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CHAPTER 2

Catholic and Christian Democratic Views 
on Europe Before and After World War II: 

Continuities and Discontinuities

Patrick Pasture

There is little doubt about the decisive impact of Christian Democracy 
on the formation of the European Communities and the European 
Union (EU)—suffice to recall the “founding fathers” like Konrad 
Adenauer, Alcide De Gasperi, Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman, and 
more recently Jacques Delors, as well as the present and previous heads 
of the European Council, Poland’s Donald Tusk and Belgium’s Herman 
Van Rompuy. Indeed, Christianity’s impact upon Europe as a cultural 
and political space has been decisive. Some even view the EU, or at 
least its forerunners, as an essentially Catholic project. At the same time, 
European history in general, and European integration history in par-
ticular, is also perceived in almost exclusively secular terms—witness the 
proposal not to include a reference to Christianity in the preamble of the 
draft European constitution in 2003, while maintaining a reference to 
Humanism and Enlightenment.
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I will not explore this dichotomy, but rather investigate the Catholic 
and Christian Democratic impact on European integration before and 
after World War II. As the Protestant impact on European integration 
is less determining, or at least less visible, I will concentrate on Catholics 
and Christian Democrats. With the latter term, I refer to a distinct politi-
cal movement, whose boundaries however remain vague, especially 
before World War II. Hence I include mainly Catholic politicians and 
thinkers speaking about European unity and its political organization.1 
The Catholic Church’s hierarchy, incidentally, in this respect, is just 
one player among many, and not even the most important one. But in 
any case, such an assessment implies some reflection on democracy and 
human rights, which became key elements of European self-represen-
tation after World War II, but had important roots in prewar Christian 
thought. Investigating continuities and discontinuities reveals a far more 
complicated story than that of the gradual “enlightenment” of which we 
are accustomed to hear.

Just beyond the simple statement that Christian Democrats influenced 
the early European integration process, one immediately finds some 
key divergences. The dominant scholarly representation of Christian 
Democracy shares with the historiography of European integration the 
perception that World War II somehow constitutes a break—that eve-
rything actually “started” then. That representation is correct insofar as 
Europe underwent various major political changes in the war’s course, 
although much of what is perceived as novel after 1945 was already 
imagined, if not always realized, in the 1930s or earlier, and many of 
the changes that we associate with the postwar period were only imple-
mented in the late 1950s, if not later still.

The histories of Christian Democracy and European integration both 
offer plenty of examples of such continuities and discontinuities. The 
clearest break was the division of Europe, which—pardon my cynicism—
“integrated” one part of the continent into the Eurasian Soviet empire, 
which extended far further to the west than any previous Russian empire 
had done before, while letting Europe’s western part engage in a conten-
tious path of regional integration and association with the United States. 
The western part was in some ways less unified than the eastern part, 
but it surely was more effective in leaving behind the causes of the war 
(in particular the French–German antagonism) and in achieving eco-
nomic recovery. While Western Europe entered onto a path of economic 
growth, the eastern part of the continent soon fell behind. The division 
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also split Christian Democracy as a continental political movement: while 
blossoming in the west, where Christian Democrats quickly (albeit unex-
pectedly) became the dominant political force, this political family’s 
members were virtually outlawed in the east, barely surviving with their 
lives. The division, although real enough, did not preclude parallels and 
interactions, among others through exiles acting as go-betweens, but 
one must assess their impact according to proper proportions.2 Unlike 
in the remainder of this volume, the East-Central European Christian 
Democrats will hardly play any role in this chapter.

Traditional narratives of both European integration and Christian 
Democracy incidentally ignore what was actually, seen from a global per-
spective, the most important change: decolonization. The real impor-
tance of this mid-twentieth-century development is only coming to 
the fore now, in the twenty-first century, when the demise of the “old 
world” and the emergence particularly of East Asia as the economic and 
cultural center of the world are becoming apparent.3

The emphasis on a break across the caesura of the Second World War, 
however, obscures some important fundamental continuities with ear-
lier times. That there were European predecessors of course has been 
recognized, in particular Count Richard von Coudenhove-Kalergi’s 
Pan-Europa Movement. Recent research, however, focuses on prewar 
anti-liberal views of Europe, as the Euroskeptic John Laughland already 
suggested in 1997. (Referring to Laughland in the context of European 
integration history may be blasphemous, but this does not change the 
fact that he had a point.)4

In fact, the traditional representation has cast European integration 
as a path to “enlightenment,” with great visionaries imagining a Europe 
that overcame its demons, mostly associated with nationalism, ultimately 
resulting in an European Union that has brought peace while acting as a 
moral beacon of the world. Although this image is not totally devoid of 
truth (Laughland is not the best possible introduction to European inte-
gration history), I think that it is wrong for many reasons. First and fore-
most among these is that it ignores the variety of motives to plead for 
unity, instead producing a distorted view of contemporary Europe that 
ignores important parts of the continent’s history—perhaps even at the 
risk of repeating it.

In this chapter, I would like to reassess these continuities and dis-
continuities with regard to Christian Democratic views on European 
unity, emphasizing the complex ways in which Catholics and Christian 
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Democrats contributed to European unity and showing that they were 
actually quite well integrated in broader political movements, from 
socialist radicals to fascists. This reassessment points toward new spatial 
and temporal understandings of a Christian Democratic Europe.

Pre-World War II Varieties

The first task is to recall modern (i.e. “post-French Revolution”) 
Europe’s continuous nostalgia for a lost Christendom, which has inspired 
cross-confessional Christian romantics as well as Catholic ultramon-
tanes.5 After the First World War, widespread pessimism over Europe’s 
fate generated an intense reflection on the proper organization of the 
continent, resulting in various calls for a pan-European “palingenetic” 
rebirth that was often, though not always, imagined as profoundly 
Christian. This reflection often incorporated profound fears about a 
looming “awakening” of Islamic and East Asian empires.

In these pessimists’ eyes, Europe needed to pull itself together against 
external threats, rejuvenate and constitute itself as a “Third Way” (or 
“third force”). Such ideas, for example, underpinned the explicitly 
Catholic Abendland movement concentrated around the famous mon-
astery of Maria Laach in Germany; Catholic avant-garde intellectuals 
such as Giovanni Papini and Curzio Malaparte in Italy; and conservative 
noblemen such as Hugo von Hofmannstahl, Count Hermann Keyserling 
and Otto von Habsburg. Many of them dreamed of a contemporary 
restoration of Catholic Europe after the old Carolingian empire or the 
Habsburg Empire of Charles V. They opposed Communism, but also the 
“Anglo-Saxon” internationalism represented by the League of Nations.6 
Some argued already from the early 1920s not only for a “conservative 
revolution,” but also for Europe’s cleansing of “democratic corruption.” 
Perhaps the most influential among them was prince Karl Anton Rohan, 
the founder of one of the main cultural circles in interwar Europe, the 
Europäische Kulturbund (European Cultural Association; Vienna 1922, 
Paris 1923), which published the illustrious Europäische Revue / Revue 
européenne.

Clearly, such ideas drew them to Italian fascism. Prince Rohan 
indeed explicitly described himself as a fascist, expressing sympathy for 
Mussolini in the 1920s. The fascist affinity is less clear for Malaparte 
and especially Papini, though both did ultimately embrace fascism in 
the 1930s.7 However, the Europäische Kulturbund refrained from 
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overtly engaging in party politics, appealing instead to much wider cir-
cles, including liberals such as José Ortega y Gasset and Alfred Weber, 
socialists such as France’s Marcel Déat, as well as proto-fascists such as 
the Italian esoteric philosopher Julius Evola and Mussolini’s right-hand 
ideologue Giovanni Gentile. The network also interfaced with the influ-
ential Katholische Akademikerverband (Catholic Academic Association), 
created in Cologne in 1913, which included as a member also Cologne 
mayor—and future great post-World War II German chancellor—Konrad 
Adenauer.

Catholics could also be found in the vanguard of those who pleaded 
for a Franco-German reconciliation and understanding, which in turn 
would imply wider European collaboration. Many of Western Europe’s 
Catholics, for example, followed closely the ideas regarding French–
German rapprochement advanced by the weekly L’Europe Nouvelle and 
its inspiring founder Louise Weiss, who had a mixed Jewish-Protestant 
background. L’Europe Nouvelle published articles by leaders of differ-
ent political colors and confessional backgrounds, including Catholics as 
varied as Weimar Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann, French diplomat 
Wladimir d’Ormesson and the French extreme right writer Pierre Drieu 
La Rochelle.8 Unsurprisingly, such ideas were particularly prevalent in 
the 1920s in the Rhineland among conservatives and business leaders, 
but also in left Catholic circles, with Joseph Joos as a central figure seek-
ing reconciliation with France and defending, like Adenauer, a vision of 
a European federation.9 The Catholic newspaper Kölnische Volkszeitung 
in 1924 adopted the French Prime Minister Édouard Herriot’s plea for 
a united Europe, understood mainly in economic terms. In France, jour-
nals identified with conservative Catholic essayist Wladimir d’Ormesson, 
including Revue de Paris and Le Temps, supported similar views. In the 
international field, the International Confederation of Christian Trade 
Unions (Confédération internationale des Syndicats chrétiens, CISC), 
constructed on a Franco-German base, supported European federalism 
quite explicitly.10 The same was true of the Catholic pacifist Democratic 
International led by Marc Sangnier, founder of the republican movement 
Le Sillon. At its 1930 congress, Sangnier’s Democratic International for 
Peace explicitly endorsed the concept of the United States of Europe.11

The idea of a Christian Europe was very prominent in the most 
famous interwar movement, Count Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Pan-
European Union. Yet this was no Christian association, nor did it strive 
for a restoration of Christendom. Emphasizing economic and political 
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collaboration, Pan-Europa was also less palingenetic than the Abendland 
movement and its various appendages. From its very origins, Pan-Europa 
was conceived as a neutral movement, though it did obtain support 
from Catholic circles as well. The Austrian Chancellor Msgr Ignaz Seipel 
was the Austrian branch’s first president, and the Social Democrat Karl 
Renner its vice-president—a pairing that, given the polarization of inter-
war Austrian politics, represented a remarkable and significant demon-
stration of political collaboration. Catholics and Protestants strove also 
to bridge the Franco-German antagonism through economic partner-
ships, such as the movement for a European Customs Union, as well as 
the Circles of Colpach and liberal industrialist Émile Mayrish’s Comité 
Franco-Allemand d’Information et de Documentation (Franco-German 
Committee of Information and Documentation). (Mayrish was not a 
Catholic, as far as I know.) Among the Catholics who interfaced with 
these groupings, we find not only the principled Adenauer but also the 
conservative Catholic Franz von Papen, who would become chancel-
lor in the Hindenburg cabinet of 1932 and vice-chancellor under Adolf 
Hitler in 1933–1934.

Some Christian politicians in the 1920s and 1930s started organiz-
ing at the European level in the International Secretariat of Democratic 
Parties of Christian Inspiration (SIPDIC). That the name referred to 
neither “Christian Democratic” nor Catholic parties is significant: the 
SIPDIC was no real inter- or transnational movement, but rather a com-
mon office of different national Christian parties or movements. Its main 
objectives lay in the circulation of ideas, not in adopting transnational 
European policies. National preoccupations largely eclipsed international 
considerations. Hence the SIPDIC hardly expressed itself on the ques-
tion of European unity. However, the lack of international ambitions 
was only one reason why it did not explicitly argue for European unity, 
in contrast to other associations. Another reason was that Christian—I 
hesitate to label them Christian Democratic—parties were deeply 
divided, above all on the issue of international politics on the European 
continent.12

Although the dominant narrative of European integration history 
considers the ambitious plan for a European Union in the League of 
Nations that French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand launched on 5 
September 1929 as largely still-born due to the increased protectionist 
wave after the 1929 Crash and the ensuing economic depression, the 
plan did raise hope among Catholics. It was even discreetly supported by 
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the Holy See, which favored the rapprochement of France and Germany 
and opposed nationalism. (This may be surprising, as in French domes-
tic politics Briand was considered an outspoken anti-clericalist, even if he 
had moderated and revised his ideas on the matter since serving as the 
rapporteur of the 1905 law on the separation of Church and State.)13 
At its last congress in October 1932, under the leadership of Cologne 
mayor Konrad Adenauer, SIPDIC even passed a motion in favor of a 
European Common Market, as well as long-term planning for a political 
union.14 This, however, was little more than SIPDIC’s swan song.

And yet, “third way” aspirations survived and flourished. In the early 
1930s, a different, more philosophical “Europeanism” emerged within 
personalist milieus. This development is mostly associated with a number 
of young, often (but not exclusively) Catholic French intellectuals pub-
lishing in journals such as Esprit and Ordre Nouveau, but actually they 
fit into a much broader personalist movement, partly within the Catholic 
Church but as much outside it. In Central Europe, this movement built 
upon the thinking of, among others, Rudolf Hermann Lotze, Rudolf 
Eucken, Charles Renouvier and particularly, in the early twentieth cen-
tury, Max Scheler, Nikolai Berdiaev and Heinrich Pesch.15

Emphasizing the concept of “community” as a bridge between the 
individual and society at large, rejecting nationalism as well as statism, 
the by and large Francophone personalists showed a particular interest 
in federalism, even in the federalist ideas of the nineteenth-century anar-
chist and mutualist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, as well as Protestantism and 
ecumenism (particularly the work of Jewish philosopher Martin Buber). 
The Protestant philosopher Denis de Rougemont, in particular, con-
nected personalism, Protestantism and federalism as he knew it from his 
homeland, Switzerland.16

These men and women had a major impact on European thinking. 
Federalism was seen as a process that engendered both decentralization 
(up to the level of the region and the community) and a “bottom up” 
approach in which “lower” instances delegated competences to a higher 
level; this was, in fact, the very definition of subsidiarity. Furthermore, it 
included a European dimension, conceiving of Europe as a profoundly 
Christian project, in which confessional ideals would serve as the basis 
for establishing a lasting peace.17 In one of the earliest texts of this emer-
gent federalist thinking, René Dupuis and Alexandre Marc argued for a 
European federalism breaking with the existing order, charting a mid-
dle course between “nationalist imperialism” (or imperial nationalism) 
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and some sort of “abstract internationalism.” This new “young Europe,” 
described as vibrant, solid, sustainable and united, was to constitute 
a new “European community [which is] not cosmopolitan and inter-
national.” This, in the personalists’ view, had been the weakness of 
Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Pan-Europa, while their alternative was to be 
“supranational and decentralised.”18

Many of those new personalists and proponents of a “new order,” 
in particular the Austrian corporatists, Germans after the mold of Carl 
Schmitt and France’s non-conformists, by rejecting the individual as 
sole constituent of the political order, however, logically also opposed 
parliamentary democracy. As an alternative, they imagined a “new” or 
“true” democracy respecting the spirituality and the connectivity of 
the person, over and against the “terrorism” of the masses.19 However, 
pleading for “true democracy” and an “integral Christianity” risked 
amalgamation with fascism, to the extent that France’s Ordre Nouveau 
ultimately materialized as a school for fascist ideas, rather than a seedbed 
for democracy. The French thinkers led by Alexandre Marc proposed a 
corporatist model in which different “communities,” lacking in demo-
cratic representation, would determine politics, paradoxically according 
the state a central role, and thereby paving the way for authoritarianism 
and totalitarianism.

In fact, however, all over Europe Christians were strongly tempted by 
corporatism’s authoritarian, totalitarian and anti-Semitic politics in the 
1930s. In largely Catholic countries such as Austria, Hungary, Portugal 
and Spain, Catholics joined fascistic parties. Even Nazism attracted major 
Catholic support as a function of its “totalitarian”—not so different 
perhaps from, for example, Action Française’s “integral”—ambition.20 
Lutherans, incidentally, either remained aloof from politics or supported 
extreme right parties as well, including National Socialism in Germany. 
Those transnational European movements that argued most explicitly in 
favor of a European “rebirth” and unification from a Christian perspec-
tive, if they had not already done so in the 1920s, also drifted toward 
fascism.

At the same time, a minority of Christian intellectuals and politi-
cians reacted against the obviously abusive politics that emerged in 
Europe, including—though rarely emphasized—the persecution of 
Jews. They let their consciences speak.21 A case in point is the British 
Catholic Christopher Dawson, often represented as a reactionary figure, 
who nonetheless emphasized the Christian underpinnings of Europe, its 
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pluralism and its interactions with other political concepts to oppose fas-
cism and Nazism.22

It is in this context that Jacques Maritain published his famous 
Humanisme intégral (1936), imagining a “New Christendom” that 
would reconcile the fundamental neo-Thomist rejection of liberal 
modernity with a respect for republican values, and hence be both secu-
lar and confessional. The two pillars of such a “secular Christian society” 
were the common good, in particular “justice,” and the defense of the 
spiritual value of the human person, which required fundamental liber-
ties of the protection of private life, the family and culture. However, 
Humanisme intégral explicitly rejects liberal democracy. As John 
Hellman has compellingly argued, Maritain actually came to embrace 
democratic values during the war as a result of his understanding of the 
practical realities, certainly helped by the political theorist Yves Simon’s 
astute comments.23 In the United States, human rights were perhaps 
seen as universal already in the late 1930s, in part because democracy 
and religion in the USA were not seen as opposite, but as complemen-
tary. It was indeed the ethical awareness in the confrontation with the 
realities of the rejection of individualism and democracy, thus “practical 
reasoning,” that made certain Catholics, though by no means all, oppose 
totalitarianism in the 1920s and 1930s.24 The influential margins here 
belonged to the Thomists, who almost inevitably lured their adepts into 
fascist collaboration.

World War II strengthened the federalist and democratic views of 
those who resisted fascism and collaboration, even if the Nazis’ rhetoric 
about a new European order during the war, particularly as promoted 
by Vichy France, discredited the idea of an integrated Europe altogether. 
The discrediting of a European project extended particularly to the 
Resistance: even Coudenhove-Kalergi, pleading his cause in American 
exile, was seen as a traitor.

In this context, Swiss, British and American federalisms appeared to 
offer alternative models for a future Europe. Through the Federalist 
Union, to which both Catholics and Anglicans contributed, British ideas 
about federalism had a wide impact in the Anglo-Saxon world, includ-
ing the USA.25 The Swiss thinker Denis de Rougemont only devel-
oped a more systematic vision of federalism while in exile in the USA, 
where, according to his biographer, he first became conscious of his 
Europeanness—a feeling that many exiles shared.26 Similarly, Maritain 
and the Italian Christian Democrat Don Luigi Sturzo began to conceive 
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of a European union only after 1940, in American exile, where the feder-
alist movement bloomed, particularly in the circles in which they moved. 
Exiled Abendlanders such as Otto von Habsburg experienced a simi-
lar awareness, cherishing the idea of an association modeled on the old 
Habsburg “dual monarchy” ideal, even if adapted—though how remains 
questionable to this day—to democracy.27 Nevertheless, as Wolfram 
Kaiser has pointed out, these various political thinkers’ experiences in the 
USA also drove them into a more Atlanticist position, as well as favoring 
regional alliances without Germany after 1941.28 Most favored a (sub-)
regional unity only—such as between France and Belgium, the Danube 
or Balkan countries—concluding that a wider union was unrealistic. 
At a minimum, they felt that the war had reinforced their abhorrence 
of nationalism, and as a result they shared the curious assessment that 
blamed nationalism for the war.

Ambiguities of the Christian Democratic Breakthrough 
After World War II

To the surprise of almost everyone—not least themselves—Christian 
Democrats emerged as the dominant political force on the European 
continent after World War II. The reasons why fall beyond the scope of 
this chapter, but a few observations are necessary. Christian Democracy 
remained largely a Catholic and, to a lesser extent, Reformed affair. 
Meanwhile, Lutherans entered onto a different path of reflection and 
engagement with the world that kept them largely aloof from party 
politics, though interesting parallels with Catholics can be discerned as 
well, beginning mainly in the 1960s. In the meantime, the new world 
that Catholic activists conceived no longer appeared as a restored 
Christendom, perhaps not even, as Étienne Fouilloux argued with regard 
to France, a “new” kind of Christendom.

Instead, this new world was to be fundamentally pluralistic, even secu-
lar. Christians were to collaborate with non-Christians in order to bring 
about a society commensurable with their ideals.29 Perhaps their con-
tacts with the USA, which steadfastly supported European Christian 
Democracy after the war, also played a role in this process. It also implied 
a healthy dose of anti-clericalism—a deliberative, though cautious, dis-
tance with regard to the clerical authorities that, in the eyes of many 
lay leaders, particularly in France and Belgium, had often fallen short of 
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bravery and moral leadership during the war. And yet this was not neces-
sarily the view of the majority of the faithful, who continued to look to 
the churches for hope and stability, particularly in Germany. Hence the 
Christian Democratic leaders considered the churches, and in particular 
the Catholic Church, to be still useful; they did not grant them leadership 
though. The churches, too, incidentally, preferred to retreat from politi-
cal interference, at least in theory. Certainly, in Catholic lands, the impact 
of the Church hierarchy on society steadily increased once again, as the 
hierarchy saw pervasive dangers to the basic interests of the Church, 
which contributed to the restoration of “pillarised Catholicism.”30

Nevertheless, there was more continuity across the caesura of 1945 
than may appear at first sight, and also more ambiguity. Namely, it took 
time before new principles became generally accepted. The Holy See, 
while nevertheless engaged in emphasizing the principle of “human 
dignity” as the core of its new vision and opposition to totalitarianism, 
actually stopped short of embracing democracy and pluralism until the 
Second Vatican Council in the 1960s. In his famous Christmas speech 
of 1944, for example, Pope Pius XII expressed only a very conditional 
support for the “democratic ideal of liberty and equality,” still warning 
against “the whims of the masses.”31

There were also still many leading Catholic thinkers who did not 
embrace democracy at all. This was, for example, the case of the post-
war Neue Abendland in Germany, which somewhat remarkably emerged 
from the war as opponents of Nazism because of the Nazi persecution 
of Catholics and the exile of a few well-known leaders such as Otto von 
Habsburg.32 Prince Rohan, too, returned to propagating extreme right 
ideas. However, these currents remained marginal, and the mainstream 
Christian Democrats as well as, it should be noted, most of the ecclesias-
tical hierarchy remained aloof from them. Rohan, for example, ended his 
days as a pariah.

But the ambiguities of postwar Catholic politics in Europe began 
with Christian Democracy itself. While it referred to democracy, its ideal 
remained “Christian,” or, as the International Union of Young Christian 
Democrats (Union internationale des jeunes démocrates-chrétiens, 
IUYCD) advocated at their 1948 congress, “a truly democratic Europe 
of Christian inspiration.”33 While referring to “Christian” as well as 
“humanistic” values, postwar Christian Democrats aimed at offering an 
alternative to the materialistic world and its individualism, as well as to 
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the nation-state, understood to be obsolete, at least by most radicals: 
the new slogan was that now the “time is for federations.” In the eco-
nomic field, the essence of the Christian Democratic project remained 
corporatist, or at least communitarian—always rejecting capitalist liberal-
ism as well as Communism, and arguing for some sort of “third way.” 
Its European program in particular followed the logic of the personal-
ist multi-layered organization that transcended the nation-state. Clearly, 
elements of Ordre Nouveau thinking found their way into Christian 
Democratic thinking, among others through the pages of the French 
journal La Fédération, which earned some notoriety exactly because 
both former Vichyites and Christian Democrats, including from the 
Resistance, found there a forum for exchanging ideas, in particular on 
the organization of the economy.34

Christian Democracy’s postwar ambiguity comes to the fore particu-
larly in a domain that may appear highly surprising: human rights. In 
his paradigm-changing monograph The Last Utopia, as well as its sequel 
Christian Human Rights, Samuel Moyn argued that Catholic thinking 
had a formative impact on the formulation of human rights after World 
War II—and that Christian Democrats, in particular, had a major hand 
in the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR, 
1948), as well as the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR, 
1950).35 However, as Piotr H. Kosicki and Paul Hanebrink have argued 
in reference to Poland and Hungary in the 1920s and 1930s—whose 
cases were not isolated—for Christian Democrats it was the rights of the 
Catholics, not human beings, that needed defending—precluding, for 
example, a presumptive defense of the rights of Jews.36

That idea certainly continued after World War II, in particular with 
regard to education. Without endorsing Marco Duranti’s inordinate 
claim that human rights were at least partly some kind of extreme right 
Catholic conspiracy to offer a refuge for collaborators,37 it can hardly 
be denied that they were imagined as a means to offer protection from 
the totalitarianism of not only fascism, Nazism and Communism, but 
also from the republic, and from the secular state. Recent research has 
also suggested that, in contrast to popular writings on the subject, the 
Holocaust, and Jews and Judaism more generally, did not factor promi-
nently in the drafting of either the UDHR or the ECHR, particularly 
not among Catholics. In other words, anti-Semitism had not disappeared 
overnight in 1945.38 This restrictive interpretation of human rights 
incidentally had another consequence—that human rights were not 
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supposed to be universally applicable in Europe’s colonies—although 
that was foreseen for some.39 Furthermore, Catholics continued to argue 
for collective rights, an issue on which, however, they ultimately found 
themselves to be on the losing side.

The Christian human rights concept was deeply rooted in the per-
sonalistic concept of human dignity, which was certainly imagined in 
the 1930s to strengthen the rejection of totalitarianism, Communist as 
well as Nazi. Remarkably, the larger category of fascism seems hardly 
to have been criticized for not respecting human rights, and Catholic 
dignitaries known for fascistic sympathies such as Austrian bishop Alois 
Hudal felt perfectly comfortable adopting the language of human dig-
nity. In Austria, in fact, Catholic conservatives once supportive of the 
Dollfuss regime actually drew on the new theory of totalitarianism to 
protect the Austrofascist state from Communism as well as Nazism. 
“Totalitarianism,” in the view of its main Catholic architects Waldemar 
Gurian, Dietrich von Hildebrand and Jacques Maritain, was imag-
ined as the culmination or apogee of a secular, republican modernity. 
In other words, it was the other side of the coin of liberal democracy, 
which stripped individuals of their connections, their character and 
their values. Hence it was liberalism itself that inevitably paved the way 
for totalitarianism, the all-encompassing power of the state. The alter-
native that Catholic personalists of the 1930s proposed was a society 
based on Christian principles and centered around the person (not 
the individual) as a social being, hence based upon “communities.” It 
could be democratic, but in the interwar period few thought that it 
would necessarily be so.40

Former proponents of a “new order” were not always excluded from 
postwar Christian Democratic circles. Christian Democrats, in the strug-
gle for votes in the new Europe, strove for reconciliation, especially with 
the enemy within. The French La Fédération offers a case in point as 
this journal offered a meeting place for former proponents of the Ordre 
Nouveau, including outright collaborators in the Vichy regime, with 
Christian figures from the Resistance. These former antagonists united 
in promoting a European federalist ideal that continued many of the 
themes that had emerged in prewar personalist circles.

The core of the Christian Democratic ideal continued to reject the 
predominance of the nation-state as an all-determining political struc-
ture, promoting a multi-layered (neo-)corporatist society that would 
respect different communities built around the individual (or the 
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person). More than before the war, this implied action at the interna-
tional and European levels. In other words, World War II, as generally 
understood across the continent, had once again—a recurrent theme in 
Catholic thought since the French Revolution—shown the pernicious 
power of the absolutist nation-state.41 Obviously, then, Catholics in gen-
eral and Christian Democrats in particular opposed the sanctification of 
the republic that some, including contemporary historians as Antonin 
Cohin and Marco Duranti, associate with liberal democracy, implying, 
correctly, that Christian Democrats therefore rejected this system as well. 
Their alternative, I believe, should not, however, be so easily cast aside as 
implying a turn to some reactionary totalitarian machinery.

While recent scholarship thus emphasizes a “transwar” continuity, one 
should not overlook the discontinuities either. A major difference with 
the previous war was that in 1945 no similar need for a European pal-
ingenetic rebirth emerged. To be sure, there existed a sense of destruc-
tion and economic and moral bankruptcy, resulting in a widespread 
movement for moral regeneration. Perhaps the reality of doom was even 
greater after World War II.

But, unlike in 1918, three decades later there was an acute sense of 
a new start. That was perhaps most outspoken with regard to domes-
tic politics, which would lead to the development of a more inclusive 
society (albeit in more homogenous nation-states) and the welfare state 
(on both sides of the emerging Iron Curtain, despite the differences in 
ideology and political economy). And yet on this point, too, continui-
ties bear emphasis: most ideas were not new, and a more inclusive soci-
ety materialized only from the 1960s onwards. The international political 
situation clearly showed the greatest discontinuities, with the geopoliti-
cal map of Europe being completely redrawn, the global power balance 
definitively altered, and decolonization begun in the Global South. In 
contrast to 1918, nobody actually believed that Europe would be able 
to regain its former position, even if the continent also witnessed what 
Martin Shipway has called a “late-colonial shift,” which came to the fore 
in the Eurafrica project that would endow even the European Economic 
Community with a colonial dimension.42 This idea of a new start, per-
haps somewhat paradoxically, implied much continuity in the concrete 
proposals and plans.

However, in contrast with the general feeling after World War I, after 
the subsequent war the idea of a moral victory of Good over Evil pre-
vailed, which perhaps stimulated the sense that indeed a new start had 
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been initiated. With regard to Christian Democracy, the Nazi persecu-
tion of Catholics somehow dissociated the Church from its general 
collaboration with fascism, especially as some of those who had fascist 
sympathies had distanced themselves from Nazism. Hence Redemption 
had in some way already been achieved.

The rejection of nationalism to some extent offered a common 
ground to Christian Democrats and other European federalists, though 
one should not exaggerate the impact of either party. At the end of 
World War II, it appeared that European political leaders had learned lit-
tle from the past and were firmly on their way to repeating the errors 
of Versailles, even with a vengeance.43 What changed was less a gradual 
European prise de conscience than the emerging Cold War, which pro-
duced the conditions to pacify Western Europe. It is this geopolitical 
context that allowed European federalists to reconnect with interwar 
conceptions of a European federation as a way to overcome the divisions 
that had once again ruined the continent and jeopardized its position in 
the world. Their ideas found an attentive ear in the Vatican. For vari-
ous reasons, the latter’s space for intervention remained limited, how-
ever, not least because the Holy See and much of the Church hierarchy 
throughout Europe had largely failed the test of moral leadership during 
the war. This, incidentally, was also the case with Protestant churches.

A Restart for a Christian Democratic Europe

In the postwar European project, several dynamics converged, and their 
confrontation and interaction led to a new path for the continent—or, 
at least, for its western half. The most obvious, and immediate, was the 
Cold War. It was the Cold War that rendered obsolete the postwar Allied 
plans with regard to the destruction and division of Germany—although, 
ironically, the French obsession with dividing Germany would material-
ize, if not as imagined.

Less generally acknowledged, but just as important, was decoloni-
zation. Maintaining Europe’s dominant status in the world had been a 
major motivation to envisage forms of European collaboration already 
from the nineteenth century, a practice that was not particular to 
Catholics.44 With decolonization imminent, European federalism could 
be a way to compensate for the continent’s loss of global influence, a fac-
tor that certainly played a major (though largely unacknowledged) role 
in the European orientation of France, the Netherlands and, with much 
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delay, also Belgium, as well as, initially, the United Kingdom (UK)—at 
least in the eyes of Ernest Bevin and the Foreign Office. It also aggra-
vated the need to reinforce national economies, which, as Alan Milward 
has demonstrated, was one of the main motives behind European eco-
nomic integration. Still, attempts to preserve their status as colonial pow-
ers could prevent European countries from fully engaging in European 
integration, as was eventually the case for the UK, but initially at least 
also for France and, for even longer, for Belgium. Moreover, it hindered 
the development of a strong alternative European identity through an 
emphasis on human rights as European values.

Apart from some former Ordre Nouveau activists such as Denis de 
Rougemont and especially Alexandre Marc, Christian Democrats did 
not appear at the forefront of European integration immediately, and 
its main proponents did not occupy major positions in political life. 
Moreover, an important part of the new generation of “left Catholics,” 
who emerged in Western Europe as a significant (though, in hindsight, 
perhaps overrated) social and political phenomenon, initially objected to 
the Euro-Atlantic perspective implied in the Marshall Plan.45 The plan 
had called upon Europeans to associate under the leadership of the USA 
and to integrate under the auspices of a transatlantic economic and polit-
ical alliance. By the end of the 1940s, however, fears of Communist and 
Soviet expansion were complemented by the attractions of American dol-
lars—in the form of diverse support schemes for Christian Democratic 
parties and movements. The United States supported the European 
Christian Democrats, particularly in Italy, as the new Cold War foreign 
policy establishment saw in the Christian Democrats a political power 
that could contain Communist infiltration. At the same time, Americans 
also feared that Catholic politics could be too weak among working 
classes, the reason why they supported unified social-democratic and 
Christian labor unions.46

Still, the Christian Democratic role in European cooperation initially 
remained restrained. Apart from Denis de Rougemont, Alexandre Marc 
and François de Menthon, Christian Democrats only belatedly asso-
ciated themselves with the Congress of Europe at The Hague in May 
1948, which created the European Federal Movement. To be sure, de 
Menthon made a proposal for a European “constitution”—indeed, for 
a United States of Europe—in his remarks at The Hague. Likewise, 
it was Georges Bidault—member of the Resistance, founder of the 
highly successful Christian Democratic Popular Republican Movement 
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(Mouvement Républicain Populaire, MRP) and French foreign min-
ister in the government of the Christian Democratic eminence Robert 
Schuman—who outlined France’s new European policy, pursuing 
the creation of a European Assembly (later realized in the Council of 
Europe), as well as a customs and economic union.

The Council, however, was a far cry from what Aristide Briand had 
advocated in the interwar years. In the end, Christian Democrats 
remained divided with regard to the intensity of European collaboration. 
In June 1949, Bidault himself even opposed the creation of a Christian 
Democratic faction in the new European Assembly, while the Nouvelles 
Équipes Internationales, an association of pro-European Christian 
Democratic politicians newly formed in 1947, was hardly supported by 
the newly constituted Christian Democratic parties.47

The tide shifted afterwards only slowly, for reasons well known. The 
search for an alternative European order initially included a European 
defense scheme as well as an economic union, a “third way” between 
Soviet Communism and American capitalism. Its only initial result was 
the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), the outcome of a 
French initiative put forward by Jean Monnet, a socialist civil servant (and 
horse-shed Catholic), and French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman, as 
the patience of the USA was running out with the quarreling Europeans 
and with France’s use of Marshall funds in its overseas colonies.

The 1950 Schuman Plan combined at least two perspectives. At its 
core was the design for economic integration of Europe based upon 
industrial cooperation, including a regional and industrial free mar-
ket and a customs union on the one hand, enriched by Monnet’s new 
insights into the value of central economic planning, which made him 
an advocate of supranational authority. Already during the war, Monnet 
had imagined drafts to bring German industry under French control 
as part of the dismantling of the Third Reich, not unlike what France 
had previously envisioned after World War I. Beyond this not entirely 
reconciliatory objective of the Schuman Plan, however, was its horizon 
as the European answer to the Organization for European Economic 
Cooperation, at least partly aimed at re-establishing a strong European 
economy not completely dependent on American intervention. But 
re-establishing a European economy actually proved to be less a pan-
European project than a series of national ones, particularly for France, 
where it had also a colonial dimension. But the multifaceted features of 
the European integration project also illustrate the Christian Democratic 
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sense of compromise, flexibility and will to transcend the level of the 
nation-state.48

Nevertheless, institutions were created spanning most of Western 
Europe, with the ECSC as first in a series, and Christian Democrats did 
take the lead in this process. One simple reason for their leadership is 
that, in the early 1950s, Christian Democrats were in charge of the main 
departments in key European countries—with a consequence described 
aptly by Wolfram Kaiser as “hegemony by default.” This means that 
Christian Democrats were holding the steering wheel and disposed of 
reliable partners across the borders, who often knew each other person-
ally already from the 1920s, or who had perhaps met during the war in 
various networks and meetings, among others in Geneva.

Adenauer is a particularly interesting case, as he had already argued for 
Franco-German reconciliation in the 1920s, recognizing as few German 
politicians had the French need for security.49 Wary of Prussian imperial-
ism, he had suggested breaking the Rhineland off from Germany into an 
independent state, in the interest of appeasing French fears and inspir-
ing a more conciliatory French policy toward the German people. The 
personal relationship between Adenauer and Schuman—who was born 
in Luxemburg with the German nationality of his father—was certainly 
important in this respect. Philippe Chenaux and Wolfram Kaiser have 
admirably, from different perspectives, retraced the intensive yet largely 
secret personal contacts between European Christian Democrats, mainly 
in and around Geneva.50

The story of these contacts also makes clear that one should not over-
estimate the European orientation of (Western) European Christian 
Democrats, even in the 1950s. Even the French architects of the ECSC 
had the interests of France in mind, although they admitted that a pro-
ductive—in more senses than one—reconciliation with Germany came 
to seem inevitable. After the Marshall Plan expired, French Christian 
Democrats actually prioritized bilateral Franco-American relations in 
view of American support for Indochina.51

By Way of a Conclusion

I am not going to venture into the question, still very much alive, about 
the originality of Christian Democracy, nor into the question of whether 
there is something distinctively Christian Democratic in European poli-
tics.52 Concrete proposals were strongly influenced by existing models 
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formulated before World War II by various Europeanist movements 
and circles. This was also true during the war, as in the case of outspo-
ken socialist proposals such as the Ventotene Manifesto “For a Free and 
United Europe” (Per un’ Europa libera e unita), drafted by the Italian 
Communist Altiero Spinelli and the anti-fascist Ernesto Rossi, which 
even inspired the Catholic prime minister of the new Italian republic 
Alcide De Gasperi. I also think that the question of continuity or discon-
tinuity across the classic caesura of World War II is often misguided, as 
one should distinguish more in terms of issues.

But there are some developments that I do want to emphasize:

1. � Notwithstanding a still-dominant secular presentation of 
European integration history and some contemporary presenta-
tions of European integration as a secular project, Christians in 
general and Catholics in particular occupied a central stage in 
the debate on European unity all throughout the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Their subsequent marginalization in 
the historiography has either been based upon a secularist bias 
or a misinterpretation of their various relationships with different 
worldviews and political currents, including socialists, liberals and 
fascists. In this context, however, one needs to acknowledge that 
boundaries between these movements and positions, particularly 
with fascism, were less clear than imagined in hindsight.

2. � The recognition and desire to collaborate even within a unitary 
organization appeared to be novel after World War II, but, as I 
have indicated, was in fact not so much or far less so at the inter-
national level. Scholars of Christian Democracy have emphasized 
the importance of discussions with Resistance leaders, such as those 
on the initiative of the Italian Communist Altiero Spinelli at the 
house of the Dutch Reformed theologian Willem Visser ‘t Hooft in 
Geneva during the war. Meanwhile, other scholars, such as Philippe 
Chenaux, have downplayed the importance of these contacts, argu-
ing that those experiences were shared only by a small minority, 
and were all but generally accepted.53 Surely Chenaux is right with 
regard to these specific talks, but we saw Catholics and Christian 
Democrats already engaged in mixed associations and circles in the 
1920s and 1930s as well. Here we find a surprising continuity. The 
discontinuity, meanwhile, lies in the rather (slow) development of a 
separate Christian Democratic international action.
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3. � Were Catholics and Christian Democrats “internationalists” par 
excellence, and particularly more in favor of European unity 
after World War II, as has often been argued?54 To be perfectly 
honest, I have my doubts. Apart from a handful of individu-
als, Catholics were not particularly prominent in the federalist 
movement, while those who were did not achieve great influ-
ence—like the movement itself. Perhaps they were a bit more in 
favor of some sort of reconciliation, but I would not be too sure 
about that either. Obviously, what united Catholic politics at the 
time was a rejection of nationalism—which, after World War II, 
became a widely advertised key feature of Christian Democracy 
and Roman Catholicism alike. From this perspective, anti-nation-
alism perhaps motivated a turn to Europeanism, sometimes as a 
more realistic alternative to universalism.

If Christian Democrats played a major role in the construction of 
(Western) European institutions in the 1950s, it is because they 
were in power and they, among others, had become convinced 
that some sort of unity was needed to save their countries in the 
context of the emerging Cold War. Of course, being in power 
in a republic implies a certain moderation and pragmatism, but 
the case of Georges Bidault illustrates that it may have been 
more than just the pragmatism of power. This brings me to what 
Kees van Kersbergen identified as the most distinctive feature 
of Christian Democracy: its ability to compromise, to transcend 
political cleavages. The creation of the ECSC certainly offers a 
case in point.

4. � The term “Christian Democracy,” especially in its presentation as 
a major political force after the war, suggests the acceptance of 
what today is viewed as the defining set of essentially European 
values: the acceptance of democracy, the rule of law, human 
rights, pluralism, the separation of Church and State. This chap-
ter has confirmed the contributions of Christian Democrats to 
these values, but also considerably complicates the narrative. 
Even Christian acceptance of democracy was a far more ambigu-
ous process than the militants of the movement like to believe,55 
while recent research by Samuel Moyn, Marco Duranti, Antonin 
Cohen and others has shown that, in addition, the values of 
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human dignity, human rights and the acceptance of pluralism 
must seriously be qualified. The ambiguities that I also empha-
size apparently had a lasting impact even on the jurisprudence of 
the European Court of Human Rights, up to today vis-à-vis the 
freedom of religion, which, according to Nehal Butha, appears 
to uphold a very “Christian Democratic” view on secularism, a 
view that appears quite inadequate today to the task of dealing 
with contemporary issues of religious freedom, in particular for 
Muslims.56 At the very least, this question invites us to recon-
sider the history not only of European Christian Democracy, but 
of European values in general as well.
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