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			The construction of the European Union

			Key information

			
					When: 1945-present.

					Context: in the aftermath of the Second World War, there was a strong desire to restore peace in Europe and to foster strong continent-wide economic, political and diplomatic cooperation.

					Key protagonists:	Konrad Adenauer (Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany, 1876-1967).

	Robert Schuman (French politician, 1886-1963).

	Jean Monnet (French administrator and President of the High Authority of the European Coal and Steel Community, 1888-1979).

	Charles de Gaulle (President of France, 1890-1970).

	Paul-Henri Spaak (Prime Minister of Belgium, 1899-1972).

	François Mitterrand (President of France, 1916-1996).

	Valéry Giscard d’Estaing (President of France, born in 1926).

	Helmut Kohl (Chancellor of Germany, 1930-2017).




					Impact: the creation of a European institution to facilitate cooperation across a range of economic, political and social sectors.

			

			Introduction

			Every five years, elections are held for the citizens of Europe to choose their representatives in the European Parliament. The last elections, which took place in May 2014, saw an average abstention rate of 59%. One possible reason for this low turnout is a lack of clarity about how the EU actually works: the organisation has existed for decades and undergone a number of shifts during that time, leaving many people with questions and doubts about how it functions.

			Nonetheless, the idea behind the EU could not be simpler. In the aftermath of the Second World War (1939-1945), key European leaders wanted to set the continent on the path to recovery and prevent the outbreak of any further conflicts. In their opinion, the way forward was to bring the countries of Europe together within an organisation based on cooperation. Europe’s political and intellectual elites approved of the project and developed an ideological definition of Europe, which they viewed as an essentially Catholic civilisation.

			In the early 1950s, in a world divided by the first major tensions of the Cold War (1945-1990), European integration was viewed as a way for the continent to find its place in the new world order, where empires were crumbling and power was split between the American-dominated West and the Soviet-led East. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 marked a major shift and paved the way for countries from the former Eastern bloc to enter the European collective. Now, the organisation was not just about strength in numbers, but also about sustainable international cooperation across a range of sectors. On the basis of past experience, there was a move towards greater federalism, which had previously been roundly rejected. A telling illustration of this new, broader outlook is the shift from the European Economic Community to the European Union.

			After a period of stability, recent events, namely the popular referendum in June 2016 in which UK citizens voted to leave the EU and the rise of far-right and Eurosceptic parties across Europe, have inaugurated a time of far greater uncertainty. Indeed, since its inception, the EU has met with sometimes virulent criticism, inspired in large part by the fear that cooperation between the nations of Europe poses a threat to each country’s national sovereignty. In this guide, we will examine how the European Union came to assume its current form, how it functions and what the future may hold.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			Early experiments in cooperation (1945-1957)

			The first steps towards closer collaboration between Europe’s politicians took place immediately after the end of the Second World War. Indeed, if they wanted to recover from the extensive destruction and profound trauma engendered by the conflict, they had no choice but to work together, and were encouraged to do so by the USA. This was a vital step, because stronger economies and social bonds were a prerequisite for the construction of a united Europe.

			Rebuilding a war-torn continent

			In the years immediately after the war, Europe was at its lowest ebb: the material damage sustained by most of the countries that had fought in the war led to a drop in production, which in turn meant that many products were next to impossible to get hold of, giving rise to a substantial black market. This was accompanied by high rates of inflation, which served to compound the continent’s economic problems. In short, Europe needed to be completely rebuilt, but its countries lacked the resources to do so.

			The USA was eager to assist Europe in its reconstruction, motivated not only by a desire to ensure sustainable peace between the former warring countries, but also by its own political interests. The US government was worried by the advance of Soviet forces in Eastern Europe, and President Harry S. Truman (1884-1972), whose policy of containment sought to halt the spread of Communism, wanted to create a strong democratic bloc in Europe to counter the USSR’s expansion. Furthermore, the continent’s economic recovery would provide the USA with trading partners and kick-start the global economy. Consequently, Truman rejected a plan to force the defeated Germany to pay for the damage inflicted in the course of the war and opted instead for the Marshall Plan in 1947, which had been devised by the Secretary of State George Marshall (1880-1959) and involved providing aid to the European countries for free.

			The Organisation for European Economic Cooperation and the Western European Union
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			The first step was to find out which countries wanted to receive American aid and set up a transnational organisation to distribute it. France and the UK were immediately eager to participate, and they were joined by Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Greece, Turkey, Italy, Ireland, Portugal, Austria, Switzerland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Iceland. The countries of Eastern Europe bowed to pressure from the USSR and did not accept any aid, nor did Finland, out of fear of damaging its relations with its powerful neighbour. Consequently, 16 countries, which were later joined by the Federal Republic of Germany, banded together to receive US funds. Following the Conference on European Economic Cooperation held in Paris, the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC) was created on 16 April 1948 to manage these funds. This was the first formal attempt at cooperation in Europe, and aimed to help its members integrate into a liberal economy, funded by the American Marshall Plan.

			The OEEC’s Secretariat was based at the Château de Muette in Paris. The organisation comprised a Council with representatives from each member state and an Executive Committee whose members were selected by the Council. From its inception in 1948 until 1960, when it was superseded by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the OEEC fostered trade between the European nations.

			At the same time, the countries of Europe were worried by the mounting tensions between the Western and Eastern blocs. The UK and France, with the backing of the USA, began to consider a pact to create a European military alliance, which would be useful if war broke out in the East. They were soon joined by Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands, and on 17 March 1948, these five countries signed the Treaty of Brussels, which created the Western European Union (WEU). The treaty made provisions for collaboration across a range of sectors, but was primarily focused on collective defence. Specifically, it stipulated the creation of a Consultative Council headquartered in London which would bring together the foreign ministers of the member states and a joint general staff.

			However, the OEEC and WEU did not bring about true political unity between the countries of Europe. The fact that the treaty portrayed Germany as a potential aggressor is a clear sign of the work that still needed to be done to foster mutual trust and ensure sustainable peace in a united Europe.

			The Congress of Europe

			The aftermath of the Second World War saw the emergence of numerous international associations whose aim was to build a federated Europe, the most prominent of which included the Union of European Federalists and the United Europe Movement. These groups counted among their members influential figures such as the Belgian prime minister Paul-Henri Spaak and the Italian thinker Altiero Spinelli (1907-1986), one of the coauthors of the Ventotene Manifesto (1941), which challenged the concept of a national state and advocated the construction of a European federation.

			These various associations were fertile ground for new ideas about the future of Europe, and sought to form a structured collective. The first step towards doing so was to develop a liaison body and organise a meeting bringing together the most important figures involved in the nascent European project. To this end, the Congress of Europe was held in The Hague from 7 to 10 May 1948, presided over by the former British prime minister Winston Churchill (1874-1965). Many European countries attended, as did Canada and the USA in an observatory capacity. A number of ambitious projects were conceived during the conference, and working groups were set up to develop concrete plans and draw up a proposal to present to the member countries of the OEEC. In addition, the Congress of Europe formally brought together the continent’s various pro-Europe associations as part of a broader structure that made coordination easier, the European Movement.

			The report presented to the OEEC on 18 August 1948 represented the first project for European cooperation with federalist leanings. Specifically, this text advocated the creation of a Europe-wide consultative assembly tasked with fostering economic and legal integration across the continent. France was the first country to respond to this proposal: at a meeting of the five signatories of the Treaty of Brussels, the country’s foreign minister, Georges Bidault (1899-1983), suggested creating this assembly and establishing an economic and customs union. When Bidault left his post shortly afterwards, it was left to his successor Robert Schuman to bring the project to fruition.

		


		
			Key protagonists

			Konrad Adenauer

			Konrad Adenauer was born in Cologne in 1976, and went on to become the first Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany after the war. He faced a number of major challenges in this role, namely winning the trust of Germany’s neighbours, forging closer bonds between his country and the West, and dealing with the division of Germany into two states aligned with opposing blocs. He was a firm believer in the European project, which he saw as a way to both achieve his personal objectives and guarantee lasting peace on the continent. Modern-day Germany owes a great deal to his skilful leadership between 1949 and 1963.

			Robert Schuman

			Robert Schuman was born in Luxembourg in 1886 and spent part of his childhood in Lorraine, which at that time belonged to Germany. When Lorraine was restored to France in 1918, Schuman embarked on a political career and occupied a series of increasingly important posts. He joined the French government in 1940 and remained in his position throughout the Second World War. In 1947, he was appointed prime minister, then foreign minister. Having grown up in a border region and been both a German and a French citizen, Schuman was convinced of the need for a sustainable union in Europe. He was president of the European Movement from 1955 to 1961 and served a two-year term as the first President of the European Parliament, beginning in 1958. His initiatives led to the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), which paved the way for the construction of the European Union.

			Jean Monnet

			Jean Monnet was born in Cognac, southwestern France, in 1888, and by the time projects to build a united Europe were getting underway he had already amassed a great deal of political experience, particularly in the field of international cooperation. In 1916, when he occupied a high-ranking position at the Ministry of Commerce, he set up a committee to coordinate resources between the Allied powers. In 1940, while he was in exile in London, he drew up a plan for France and Britain to pool their resources. He was firmly committed to the European project, and his actions strengthened economic cooperation between the continent’s various countries.

			Charles de Gaulle

			General de Gaulle, who was born in Lille in 1890, served as the leader of Free France, and in this capacity played a vital role in organising the Resistance to the German occupation of France. After the Liberation, he became the head of the Provisional Government of the French Republic until 1946. He then took some time away from politics, before being elected President of France on 21 December 1958.

			De Gaulle and Adenauer worked together towards a rapprochement between France and Germany, with the aim of improving international relations across Europe. However, he was opposed to the idea of a supranational Europe and exercised his right to veto on a number of occasions, meaning that there was little progress in terms of European cooperation during his presidency.

			Paul-Henri Spaak

			Paul-Henri Spaak was born in 1899 in Schaerbeek (Brussels region), and went on to play an important role in the Belgian government in exile during the Second World War. In 1946 he became President of the United Nations General Assembly, while also holding ministerial positions in the Belgian government. He was a passionate believer in the construction of a united Europe, and as the Belgian foreign minister, he made a major contribution to this project. He led the European Movement between 1950 and 1955 and represented Belgium at the signing of the Treaty of Rome on 25 March 1957, which brought the European Economic Community (EEC) into existence.

			François Mitterrand

			The French socialist politician François Mitterrand was born in Jarnac, southwestern France, in 1916 and was elected president in 1981. He worked in partnership with Helmut Kohl’s government to strengthen European cooperation, and was the first French leader to accept the European Parliament’s proposal to make greater use of majority decisions in the European institutions.

			Valéry Giscard d’Estaing

			Valéry Giscard d’Estaing was born in 1926 in Koblenz, a German city that was at that time under French control. He supported closer European integration in the belief that this was the key to effective political management. For this reason, he was the driving force behind the first meeting of the five most industrialised countries in 1975, which could be compared to a sort of early G5.

			From 1989 to 1997, he served as president of the European Movement International, and from 2001 to 2004 he presided over the Convention on the Future of Europe, which drafted the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe. Although the treaty was passed by the European Council, it never entered into force

			Helmut Kohl
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