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1

This book has two concepts at its centre: Europe and the Second World 
War. Both are constantly changing in the public perception: now, many 
decades after the end of World War II, ‘Europe’ is an even more contested 
idea than it has ever been, struggling with the consequences of enlarge-
ment to the east, and with the confrontation with its ‘Others’ in various 
forms. The book seeks to inform the current discourse about European 
identity, about what Europe should aspire to in terms of its institutions 
and its values; it does so by means of a targeted historical but multidisci-
plinary analysis of Europe’s reaction to the tragedy, heroism and disgrace 
of the Second World War. For in that post- war period lie many of the 
origins of Europeans’ current attitudes to and about the continent.

The general premise for this collection is that the Second World War 
generated changes in the way Europe imagined itself, which therefore 
affected European identity. If in the nineteenth century, and indeed 
for parts of the first half of the twentieth, Europe had been rather self-
 satisfied, events such as the Holocaust, the second extended civil war in 
Europe in a quarter of a century, and the splitting of the continent into 
East and West took the edge off that satisfaction, forcing a reassessment 
of assumptions about Europe’s place in the world. World War II also 
spawned new ideas about integration between the nations, new cultural 
movements and new directions, many of which are the subject of the 
deliberations in this book.

For most people over the age of thirty, ‘the War’ still means the 
Second World War, though the numbers of first- hand witnesses are rap-
idly dwindling. It still casts a shadow over Europe: the German record 
is still a sensitive issue, and perhaps the most uncontroversially positive 
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Ideals, Identity and War: 
the Idea of Europe, 1939–70
Michael Wintle
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2 Michael Wintle

achievement of European institutional integration has been the avoid-
ance of another pan- European war. This link is crucial: the fear of 
Europe’s propensity for infighting has been one of the main driving 
forces behind the move for integration in Europe. That was as true for 
the wartime resistance movements drawing up their plans for a brave 
new post- war world as it was for the idealistic but pragmatic found-
ers of the 1950s and 1960s. Even now, in the next millennium, war is 
still remembered as an underlying cause for European cooperation, and 
there is, rightly, an increased emphasis on war trauma and Holocaust 
memory as essential elements in European identity.

This book contains no theoretical study of the subject of collective 
identity, whether at local, national or European level. That is not because 
we view the topic as unimportant, but because we believe that enough 
has been said and agreed, for now, for us to take as given that a European 
identity exists. This allows us to explore various aspects of that ‘iden-
tity’ without becoming over- involved with the theoretical aspects of 
definition.1 We acknowledge that ‘ideas of Europe’ and ‘European iden-
tity’ are often confused with each other; analytically they can perhaps 
be separated as ways in which Europe might be organized (‘ideas’) and 
European self- perceptions of their collective characteristics, nature and 
strengths (‘identity’). In recent decades the two have tended to elide, 
not least because the European Commission and others believe that a 
strong European identity would provide legitimation for the latest (and 
most successful) example of the ‘idea’ of Europe: the European Union. 
But European identity is not only about the European integration that 
has led to the EU and the other E- institutions. Such bodies have loomed 
large in the last sixty years, but there has been a European identity of 
sorts for at least a thousand years. It consists of feelings of Europeanness, 
of what it is like to be European, for example vis- à- vis Africans, Asians 
or Americans. What have been the perceived essential characteristics of 
Europeans; what have been the European values; what has ‘European 
civilization’ consisted of? The answers to such questions have changed 
over time: often they have been positive and Eurocentric, proclaiming 
European ideals, and even European superiority. On other occasions, 
the responses have been negative, pessimistic, even ashamed.

These ideas, positive and negative, about what it meant to be European 
during World War II and in its aftermath are the focus of this book. 
They do not necessarily coincide with the official forms of European 
identity now sponsored by the EU. Such official master- narratives of 
Europe were largely absent in 1939 or 1945, but there did exist ideas of 
Europe as self- perceptions or images of identity in that period.
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It is important to locate these post- war developments in thinking about 
Europe within a temporal context – at least that of the twentieth century 
as a whole. The period immediately preceding the war, the later 1930s, 
was overshadowed still by the disasters of the First World War (Adas 2004; 
Spiering and Wintle 2002), by the instability of the Roaring Twenties and 
by the horrors of the Great Depression in the early 1930s. These were 
chastening memories when it came to thinking about European identity 
and civilization. On the other hand, the later 1930s, with their economic 
recovery, also saw a more assertive European mood, even a partial return 
to the Eurocentrism and arrogance of the decades of New Imperialism 
preceding World War I. Two manifestations of this Euro- assertiveness in 
the later 1930s will make the point. First there was the gross Eurocentrism 
of fascism, which was often racially based, and which affected virtually 
every country in Europe, with support for a bombastic celebration of 
alleged European characteristics and the superiority of its civilization 
over and above everything else: the Nazi New Order was only one exam-
ple. The other Eurocentric development that demands attention is what 
would now be called the ‘autumn’ of imperialism: the last heyday of the 
European colonial empires before the period of war and decolonization. 
At the time, after economic deprivation in the European colonies during 
the Depression, the later 1930s saw an imperial revival which must have 
seemed like a return to halcyon days: it was the Golden Age of the colo-
nial administrator and army officer, the highpoint of ‘European’ society 
and solidarity in the tropics, and indeed of the White Man’s Burden. That 
it would all crumble into ignominy after 1945 was by no means always 
apparent at the time. So the immediate prelude to the subject matter 
of this book, the pre- war period, was one of Euro- optimism and Euro-
 assertion, often of a rather repellent sort.

Then came the War itself, which, with the early and devastating suc-
cesses of the Axis powers, saw military failures in all theatres, reliance 
on or submission to Asian forces, dependence on the US, and univer-
sal disaster in Europe. By 1944–5 there was a general humility about 
the Europe ideal, and very little talk of European civilization, except a 
determination among many groups to adopt policies after the war that 
would forever prevent another of those disastrous internecine European 
civil wars, which had characterized the cursed continent for centuries. 
There was still idealism, in places, which eventually would contribute 
to setting up the first institutions of European integration. But in the 
post- war gloom Europe was not on the list of positive topics for discus-
sion, and had little to offer the rest of the world any more, except in 
terms of a salutary lesson about how not to conduct affairs.
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This phase of post- war negativity about Europe continued for some 
years with the privations of monetary reorganizations, ration books, 
drab fashions, painful reconstruction, handouts from America, and 
the advent of what would become the Cold War, driving a wedge 
through Europe. Even incipient plans for European integration grew 
out of an almost totally negative fear that, if nothing were done, 
Europe would be tearing itself apart again in another civil war within 
a few years: a kind of preventive federalism seemed the only answer. 
The world was certainly not about to take any more sermons from 
Europe about higher morals. That gloom continued to permeate the 
ritual humiliation of decolonization, as, one after the other, Europe’s 
global empires gave up their treasured symbols of economic, political, 
military and moral superiority. There was a feeling among the publics 
of the old imperial nations, Britain and then France, but others too 
(the Dutch are a very good example), that their colonies were being 
removed from their grasp against their will, and that this was being 
inflicted upon the countries that had resisted and finally triumphed 
against the Nazi, fascist aggressor. This added to the general igno-
miny of the European self- view. It caused considerable indignation, 
and even some strenuous fighting back: witness the brutal decolo-
nization wars fought by all the imperialist nations in the post- war 
period (see e.g. Martin et al. 2008), for example the ferocious mili-
tary campaigns conducted by the Dutch in the East Indies in 1947 
and 1949 (the Politionele Acties). The eventual removal of much of 
the colonial empires, with US and UN approval, was symptomatic 
and even emblematic of Europeans having to accept that their role in 
the world had changed radically, and then for the worse in terms of 
power politics.

However, at some point in the later 1950s or 1960s, almost incredibly, 
even the Holocaust could eventually be put into perspective. The truly 
amazing economic recovery of Western Europe, which grew faster in the 
1950s and 1960s than anywhere else in the world, including America, 
generated a re- emerging feeling of European self- assertion. The boom 
lasted more than twenty years, well into the 1970s, when the dollar cri-
sis of 1971 and the oil crises of 1973 and 1978 slowed everything down 
again. Feelings of Euro- assertion or even Eurocentrism were repressed 
by the effects of the Second World War and the Holocaust, but, when 
the economic prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s was accompanied by 
peace and the absence or postponement of nuclear Armageddon, it was 
hardly surprising that an element of self- satisfaction and assertion crept 
back into the European self- image.



Ideals, Identity and War: the Idea of Europe, 1939–70 5

There was a new European confidence in those years; many peo-
ple alive today were there to witness it. Shame for Europe was either 
forgotten in the celebration of prosperity (‘You’ve never had it so 
good!’), suppressed as unspeakable, or unacknowledged by the emerg-
ing youth culture. The beginnings of European integration began to 
be institutionalized, in the Council of Europe, the European Coal and 
Steel Community, Euratom, the European Economic Community, the 
European Free Trade Association, and so on. The increased trade and 
the general long- wave economic ascendancy assured steadily increasing 
prosperity, while welfare legislation generated the trickle- down of new 
wealth into all layers of European society, heralding a consumer boom, 
which further prolonged the good times and ushered in a modernist, 
plenteous, throw- away society in Europe, certainly in the West. In the 
East, too, the period of the 1960s and early 1970s was of considerable 
economic prosperity. However, in terms of thoughts about the nature 
of Europe, about Europeanness, about European identity, this period 
can be seen as one of chastened or moderated Euro- assertion. There was 
no longer the arrogant self- assurance of the Edwardian period before 
the First World War, when it never occurred to Europeans that there 
was the slightest doubt about European superiority in every way; and 
many of the racial assumptions of the fascist- influenced 1930s were not 
revived, or not as virulently.

Wolfgang Schmale demonstrates here in this volume (in Chapter 11) 
that assumption of European superiority had not entirely left the dis-
course of integration before the later 1970s; nonetheless, clearly the 
United States was politically, militarily and economically a much 
greater power in the world than the individual or even the potentially 
united European states, and then there was the looming presence of the 
Soviet Union and later China, with their totally alien economic and 
political systems. Japan’s economic performance became a challenge to 
Europe, and others would follow in its wake. So Europe did not rule the 
world any longer, but at the same time Europe did not need to feel so 
ashamed of itself any more, and might even begin to think how a united 
European front might make it a third force in the world, between the 
two superpowers. Cultural optimism, economic confidence and politi-
cal rehabilitation were the order of the day by the close of the 1960s.

There was something of a rollercoaster, then, of feelings about 
European identity in much of the twentieth century: overbearing 
arrogance, despair at World War I and the Depression, recovery in 
the 1930s and horror at the effects of the Second World War and the 
Holocaust, only to be followed by yet another revival in the 1950s and 
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1960s; thereafter the positive bent of Europeanism began to ebb away 
again with the effects of the 1970s economic crises and 1980s recession, 
despite the energetic attempts of the European Commission to instil a 
European identity into its citizens (Wintle 2009, Chapter 8). This, then, 
is the chronological backdrop of the waxing and waning of ideas and 
perceptions of Europe in the period under scrutiny here between the 
late 1930s and the early 1970s. It provides the principal rationale for 
the timescale of the present collection, between 1939 and 1970. The 
Second World War, from 1939 to 1945, is the focal and starting point 
for our investigations, but we are most interested in reactions to that 
war, in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. The economic setbacks of the 1970s 
and 1980s, increasingly dominated by a generation of young people 
who had not directly experienced the war (baby boomers), are not part 
of the analysis here. Nonetheless, the reactions to war experienced in 
those post- war decades naturally continued to shape the contours of 
European identity, and indeed they still do so today.

The structure of the book

Here the changing ideas of Europeanness, or what it meant to be 
European, are grouped into four main areas for investigation, cor-
responding to the four sections of the book. The initial section takes 
a view of the war as the gestation period for a distinctive European 
articulation of human rights, not least in defence against the preten-
sions of governments and states. It is argued here that since that time, 
and in their continued evolution, human rights have been a unique 
component of European identity. The two central sections of the book 
then manifest the interdisciplinary nature of this collection, not least 
through the wide variety of source material that is employed. In Part II, 
we review the way in which thinkers of all stripes looked back, reflect-
ing on the role played by Europe in the world and in the war, and 
the implications for their views of the essence or identity of Europe. The 
authors range through historiography, literature, philosophy and the 
political press, searching for the effects of this unprecedented war on 
ideas of European civilization. Most of those effects were, of course, 
negative. Europeans felt stunned and even ashamed. Next, in Part III, 
the focus falls on emerging visions of the future of Europe that grew 
out of the war, and of how its more positive aspects might be harnessed 
in order simultaneously to build a future together and to eliminate 
chances of a return to internecine conflict: a mixture of damage limita-
tion and elated utopianism. Finally, in Part IV, we pay brief attention 
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to what proves to be and remains the core of the matter: the problems 
for European identity generated by the Holocaust. The function of liter-
ary works in assuaging the trauma of the Shoah, the views of surviving 
Jewish leaders and intellectuals about their role in Europe and Europe’s 
role in their future, and the agonies of memory as mediated in the work 
of George Steiner, are chosen as threads to follow this process of iden-
tity destruction, mediation and regeneration.

One of the few things that unite most Europeans, and of which they 
seem to be proud, is human rights. In the first chapter Helle Porsdam 
argues that that Europeans are currently attempting to develop a 
human rights vocabulary. European intellectuals, EU politicians and 
policy professionals are talking about the need to construct ‘European 
narratives’ that will emphasize a political but also a cultural vision for 
a multi- ethnic and more cosmopolitan Europe. Porsdam maintains 
that these narratives evolve around human rights, partly because their 
authors hope that they may function as a kind of cultural glue in an 
increasingly multi- ethnic Europe, and partly because they are inti-
mately connected with that part of Enlightenment thinking that sought 
to promote democracy and the rule of law. More directly addressing 
the themes of this volume, she argues that modern Europe is built on 
a conscious wish to learn from the terrible mistakes of the past, espe-
cially the Second World War, which also makes human rights central. 
Human rights are developing into a discourse of atonement as well as of 
hope for Europeans. The attempt to create a common European identity 
around human rights began after World War II, and owes much to the 
activities of the European Court of Justice and the European Court of 
Human Rights, which Porsdam tracks in some detail. The judges of the 
two courts have helped turn respect for human rights, fundamental 
freedoms and the rule of law into founding principles of the European 
Union, and an indispensable prerequisite for the Union’s legitimacy. 
They have, furthermore, helped remind Europeans that one way to 
avoid repeating past episodes of military and intellectual mobilization 
against each other is to develop new supranational forms of coopera-
tion and governance.

Hagen Schulz- Forberg takes this elevation of human rights still fur-
ther in Chapter 2, focusing on the Congress of Europe debates and the 
minutes from the early Council of Europe Ministers’ meetings in 1948 
and 1949, and shows that human rights emerged as the key concept 
for European integration after the war. He points out that the major 
preoccupations of European enthusiasts have altered and evolved over 
the decades: self- determination was the European desideratum before 
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the war; human rights were critical in the post- war years; the Cold 
War then began to dominate matters; and integration and citizen-
ship were the European watchwords later on in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Before the integration of Western Europe became Europe’s conceptual 
signpost, Europe defined its future under the regime of human rights, 
as one part of a global organization. With an eye to the subtleties of 
the persisting post- war Eurocentrism noted by Wolfgang Schmale in 
Chapter 11, it is important to register, with Schulz- Forberg, that even 
this discourse on human rights retained some of its arrogance and sense 
of European superiority.

Jay Winter then takes the particular example of René Cassin, whose 
career he continues to research intensively, as an eloquent empirical 
case study of the way in which human rights became the distinctive 
discourse in Europe after the war (Chapter 3). Cassin spent most of the 
Second World War in England, as part of the inner circle of France Libre. 
In that capacity, he contributed to the emergence of Allied war aims 
which embraced a commitment to human rights as a bulwark of the 
future international order, to be built after the end of the war. That 
is why he was able to join other colleagues in drafting the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations assembled 
in Paris on 10 December 1948. This was a document about liberation, 
allowing the Second World War to be seen as the moment when the 
current human rights regime was born, which has been, Winter argues, 
an essential and unique characteristic of European identity ever since.

In Part II we move to consider the way in which Europeans attempted 
to digest the events of 1939–45, and to produce new narratives of 
Europe that would allow the construction of a future for the belea-
guered  continent. Jan Ifversen, in Chapter 4, puts the case for the pro-
fessional historians as myth- makers. He suggests that during and after 
World War II the idea of a united Europe was introduced as an answer 
to Europe’s problems, and it included a myth of a new order being cre-
ated out of the ruins of the war. Myth- making is part of an ideological 
construction to justify a political order, and the professional historians 
played a strong role in that process. Some, like Lucien Febvre, lecturing 
in 1944–5 on the genesis of European civilization, saw a united Europe 
as the only true expression of that civilization. Friedrich Meinecke, 
reflecting in 1946 on ‘the German catastrophe’, could only see a future 
for Germany (and Europe) in a European federation. The question posed 
by Ifversen is about the extent to which historians contributed to a mas-
ter narrative supporting a myth of Europe. He examines European his-
tories written in the period from 1945 to 1960 for their major patterns, 
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and especially for how the historians approached the fate of Europe in 
the light of World War II. Many, especially in Germany, were concerned 
with rationalizing the catastrophe of the war into a European histori-
cal narrative, as were many contemporary politicians and philosophers 
alike. Most explained the mid- century disgraces in terms of a decline 
generated by the European state system, and especially by nationalism. 
A degree of European unity was the remedy chosen in order to salvage 
the remnants of the nobility of the ‘European spirit’. This was also the 
tenor of the idealistic deliberations of Churchill in his Zurich speech of 
1946, and of those at The Hague Congress in May 1948. The 1960s were 
to see an intensification of this teleological tendency to foreground 
European unity as the answer to problems caused by interstate rivalry.

In the first of three national case studies of the modification of views 
on Europe as a result of the war, Wendy Webster examines the British 
version of ‘Europe’ in the post- war years (Chapter 5). There has been 
considerable historiographical consensus on this question, which iden-
tifies 1940 as a defining moment, strengthening Britain’s island iden-
tity and a sense of detachment from the continent, which persisted in 
the post- war period in what has been called the ‘enduring mentalité of 
1940’. Webster digs deeper into British views of the continent, mani-
fested in popular media and especially film, and argues that the con-
sensus needs revision. In wartime a dominant British narrative focused 
on brave resistance to Nazi Germany, and told of a united and civi-
lized continent: one in which Germans were ‘not European’. It was only 
in the context of Allied victory that the idea of a divided continent 
emerged. There was an interplay between three narratives about Europe 
in the British mainstream media in the late 1940s and 1950s. The first, 
developed in the immediate aftermath of war, focused on the Nazi leg-
acy, producing an image of a suffering continent that was also divided, 
chaotic and corrupt. Germany was central to this image, as ideas about 
Germany and Europe increasingly converged. Secondly, by the end of 
the 1940s memories of the Second World War, particularly evident in a 
prolific cycle of feature films, celebrated Britain’s own wartime record 
largely as a masculine military conflict with Germany, making few ref-
erences to Nazi war crimes. Thirdly, an emergent Cold War narrative 
made Germany the symbolic centre of a divided continent. In consider-
ing the meanings these differing versions assigned to the continent and 
to British relations with it, Webster explores their common themes – the 
continent as dark, difficult and menacing, where Germany had a cen-
tral place – and argues that they were at least as significant for British 
post- war attitudes as the ‘mentalité of 1940’.



10 Michael Wintle

In Chapter 6, Henk van der Liet looks at the view of Europe from 
Scandinavia in the light of World War II, in particular from literary 
Denmark in the late 1940s, and finds it to have been very critical indeed. 
The word ‘Europe’ had been so thoroughly exploited in Nazi propa-
ganda that it could only be used with great reserve once the war was 
over. ‘Europe’ had become so discredited that it was hardly regarded as 
an appropriate term for any kind of democratic discourse about a joint 
political future for the European countries or for new concepts of iden-
tity. Van der Liet examines the Danish political and cultural debate in 
the 1940s, the absence of the idea of ‘Europe’ in Danish literature and, 
in particular, Martin A. Hansen’s 1948 collection of essays Tanker i en 
Skorsten [Thoughts in a Chimney]. Hansen was one of the leading Danish 
post- war writers, and a member of a group of authors who established 
a common platform in the short- lived but highly influential journal 
Heretica, published from 1948 until 1953. Despite the broad and inter-
national cultural ambitions of the journal, the intellectual and artistic 
orientation of Hansen and other authors clearly did not favour French, 
German, Anglo- Saxon or – for that matter – Soviet culture. Instead they 
focused mainly on Scandinavia, and on their own regional identity and 
heritage, both as an artistic point of departure and as a perspective for 
their own future as citizens. These authors obviously wished to turn 
away from the ‘old’ cultural centres of Europe, with their recent record 
of chaos and barbarism.

Manet van Montfrans then examines post- war attitudes to Europe 
in France, in particular through the lens of the work of Albert Camus 
(Chapter 7). From August 1944 to June 1947 he was the editor of Combat, 
an authoritative daily paper whose origins lay in the French Resistance 
movement. In his many editorials and articles Camus expressed his 
views on the political and moral issues dominating post- war France, 
and unfolded his vision of a Europe in which the various states would 
operate internationally as ‘the United States of Europe’, thus overcom-
ing their differences. It would not only achieve economic unity, but also 
lay the groundwork for a socially just society in which human rights 
were to be scrupulously respected; it is interesting to remark once again 
how important human rights were to the imagining of post- war Europe. 
There remains the question of how representative Camus’ ideas about 
the post- war Europe were among his countrymen. Thanks to his role 
in the Resistance and the success of his literary work, Camus was held 
in high esteem among French intellectuals during the first few years 
after the war, although most of them, for different reasons, felt unable 
to share his ideas about a united Europe. In other respects, too, Camus 
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proved to be an outsider, which resulted in his being ostracized by the 
sectarian left- oriented Parisian intelligentsia soon after 1947. In some of 
his wartime work, Camus could wax lyrical about the spiritual ideal of 
Europe, especially in contrast to what the Nazis were doing, but in his 
articulations in Combat after the war he became rather less idealistic.

In Part III, four more chapters examine various future- oriented sce-
narios for Europe as conditioned by the events of 1939–45. One of the 
most famous blueprints for a new Europe is the Ventotene Manifesto, 
written by Altiero Spinelli and Ernesto Rossi during their confinement 
by the Mussolini regime in internal exile during the early years of the 
war, and completed in June 1941. It represents some of the most inno-
vative of all writings on nationalism and federalism, and became one 
of the intellectual foundations of federalist movements across Western 
Europe. Matthew D’Auria follows the practical and ideological gen-
esis of this document on the island of Ventotene off the Naples coast 
(Chapter 8). Many of the principles contained in Spinelli and Rossi’s 
pamphlet, such as the need to create a European democracy that was 
not merely the fusion of national democracies, and the need for a con-
stitutional movement led by a transnational political elite, are still of 
fundamental importance for today’s European integration process. The 
manifesto was hardly a success in practical terms: it grossly underesti-
mated the strength of nationalism, and was written too early to allow 
an understanding of the significance of the role to be played in Europe 
by the US and the Soviet Union, eventually in the form of the Cold War. 
But it remains important to this day because of its inspirational role in 
the federalist movement in Europe, and, in terms of the views of their 
continent held by left- wing European intellectuals, it was one of the 
first statements to condemn the European state system roundly for its 
propensity to cause war. The existence of sovereign and independent 
states in Europe, each free to determine its political existence, had led 
to the inevitability of war between them, which in the future had to 
be solved by pooling some of that sovereignty. In the view of Rossi and 
Spinelli, the mechanism of that pooling had to be federalism.

In Chapter 9, Annemarie van Heerikhuizen examines the vision of 
Max Kohnstamm for the future of Europe in the years following the 
Second World War. Kohnstamm was an important Dutch official and 
diplomat, and became one of Jean Monnet’s most trusted assistants and 
colleagues over several decades. He was Secretary to the High Authority 
of the European Coal and Steel Community in the 1950s, and before 
that had been a private secretary to the Dutch Queen. He was, there-
fore, at the practical centre of early moves towards European economic 
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integration; more than most, he was profoundly influenced by his 
admiration for the United States, and in particular for the way in which 
the US had integrated its economy, not least in the New Deal. Van 
Heerikhuizen examines Kohnstamm’s writings to uncover the extent 
of American influence on this founding father’s vision for Europe, and 
reveals that Kohnstamm’s writings show that he had in mind a Europe 
of enduring peace, unity, international cooperation and openness to 
the world. By the end of the 1950s his ideas were further stimulated 
by a prodigious new technology: atomic energy. His view was that 
European joint action was necessary to embrace and develop this new 
force, but that Europe should take that joint action together with the 
Americans. This Americanism in his Europeanism was also shown in 
quite a different way, when his enthusiasm for the sectoral integra-
tion of the European Coal and Steel Community showed a desire for a 
supranational, federal form of organization derived from the American 
experience.

Chapter 10, by Menno Spiering, continues with the atomic theme for 
a future Europe, examining the vision for Europe behind the propa-
ganda surrounding the ‘Atomic Age’. For many, the enormous energy 
unleashed by the first nuclear bombs in 1945 marked the birth not just 
of new weaponry, but also of a new era: the Atomic Age. The early, post-
 war references to this age were altogether negative. The years ahead 
would spell disaster for the world, and for Europe in particular, for this 
continent would surely furnish the arena for the imminent nuclear 
clash of the superstates. In the early 1950s, however, the Atomic Age 
rapidly began to acquire positive connotations. It was to be a wondrous 
time, bringing unlimited energy, prosperity and peace to all, not least 
the Europeans. At the 1958 World Exhibition in Brussels the impend-
ing age of European cooperation (marked a year earlier by the signing 
of the Treaty of Rome) was celebrated with the same ebullience as the 
coming of the Atomic Age, whose wonderful promises were on show in 
almost all the pavilions. Spiering examines the similarities between the 
pro- Europe and pro- atomic movements of the 1950s, suggesting that 
the 1953 American ‘Atoms for Peace’ propaganda initiative provided 
the pro- Europeans with irresistible ideas and images of hope, progress 
and prosperity. The effects of the Marshall Plan on European coopera-
tion have been the subject of intense scholarly scrutiny, and perhaps 
the interrelation between the Atoms for Peace programme and post- war 
ideas of Europe deserves a similar degree of attention. It was, in any 
event, an extremely positive take on Europe’s future, in contrast with 
the gloom of the immediate post- war years.
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Finally, in the section on post- war plans and dreams for a future 
Europe, Wolfgang Schmale explores the continuance of the rhetoric of 
imperialism in the early stages of European integration (Chapter 11). 
Trawling through source material from the Resistance movements, offi-
cial E- institution documentation, and the federalist movements of the 
1950s, he finds no lack of evidence for a very strong presence of White 
Man’s Burden sentiment underlying European identity right up to the 
1960s. In its relations with the rest of the world, Europe’s cultural and 
moral superiority was a leitmotif in its discourse on European unity and 
European identity. There was a deep conviction that European civiliza-
tion was superior, and the most developed in the world. The European 
post- war discourse merged traditional patterns of colonial or imperial-
ist thinking with the concept of Europe as a third force between the 
US and the Soviet Union. There was a clear understanding of what the 
world and mankind owed to Europe: Europe had contributed to mak-
ing the world more noble and more human, and would continue to do 
so. Europe’s mission in the world, the world’s debt to Europe, European 
civilization and its diffusion around the world: these things were seen 
as the foundation for European unity. As late as 1961, in his Vingt- huit 
siècles d’Europe, Denis de Rougemont was still putting out the message, 
and such convictions were widely held until the 1970s. Only in the 
1980s was European international identity based on new foundations. 
The eventual transformation was due not only to decolonization, but 
also to what might be called the beginning of self- reflexivity in the 
European Communities. A quest began for the individual citizen and 
his/her role in European identity. Before that, however, the language 
employed to talk of European identity and Europe’s role in the world 
was one of imperialist condescension and a civilizational Eurocentrism, 
despite the enormous blows suffered to Europe’s reputation in World 
War II and the Holocaust.

The final section of the book ventures into the difficult but core ter-
rain of reactions to the Holocaust, in thinking about the form Europe 
would take in the post- war decades, and, indeed, the role it should adopt 
in the world. This is, of course, an extremely broad and intense subject, 
and our approach in this book is necessarily selective, choosing particu-
lar approaches which interface with the other sections in the collection. 
In Chapter 12, Karen- Margrethe Simonsen tries to estimate the role of 
Holocaust literature in shaping European identity after the Second World 
War. In the wake of post- Holocaust theory, attempts have been made to 
create out of the devastating experiences in the concentration camps 
a point of departure for a common European spirit (Ulrich Beck) and 


