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I think most, of you would be surprised if I suggested that August 10, 1952, was 

likely to be regarded by future historians as the most important date in the post-war 

decade of Western Europe. But that is what I think. Why? It was the day on which the 

Schuman Plan became a reality. And I believe that if I explain how I came to this 

opinion I shall shed light on the third condition of Britain continuing to be a Great 

Power, an effective relationship with Western Europe.  

 

We have paid particular attention to European affairs perhaps three times since the 

war. The first was in 1948 when we were quick to recognise the meaning of the 

communist seizure of power in Czechoslovakia and the Russian blockade of the 

western sectors of Berlin. The second occasion was during the first two years of the 

Marshall Plan. It was the time when Britain was accused of dragging her feet. The 

Americans believed that the key to European recovery lay in economic integration, 

and they put pressure on Britain. Recently we have been uneasily aware of the drive 

and energy of the Germans and the speed with which they were regaining power and 

position.  

 

These are the occasions when, prompted by experience and tradition, we have been 

alert to developments in Europe and their significance to us. For the rest, we have 

assumed that Western Europe is still much the same as it was. When we look at the 

map, we see the old familiar names: when we travel on business, we find the same 

industries in the same cities: when we go on holiday, we revisit the old familiar 

places. I am speaking of the British people, not of the British Government. It is true 

that the Government since the war has faithfully reflected the conviction of the 

electorate that Britain must not be absorbed into Europe. But the Government has also 

paid increasing attention t what is new in European affairs. It has moved from early 

indifference to support of new projects.  

 

 

A Mistaken Assumption  

But most of us have assumed that the Europe we know so well continues today. I 

believe there is an important sense in which this assumption is mistaken. The old 

Europe of independent, quarrelling, sovereign - nations is no longer fully alive. We 

have made this mistake because, on the whole, we have been uninterested in what has 

been happening in Europe since the war. Indeed, there is no subject of absolutely first- 

class importance to Britain on which the great majority of the British people have 

thought less and cared less.  

 

With the Americans, oddly enough, it has been different. Both the Administration and 

the people have come to believe that Europe has changed. It is a remarkable fact that 

the Americans have looked on the attainment of European unity as a direct and major 
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interest of the, United States, one of the great objectives of their post-war diplomacy. 

I believe that the Americans have been right in their diagnosis of Western Europe and 

we have been wrong. I do not mean that they have been wise in all that they have 

done or always well advised in their methods. But they have been right in the 

essentials: in their perception that the pattern of sovereign nation states no longer 

completely fits Europe’s needs. They were not misled in their instinctive feeling of 

support for the idea of unity.  

 

I have met a good many men and women from different countries of Western Europe 

and my conversations have left me with one clear impression: there are large numbers 

of people there who are living provisionally. For most of us in this country it is very 

hard to enter into such a frame of mind. They regard the whole pattern of their lives as 

a temporary arrangement. The society to which they belong is one they accept for the 

time being. The aims and the purposes they pursue are simply adopted in the absence 

of anything else. This attitude has more than one cause. There is the keen perception 

of the established disorder of European life and the impotence of the individual to do 

anything about it. At best this breeds resignation while waiting for the next chapter of 

history to open. Who can look at a divided Germany, a divided Europe, a disorder 

illustrated and exemplified by the impossible situation of Berlin, without realising that 

the whole framework of life is provisional? On top of this comes the decay of loyalty 

to the organised societies of Europe, the historical nation-states. People feel that they 

can no longer place all their hope and trust in their particular sovereign nation. This 

has nothing to do with lack of courage or weakness of will. It is not a matter of 

conscious decision. It is a state of mind born of defeat, occupation, and the gulf 

between those who collaborated and those who resisted.  

 

 

Existentialism: a Negative Philosophy  

The belief that all life is provisional has received its extreme and reflective expression 

in the philosophy of Existentialism. Men cannot hope to affect an irrational and 

indifferent environment by what they do, so that it is pointless to judge action by its 

results. There is no sense in trying to build a better society or a more stable future. 

The only quality that counts in human living is the intensity, the freedom, with which 

we act. This is a negative, anarchic philosophy, despairing of effort and endeavour. 

The conviction of the provisional character of life is deeply rooted in Western Europe. 

It offers no foundation on which to build. For this very reason, we in Britain should 

give special attention to the things which have life in them. It is from them and their 

encounter that the Western Europe of tomorrow will emerge. There are three such 

things: communism, the movement for European unity, and Germany.  

 

We know that communism offers hope to millions in Western Europe. It appeals both 

to extreme poverty and to frustrated intelligence. For it seems to offer a key to the 

problems of human society: it is a doctrine which appears to give a solution to all 

major problems at once. Today one quarter of the electorate in France, one third in 

Italy, vote communist. These communist parties are the greatest asset of the Soviet 

Union west of the Pripet Marshes.  

 

Then there is the movement for European unity. A great many of us feel the idea is so 

alien to our outlook that we are inclined to dismiss the movement as visionary and 

impracticable. But this is beside the point. The point is that nowadays the idea comes 
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quite naturally to millions of people on the Continent. For in Europe the two world 

wars have been civil wars, tearing the fabric of life to pieces. The fact that they arose 

out of national quarrels and ambitions is an added reason why reasonable men are 

unable to stake their hopes for the future on the existing pattern of European society. 

They pin their hopes on the idea that a larger unity including their country with those 

of their neighbours might give a more enduring and better framework for life.  

 

I first met-the idea in the summer of 1947 when I worked in Paris on the Committee 

for European Economic Co-operation which framed an answer to General Marshall’s 

offer of help. I still think that conference remarkable because I believe almost every 

national delegation came to feel a curiously vivid unity of purpose with the others, in 

spite of the diversity of national needs and national problems. We felt we were doing 

very much more than draw up a joint shopping list to present to the Americans. We 

were exploring the structure and needs of a historical society to which we belonged. 

We were trying, fortified by the prospect of help, to give that society a future. In the 

words of the French we were trying ‘faire l’Europe’: we were taking one step in the 

making of Europe.  

 

 

The Council of Europe  

This movement towards unity took shape in 1949 with the creation of the Council of 

Europe. True, the Council is only an advisory body, a place for debate. But it has 

focused thought and defined the issues. It has brought out in sharp relief two views of 

European unity. The one view is of Europe unified by the collaboration of sovereign 

states. This co-operation is mainly economic, and its progenitor and exemplar is the 

O.E.E.C. It does not raise issues of principle about sovereignty. It is the view which 

has been attractive to Britain and the Scandinavian countries. The second view is 

radically different. It is not satisfied with simply working together. European unity 

requires a pooling of sovereignty: a political act of union.  

 

On the first view we make the best of what is; on the second we try to create 

something new. It is the second view which offers a positive hope to Western Europe. 

It has been embodied in two proposals, expressions—if I may say so—of the genius 

of the French people: the Schuman Plan for a Coal and Steel Community and the 

Pleven Plan for a Defence Community. Of these the first has so far succeeded, the 

second has failed. I am amazed whenever I contemplate the Schuman Plan. If it were 

simply an attempt to get rid of restrictions and limitations in the coal and steel 

industries of the Ruhr, Lorraine, and the Saar, it would be a large and bold enterprise. 

But the essential purpose of the Coal and Steel Community is avowedly political. It is 

an instalment of political union: a frontal attack on the ancient hostility of France and 

Germany: a limited but real pooling of sovereignty by six nations in a high authority 

charged with the creation of one, great, common market. That is what makes the 

Schuman Plan the expression of a great hope: it offers a different future.  

 

I do not know what the fortunes of the Community will be. It may break down, 

weakened by the failure of the E.D.C. It may succeed. It may prove to be only the 

biggest cartel of them all. I do not wish to prophesy. What I said at the beginning of 

this lecture did not rest on a guess about the future. It rested on historical fact, the 

decision made by six Governments and their peoples about national sovereignty, their 

agreement to pool that part of sovereignty which lay in power over the two basic 
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industries of the modern state. Whether the vision of a new Europe expressed in the 

Schuman Plan forces reality to correspond, or dims and fails, we have seen a 

historical new beginning, an alteration in the essential character of the Europe we 

used to know.  

 

 

Causes of E.D.C.’s Failure  

But the European Defence Community failed. Proposed by the French, it was voted 

down by the French Assembly, after Ministers of the six countries had signed the 

agreement and four parliaments had ratified it. This does not alter my argument. The 

surprising thing is not that the E.D.C. failed in the end but that it got as far as it did. It 

shows how uncertain are the lines of the future in men’s minds: how wavering the 

old-established patterns of thought and action have become. Indeed, I ought not to 

hide my opinion that the failure of the E.D.C. was by no means foreordained. The 

group of French statesmen who made the proposal in 1950 were most successful in 

winning foreign support. But no national campaign was ever launched to persuade the 

French people. There were nearly four years between the proposal and the vote of the 

Assembly The rime was not used. That is why the memory of the past was too strong 

for the revolutionary design of the future.  

 

Lastly, there is Germany. Since 1949, when the West Germans again began to run 

their own affairs, they have worked as no other western European people has worked. 

This sustained outburst of energy has been a major event in Western Europe. It has 

made German recovery an accomplished fact. But this is not all. The West Germans 

now believe they have a future. In part, the belief is based on the bounding pulse of 

their own vitality. In part, it is based on the knowledge that western Germany is 

needed by the Atlantic Powers. The free and independent consent of a German 

Government is again a necessary element in the balance of world power. That the 

West Germans have a future is certain: what it will be is still obscure, to themselves 

and to others. For the present, German aspirations are large and vague; the steam 

generated by their red-hot energy, the smoke which shows that once again the volcano 

has fire in its entrails.  

 

The British people have been hesitant and divided about Germany. Almost all of us 

have muttered to ourselves that we have been through this door before, twice in the 

half-century. Surely the right policy must be to stop German rearmament. It can be 

debated whether once it night have been. Now the time is past. It is our business to 

concentrate on a different question where the issues are still open. How can we make 

our policies effective so that, as the West Germans rearm, their company and the 

extent of their rearming promote the common peace rather than the common 

destruction?  

 

This, then, is how I picture the changing forms of western European life. There is the 

ever-present consciousness of Europe divided, the decay of nationalism, the strong 

sense that life is provisional. Against this background three things endued with life 

and with power of growth stand out. This is the new context in which we have to 

think out our attitude to European affairs. My purpose is not to comment on particular 

policies which the British Government has pursued or might pursue. My aim is at 

once less and more ambitious. It is to identify the basic requirement of policy which 

we as citizens should take into account when, from time to time, the Government has 
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to make decisions about Europe. We cannot maintain our traditional attitude in the 

changed context. Our aim is no longer to prevent the emergence of any preponderant 

Power in Western Europe. It is to secure the emergence, within the Atlantic 

community, of a particular Power, based on the unity of western European peoples 

including France and Germany. I am aware that I am advocating a measure of 

federation. An instalment of federation already exists in the Coal and Steel 

Community. I believe it to be in our long-term interest to work for further instalments 

of political union, limited perhaps but real, in Western Europe;  

 

 

Why Break with Tradition?  

What is the justification for the change? We are opposed to the domination of 

Western Europe by the Soviet Union. We have joined with our friends in the Atlantic 

Pact to prevent it. Why should we favour the predominance of any other Power? Why 

break with tradition? There are two other sources from which an attempt to dominate 

Western Europe might spring. Both are real possibilities: a Germany satisfying its 

supra-national aspirations in an expanding Reich, and the communist parties of 

Western Europe. Our interest is to prevent both. But by what means? Both Germany 

and these communist parties are already in Western Europe. We cannot, as in the case 

of the Soviet Union, join a defensive alliance to prevent their entry. Further, the 

Germans now believe in a future for Germany; the communists have faith in the 

coming of communist society. The only way to modify or expel positive beliefs is by 

the force of another positive belief. It takes an idea to deal with an idea. But the only 

other positive idea in Western Europe, the only other movement of thought which has 

power, is that of the unity of Europe. It already has had a political impact and altered 

the trend of events. It can take many forms but one element is constant, the positive 

reconciliation of Germany and France. Without that there is nothing.  

 

It may be asked whether all this is necessary. The communist parties in Western 

Europe have not gained power in recent years: they have lost power. Western 

Germany has made an astounding recovery, but they are moving into the Atlantic 

Community. On inspection the fears dwindle: why go to such lengths to deal with 

them? But could Britain afford not to take a positive position? I do not think so. For 

the objection really presupposes that, left to themselves, things in western Europe 

would go on much as they are, if the picture I have drawn is at all correct, they 

certainly will not.  

 

But suppose our neighbours in Western Europe were united in this way, would not 

Britain be overshadowed? Not, I think, in the world of today, where our relations 

within the Commonwealth and with the United States offset and balance our 

relationship with Western Europe. Politically and economically, we stand to gain, not 

lose, by having a strong and a prosperous neighbour across the Channel. If this is the 

basic requirement of policy, there is something else about which we have to be clear. 

We shall not be effective if we urge Western Europe to act and make no contribution 

ourselves. It is inadequate just to stand on the touch-line and cheer.  

 

 

Equal Risk  

This is a difficult question. I do not think it can be decided by generalities. For 

example, our friends in Western Europe, particularly the French, are apt to urge us to 
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come into full partnership with them. Some Americans take the same line It is pointed 

out that the safety of Britain depends on the security of western Europe. Given that 

there is a risk that Germany might again become a threat, the risk is equal for Britain 

and France. The answer must be that the policy we commend to France we should 

practise ourselves. Or, again, some of us often say that other nations of the 

Commonwealth do not wish Britain to become too deeply committed in Europe. It 

might cut the Commonwealth ties. I am not contented with either of these answers. 

The position of Britain in the world is not the same as that of the continental countries 

of Western Europe. And I have rarely, if ever, met Ministers or officials of 

Commonwealth countries who objected to British commitments in Europe.  

 

No, I think we must look at the facts. What would be involved if political unity in 

Western Europe reached the stage of federal union? At least this much, I think. When 

I lived in Washington I used occasionally to sit for a few minutes in Lafayette Square, 

looking across Pennsylvania Avenue at the White House. To the right of the White  

House I saw the old State Building which used to house the American Foreign Office, 

and, earlier on, the Army and Navy Departments as well. To the left, making up the 

symmetry of the picture, I saw the United States Treasury. I think I was looking at the 

essential equipment of a Federal State—an executive, conducting foreign affairs and 

the defence of the Union and, at the same time, controlling the currency and monetary 

policy, with the power to tax.  

 

If we ask ourselves what we think about this picture, two things, I suggest, are clear. 

The first is that as a people we have not got that active sense of belonging to Western 

Europe which would give a political basis for entering on a federal union with our 

friends. We feel we belong to the British Commonwealth, the other nations of which 

have joined in with us immediately, twice in this century, when we have had to go to 

war. The second point is this, and it is equally a fact. We are not prepared to let 

anyone but ourselves settle our social policies, our policies about employment, and, in 

the modern state, these policies are inevitably involved by the control of the currency, 

monetary policy and the power to tax. It follows from these facts about our state of 

mind that we are not in a condition to enter a European federation. But there is 

something else. We often talk of national sovereignty as if it were something precise, 

indivisible and definite, something we possess or agree to surrender. This does not fit 

the way the world works today. We, and other nations, too, are at once independent 

and dependent. This is the practical significance of our association with our friends in 

the same scale of the world balance of power. It is how the Atlantic Community and 

Nato operate. We have recognised this in our relations with Western Europe, in the 

North Atlantic Treaty, in the original Brussels Pact, and in the new Western European 

Union. Our life and security are not independent of Western Europe: they cannot be 

decided separately from the fate of Western Europe. We are positively involved 

together. Together we sink or swim.  

 

Our attitude to Western Europe should be based on this hard fact. We should look 

round, in our empirical fashion, for ways of giving effect to it. I think it means neither 

joining a political union nor rejecting it; but taking out what I shall call a country 

membership. We pay our subscription and take on our obligations, but not the full 

subscription or all the obligations of the regular members, our continental neighbours. 

It seems to me that recognition of our positive involvement and giving real effect to it 

in something this way was responsible for the great success of the negotiations for a 
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Western European Union. I should like to feel sure that our thoughts were equally 

positive about the Coal and Steel Community. Up to the present we have stood aloof 

and maintained relations with it through a mission as though it were a foreign Power. 

In my opinion it would be to our advantage if we made an agreement for country 

membership. We are in a good position, for our steel industry is efficient and highly 

competitive. And when one looks ahead, we are in fact positively involved by many 

aspects of the work of the Community, markets, plans for capital investment, wise 

policies in boom or slump.  

 

We have seen how Britain by taking a positive, not a negative, attitude, by 

recognising the plain facts of her positive involvement in the life and security of her 

neighbours, has taken her place as a leader in western Europe. This was our place at 

the end of the war. It has not always been so since. Yet it is the place we ought to 

occupy. If we continue to do so, we shall find that, far from weakening, it reinforces 

our position in the world. 


