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How the EU Came into Being and Why

We must build a United States of Europe … The first step in the re-creation of the European family must be a partnership between France and Germany.

—Winston Churchill, 1946

For Germany, Europe is not only indispensable, it is part and parcel of our identity. We’ve always said German unity, European unity and integration, that’s two parts of one and the same coin.

—Angela Merkel, German Chancellor, June 2011

The history of the EU is a story of remarkable development. In this chapter I trace its beginnings in war, before going on to discuss how the EU has changed as regards both its relationship with member states and its geographical reach. I then discuss what has driven the urge towards integration and why countries have wanted to join the Union – and still do. 

War and peace

What we now call the European Union was born out of the carnage of the Second World War – and what carnage. It is well known that about 6 million Jews perished at the hands of the Nazis in brutal acts of ethnic cleansing and racial hatred, an astonishing 60% or so of European Jewry. In respect of proportions of a population, or the sheer horror of what took place, nothing can bear comparison with this. 

However, umpteen million other people died as well, largely as a consequence of more conventional ways of war. Estimates of Russian dead are particularly unreliable, but it is probably a reasonable approximation that about 20 million Russians (or, more accurately, Soviets) perished during and because of the war – about 10% of the population. Roughly a third of these were civilians. 

Less widely known, and still less widely acknowledged, is that about 7 million Germans died in and because of the war, also representing about 10% of the population, rather more than half of them civilians, killed in bombing raids or attacks by the Allied armies or wasted by cold and hunger. 

Different people have different views on which episodes were the most traumatic for ordinary German people. Many cite the firestorms unleashed by the bombing of Dresden or Hamburg; and with good reason. But the image that has touched me most deeply is of the wretched rabbles of people, including old men, women and children, trying to flee from the advancing Red Army in the expanses of East Prussia. Taking to the frozen coastal lagoons of the region, in desperation trying to head west, away from the advancing Soviets, the words they most dreaded to hear from their fellow refugees were, ‘The ice is cracking.’ 

German people understandably find it difficult to utter this sentiment in polite company but, as a proud and patriotic citizen of the United Kingdom, I can do it without blushing: some of the greatest suffering during and because of the Second World War was borne by Germans. When you comprehend the scale of the horrors suffered by the German people, as well as their (admittedly well-justified) guilt regarding the horrors they inflicted on others, in addition to the division of their country and its partial occupation by the Red Army, you can readily see why German people have typically been among the most enthusiastic supporters of the European project. 

In contrast to these horrors, but still shocking, France lost ‘only’ about 800,000 people (around 2% of its population). A good deal of these casualties occurred in the German invasion of 1940, but about 50,000 were killed unintentionally by the Allies in the Battle of Normandy after D-Day, about 20,000 in the Calvados department alone. The city of Caen was all but obliterated by the Allies.

By contrast, during the whole war, the British got away with a comparatively modest death toll of just under 400,000 (0.8% of the population), combatants and civilians combined. Thinking of their experience over the whole war and not merely in the Battle of Britain, continental Europeans might readily understand how the British could believe that this was ‘their finest hour’.

All of this European slaughter during the Second World War is widely believed to have been exceeded by the carnage of the First. In fact, as regards total losses this is not true: the Second World War was much bloodier. It is true for Britain, though, which lost more than 2% of its population in the First World War; more significantly, it is also true for France. Indeed, in the First World War France lost almost 2 million people, over 4% of its population.1 Scarce wonder, then, that there was so much reluctance to staging resistance à l’outrance during the repeat run in 1940.

With these enormous losses during the First World War behind it, in addition to its not inconsiderable losses during the Second, as well as the humiliation of three times being mauled by German armies (including the defeat by Prussian-led forces in 1870), it is hardly surprising that in the postwar world, France also sought a European answer to the essential questions about national security. 

Indeed, across Europe, after the devastation of 1939–45, both ordinary people and the governing elites inwardly pledged that nothing similar must ever happen again. Many believed that Europe’s leaders had to evolve some pan-European entity that would tame and subdue the passions and rivalries of the nation states of Europe. Soon the pledge became explicit. Pledge turned into vision and vision into reality. This vision-inspired reality was a series of institutional structures that evolved into what we now call the European Union.

The founding fathers

One of the earliest supporters of the idea of European union was none other than Winston Churchill, who had talked of some sort of European ‘commonality’ as early as 1930. In a speech in Zurich in 1946, he uttered the words quoted at the beginning of this chapter: ‘We must build a United States of Europe … The first step in the re-creation of the European family must be a partnership between France and Germany.’

Some people have taken his remarks as an endorsement of the idea of British membership of such a union, but this is clearly not what Churchill had in mind. In the same speech he said: ‘Great Britain, the British Commonwealth of Nations, mighty America and I trust Soviet Russia – for then indeed all would be well – must be the friends and sponsors of the new Europe and must champion its right to live and shine.’ So he clearly envisaged Britain remaining outside such a European association. 

The evolution of the EU owes much to two men who translated Churchill’s vision of European union into action: Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman, widely regarded as the EU’s founding fathers. Their legacy continues to live on in the EU today, particularly in its vision of the future. 

Interestingly, at the beginning of the Second World War, Monnet, a French political economist and diplomat, advocated a full political union between France and Britain to fight Nazism. On 5 August 1943 he said: 

There will be no peace in Europe, if the states are reconstituted on the basis of national sovereignty … The countries of Europe are too small to guarantee their peoples the necessary prosperity and social development. The European states must constitute themselves into a federation.

After the war, Monnet set about work aimed at the creation of a European Community. On 9 May 1950, Robert Schuman, France’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, made the ‘Schuman Declaration’, which had been prepared by Monnet. It proposed to place all French and German production of coal and steel under one central authority. This laid the foundation for the European Coal and Steel Community, the forerunner of the European Economic Community. Indeed, that date is now celebrated as the EU’s birthday. 

The Schuman Declaration of 1950 laid out the key themes that were to dominate the evolution of European institutions. It said: 

Europe will not be made all at once, or according to a single plan. It will be built through concrete achievements which first create a de facto solidarity. The coming together of the nations of Europe requires the elimination of the age-old opposition of France and Germany.

Schuman was a proponent of further European integration. In 1958, he became the first President of the body that may be thought of as the predecessor of the European Parliament. When he left office in 1960, he was acclaimed the ‘Father of Europe’. 

The European Economic Community (EEC) itself was established by the Treaty of Rome in 1957. (In Britain the EEC was referred to as the Common Market, on membership of which a referendum was held in 1975.) Although its early ambitions may have seemed modestly economic, in the preamble to the founding treaty was enshrined the essential driving force. The signatories to the Treaty of Rome (the heads of state of the six founding members: France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg) declared that they were ‘determined to lay the foundations of an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’. 

Constant change

So, from its very inception, the Community was set up to become something more than it already was. There was a sense that the payoff for current efforts and sacrifices would only come in the future, when full integration was complete. Ever since then, being a member of the Community has amounted, not so much to acceptance of a certain set of conditions in the here and now, as to participation in a process that would lead on to the final destination. This is still the case today – and still the final destination has not been reached. 

I will spare readers a detailed account of which treaties did what to whom. The key point, though, is that a succession of treaties has transformed the nature of the Union. In the process, the powers of the EU institutions have radically increased relative to those of the nation states. The major developments were the following:

[image: Image Missing] In 1957, the Treaty of Rome established the EEC. 

[image: Image Missing] In 1965, the Brussels Treaty streamlined European institutions, laid down the composition of the Council and set out which institutions would be located in the three Community centres – Brussels, Strasbourg and Luxembourg.

[image: Image Missing] In 1986, the Single European Act marked the watershed, since it extended qualified majority voting in council, making it harder for a single country to veto proposed legislation. 

[image: Image Missing] In 1992, the famous Maastricht Treaty prepared for European Monetary Union and introduced elements of a political union (citizenship, common foreign and internal affairs policies). This is when the EEC dropped one of the Es in its abbreviated name and became simply the European Community (EC). This clearly marked the transition from a largely economic association to one with an obvious political dimension. 

[image: Image Missing] In 1995, the Schengen Agreement came into effect, allowing travel without passport control between seven countries (later joined by others): Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain. 

[image: Image Missing] In 1997, the Treaty of Amsterdam saw the UK agreeing to the ‘Social Chapter’ of the Maastricht Treaty. Moreover, the treaty created a new senior post, a sort of Foreign Minister for the EU, known as the High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy. 

[image: Image Missing] In 2001, the Treaty of Nice replaced the need for unanimous voting with a qualified majority system in 27 different areas – again diluting the power of a nation state to block measures that it did not like. 

[image: Image Missing] In 2007, the Treaty of Lisbon extended qualified majority voting to more areas, established a legal personality for the EU and created a new post: President of the European Council. For the first time in the history of the EU, included in the Lisbon Treaty was a clause making it clear how a state could exit from the Union.

But the story is not over yet. It has been widely mooted that before long, the post of EU President should be filled by the winner of a direct presidential election across the whole EU. The EU, of course, already has a flag and an anthem. Plans for a European army have been discussed. To the ultra-integrationists, the final destination is pretty clear: a United States of Europe. 

Even if integration does not go quite that far, given the existence of the euro, matters cannot stay as they are. For, as I make clear in Chapter 4, if the euro is to survive, some sort of fiscal and political union will be necessary. So a United States of the eurozone, if not of Europe, is on the drawing board. Indeed, in January 2014, Viviane Reding, Vice-President of the European Commission, said: ‘We need to build a United States of Europe with the Commission as government and two chambers – the European Parliament and a “Senate” of member States.’ So the USE is not a mere pipedream; it is a realistic prospect – or, some would say, even a political necessity. 

Geographical expansion

During the process under which the EU’s role in each member country’s affairs grew steadily greater, so the number of states belonging to the Union also increased dramatically. In her famous Bruges speech of 1988, the then British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, drew a contrast between ‘deepening’ the Union and ‘widening’ it; that is, letting in more countries. She wanted less of the former and more of the latter. In the event, the EU delivered more of both.

Figure 1.1 shows the stages of the EU’s expansion. The original six signatories to the 1957 Treaty of Rome were joined in 1973 by three more: Denmark, Ireland and the UK. Greece joined in 1981, followed in 1986 by Portugal and Spain. In 1995, Austria, Finland and Sweden joined, making a union of 15 countries. 

Figure 1.1 The stages of the EU’s expansion

[image: Image Missing]

Source: www.europa.eu

However, it was in 2004 that the EU was really transformed. This was the largest of all the expansions, bringing in eight former members of the Soviet bloc, plus Malta and Cyprus. In 2007, the accession of Romania and Bulgaria brought the total membership to 27 countries and in 2013 Croatia joined, creating a union of 28 countries – a far cry from the 6 that originally set out on this road in 1957. What is more, as I explain in Chapter 2, there are several other countries in the queue to join. 

Centripetal forces

Why countries wanted to join the EU – and so many others still want to – requires an explanation. One of the reasons is quite simply that as the Union gets larger, remaining outside becomes more and more uncomfortable: diplomatically, politically and economically. Outsiders fear that they will be subject to the EU’s overwhelming political power, but also that, if they remain outside it, they will be excluded from its enormous, and still growing, market. 

It is almost like the decision facing investors as to whether or not they should stand aside from a great stock-market bubble, like the tech boom, as it continues to inflate. History relates that in the tech boom, as well as in a host of previous bubbles, very few investors did so. Even those who initially avoided it were, by and large, sucked in by the end. The bigger a bubble gets, the more powerful are the forces drawing others in. 

Many critics of European integration suggest that as well as this ‘sucking in’ of new members, there have been some nakedly self-interested motives at work. They have a point – although, as I will show in a moment, this is far from the be-all and end-all of the motives behind integration. 

The financial interest

Admittedly, though, several of the countries attracted to membership over recent years have had motives involving a decidedly pecuniary aspect. All of the new joiners have been relatively poor. Accordingly, they have benefited from substantial net injections of EU money, provided by the richer members, which are net contributors. 

In 2015, according to the European Commission, the largest net recipient of EU funds was Poland, which received €9.5 billion, followed by the Czech Republic (€5.7 billion), Romania (€5.2 billion), Greece (€4.9 billion), Hungary (€4.6 billion) and Spain (€4.5 billion). 

You can probably guess who the net contributors were: in ascending order, Luxembourg, Finland, Denmark, Austria, Belgium, Sweden, Italy, the Netherlands, France, the UK and Germany (which paid €14.3 billion). The top five contributors – Germany, the UK, France, the Netherlands and Italy – paid 86% of the total. 

Although it is the net rather than the gross figures that measure the true extent of a country’s contribution to, or receipts from, the EU, this is not an accurate gauge of the extent of support that may be purchased through flows of money. For when the EU spends money – on regional development aid, for example, or road building – it makes a big thing of the fact that it is the EU that has funded the project, with frequent displays of the blue flag, bedecked with yellow stars. 

Yet the funding for all of this is hidden in the national accounts of member countries. The ordinary taxpayer is not made aware of what they are themselves contributing to their countries’ benefits, but are instead encouraged to believe that the EU’s munificence has descended on them like manna from heaven.

The interests of elites

Moreover, the political elites of those countries that have joined the EU, both the founding members and more recent recruits, have had a clear self-interest in joining; that is, being able to participate in the governance of Europe and enjoying the benefits thereof in terms of interest, power, status and, dare I say it, money. (I comment on the pecuniary attractions of working for the EU in Chapter 2.)

This allure has been particularly strong for small countries, because the EU structure is specifically designed to give them more weight than would be justified on a pure count of GDP or numbers of people. So for many of the political leaders of small European states, the EU has been a wonderful career opportunity. It is as though they have gone from being an ordinary sitting member of the local parish council to Cabinet Minister. Jean-Claude Juncker, for instance, when Prime Minister of tiny Luxembourg, was twice President of the European Council, representing all EU member states. He is now President of the European Commission.

For the elites in the big three countries, Germany, France and the UK, it has been a different story. Nevertheless, each has had its share of benefits and inducements, pecuniary and otherwise. For Germany, to be accepted as an equal rather than a pariah was paramount. In order to secure this, over many years German leaders and officials were happy to take a shrinking-violet role in international affairs and, in particular, to play second fiddle to France; at least until recently. 

By contrast, for France, the EU represented a way to bolster its power and influence in the world. France called the shots, but they were fired by a much bigger entity. As recently as 2012, the then French President, François Hollande, said: ‘To be influential in tomorrow’s world, to defend our values and our development model, France needs Europe and Europe needs France.’ (The changing attitudes of France and Germany to the EU are taken up in more detail in Chapter 2.)

For British politicians and officials, the postwar world, characterized by loss of empire and pretty much continued relative decline, has been a trying time. While membership of the EU has been a rocky road, it has at least given the UK a forum through which its elites could seek to influence the world – or so they thought. This mattered a lot. For the UK’s silky-smooth, Rolls-Royce diplomats and senior officials, groomed to run the world but in danger of being confined to running merely their own little island, it has at least meant that they continued to sit at the top table. This ‘top table syndrome’, as I call it, has exercised a profound influence over their views of the EU.

The guiding beliefs

Yet these cynical explanations are superficial. On the whole, particularly in great enterprises, people have to believe in what they are doing. This is where Anglo-Saxon free market economists so often miss the point completely and in the process greatly underestimate the strength of the integrationist tendency on the continent. Life is not all about profit or utility maximization – except in the justly notorious, desiccated mathematical models so beloved of American economists. 

Human history is dominated by the doings of people who, for good or ill, believe in something other than themselves. Such a belief brings strength, endurance and determination. If necessary, it even enables you to kill. This is why army officers usually place so much importance on the state of their men’s morale. And they are right to. In the end, it can make the difference between defeat and victory. Something similar is true in politics. 

In Nazi Germany, although some of the perpetrators of its ghastly crimes were merely obeying orders, remarkably, huge numbers did what they did because they believed in the cause. Naturally, far fewer admitted to that subsequently. 

For decades, many of the people who fought for the Soviet Union, either against its external enemies or against its supposed enemies within, did so not because they saw some self-interest in so doing, but rather because they believed in Communism. (Admittedly, just as at Stalingrad some troops were forced to fight by the machine guns aimed at their backs by the Soviet security police, so some people who worked for the Soviet interest in peacetime did so because they were made to.) 

If the creation of the Soviet Union owed much to the power of belief, its collapse had similar roots. Of course, this was a complex matter, but surely prime among the causes of the Soviet Union’s demise is that its people, leaders and led alike, had ceased to believe in its founding myth. Once this had gone, its various failings became insupportable. 

The pursuit of European integration was, and still is, sustained by five guiding beliefs: the desire to avoid another European war; the idea that it is natural for Europe to be united; the concept that in economics and politics size really matters; the notion that Europe needs to be united to resist the competitive challenge from Asia; and the idea that European integration is somehow inevitable. 

To a greater or lesser extent, these beliefs have been shared by people in all countries that have joined the European Union, both founding members and latecomers. But some countries have also been driven by other factors that need separate attention: the UK, members of the former eastern bloc, plus Finland, Ireland, Spain, Portugal and Greece. I briefly turn to these particular cases, after discussing the all-important guiding beliefs. 

The avoidance of war

Avoiding war is surely a most noble motive and it would be quite wrong to be cynical about it. People in Britain in particular underestimate it at their peril. Whatever you may think of the widely held view that it is NATO, or the Americans, or fear of the nuclear bomb, rather than the European Union, that has kept the peace in Europe, the evolution of the next 60 years was not known in the early 1950s when European integration was being discussed. 

And, as always, it would be wrong to read history backwards. Who knows what alternative European histories could have played out if the European Union and its forerunners had not been in place? After all, in the immediate postwar years it looked as though Italy and France were turning Communist. Meanwhile, Spain and Portugal were ruled by dictators. 

The original six members of the European Economic Community consisted of three small countries (Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg) and three big ones (France, Italy and Germany), which all had the war monkey firmly attached to their backs. For five of these countries, the primary fear related to Germany. For four of them, it was the fear of being overrun, dominated or humiliated by the Germans. This applied to France, the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg. Given that it was only 20 years from the Versailles Treaty to the outbreak of the Second World War, it was perfectly understandable that after this second war these countries should fear a recrudescence of the same old problem before too long. 

The fifth country was also afraid of Germany, for Germany was afraid of itself: afraid of what it would be like if it were left to its own devices and of what consequences would follow, both for itself and for others; as well as being afraid of its own isolation and international pariah status. It craved respectability among nations. During an interview with Der Spiegel in 2012, Germany’s Finance Minister, Wolfgang Schäuble, was pretty blatant about this: ‘Germany would have been prepared to relinquish powers to Brussels, because it was only through Europe that we received a new chance after World War II.’

The sixth country, Italy, was also afraid of itself, but for rather different reasons. It too had experienced a period of fascism, wartime destruction and immense suffering. But in addition, many Italians doubted the ability of the postwar Italian state to deliver prosperity, stability and honesty in public life. Ugo La Malfa, the postwar leader of the Italian Republican Party, famously said about European integration: ‘Chain Italy to the Alps, in order not to let it sink into the Mediterranean.’ Subsequent developments have confirmed that such fears about the Italian state were well founded – even with Italy chained to the Alps.

Europe reunited

The second key idea was the sense that Europe had been falsely divided for centuries. It was eminently plausible to imagine that Europe’s historical destiny was to be reunited. After all, under the Roman Empire, as Figure 1.2 shows, it had been united from the shores of Iberia in the west to the Rhine and Danube in the northeast, and from the Scottish Borders in the north to the southernmost Mediterranean islands. 

Figure 1.2 The Roman Empire in 117 CE*

[image: Image Missing]

Source: www.ancient.eu.com/Roman_Empire

Mind you, there were a few differences from today’s concept of Europe. The Roman Empire was essentially built around the Mediterranean, Mare Nostrum. Interestingly, most of Germany and the northern part of what we would call eastern Europe were outside the empire. This was not because the Romans found the Germans too barbarian to stomach (a sentiment felt by some of their descendants today who are resisting German-inspired austerity). Indeed, the Roman historian Tacitus wrote a good deal in appreciation of German life and mores. Rather, they found Germany too difficult to conquer. 

However, the southern part of eastern Europe, including some countries that are not yet members of the EU, was inside the empire, as well as, interestingly, all of Turkey, the north African littoral and much of what we would call the Middle East. Ironically, the successors to those who signed the Treaty of Rome now find these parts too hot to handle.

After the fall of Rome, there were several other attempts to unite Europe, but none matched what Rome had achieved. In the Middle Ages there was the concept of Christendom; that is, the countries under Christian rule. This covered broadly the same territory as the Roman Empire, with a few variations. Unlike the Roman Empire, after the Islamic conquests in the seventh century, the geographical limits did not reach North Africa or the Middle East, but they stretched further into eastern Europe, including not only the various German states, but also parts of Scandinavia, Ukraine, Bohemia, Poland and Muscovy (subsequently the core of European Russia); see Figure 1.3.

Of course, Christendom was not a political construct, more a description of a territory across which a certain set of presumptions and allegiances loosely held sway. On several occasions, though, the princes of Christendom fought alongside each other in defence of their religion (and the promotion of their own material gain) against the forces of Islam. Even after the Reformation added another split in Christendom, so that it was divided into three (Catholicism, Protestantism and Orthodoxy), something of this loose idea of the association of Christian-governed lands survived. 

Figure 1.3 Christendom in 1453*

[image: Image Missing]

Source: commons.wikimedia.org, www.timemaps.com

Figure 1.4 The Holy Roman Empire at its peak c.1000

[image: Image Missing]

Source: www.britannica.com

The notion of a broad supranational European association survived also in the form of the Holy Roman Empire (depicted in Figure 1.4), even though, in the words of the famous quip, it was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire. More concretely, four European leaders sought at different times to establish hegemony across much of Europe: Louis XIV of France, Charles V of Spain, Napoleon and Hitler. Each succeeded for a limited period, but soon afterwards Europe returned to much like its prior constellation of small states and rivalrous empires. 

In view of the continent’s distant history, it was possible to regard the Europe of nation states that emerged after the end of the Napoleonic wars – and the somewhat different patchwork that emerged at Versailles in 1919, which was largely left intact after 1945 – as inefficient, illogical and dangerous; and even thoroughly un-European. In a speech to the European Parliament in October 1999, Romano Prodi, the ex-President of the European Commission and former Prime Minister of Italy, put it as plainly as could be: 

We must now face the difficult task of moving towards a single economy, a single political entity … For the first time since the fall of the Roman Empire we have the opportunity to unite Europe.

Squeezed between giants

This aspiration had a clear link with the third idea behind the impulse towards European integration: the importance of size. The decades immediately after the Second World War were dominated by the Cold War. The world divided into two camps, led by their respective champions, the United States and the Soviet Union. Weakened by the war and now set to shed their empires, in comparison to these behemoths, even the former great colonial powers of Europe, Britain and France, appeared shrunken creatures, never mind the lesser lights such as the Netherlands and Belgium.

Of course, the countries of western Europe were part of the American-led ‘West’, and so they could remain. However, this put them in vassal status to the US, which seemed incompatible with their history and cultural depth. Moreover, to many people the US was far from being a paragon of virtue. If Europe could unite, it could look both the United States and the Soviet Union in the face. The world would also benefit from having a counterweight to these two overbearing giants, imbued with all the European virtues, distilled through the centuries.

Strikingly, even Margaret Thatcher subscribed to this view. Addressing an election meeting in 1966 she said: ‘Europe has become a cornerstone of our campaign … I believe together we could form a block [sic] with as much power as the USA or Russia.’2

This idea also had an economic aspect. The prevailing thinking in Europe was that in economics, size really matters. The size of the market determines the scope for economies of scale. Moreover, the size of a country, or a bloc of countries, has a major bearing on its power to negotiate economic relationships with other countries or blocs. 

On both counts, opinion was doubtless heavily influenced by the example of the US. There was a strong case to be made that the essential reason for America’s economic prowess was the size of its home market. If that was true, why could some combined European entity (whether the United States of Europe or something a little less than a full political union) not enjoy the same benefits? (In fact there are some good reasons why Europe cannot easily ape the US, which I discuss in Chapter 7.)

Interestingly, from an early stage, well before the advent of the euro, there had been an idea that America enjoyed an enormous advantage over Europe by being able to issue the world’s currency, thereby greatly reducing its cost of finance. The French President, Charles de Gaulle, referred to this as America’s ‘exorbitant privilege’. (Having experienced the euro as a rival to the dollar, I doubt that many Europeans have felt ‘privileged’, but this subject must await the full discussion in Chapter 10.)

So the objective of building up, or belonging to, a large bloc of countries for security or defence reasons went hand in hand with the objective of promoting European prosperity. That in turn would help to promote Europe’s influence in the world. 

This European thinking about the benefits of integration was mirrored on the other side of the Atlantic. There have always been some members of the American establishment who have seen the emergence of a united Europe as a potential threat to American hegemony. Even so, from the start, the predominant US attitude to European integration was positive. Again, this was for both political and economic reasons. Politically, in the early decades of the postwar period the US was preoccupied by the Communist threat and saw a more integrated Europe as a bulwark against Communism. 

The economic element came into the political equation too. The more economically successful Europe was, the less likely Communism was to spread. Quite apart from this, greater economic success would also help America economically, through trade and investment links and by helping to reduce the US contribution to global defence, aid and international bodies. 

As to how to achieve greater prosperity in Europe, to most of the American establishment it would have seemed obvious that bringing down trade barriers and fostering integration would do the trick. In fact, America went further than this. For four years, starting in 1947, the Marshall Plan transferred over 1% of America’s GDP each year to the stricken countries of Europe. 

Yet once the European project was underway, it never seemed to occur to senior American officials and diplomats that if European institutions were badly constructed, and if the prevailing economic ideology was statist and interventionist, closer integration could actually harm economic growth. To be fair to them, just getting Europe growing again was the immediate priority. Moreover, at the time very few economists recognized the importance of institutions as opposed to ‘simple economic forces’ for bringing prosperity. It took the fall of Communism and the rise of emerging markets to cause the penny to drop. Perhaps more surprisingly, as a great democracy itself, the US was puzzlingly unaware of the looming democratic deficit at the heart of the EU. 

Eastern challenge

Over recent years, with the Soviet Union having disintegrated and even the end of American hegemony now sighted on the horizon, a fourth factor has emerged: fear of the East. Supposedly, the world is going to be dominated by China and India, with perhaps some lesser powers, such as Indonesia, snapping at their heels. If Europe does not unite, then how will it be able to make its voice heard in the world? How will it compete? Indeed, how will it survive? 

It is common for defenders of the EU to point out that without the Union, in 20 years’ time no single European country, not even Germany, would be able to sit at the table of the decision-makers, and that China would be able to divide and rule by negotiating with each European country individually. As the Italian Prime Minister, Enrico Letta, put it in a joint speech with David Cameron given at Chatham House in July 2013: 

Today, size matters again. Member states need the collective strength of the European Union to have leverage; otherwise they will be without the power and wealth needed to matter in world politics. Either Europe is a global actor in economic terms and in foreign and defence policy, or each of the member states will struggle to maintain the role that it had in the past century.

In practice, though, in 20 or 30 years’ time the world is likely to be multipolar and with very different institutions, as I argue in Chapter 11. Nevertheless, the fear of European irrelevance and impotence if the EU does not survive has induced more tolerance of the EU’s failings than it deserves. 

Inevitability

The fifth idea behind the urge towards European integration is really the confluence of the other four: namely, the notion that European integration is simply inevitable. Inevitability confers a strange strength on those who are possessed by belief in it. It is strange because, strictly speaking, if you believe that an event or outcome is inevitable, this could be expected to undermine or weaken any impulse to action – since the ‘inevitable’ event or outcome is going to happen, inevitably, whatever you do or do not do. In practice, though, people seem to be goaded into action by the belief that what they are doing is in step with the march of history. 

In War and Peace, Tolstoy questions why hundreds of thousands of men are moving across Europe towards the great clashes of arms of the Napoleonic wars. He gives all sorts of specific explanations for particular people, but he is clear that they are all simply cogs in a wheel. He sees the whole shifting canvas as the outcome of Fate. 

Not that long after Tolstoy wrote his masterpiece, the idea of inevitability came to play a key role in the rise of Communism. Marx developed a theory of the evolution of the economy and society that made Communism ‘inevitable’. Many of the revolutionaries who subsequently fought in Russia and elsewhere to bring Communism into being genuinely felt that its eventual triumph was inevitable. This hardened their will and made them prepared to do almost anything to turn the vision into reality. 

European integration too has had an air of inevitability about it. It seemed to be the summation and healing of the past and the way of the future. Nation states were on the way out, passé. A united Europe would embody the best of European traditions while securing Europe’s future in the modern world. 

This feeling of inevitability even affected opponents of integration, who so often felt that they were up against a steamroller that would proceed to roll over them come what may. Even objections by the majority of the people were ignored. When referendums on the proposed European Constitution were lost in both France and the Netherlands, the euro elites simply carried on anyway to implement key elements of what had been rejected at the polls. They just refrained from using the C-word. 

When Irish voters rejected the Lisbon Treaty in 2008, the question was subsequently put to them again in a second referendum. This time they approved it, but presumably if they had approved the treaty in the first referendum there would not have been a second one. The impression was left that they would be compelled to go on voting until they said yes; once they said yes, they would not be asked again. 

Only in the last few years has the halo of inevitability begun to slip, for both supporters and opponents alike. In truth, further European integration was never inevitable, but now that it no longer seems so, it is in fact less likely. 

So the European movement has had five guiding ideas, which have sustained the push for continued integration. They have inspired and driven the movement’s supporters, filled them with a sense of moral superiority and given them the confidence that history is on their side. 

Thinking more broadly, the movement has had not only its ideology, consisting of these five ideas, but also its sacred text (the Treaty of Rome), its patron saints (Monnet and Schuman) and its ultimate goal: the formation of a United States of Europe. In other words, it has had many of the trappings of a religion. This surely helps to explain the strength of mind of the supporters of further European integration and their determination to press on with their objectives even when millions of fellow citizens do not share their views. 

Britain’s awkward position

The five guiding beliefs – and the integrationist religion – had a major influence in Britain, as well as on the continent. There were also some key economic considerations affecting the UK’s decision to join the EEC in 1973, which I defer until Chapter 3. However, there was one peculiarly British aspect to the geopolitics of the case – though it had a decidedly American twist. 

Winston Churchill had successfully constructed the narrative of the two great Atlantic democracies, America and Britain, fighting the war together and then together laying the foundations of the postwar world, sustained by fellow feeling, common language and a shared heritage – as well as mutual advantage. There was a substantial element of truth in this, but there was also a darker side to the relationship. During and after the war, America had been keen both to seize commercial advantage over Britain in world markets and, relatedly, to ensure the dismantling of the British Empire. 

Most Britons have never understood the tendency of informed Americans to see Britain, with its colonies abroad and the operation of the class system at home, including a hereditary monarch as head of state and the continuation as a political entity of the House of Lords, as not a true democracy. Moreover, the British generally do not recognize the extent to which, towards the end of the war, President Roosevelt sought to make common cause with Stalin, leaving Churchill isolated. For many of those who did know it, or learned it later, this had a profound effect. Even in its early stages, although the ‘special relationship’ was not a complete delusion and the favours, to some extent, flowed in both directions, it was nowhere near a relationship of equals. Moreover, the US meant to make it more unequal. For America fully intended to reduce Britain’s standing in the world – and, of course, it succeeded. 

The Suez disaster of 1956, when the US effectively pulled the plug on the joint British/French attempt to seize the Suez Canal back from Egypt’s President Nasser, provided the coup de grâce. Suez was a profound national humiliation. After that, the choice for Britain appeared to be between becoming an American lapdog or throwing in its lot with Europe. 

After Suez, the new British Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, liked to see Britain’s options as much less stark. He fondly envisaged Britain at the centre of three key relationships: with the US, Europe and the Commonwealth, as Britain’s former empire now became – a sort of international equivalent of the House of Lords. This triangular situation, he thought, made Britain a crucial country, whose experience and sophistication in world affairs rendered it especially valuable to America. As he put it, he saw Britain playing Greece to America’s Rome. 

But as the years went on and European integration deepened, this complacent view seemed increasingly wide of the mark. Did the UK want to sign up to the European project or not? Much of the British establishment now saw throwing Britain’s lot in with Europe as ‘inevitable’. As it turned out, President de Gaulle of France said ‘Non’ to British overtures. In the end, though, once De Gaulle had departed, Britain did join the European Economic Community, without most Britons realizing they were signing up to the project of ‘ever closer union’. They thought they were merely joining a Common Market. Meanwhile, Britain continued to be an American lapdog just the same. 

Escape from Communism

For several of the newer EU members, the centripetal forces drawing them towards membership have been quite different, although their story also involves a relationship with a much larger country. These are the members of the former eastern bloc, which, under Soviet domination, experienced a long period of exclusion and separation from the West. After the Soviet collapse, they now longed to be part of the western club and to be regarded as normal. On a more negative note, they continued to fear that a re-expansionist Russia would at some time seek to gobble them up. In varying degrees, this applies to Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, the Baltic states of Latvia, Estonia and Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Croatia, Bulgaria and Romania. 

It also applies to Finland, which was at war with the Soviet Union for most of the period between 1939 and 1944. What is more, Finland had been part of the Russian empire between 1809 and 1917. This, as well as Finland’s ethnic and linguistic heritage, marks it out as different from the other Nordic countries that have either stood outside the EU (Norway) or, like Britain, have been in the EU but kept their distance from the euro (Sweden and Denmark).

For all of these countries, membership of the EU was a sign of realignment with the West and appeared to make a clear warning statement and to raise the stakes, if Russia at some future stage turned belligerent. (All of the former members of the eastern bloc, but not Finland, also joined NATO, which provided concrete protection without compromising national sovereignty; see Chapter 11.)

Although it was not originally envisaged that the EU would perform this role – or indeed, that it would be possible – the European Union acted as a receiving house for the countries of the former eastern bloc as they emerged from the nightmare of Soviet domination. Aspiration to membership of the EU provided the drive and political rationale for pushing through painful political and economic reforms. It has also helped to check any tendency towards backsliding since. For this achievement, if for nothing else, the EU can be said to have been a success and to have served humankind well.

Other countries, other motives

For what we now call the Republic of Ireland, anxiety focused not on a bear but rather on a mangy old lion. The southern part of Ireland, Eire, became an independent state in 1922. However, it was not until 1948 that the remaining duties of the British monarch were dropped and the country became a republic. Even then, the UK continued to loom large in its affairs; Ireland did not break the link with sterling until 1979. Membership of the EU represented a real escape from the UK’s influence and Ireland’s coming of age as a country – not the loss of sovereignty and national identity but rather their clear assertion.

Interestingly, three of the Union’s troubled southern members also saw the EU as the giver and guarantor of freedom, although not freedom from outside domination but rather freedom from arbitrary rule and oppression. For these three countries are refugees from dictatorship, albeit not of the Communist variety. In 1974, Greece emerged from a seven-year period of rule by the Colonels. Spain was governed by a fascist dictatorship from 1936 until 1975, for most of the time under General Franco. And Portugal was under a dictatorship from 1926 until 1974. 

For these countries, the ceding of power to Brussels did not have the sinister ring that it did to many people in Britain. On the contrary, it represented a sort of liberation and escape, an apparent guarantee of democracy and
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