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On 12 October 2012, the Nobel Peace Prize 
was awarded to the European Union for the 
contribution of ‘The union and its forerunners…
to the advancement of peace and reconciliation, 
democracy and human rights in Europe’. 

Over the last six decades, the European Union  
has grown out of the devastation of two wars.  
Its architects were committed to preventing such 
violence and loss from ever occurring again. 
Reconciliation between France and Germany was 
made possible by first binding their coal and steel 
industries and then cementing economic and 
political integration in Europe. Through successive 
enlargements – from the six founding states to  
28 members in 2013 – the European Union has 
helped to ensure stability on the continent, through 
the spread and consolidation of democracy, human 
rights and prosperity.  

The European Union was constructed from the devastation of two 
world wars. Today, after decades of division, both sides of the European 
continent, east and west, are united in peace and democracy.

From a continent of war  
to one of  
    and prosperity

peace
The Nobel Peace Prize Committee 
quite rightly emphasises the EU’s 
most important contribution: its 
stabilising role, which has ‘helped 
to transform most of Europe from  
a continent of war to a continent 
of peace’.



Today, the European Union faces many challenges. 
The ‘Euro crisis’ has generated a new wave of 
‘Euroscepticism’, which questions the EU’s very 
existence. However, Europe has faced many 
crises in the past, which have helped to further 
define and strengthen it. The Nobel Peace Prize 
Committee quite rightly emphasises the EU’s most 
important contribution: its stabilising role, which 
has ‘helped to transform most of Europe from a 
continent of war to a continent of peace’.

From war to peace: The beginnings  
of the European Union 
Looking back, it is easy to assume that the 
construction of Europe from a ‘continent of war 
to a continent of peace’ was an almost inevitable 
process. But this was never a certainty. After two 
terrible wars, European leaders made the brave 
and difficult decision to create structures that 
would not only make war logistically difficult, but 
also politically inconceivable. While economic 
and political integration was not a new idea – the 
concept can be traced back centuries – it was not 
until 1945 that integration became a real possibility. 

On 9 May 1950, the French Foreign Minister, 
Robert Schuman, proposed the establishment of 
the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). 
Originally conceived by Jean Monnet, the ECSC 
would bind the coal and steel production of France, 
Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands and 
Luxembourg under a common market, governed 
by a High Authority. The engines of war in Europe 
would now be under the control of a supranational 
authority, bringing together the six members under 
the principles of equality and peace. Economic 
cooperation under the ECSC meant that, in Robert 
Schuman’s words, ‘The solidarity in production 
thus established will make it plain that any war 
between France and Germany becomes not merely 
unthinkable, but materially impossible’.

While facing the greatest crisis in a generation, 
Europe’s commitment to peace and stability 
must not falter. The most basic aim of the 
Union has always been to secure peace  
on the continent.

The European Coal and Steel Community, signed 
into being by the 1951 Treaty of Paris, was the 
beginning of a process of political reconciliation in 
Europe. The architect of the ECSC, Jean Monnet, 
aimed to gradually ensure peace on the continent, 
through practical, step-by-step means. To Monnet, 
common institutions and policies would foster 
the growth of common understandings, aims 
and responsibilities. In the words of Herman Van 
Rompuy, the current President of the European 
Council, this process is Europe’s ‘secret weapon’ 
– ‘an unrivalled way of binding our interests so 
tightly that war becomes materially impossible. 
Through constant negotiations, on ever more 
topics, between ever more countries.’

Establishing two new communities
After six years of successful cooperation under 
the ECSC, the six founding members decided to 
increase their integration under the 1957 Treaty 
of Rome, establishing two new communities, the 
European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom) 
and the European Economic Community (EEC). 
Euratom reflected the desire of the six founding 
Member States to achieve energy security, and 
aimed to develop Europe’s nuclear industries.  
The Euratom Community guarantees the highest 
of safety standards, promotes research and 
investment, and, perhaps most importantly, 
ensures that nuclear materials intended for civilian 
use are not diverted for non-peaceful purposes. >
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Left: The dove 
signifying Europe as 
a continent of peace, 
drawn by school 
children in Belgium.
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The EEC extended the common market of coal 
and steel to a vast array of goods and services. 
Many common policies, including the Common 
Agricultural Policy, which aimed to ensure food 
security in Europe, were established during this 
time. Importantly, the Treaty of Rome enshrined 
the ‘four freedoms’ in Europe; the free movement 
of people, goods, services and capital across 
borders. According to Monnet, the EEC embodied 
the recognition by the Member States that ‘the 
sovereign nations of the past can no longer solve 
the problems of the present’.

Enlargement from 1973 to 1986
The Treaty of Rome allowed for any democratic 
European state to become a member of the 
Community, and the success of the EEC quickly 
drew the attention of other European countries. 
The first enlargement of the EEC, in 1973, saw 
the accession of the UK, Ireland and Denmark. 
Following this, Greece joined in 1981, and Spain 
and Portugal in 1986. Countries wanting to join the 
Community were required to accept the conditions 
of membership; most importantly, ‘a system 
of government…founded on the principles of 

democracy’. For these new members, accession  
to the Community consolidated their commitment 
to democracy and human rights.

The Treaty of Rome had also meant that by 1968, 
customs duties between the six countries would be 
completely abolished. After a period of stagnation 
in the 1980s, economic integration was kick-started 
by the President of the European Commission, 
Jacques Delors, who published a detailed proposal 
for the establishment of a single market by 1993. 
The culmination of this was the 1986 Single 
European Act, which came into force in July 1987. 
The Single Market, uniting the economies of 
Europe, gave smaller EU countries the strength and 
security to compete on the world stage.

Unity and solidarity
It was 1989, however, that brought about truly 
momentous change in Europe. The fall of the 
Berlin Wall and the reunification of Germany in 
1990 was an unprecedented opportunity for unity 
and solidarity on the continent. The members of 
the Community were quick to act. The Treaty on 
European Union, also known as the Maastricht 

Europe will continue the 
process of reconciliation 
begun in 1945 with Croatia  
joining in 2013, while 
accession negotiations have 
begun with Montenegro.

Above: In 1971, 
Foreign Ministers 
from the six Member 
States of the EEC 
signed a conclusive 
agreement for the 
entry of the UK into 
the Community. 



Treaty, was signed in 1991, and came into force 
in December 1993. Wishing to open the doors to 
membership to newly independent European states, 
but not to compromise the values and objectives of 
the Union, the 1993 European Council established 
the Copenhagen criteria, which clearly outline 
the three basic requirements for membership.
New members must have stable institutions, 
guaranteeing democracy, human rights and the 
rule of law; a functioning market economy; and the 
ability to take on the obligations of membership.  
The next enlargement came in 1995, when the 
EU, now with 12 members, welcomed three new 
members in Austria, Finland and Sweden.

The Maastricht Treaty also laid the foundations  
for the strengthening and expansion of the Single  
Market. The single currency, or Euro, was 
introduced in 1999 for financial transactions, and as 
a hard currency in 2002. Twelve EU Member States, 
known collectively as the Eurozone, now shared the 
single currency of the Euro. The Maastricht Treaty 
paved the way for Europe to become a formidable 
presence in world trade, with an internal market of 
over 500 million consumers and the world’s largest 
importer and exporter.
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Commitment to fundamental rights
In 1999, the Treaty of Amsterdam reaffirmed 
Europe’s commitment to the fundamental rights of 
its citizens. The Charter of Fundamental Rights of 
the European Union, signed in Nice in December 
2002, further strengthened this commitment. 
Europe’s fledgling democracies, wishing to 
consolidate their political institutions and also to 
share in the Union’s economic success, began to 
strengthen their applications for membership.  

Europe embarked on an unprecedented path to 
enlargement. After opening accession negotiations 
in 1997, the EU grew from a membership of 15 to  
25 in 2004, with the accession of Slovenia, the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Cyprus, and Malta. 
Three years later, in 2007, Bulgaria and Romania 
also joined the EU. In 2013, Croatia joined, making 
it 28 Member States.

After decades of division, both sides of the 
European continent, east and west, were united 
in peace and democracy. It is for this reason that 
Chris Patten, a former European Commissioner, 
described enlargement as ‘the most successful 
foreign policy pursued by Europe’. >

Middle: Jean Monnet, 
one of the founding 
fathers of European 
construction, and the 
first President of the 
High Authority for the 
European Coal and 
Steel Community.

Right: The fall of 
the Berlin Wall was 
an unprecedented 
opportunity for unity 
on the continent. 
José Manuel Barroso 
is pictured at the 
Berlin Wall at the 
East Side Gallery, 
the largest open-air 
gallery in the world 
in 2009.
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‘Our continent, risen from the ashes 
after 1945 and united in 1989, 
has a great capacity to reinvent 
itself. It is to the next generations 
to take this common adventure 
further. I hope they will seize this 
responsibility with pride. And that 
they will be able to say, as we here 
today: Ich bin ein Europäer. Je suis 
fier d’être européen. I am proud to 
be European.’ 

President Van Rompuy

Above: Signing of 
the Accession Treaty 
of Denmark in 1972.

Thinking beyond the nation-state
Enlargement and integration in Europe are 
constantly evolving. In 2003, the Convention on 
the Future of Europe had completed the draft 
European Constitution. An intergovernmental 
conference began work on a draft Constitutional 
Treaty on 4 October that year. However, integration 
has never been a smooth or easy process.  
The Constitutional Treaty was rejected by 
referendum in both France and the Netherlands 
in 2005. Many commentators swiftly concluded 
that this rejection would mean the death of the EU. 
However, by 2009, the 27 Member States of the 
EU had signed the Lisbon Treaty, a revised version 
of the 2005 Constitutional Treaty. While Lisbon 
does not represent the final or perfect model of 
integration, it has consolidated and clarified the 
complex processes of integration. Under Lisbon, 
the European Parliament has gained a stronger 
voice, legislating together with the Council of 
the European Union. The High Representative of 
the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
and the newly created European External Action 
Service have also given Europe a stronger and 
more unified voice in international affairs.
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The European Union today, just as the Coal 
and Steel Community was in its day, is certainly 
greater than the sum of its parts. As Commission 
President José Manuel Barroso has said,  
‘The genius of the founding fathers was precisely 
in understanding that to guarantee peace in  
the 20th century nations needed to think beyond 
the nation-state.’

A continent of peace and stability  
into the future
Today, the European Union continues to face 
many serious challenges, with the sovereign 
debt crisis being the most recent example. 
European integration, however, has faced many 
great challenges in the past and has overcome 
them through solidarity and strength. Europe 
will continue the process of reconciliation begun 
in 1945, with Croatia joining in 2013, while 
accession negotiations have begun with Turkey 
and Montenegro. Iceland, Serbia and the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia have been 
granted candidate status, the latter two helping 
to consolidate peace and democracy in the 

Balkans. The possibility of Turkish accession has 
also undoubtedly strengthened democracy and 
a commitment to human rights in that country. 
Further enlargement of the EU is foreseen with 
potential candidate countries being Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo.

While facing these challenges, Europe’s 
commitment to peace and stability must not 
falter. The most basic aim of the Union has 
always been to secure peace on the continent. 
As President Van Rompuy has stated, ‘Our 
continent, risen from the ashes after 1945 and 
united in 1989, has a great capacity to reinvent 
itself. It is to the next generations to take this 
common adventure further. I hope they will seize 
this responsibility with pride. And that they will 
be able to say, as we here today: Ich bin ein 
Europäer. Je suis fier d’être européen. I am proud 
to be European.’ It is only in this way that Europe 
can secure its future as a continent of peace. •

Middle: The signing 
ceremony of the 
Accession Treaty of 
Croatia to the EU took 
place in December 
2011. Croatia will 
become the 28th 
member of the EU  
on 1 July 2013.

Right: In January 
2013, the EC hosted 
a conference 
offering assistance 
to countries engaged 
in the accession 
process to the 
EU for the period 
2007–2013. 
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