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To be fair, it was more than 
a puff of smoke. The bullets 
from Gavrilo Princip’s re-

volver killed the Arch-Duke Franz 
Ferdinand and his wife Sofia. What 
killed the Habsburg Monarchy was 
the four years of pounding by ar-
tillery that followed. This brought 
death and ruin to the old Europe; 
in Russia it brought revolution and 
tyranny, and in Germany regime 
change accompanied by failed revo-
lution, then inflation and depression, 
and finally world war and genocide.

What arose from the ashes? 
The answer is: the European Union 
and nato. It is the eu and its re-
semblance to the Habsburg Mon-
archy that is the subject of this es-
say, but something needs first to be 
said about nato which was and is 
its indispensable partner.

nato and the presence of us 
forces in Europe have given Euro-
pean countries the assurance that 
the us would defend them against 
the Soviet Union. But almost more 
important, nato also turned de-
fence into a collective enterprise. 
Without this, each country would 

have had to make its own provi-
sion against the Soviet threat; some 
might have felt compelled to create 
massive armies; some might have 

gone for bilateral alliances. What-
ever the result, Europe would have 
been back to the old, failed games 
of balance of power and arms race. 
nato also created an incentive to 
free riding on us military capabili-
ties. This has been criticized by the 
us ever since; but paradoxically it is 
also a notable achievement that Euro-
pean countries have felt able to keep 
defence spending down: this shows 
that nato has generated a sense of 
collective security in the best mean-
ing of those words; security issues 
which for centuries have divided 
Europe at last unified it. And out of 
this the European Union was born. 

And the eu itself, by creating a col-
lective identity outside the field of 
security—and without the us—, has 
contributed to nato’s longevity by 

demonstrating that the us presence 
is an enabler of cooperation rather 
than an instrument of domination.

Benefits for Small Nations

In any event, it is striking that 
after the unhappy interval of the 
1930s and World War ii, Europe—
or rather Western Europe—found it-
self with a body that in many ways 
resembles the Habsburg Monarchy. 
Like the Habsburg Monarchy, the eu 
is not a nation state but a complex 
confection of states, nations, cen-
tralised bureaucracy and local au-
tonomy. Both have grown by volun-

tary accession (in the old days it was 
called dynastic marriage) rather than 
by conquest. The eu is partly bound 
together, as the Habsburg Monar-

chy was, by transnational elites: in 
the Habsburg case it was the officer 
corps and the civil service; for the 
eu it is business elites and civil ser-
vants, both national and European. 

Above all, both the Habsburg 
Monarchy and the eu have provid-
ed a home for the small nations of 
Europe who would have difficulty 
surviving alone: in the nineteenth 
century, their need was to avoid be-
ing at the mercy of the less liberal 
German and Russian Empires. In 
the twentieth, belonging to a larger 
framework has brought both polit-
ical and economic security. Had it 
not been for the catastrophe of war, 

the Habsburg Monarchy would have 
continued to develop in its haphaz-
ard way, no doubt giving more au-
tonomy to those who wanted it but 
still providing the smaller states with 
things that mattered a lot to them.

These also included roads, rail-
ways, laws, police to enforce them, 
courts, parliaments, education, and 
a centralized bureaucracy to manage 
it all. The Habsburg Monarchy liber-
ated its serfs some twenty years be-
fore Russia and America, and intro-
duced universal male suffrage early 
in the twentieth century. All these 
were useful and helped bring mod-
ernization to many parts of the Em-
pire; but the peoples of central Europe 
could have got them from Germany 
and maybe even from Russia one day. 
What was unique in the Habsburg 
zone was that it enabled the small 
nationalities to survive, keep their 
culture, some level of autonomy, 
and even to thrive with it. The se-
curity it provided was political; but 
was backed—for this was the nine-
teenth century—by military force.

A further curious resemblance to 
the European Union is that the Mon-

The European Union and  
 the Habsburg Monarchy
by robert cooper

The Habsburg Monarchy lasted five centuries. It was both solid and flexible; it aroused genuine affection among its citizens. But it vanished in a 
puff of smoke. Should we expect the European Union, shallow in history and unloved by those it serves, to do better?
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Security issues which for centuries have divided Europe at last 
unified it. And out of this the European Union was born.
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archy was (as Robert Kann puts it) 
a power without a name; or rather a 
power with several names, none of 
them quite right: Habsburg Empire? 
Austro-Hungarian Empire? Habsburg 
Monarchy? None quite expresses its 
nature, because, like the European 
Union, it was complicated and did 
not fit into any convenient category. 
For Europe today, Common Market 
and European Economic Commu-
nity are too little; European Union 
is too much: the eu is not a union 
in the sense that the United States 
or the United Kingdom is. This last 
name is an aspiration; but what is 
the use of an aspiration if nobody 
knows what it amounts to?

Cooperation among  
Sovereign States

There are, however, two impor-
tant differences. First, the eu (as, for 
want of better, we continue to call 
it) is not a state and the Habsburg 
Monarchy, for all its quirkiness, was. 
That meant it was sovereign and it 
had a sovereign whose picture could 
appear on banknotes and on prints 

to be found in the humble huts of 
peasants in far corners of the Em-
pire. And it had an army. And when 
the crisis came, it was the Monar-
chy that was in charge. One of the 
ways in which we know that, in spite 
of flag and anthem, the eu is not a 
state is that in the crisis of the Eu-
rozone power quickly returns to its 
source in the member states. Just as 
it would also in a security crisis. Be-
cause the Monarchy was a state, its 
components were nations with lim-
ited autonomy. Because the eu is not 
a state, it is made up of states: sover-
eign, equal, and ultimately its masters. 

The second important differ-
ence is that, although the eu and 
the Habsburg Monarchy both en-
able the small to survive by provid-
ing the benefits of scale, they do it 
in different fields. Over the five cen-
turies of the Habsburg Monarchy, 
its key contribution was the secu-
rity that it provided against threats 
from outside, to begin with from the 
Ottoman Empire, later from nation 
states, against whose deadlier dyna-
mism it was less successful. Thanks 
to nato and to the end of the Cold 
War, security is no longer the big is-
sue. Instead, the most visible bene-
fit of scale that the eu brings is the 
prosperity it has provided through 
a Europe without borders; the in-
visible benefit—perhaps more im-
portant—has been the security of 
good political relations. These come 
from joint enterprise of making the 
laws that govern Europe’s borderless 
space. The practice of cooperation 
may be tedious and time consum-
ing but it creates relationships with 
neighbours such as no country has 
ever had before. So successful has 

the eu been in creating an environ-
ment in which small states can live 
comfortably, that the temptation for 
Flanders, Scotland, Catalonia and no 
doubt many others to enjoy the lux-
ury of their own state may become 
a pattern of the future.

This should not be a surprise 
since, for most purposes, small states 
are better than big states: more inti-
mate, more cohesive, closer to the cit-
izen. Only two things make big states 
desirable: the security of a big army 
and the prosperity of a big market. 
The Habsburg Monarchy provid-
ed the first while allowing diverse 
nationalities to flourish; the eu has 
provided the second while enabling 
small states to flourish and to have a 
voice in making the rules to run it.1)

The Habsburg Monarchy was 
threatened first by the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire, which brought it 
physically too close to Russia, and 
in consequence also became politi-
cally too dependent on Germany. 
Long before the Great War it had be-
gun to lose its multi-national char-
acter (visible in the use of German 
as the official language of the Em-

pire). And then it was destroyed by 
the war itself and by its manifest in-
ability to provide physical protection 
for its people and political protec-
tion for its nations. 

These were then awarded self-de-
termination by the victorious nation 
states. This turned out to be a poi-
soned gift, since they were left na-
ked in the face of powerful neigh-
bours and their own weak political 
culture. That they have regained their 
freedom and re-established democ-
racy within the European Union is 
their credit, and also that of the eu 
and of nato.

This Fish Rots from the Tail,  
not the Head

In contrast to the world at the be-
ginning of the last century, the geo-
political environment in Europe to-
day is benign. The Middle East and 
the Mediterranean are disturbed, 
but no worse than usual; the Cold 
War is over and Russia is preoccu-
pied with making money, a peace-
ful activity; even the Balkans make 
halting progress. No one is think-
ing of war.

But the threat that the eu now 
faces is, in its way, as deadly as the 
one that confronted the Habsburg 
Monarchy a hundred years ago. In-
stead of the uncontrolled expansion of 
armies and navies of the early twen-
tieth century, when few understood 
the implications of the new mili-
tary technology, we live today in a 
world of uncontrolled global finan-
cial markets dealing in instruments 
that few comprehend. And the cri-
sis strikes at the heart of the eu. If 
the eu ceases to be a bringer of pros-

perity but becomes instead a cause 
of impoverishment, it too will col-
lapse. Because, unlike the Habsburg 
Monarchy, the eu is not a state but 
a community of states, its collapse 
will not begin at the centre, but at 
the edges. If it ever dies, it will do so 
with a whimper, rather than a bang. 
This fish rots from the tail, not the 
head. The explosion will come not 
in Brussels but on the streets of Ath-
ens, Rome or Madrid. Perhaps we 
are seeing the first signs. And if the 
explosion comes, it will bring down 
with it the open borders, the single 
market, the practice of cooperative 
relations with others, the collabora-
tion in many fields, and at its centre 
the good political relations that have 
delivered peace and a sense of com-
munity over fifty-five years.

At the beginning of “The Strug-
gle for the Mastery of Europe”, his 
great book describing the diploma-
cy that led to World War i, ajp Tay-
lor wrote: “In the state of nature 
which Hobbes imagined, violence 
was the only law, and life was ‘nas-
ty brutish and short’. Though indi-
viduals never lived in this state of 
nature the Great Powers of Europe 
have always done so”. Taylor, strange-
ly, omitted Hobbes’ first two adjec-
tives. The original says: “and the life 
of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish 
and short”. Hobbes is writing about 
man’s life outside society. But Taylor’s 
analogy with states works even more 
powerfully if we include these two 
adjectives: it is the solitary nature of 
states that has made them both poor 
and dangerous. States, like men, live 
better in communities. Our great-
est achievement is that the Great 
Powers of Europe no longer live by 
the rules (or the lack of them) that 
Hobbes evokes. If Europe loses that, 
it will lose again everything that was 
lost with the Habsburg Monarchy.

The stakes in the Euro-game are 
high: monetary union was meant to 
bring prosperity (and to bind Ger-
many closer!). If the result is penury 
and political instability, then the eu 
will share the fate of the Habsburg 
Monarchy. 

This is not inevitable. Unlike war, 
there are no winners when financial 
markets collapse (no, not even George 
Soros). If we fail, it will be by errors 
in our economics or misjudgments 
of our politics or through collec-
tive stupidity. Getting it right does 
not need a miracle. It requires only 
open debate, open minds, a readi-
ness to listen and to learn. Intellec-
tual clarity and human sympathy is 
all that we need, plus some under-
standing what we stand to lose. ◁
1) Small states are pleasant for their citizens, 
but there is a question whether they impose 
costs on the system as a whole by making 
consensual decisions more difficult. The 
experience of the eu is that problems come 
more from large states than small ones. 
However, a system that consisted entirely  
of small states, without the leadership (or 
bullying) of large states might operate 
differently.

Read a German summary of the text on  
Tr@nsit_online: www.iwm.at

The word “crisis”—once a com-
monplace on the eastern side 
of the Berlin Wall—has, in 

the last few years, come to be heard 
everywhere in the European Union. 
Indeed, one might ask whether our 
habituation to the rhetoric of crisis 
signals the disappearance of the fi-
nal vestige of the Cold War… The 
facts, however, are incontrovert-
ible: First, since the bankruptcy of 
Lehman Brothers in 2008, there has 
been an international recession. Sec-
ond, there is a general crisis of po-
litical leadership in the democratic 
nation-states, visible not only in the 
European Union. Third, the euro-
zone has undergone serious pertur-
bations. Although many European 
countries remain wealthy, in other 
states it has become impossible to 
overhear voices saying that making 
a living has become a nightmare. 
Simply talking to people from the 
countries unflatteringly referred to 
in the press as “pigs” confirms that 
there is much truth in those claims. 

Ulrich Beck’s theory that the eu 
develops by overcoming successive 
crises comes to look overly optimis-
tic. It seems that a specter is haunt-
ing Europe once again; this time, 
however, it is the specter of disinte-
gration. But what does “disintegra-
tion” mean? What is the difference 
between disintegration, decay and 
the breakdown of a political organ-
ism? What lessons can be drawn from 
the history of transnational polities 
such as the Habsburg Monarchy and 
Yugoslavia? These were some of the 
questions discussed by the partici-
pants of the conference The Politi-
cal Logics of DisIntegration ii, orga-
nized on October 26 and 27, 2012, 
by the Institute for Human Scienc-
es. Conceived by Ivan Krastev, the 
meeting convened eminent scholars 
from a range of disciplines alongside 
political analysts. 

No Prison of Nations:  
The Habsburg Empire

Opening the first session on 
the disintegration of Austro-Hun-

gary, Timothy Snyder argued that 
if we were to know today that the 
European Union would last anoth-
er 600 years, in other words for as 
long as the Habsburg Monarchy, we 
would consider it to be a spectacu-
lar success. Despite often being de-
nounced as a “prison of nations,” 
Austro-Hungary was a political or-
ganism with a highly sophisticated 
political culture, where compro-
mises were sought not only among 
the elites but also between nations. 
The search for explanations for the 
collapse of the Habsburg Monarchy 
cannot, therefore, be limited to sim-
ple causes—be it World War i or the 
rise of nationalisms (read the full 
text of his presentation on page 3). 

Panelists emphasized three 
causes of disintegration of the Mon-
archy: competing concepts of inte-
gration, including the unification 
of Germany and the Yugoslav proj-
ect (Snyder); asymmetries of pow-
er, particularly between Austria and 
Hungary as regards to Serbia, culmi-
nating in World War i (Ivo Banac); 
and the state’s loss of legitimacy as 
a result of its failure to provide se-
curity, economic opportunities, and 
development during the war (Dan-
iel Unowsky).

Stigmatization and  
Fiscal Dissolution: Yugoslavia

Susan Woodward opened the 
second session, devoted to the disin-
tegration of Joseph Tito’s state. Both 
she and her co-panelist, Vladimir 
Gligorov, emphasized analogies be-
tween Yugoslavia and the European 
Union. A turning point for Yugosla-
via was the moment when economic 
conflicts were interpreted as ethnic 
or national conflicts, according to 
Woodward: “Once politicians started 
to use nationalist rhetoric, the ques-
tion was: What will hold Yugoslavia 
together?” The same might apply to 
the eu today, in which economic cri-
sis is escalating into an identity con-
flict. A decisive factor for the even-
tual collapse of Yugoslavia was “the 
vicious circle of stereotyping, stig-
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If the eu ceases to be a bringer  
of prosperity but becomes instead  

a cause of impoverishment,  
it too will collapse.
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