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1. The history

The unification of Europe has its roots way back in history. From the seventh century BC onwards the Greeks colonised the coastal lands of the Black Sea, Sicily, Italy (Paestum) and France. Later, Alexandria became an important centre for science, lying as it did on the border of what we now call Europe and Asia. But no-one in the Roman Empire was aware of a European identity.

Charlemagne was known as ‘Emperor and Father’ of Europe. But the term ‘Europe’ was used simply as a geographical label, without any emotional content. After Otto the Great’s conquest of the Hungarians in the tenth century, he was called the ‘liberator of Europe’. In 1095 Pope Urbanus called for a crusade to liberate the tomb of Christ in Jerusalem. But at that time there was still no identification of Europe with Christendom. That came later.

In 1453, Constantinople fell to the Turks, bringing to an end the Eastern Roman empire. The Christian world now felt seriously threatened. Pope Pius II called for a common defence of the ‘Republica Christiana’, using the term interchangeably with ‘Europe’. Erasmus too, in his letters, expressed the fear that people harboured of the Ottoman Empire.

Erasmus (1469-1536) was called the ‘Prince of Humanism’. Unlike the Italian humanism of Petrarca, his was a Christian humanism. He wrote about the unity of Christendom, not of Europe.

Because of the success of the Reformation, of Luther and Calvin, the unity of Christendom in the sixteenth century was a long way off. There was little peaceful coexistence between the different religions. And this naturally made it difficult to identify Europe with Christianity.

In the sixteenth century Charles V used terms such as ‘Empire’, ‘dynasty’ and ‘Christendom’ but not ‘Europe’.

In 1607 Hondius published a map showing the expansion of Europe that corresponded to that of Christendom. The accompanying text exuded pride and arrogance. Of all the areas in the world, Europe was the smallest in size but the best in quality. Trade, Christianity and colonisation fostered the feeling of superiority.

A pamphlet published in 1677 opposing Louis XIV took as its title ‘Europe a slave unless England breaks the chains’. Stadholder Willem III, later King of England, called himself the ‘Defender of freedom in Europe’. Around 1700 Europe became the normal framework for political thought.

In 1713, the Abbé de Saint-Pierre published his plan for everlasting peace in Europe. Later in the 18th century, Rousseau made a plea for an organisation of European peoples under international law, something that hardly yet existed at that time.

During the course of the 18th century the superiority of Europe became expressed ever more clearly. Europe seated on her throne, the other continents of the world standing or kneeling before her. At the end of that century, Europe and Christendom were no longer synonymous. Europe’s feeling of superiority was now based on a conglomerate of ideas of the Enlightenment, that was referred to as ‘civilisation’.

Montesquieu contrasted the dynamism, work ethic and capitalism of Europe with the laxity, lethargy and never-ending stagnation of Asia. In 1766 the term ‘European civilisation’ was used for the first time.

During the French Revolution, the idea of Europe and the sense of belonging to a European community was stronger among the opponents of the revolution than its proponents, who were still too full of their Jacobin and therefore national ambitions.

At the end of the 18th century, Edmund Burke, the father of European conservatism, wrote that Europe was ‘practically a single state with the same general legal basis’, and ‘No citizen of Europe could feel an exile in any part of it’.

Napoleon published a code of civil law that was used throughout the continent. On St. Helena he wrote that actually he had wanted to create an ‘association européenne’, under French leadership of course. But after his banishment, the old idea of the balance of power re-emerged.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, ‘Europe’ became a natural historical category. But there were two different versions of Europe; the Romantics saw it as a Christian entity, the conservative realists such as Metternich as a balance of power.

According to the French liberal writer François Guizot, it was the European diversity that made it superior to other civilisations. The freedom that was the essence of Europe, he wrote, is the result of that pluriformity. This concept has recently come back into favour again. 

Around the middle of the nineteenth century, European civilisation became divided into national cultures. The various national movements were romantic in nature. In the eyes of the democrats of 1848, Europe as a balance of power made way for a Europe as a federation of nation states.

During the period following 1848, Germany and Italy emerged as such nation states. Nationalism was on the rise, and the sense of belonging to a single European community faded into the background.

The period from 1871 to 1914 was one of armed peace. ‘Europe’ was now no more than a geographical term, as it had been a thousand years earlier. But the defeat of the Serbians by their Ottoman conquerors in 1876 moved Victor Hugo to argue for a European federation. What Europe needed, he said, was “une nationalité européenne, un gouvernement uni, un immense arbitrage fraternel, la démocratie en paix avec elle-même.”

But everywhere there was still the feeling that the individual nations formed part of a European community. One could call that an ‘implicit Europa’ (‘une Europe sous-entendu’). There was also a sense that Europe was superior to other parts of the world. ‘Progress’ became a synonym, as it were, for Europe. This view was supported by colonialism. The rise of nationalism therefore coincided with a deep belief in European excellence.

The First World War changed Europe out of all recognition. After it had ended, many intellectuals felt themselves attracted to the collectivist ideas of the communists, fascists and national socialists. Before the War, liberalism dominated, but now it was felt to be old-fashioned.

After the First World War seven new nations emerged: Finland, the three Baltic States, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. Two world empires were dissolved: Austro-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire.

The First World War was universally regarded as the end of an era in European civilisation. The feeling of crisis was everywhere. But during the 1920s, French, Belgian, Luxembourg and German steel producers nevertheless decided to work together. The French politician Aristide Briand published a plan for a European Union. In 1926 Briand said: ‘A Locarno nous avons parlé européen. C’est une langue nouvelle qu’il faudra bien que l’on apprenne’. Nothing came of it, partly because of the economic crisis.

The idea of a European culture persisted during the interwar years. According to the Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset, four-fifths of the spiritual heritage of the average Frenchman was of foreign origin, and this was true of the other European countries too. Europe, he said, was one large family despite all the differences.

In October 1933 a conference was held in Paris on the European spirit. Johan Huizinga, a famous Dutch historian, was the first speaker. A few years later he was to publish ‘In de schaduwen van morgen’ [‘In the shadows of tomorrow’], a critical dissertation on the decadence of European culture.

Then came Hitler and the Second World War. I do not need to elaborate further on this. In 1945 Churchill made his famous speech in Zürich, in which he said that the Christian religion and ethics formed the basis of Europe. He called for reconciliation between France and Germany. He used the expression ‘A United States of Europe’, but this would not include the United Kingdom. After all, it had the Commonwealth and its special relationship with the United States.

During the years following the War, Jean Monnet, a French entrepreneur, devised a plan to organise coal and steel production under a supranational authority. This Coal and Steel Community would initially comprise France and Germany, but be open to other European states too.

The plan would have been mothballed, had the French Minister of Foreign Affairs Schuman not embraced it. He came from Alsace and therefore spoke German (as did De Gasperi) and became a personal friend of Adenauer. Schuman’s proposal was accepted by Germany. The Benelux and Italy also joined, but the United Kingdom did not.

In 1957 the European Economic Community was created, now the European Union. A crucial conference took place that year in Messina where the Dutchman Beyen and the Belgian Spaak played major roles. Spaak proposed erecting a statue of Stalin, because it was only the fear that he inspired that had led to the success of European integration.

Over the centuries, Europe has therefore been identified with three concepts: with freedom, Christendom and civilisation.

2. The present European Union

Dutch policy on the European Union has swung remarkably this way and that. Initially there was little evidence of any enthusiasm. Prime Minister Willem Drees was critical. Firstly, he felt that the European project would cost us too much money. Secondly, he was worried that this European project would be dominated by Catholics. Thirdly, he feared that the Netherlands would be deterred from its orientation towards maritime free trade by protectionist continental powers.

But during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s this critical attitude changed to enthusiasm. Dutch policymakers even strove to achieve a European federation. Each member state of the European Union cherished its own ideal. The French seek European support for their national ambitions. The Germans want to be recognised once again as a ‘normal’ country. The Belgians strive to achieve a solution to their regional problems. The Italians want to be seen as Europeans. And the Dutch believe in a world without power. Ever since Hugo de Groot (Grotius), legalism has been deeply embedded in our psyche.

All these states had lost the Second World War in one way or another. Only the United Kingdom had won that war. Perhaps that is the reason why it restricts its ideal to the internal market. The British want a large, integrated European market. It is in their interests. But their ambitions do not really extend any further. The EU has never been popular in England. Reason perhaps for their aim to dilute the EU as much as possible.

During the 1960s and 1970s the Netherlands pursued two conflicting ideals: firstly, the accession of the UK because that country could act as a counterweight to the continental powers of France and Germany; secondly, a federal Europe because this would protect small member states against the larger ones. The law would limit the power of the larger states. But the British did not want a federal Europe, referred to there as a ‘European Superstate’. Dutch politics on Europe therefore limped on two mutually conflicting concepts. 

Today, no-one talks any more about a federal Europe, except in Belgium because the Belgians believe that the problems with their communities could be solved in that way. But it is patently clear that most member states do not want a federal Europe. The British do not, as already said. The Poles and the Spaniards do not want it either, let alone the Czechs. It is therefore pointless contemplating it further.

If not a federation, what in fact is the EU? It is undeniable that the EU does have certain federal traits. The European Parliament, the European Commission, the European Court of Justice and many policy areas such as the internal market, competition policy and international trade policy are all evidence of this. But that’s as far as it goes. There is no European language, no European legal system alongside the Treaty and no European public opinion. And so no European people. All things considered, the European Union is a collection of states that want to perform certain tasks at a federal level and have promised to abide by certain rules. Whether or not they actually do so, is quite another matter.

One of the reasons for being apprehensive of a federal Europe, is that Brussels would interfere in too many tasks. This apprehension is genuine, because there is no institutional brake on activities in Brussels. The European Parliament wants the Commission to get involved in virtually everything. There is even a miscreant who has asked for an initiative on obesity. The European Commission itself displays the familiar bureaucratic complex: more tasks mean a bigger budget, more staff and larger offices. National ministers sometimes try to push through an initiative that has no support at home. For example, a Belgian minister for consumer affairs once confided in me that she was mulling over an initiative on accidents in the home. When I asked her how that related to the test of subsidiarity, she replied that I needn’t worry on that score.

The subsidiarity test is an invention of St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). It means that every power must be exercised at the lowest level where that power still has added value. But does such subsidiarity play the role it should play? I fear not. Time and time again I have asked in the Commission how an initiative – energy management in large buildings, the Working Hours Act in the United Kingdom – would stand the test of subsidiarity. Time and time again my warning was dismissed. The mistake that was consistently made, was this: because a matter was useful or desirable, it was believed that the European Commission should take it up. 


This underlines the importance of discussions on the core tasks. The Prodi Commission, which I also sat on, had such a discussion on two occasions. Both times the conclusion was that 99.5% of what we did was a core task. That was not so, of course. But if Jane says that what Mary is doing is not a core task, it is regarded as an unkind act. So people leave each other alone. The discussion therefore has to be held outside the official circuit.

Well, I believe that the EU has the following core tasks:

1. To do away with obstacles to cross-border economic developments. This involves a large part of the economic dimension: internal market, competition policy, foreign trade.

2. To tackle common problems, such as environmental pollution, the Mafia, terrorism and energy security.

3. To exploit economies of scale, such as foreign policy and monetary union. 

Let me now elaborate on a few of these examples.

The internal market is still by no means perfect. My proposal for a services directive was heavily amended. My proposal for a code on international corporate acquisitions was defeated by 273 votes to 273. My proposal for the liberalisation of the secondary market for visible car components was accepted by the Commission, only to be put away in a drawer. So let no-one say that the internal market is ‘complete’. Much still needs to be done, particularly because member states always want to do what is not allowed. When I left Brussels, I had a pile of 1500 infringement proceedings to deal with. Today we see the President of France Nicholas Sarkozy toying with the idea of ‘economic patriotism’. He wants to see ‘national champions’. I too want to see champions, but preferably European ones. And if Sarkozy wants to favour French companies over non-French ones, that is against the law. If a member state persists in its infringement, the case may end up at the European Court of Justice. For example, I had to take Germany to court in respect of the so-called Volkswagen Act (VW-Gesetz) to get my way.

The second core task is to tackle common problems. We are on difficult ground here, because the police and judiciary are generally still regarded as national tasks, as incidentally are social affairs. These affairs lie right at the heart of politics, reason for the unanimity which is usually required here. Even so, the Mafia and terrorism are urgent problems. There is already much more cooperation now than there used to be, but something as simple as the exchange of information can sometimes come up against problems. 

But there are other common problems. The EU lacks an energy policy, although everyone knows that this problem is becoming more pressing with each year that passes. This is because there is disagreement about nuclear energy. In my view, nuclear energy is indispensable, at least for partly coping with the energy crisis, but not everyone feels the same. In the Netherlands we will probably have to wait until our natural gas has run out before there is any agreement on the issue.

Incidentally, I fear that if push comes to shove, the large countries will go their own way and European solidarity will evaporate. One omen of this is the gas pipeline that will go direct from Russia to Germany, under the Baltic Sea, bypassing Poland and the Baltic republics. The Poles will have thought unconsciously of earlier Russian/German agreements. Anyway, it left Gerhard Schroeder with a very well paid job.

A major common problem is immigration from non-Western countries. The newspapers here are full of it, but elsewhere too. I regard this as the biggest problem currently confronting Europe. It is here, if anywhere, that the European Commission should be playing a leading role. Twice I have tried to put this subject on the agenda of the Prodi Commission. Both times I was to all intents and purposes accused of racism.

As far as the economies of scale are concerned, I should like to say something about the monetary union and foreign policy. Monetary policy offers us two huge benefits. Firstly, devaluations for reasons of competition are no longer possible. Every year the Italian economy loses a small amount of its competitiveness. In the past, Rome compensated for this with a devaluation every so many years. Producers in the south of France and Catalonia in particular suffered as a result. Now the Italians can no longer do this, which means that they have to push through reforms in the genuine economy. Because of political opposition, nothing has come of it, and that is the reason for the current economic crisis in Italy. No wonder that it was an Italian minister who argued for leaving the monetary union, although that in turn would mean that the interest that Rome would have to pay on its national debt would skyrocket.

The second advantage is that the euro naturally has a much broader base than each currency separately. In times of monetary unrest, as we are experiencing today, this is extremely important.

These two advantages can only be beneficial from if the governments that participate in the monetary union do what they solemnly promised. These solemn promises, which should be strictly adhered to, are embedded in the Stability and Growth Pact. The most important criterion contained in this Pact relates to the treasury deficit, which should be in balance or surplus, and at any rate should not be by more than 3%. Germany and France flout this agreement, even though they had solemnly promised to abide by it. One can therefore quite justifiably ask oneself which agreement the major member states will abide by if they do not abide by this one.

More risks threaten. A stable population needs a birth rate of 2.1 children per woman. None of the 44 European states achieves this level. In all countries, fewer and fewer young people are having to care for more and more elderly people.

Three countries have sizeable pension funds; Great Britain, Ireland and The Netherlands. The other member states do not have them. In the Mediterranean countries in particular, the demographic crisis will hit hard. How will the Italian government meet the justified claims of the ‘grey panthers’? I fear that it will do so by ignoring the 3% deficit norm of the Stability and Growth Pact. This is known as monetary financing. Inflation will rise as a result, which for The Netherlands with its huge pension funds would be a disaster. In short, the real test of the monetary union is not now, but in 10 to 15 years’ time, when the demographic crisis really begins to bite.

The second advantage of scale that I mentioned is foreign policy. It is clear that everyone together can exercise more influence than each one individually. ‘Either we all hang together or we all hang separately’. Foreign politics, however, is a major manifestation of sovereignty. Great Britain and France will never allow themselves to be outvoted by what they refer to as the ‘dwarfs’, including The Netherlands. The situation is therefore in fact very simple: if the three biggest member states reach agreement, a European foreign policy will be created because the other member states will fall in line behind these three. If they do not, as in the case of Iraq, there won’t be one. Economically the EU is a world power, politically it is a regional one.

In addition, the EU can play an international role through its ability to set standards in areas such as the World Trade Organization, accounting standards and human rights.

Enough about the tasks. Now about the enlargement. The EU has recently experienced a period of substantial enlargement with ten East European states and two islands. I supported this enlargement because I felt that the division of Europe was an artificial one. I felt that the Vienna-Prague-Budapest triangle belonged in the heart of Europe, and still believe so. Not that the new member states are having an easy time of it. Reforming their economies from a command economy to a market economy is not an easy task. And quite apart from that problem there are all kinds of political problems. But I trust that these member states will have normalised after a transitional period.

I am less enthusiastic about Bulgaria and Romania. They worked hard to achieve the much-desired membership of the EU. Now that they are in, their attention is waning. Corruption and the Mafia in particular are causes of concern, and the European Commission has few weapons against them.

It cannot be denied that these two countries became members of the EU too soon. They had to be members in 2007. Why ? Because the European Council – that is the Council of heads of government – said so. We are paying here for the fact that the members of this Council, apart from Jean-Claude Juncker, the Prime Minister of Luxembourg, do not know how the EU functions. Furthermore, foreign policy has degenerated more and more into the art of merely being nice to others. We couldn’t let the Romanians wait for so long, surely ? In particular because  they speak a Roman language ! And what about Romania without Bulgaria? That was not possible either. It has now been decided that for future accessions, a date may never be mentioned again. The horse has bolted, but only now is the stable door being shut. The European Commission now has quite a problem on its hands.

While I am not enthusiastic about the accession of Bulgaria and Romania, with regard to Turkey I am flatly against it. Here I must mention some personal history. In April 1990 – just before I became chairman of our parliamentary party – I was invited by the Turkish Society for International Affairs to make a speech in Istanbul and Ankara. While I was there, I said that I could not support the accession of Turkey because Turkey was not a European country. ‘What is a European country?’ I was asked. A country that has shared in the major historical developments that has made Europe what it is today. ‘What were those developments?’ people wanted to know. Christianity, feudalism, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the industrial revolution and democracy.

But since Bulgaria and Romania have joined the Union, this argument has lost its value. They have, after all, only shared for a very small part in these developments. Another argument has taken its place, which relates to the nature of the EU and which I still knew very little about back in April 1991.

I am not talking here about the Turkish-Cypriot dispute, the freedom of the press and Article 301 of the Turkish criminal code, the genocide of the Armenians, the discrimination against Christianity, and the fact that following the accession of Turkey the EU would have borders with Iran, Iraq and Syria. Nor the fact that Turkey would provide the largest party in the European parliament.

No, I am talking about the consequences of Turkish accession. And about European foreign policy which, as I have already said, wants to be nice to everyone. After the accession of Turkey, the Ukraine will be next in line, a country that wants very much to become a member. At present the member states are still saying that accession is not on the agenda. But when the ministers are in Kiev, they sing a different tune. Then they say, of course, that the Ukraine can join once it complies with the criteria of Copenhagen. This brings such accession a step closer, above all because the Ukraine has a powerful supporter in the Polish government. There are in fact many Polish-speaking people in the Ukraine as a consequence of the borders that Stalin pushed to the West.

With the accession of the Ukraine, there will be no stemming the flood. Then it will be the turn of Belarus, Moldova and – why not? – the three Caucasian republics. Together with the states succeeding Yugoslavia, the EU will then comprise about forty member states. What will such a Union look like then?

I cannot emphasise enough how laboriously the Brussels machinery works. It took 35 years for a European company to be set up. It was back in 1989 that the liberalisation of the postal services was first discussed. Hopefully this will be finally achieved in 2011. There will increasingly be member states that pay no regard whatsoever to European law. This extreme sluggishness, incidentally, is not the fault of the European Commission but the member states. 

I fear that a Europe of 40 member states will not be competent to act, and that future historians in that case will look back on the Europe of today as the pinnacle of European integration. Then the EU 40 will become a kind of OECD. Think of the French motto: ‘Qui trop embrasse, mal étreint’. And then the British will be proved right after all.

