concept 
of Europe more than ever before. Here, I will reinforce this argument by 
making a few brief observations regarding the debates surrounding the con-
cept of Europe. Considering the sentiments stirred up by the chain of crises 
in the 2010s and early 2020s, we can say that they have two sides. On the one 
hand, some believed that the sense of cooperation within the EU was threat-
ened by these crises, while on the other, there were indications of increasing 
concern about European society. Even in 2012, Ulrich Beck concluded that 
the crisis had ‘torn Europe apart but brought Europeans closer [together]’. 
Looking at the European community, he saw a renewed European conscious-
ness as a common thread addressed in newspapers, in local discussions, and 
around dinner tables. In a noteworthy book about the consequences of the 
refugee crisis, the social scientist Ivan Krastev took a more radical stand: the 
prerequisites for democracy in the nation states had changed, and a revolt 
against the liberal elites had taken hold, leading to doubts regarding ‘Europe’s 
political, economic and social model’. Pessimistically, Krastev predicted the 
disintegration of Europe. The refugee crisis had bolstered national identity and 
solidarity, altering the dynamics of European integration and deepening the 
chasm between Brussels and the member states of Central and Eastern Europe. 
He found hope in the European public’s increased confidence in the EU, and 
prescribed more compromise and conciliation as the key elements of integra-
tion. Even Krastev could observe a European awareness in the midst of crisis. 
His observation illustrates the close association of the concept of Europe with 
unification. In contemporary Europe, the EU and the various European inte-
gration measures constitute the concept of Europe, establishing its boundaries 
and prerequisites.

To make a fair assessment of the concept of Europe, both what is said and 
the act of its being said must be observed and considered. According to the 
performative perspective, identity is not an attribute that defines a community 
and moves it forward; rather, it is actively performed, for example, through 
defining an identity.31 This is similar to the concept of Europe, which is per-
formed by applying it and imprinting it with meaning. We must therefore 
ask why the concept of Europe has been used. In the nineteenth century, 
claiming the existence of European cultural unity was a way to ascertain it. 
On closer inspection, one can see that the concept of Europe includes perfor-
mative aspects. Beethoven’s cantata ‘The Glorious Moment’, Opus 136, does 
not simply describe Europe as something that exists, but also as something in 
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the making, even remaking itself. The performative aspect of the European 
idea became increasingly prominent over the course of the century; so did 
its normative dimension and its connection to the new way of understanding 
and narrating society, accompanied by changes in how the concepts of his-
tory, progress and development were understood. Previous eras had explored 
multiple histories and developments, but in the 1800s these concepts had 
begun to appear as so-called collective singulars. Europe had begun to be 
framed by and connected to the development, the progress, and the history.32 
By the end of the 1840s, the Swedish novelist Carl Johan Almqvist con-
nected ‘the European spirit’ and demands for liberation from the old society. 
He articulated the upheavals of this period in his call for individual freedom. 
Almqvist believed that ‘the European future is standing by us all in the en-
trance hall, and it wants to come in’.33 Europe represented the future.

However, acts of unity often also include aspects of hierarchies, divisions 
and borders. François Guizot’s notion of European civilisation identified 
France as the most advanced country, while Thomas Buckle’s notion stressed 
England’s leading role. In another example, the concept of Central Europe 
could be used as a way to define a region within Europe in contradiction 
to Russia and Western Europe. In ‘Mitteleuropa’, Friedrich Naumann en-
visioned a region dominated by German culture and political interests. By 
contrast, Tomaš Masaryk’s Central Europe was a region of Hungarians and 
Slavic nations bordering on Germany and Russia. Moreover, throughout 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, visions of European unity repeatedly 
stressed Europe’s cultural borders with Russia and the United States, and 
notions of a European world mission and European superiority were recur-
rent. Recent debates on European identity address divisions and hierarchies 
between Southern and Northern Europe, between Western ‘core’ member 
states and Central European countries.

Beginning in the late twentieth century, it was alleged that European 
identity could promote the quest for further integration, certainly in the EU 
discourse striving to construct legitimacy, but also by public intellectuals. 
European identity was supposed to shift attention away from national senti-
ments and allegiances, as reflected in the EU’s ambition to manifest Euro-
pean identity and ‘unity in diversity’ and as conveyed by public intellectuals 
articulating a European duality that both creates unity and protects diversity. 
However, it is uncertain what characteristics can be attributed to European 
identity in upcoming discussions about the future of Europe. It is impor-
tant that these characteristics continue to relate to democracy, rule of law, 
individual rights and the welfare state. However, we also know that the con-
cepts of Europe and European identity play an important role in xenophobic 
and Islamophobic political programmes to defend Europe against perceived 
threats. In fact, the concept of European identity might also contribute to 
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discourses that question the welfare state or promote national homogenisa-
tion. Neoliberal economic policies have defined Europe in significant ways 
since the 1980s, and although they have recently been called into question, 
they maintain a strong grip on Europe. Anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim 
discourses are prominent in the context of increasingly integrated EU re-
sponses to the crises of the 2010s. We can conclude that the various values 
and implications of European identity are also contested, as is the concept of 
Europe. There are good reasons to be aware of the competing political im-
plications of references to European identity and to understand the discourse 
of European identity as a controversial space.

It is vital to acknowledge that an important performative component of 
definitions of Europe is to conceal some of Europe’s exclusions and heritage. 
Many cases can be found in which Europe is described as a homogeneous 
Christian continent, which tends to omit the Muslim elements of Euro-
pean history and their presence in contemporary Europe. This is problem-
atic, given the history of south-east and south-west Europe, the fact that 
Christianity and Islam share common roots, and the vital role of Arabic 
intellectual culture in medieval Europe.34 We have also seen modern Europe 
as defined by the Enlightenment, which promotes secularism, individual 
freedom, rational thinking, and science. However, it is well known that 
modern European history includes colonialism and brutality towards both 
non-Europeans and Europeans. This is not something that has necessarily 
been hidden in the definitions of European identity. For example, Luisa Pas-
serini, Jürgen Habermas and Gerard Delanty emphasise that an up-to-date 
consideration of the concept of Europe must include contemplation of the 
dark aspects of its modern incarnation. Yet, in the quest to unify Europe, 
such facets of the common identity tend to be subordinated.

Europe’s history since 1800 is obviously connected to national histories, 
languages and identities. This book has presented a narrative of the intellec-
tual discourses of the concept of Europe, illustrating a history entangled with 
the concept of the nation. This narrative emphasised major shifts around 
1800, the two world wars, and the dismantling of the Iron Curtain, as well as 
responses to changing international relations, the development of the nation 
state, and demands for democracy and citizen rights. We see the contours of 
a narrative in which nationality and European unification may be aligned. 
However, it is also a narrative in which unification and nationalism are in 
sharp contrast to each other, with the latter stressing national independence, 
exclusive sovereignty, and strict borders.

It is plausible to argue that nationalist sentiments are appealing in con-
temporary Europe, and that a European integration in which the EU of-
fers a stage for its many nationalities offers these nationalities room to grow 
rather than snuffing them out. We should not be surprised, because an ‘ever 
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ongoing integration’ implies the persistence of nation states, without which 
there would be nothing to integrate. In addition, many observations sug-
gest that national and European sentiments do not contradict each other 
but are instead complementary. Edgar Morin and Mauro Ceruti have argued 
that we have, and should have, the right to develop a wide range of identi-
ties  that  encompass beliefs, political views, and relationships among local, 
national and European identities. They see – and I agree – that a belief in pure 
identities is brutalising, contributing to the European barbarism we see perpe-
trated against minorities, against colonial populations, and in situations where 
ethnic cleansing has occurred over the past century. They conclude that only 
a European political project offers us the possibility of resisting the brutal-
ity of nationalism, and they insist that there is no essential conflict between 
European identities and national ones.35 However, our examinations of the 
concept of Europe  and of the discourse of European identity show that a 
European  project can be realised alongside multiple political visions. It is 
not enough simply to define the contemporary project of European integra-
tion if the aim is to avoid what Morin and Ceruti consider ‘European barba-
rism’. European nationalism could also treat minorities and people defined as 
others in barbaric ways. 

Certainly, the original ideas of establishing peace, stopping fascism, and 
resisting communism persist in the official presentation of the EU, which 
refers to a dark history of colonisation and the trauma of wartime. In the 
present, the overarching idea of the EU is one in which common European 
problems can only be solved together through further integration.36 At its 
best, this idea incorporates ideals of tolerance, equality, and human rights. 
However, we know that considerations of a unified Europe and pleas for 
political unification have found support from both ends of the political spec-
trum, and that during the post-war period, integration was championed by 
conservatives, liberals and socialists – in both politics and intellectual life. We 
also know that integration has been, and continues to be, hotly debated and 
criticised. The European project, as such, is no guarantee that brutality, for 
example, towards refugees, will be avoided. The various means, measures, 
treaties, laws, and institutional bodies that together contribute to forming 
the EU are also an arena for contestations about differing visions, where 
pragmatism confronts economic interests and struggles for power.
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