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Jean Monnet, 'the inspirer' 
One of Europe's founding fathers 

SUMMARY 

Born into a family of cognac merchants, Jean Monnet began a globe-trotting career as 
a very young man before deciding to throw all his energies into Franco-British 
cooperation during the First World War. After the war, he took a post at the League of 
Nations then returned to the family business, only to head off again, to the United 
States of America and China as an investment banker. 

During the Second World War, Monnet worked first in London, again promoting 
Franco-British cooperation, and then in Algiers, where he helped to establish the 
French authorities that moved back to Paris when the war ended. He was then 
appointed Commissioner for 'the Plan', France's national economic blueprint. 

Largely responsible for drafting the Schuman Declaration of 9 May 1950, Monnet 
pursued his mission with plans for a European Defence Community, for Euratom and 
for the European Economic Community. After 1955, he continued to influence events 
through the Action Committee for the United States of Europe, working on economic 
and monetary matters, promoting United Kingdom membership of the European 
Community and establishing the European Council. 

Monnet's entire life was shaped by the world wars and the necessity of forging 
agreements between people, regardless of their nationality, to tackle shared 
challenges. That is why he is universally recognised today as one Europe's founding 
fathers. 
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From dealer to international negotiator 
Jean Monnet was born in 1888, into a family of cognac merchants in the town from which 
the spirit gets its name. The business was the world in which he grew up, and it was a 
world alive to the international dimension of trade. Monnet began working for his father 
as a teenager and never completed his secondary education. Aged 16, he was sent by his 
father to live in the United Kingdom (UK) and that stay was followed by several trips to 
North America. 

At the outbreak of the First World War, Monnet, now 26, had just returned to Cognac 
from London. Having been declared unfit for military service, he decided to get involved 
in coordinating the war effort – as he put it 'because I was so young, not in spite of the 
fact'.1 He knew England well and was a fluent English speaker. Possessing only a 
determination to be useful, he managed, through an intermediary, to arrange a meeting 
with French Prime Minister René Viviani to outline to him a means of coordinating the 
war effort between the UK and France, starting with transport. At a time when the 
Entente cordiale was a new thing and friendly relations between London and Paris a 
novelty, it was a bold proposal.2 Back in London and experiencing the chaos caused by 
the war, he set out a series of practical measures, first to avoid competition among the 
Allies and then, gradually, to move towards a system for coordinating their manufacturing 
and purchasing. In 1916, Jean Monnet took up his first international post when he was 
put in charge of the coordination of Allied resources. 

After the First World War 
In the post-war environment, Monnet found an active means of pursuing his vision 
through the creation of the League of Nations, where he was appointed Deputy 
Secretary-General. The League's failure to prevent the Second World War should not 
erase the memory of its achievements, at a time when borders were being redrawn in 
central Europe and posing a new set of problems. It was at the League of Nations that 
Monnet recognised the potential of international courts for holding states to their 
commitments, for example in the dispute about German interests in Poland. 

In 1923, on learning that the family business, Cognacs Monnet, was in trouble, he 
resigned from his post to return home and take it in hand. After three years spent putting 
it back on a healthy footing, he left Cognac for Paris and a new career in investment 
banking. The work included currency-stabilisation missions to Poland and Romania, a task 
to which Monnet brought experience gained through the League of Nations' involvement 
in promoting Austria's financial recovery. In early 1929, Jean Monnet left Europe for 
America. There, plans he was working on with a Californian bank were torpedoed by the 
Great Crash. It was also in 1929 that he met Silvia de Bondini, the Italian woman who was 
to become his wife. In 1934, after it proved legally impossible for de Bondini to end her 
first marriage in Italy, the couple arranged to meet in Moscow (Monnet arrived on the 
Trans-Siberian Express) and to marry there. Between their initial meeting and their 
marriage, Monnet had left America, first briefly for Stockholm and then in 1933 to live 
and work in China.3 

Monnet had been invited by the Chinese Minister of Finance, Soong Tzu-wen, to 
implement an international investment policy in a context made more difficult by the fact 
that much of the funding involved was controlled by a consortium of US, UK, French and 
Japanese interests. Monnet set about establishing a different – Chinese-run – consortium 
to attract international investment.4 The complications intensified and in 1936 Monnet 
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left China, although he continued, from overseas, to manage a number of contracts there 
until 1940.  

Bordeaux, London, Algiers and the Second World War 
In 1938, Monnet was tasked with investigating how 
to harness the power of US manufacturing in 
France's interest, particularly for building the 
modern planes that the French air force needed in 
order to keep pace with German rearmament5. 
When war was declared, Monnet once again lobbied 
for new Franco-British purchasing coordination 
arrangements and eventually he was appointed to 
chair just such a coordinating committee. He was 
hailed in the British press as 'the first federal official 
of the New World'6. With French defeat imminent, 
Monnet took his coordination ideas a step further, 
tabling plans for a union between France and the 
UK7. The concept was rejected.  

Monnet's Anglo-French Coordinating Committee 
lost its raison d'être when Marshall Pétain took 
power in France and signed the armistice, and 
Monnet resigned his post. Winston Churchill agreed 
that he could continue to serve the war effort by 
helping to organise supply lines from the USA to the 
UK. For this purpose, he was issued with a British 
passport signed by the Prime Minister8. His new task was, as he put it in a phrase 
subsequently taken up by President Roosevelt, to make the USA 'the arsenal of 
democracy'9.  

When North Africa was liberated in 1942, after the 
USA had entered the war, Jean Monnet arrived in 
Algiers, where he put his talents to use in trying to 
forge an agreement between two French generals – 
Giraud, the civil and military Commander-in-Chief 
supported by Roosevelt, and de Gaulle, who had the 
backing of Churchill. Monnet was one of the seven 
people who formed the Comité de Libération 
Nationale, set up in Algiers in 1943, which was to 
become the provisional government of France10.  

A Plan for France and a plan for Europe 
Commissioner-General for the Plan 
De Gaulle and Monnet often clashed11. Indeed, in 
1940, Monnet said of de Gaulle: 'He's someone to be 
reckoned with, but I don't know a town that's big 
enough for both of us.'12. Yet five years later, 
de Gaulle, as head of the new French Provisional 
Government, recognised the case made by Monnet 
that post-war France needed modernisation, and 

A union between France and the UK 
For Jean Monnet, 16 June 1940 was ‘a day 
of lost opportunities’. It was on that date, 
as the French forces struggled vainly to halt 
the advancing Germans, that Monnet 
convinced the British Cabinet and Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill to consider an 
ambitious plan for Franco-British union. 
The union was to include a constitution, 
joint institutions, automatic and immediate 
dual nationality, close links between the 
two parliaments and the creation of a 
single War Cabinet. 
The aim of the proposal was to convince 
the French to reject an armistice and fight 
on. The offer was sent to Bordeaux, where 
the French Government was now sitting, 
but the French Cabinet turned it down, 
much to the displeasure of Prime Minister 
Paul Reynaud, who subsequently tendered 
his resignation. 

 
Source: European Parliament, date unknown. 

http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1940/oct/16/french-republic-proposed-union-with#S5CV0365P0_19401016_HOC_172
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decided to give him his chance. Monnet proceeded to set up the Commissariat-General 
of the French Modernisation and Investment Plan. The institution's remit was to produce 

a plan for French reconstruction, thus carrying 
through into peacetime some of the machinery of 
economic oversight that had made the Allied war 
effort a success. The concept of national planning 
had already been developed before the war, by 
certain trade unionists and intellectuals, to 
counter the depression which followed the stock 
market crash of 1929. It had been taken up by 
Vichy Regime technocrats, who created a number 
of corporatist and planning bodies, but it also 
figured in the programme produced in 1944 by 
the National Council of the Resistance13. The Plan 
that Monnet oversaw was financed chiefly from 
US aid programmes and was intended to establish 
a new kind of capitalism supported by the state, 
thus addressing both a liberal and a statist 
agenda. Central to the French Plan was steel 
production, and that depended in practice on the 
fate of two German regions: the Ruhr (which 
France wanted to turn into international territory) 
and the Saar (which it envisaged as part of its 
internal market14). From 1950 onwards, the Ruhr 
was indeed to overtake the USA as the main coal 
supplier to France15, a development that Jean 
Monnet's staff had predicted. 

 
The Schuman Plan 
It is clear that the seeds of the Schuman Plan, providing for the coal and steel resources 
of France and the Federal Republic of Germany to be placed under an independent joint 
authority, were nurtured in the context of the French national Plan. The reason why the 
European initiative did not bear Monnet's name, is clear from his own comment: 'I have 
never acted in any other way. First have an idea, then look for the man who can put it to 
work.'16 Being effective meant more to him than being famous. The Schuman Plan is the 
best known, most studied and most celebrated product of Jean Monnet's work17, and it 
bore the hallmark of a perfectionism that his colleagues found daunting: no fewer than 
nine different drafts were discussed!  

Success of the ECSC, failure of the EDC, and ongoing commitment to Europe 
A European Defence Community 
While still working to steer the European Coal and Steel Community negotiations to a 
successful conclusion, Monnet was also seeking ways to de-escalate the Cold War 
following the Berlin Blockade (1948-1949) and amid the tensions generated by the 
Korean War (1950-1953). Europeans were divided on the question of German 
rearmament, a key factor in countering the pressure that the Soviet Union was exerting 
on Europe. Both the 1947 Treaty of Dunkirk, between France and the UK, and the 1948 
Treaty of Brussels, whereby Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands joined the first 
two signatories, were implicitly anti-German. In line with Konrad Adenauer's vision, 

Jean Monnet and the idea of a European 
Parliament 
The Schuman Declaration of 9 May 1950 
made no mention of a European 
Parliament. 
It was subsequently, in negotiations on the 
establishment of the European Coal and 
Steel Community (ECSC), that, along with a 
Council of Ministers, a consultative 
Common Assembly was introduced (tasked 
with evaluating the High Authority’s annual 
reports). 
Numerous new institutions, notably the 
Council of Europe and the Organisation for 
European Economic Cooperation, were 
springing up in Europe in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s and contrasting national 
parliamentary traditions had to be 
reconciled. For some, efficiency – the driver 
of the French Plan – was the prime 
consideration, while others insisted on 
national parliamentary sovereignty or on 
the need to include bodies drawn from 
European civil society (with 
representatives from trade unions, 
academia and associations, for example). 

http://cache.media.eduscol.education.fr/file/droits_homme/19/8/Programme_du_Conseil_national_de_la_Resistance_319198.pdf
https://www.cvce.eu/en/recherche/unit-content/-/unit/5cc6b004-33b7-4e44-b6db-f5f9e6c01023/a777197e-0585-43d6-9354-8171c3c76c5c/Resources
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Monnet believed that including German 
troops under a unified European command 
would give the shared aim of resisting 
Moscow priority over the rancorous legacy of 
the war – which had ended just five years 
previously. This view carried particular weight 
prior to the entry into force of the North 
Atlantic Treaty of 1949, with the USA as a 
signatory.  

In 1950, French Prime Minister René Pleven 
put before the National Assembly a plan for 
joint European defence18: 'A Defence Minister 
would be appointed by the member-state 
governments and would be responsible, 
under arrangements to be determined, to 
them and to a European assembly.' It took 
two years of negotiations to produce, in 1952, 
a treaty establishing the European Defence 
Community: its ultimate rejection by the 
French National Assembly in 1954 marked the 

start of a period of stagnation at European level.  

President of the High Authority 
In 1952, Jean Monnet agreed to become the first President of the High Authority of the 
ECSC and moved to Luxembourg. Under his guidance, the coal and steel markets gradually 
opened up. But at the end of 1954, following the rejection of the European Defence 
Community plan, he decided not to seek an extension of his appointment, in order to 
concentrate on getting Europe out of the crisis it faced19. 

The Action Committee for the United States of Europe, Euratom and the ECSC 
Monnet took the initiative of setting up the Action Committee for the United States of 
Europe, with a membership of prominent European politicians and trade-unionists drawn 
from the main political currents. The press release for the Action Committee's launch in 
October 1955 highlighted the need to apply pressure on those negotiating the next move 
towards European integration, stressing that it was 'indispensable for states to delegate 
certain of their powers to European federal institutions'20.  

At this time Monnet was sceptical about the European leaders' ability to overcome the 
failure of the Defence Community project by forging ahead with a comprehensive 
common market plan being urged by Paul-Henri Spaak. Monnet's preference was to stick 
with a sector-based approach, focusing next on civil nuclear energy and a European 
Atomic Energy Commission (Euratom). In the face of German opposition to Euratom 
without a common market, he revised his view, deciding to support both projects, 
provided the negotiators could transcend the simplistic inter-governmental thinking that 
had characterised the discussions thus far, and look instead to the ECSC as their model21. 
The Action Committee played an important role in getting the two treaties negotiated 
and accepted, largely thanks to Monnet's exceptional network of contacts in the Member 
States and also the USA22.  

Jean Monnet was to continue his active involvement in European integration on various 
fronts. In 1952, for example, he had the idea of creating a federal district as home to a 

De Gaulle and 'the inspirer' 

Although it was Charles de Gaulle himself 
who labelled Monnet 'the inspirer', the two 
never enjoyed a smooth relationship. 
While de Gaulle saw Europe as a vehicle for 
extending French influence, Monnet’s 
belief was that only Europe could restore 
France to its former status. Monnet 
recognised, however, that working with 
de Gaulle presented an opportunity: while 
the President accepted the role of the 
institutions established under the Rome 
Treaties, Monnet accepted the Fouchet 
Plan as a confederal step towards a 
European federation. De Gaulle’s aim was 
to make the European Communities’ 
governing bodies subordinate to a 
directorate of Member States.  

The plan foundered but Monnet kept on 
seeking ways to advance his ideas.  
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new capital city of Europe23, and it was at his suggestion that the European Council was 
established, the regular forum for meetings of the European Communities' heads of state 
and government. In a note concerning the European Council, which Monnet reproduces 
in his memoirs24, he actually advocates a 'Provisional European Government' to function 
alongside an assembly elected by direct universal suffrage.  

The last years of the Action Committee's existence were, in fact, as productive as the early 
ones25. After 1969, Monnet travelled extremely widely and, when de Gaulle, Adenauer 
and Schuman had quit politics, he remained one of the most prominent activists for 
European integration – which, thanks to the Action Committee, was well under way. The 
committee's resources, however, were not commensurate with its influence, and 
Monnet was putting money into it from his own savings. He was interested in the first 
moves towards monetary union, as set out in the Werner Plan, and also in the process of 
integrating the UK, Ireland and Denmark into the Communities. He established a friendly 
relationship with new French President Valéry Giscard d'Estaing, who proposed dropping 
the de facto unanimity rule in Council votes and setting a date for the first elections to 
the European Parliament by direct universal suffrage.  

In 1975, Monnet decided to wind up the Action Committee. By this time he was 87 years 
old. When he announced his retirement from public life he received tributes from all over 
Europe and from the USA, including a personal letter from Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger. His last major public engagement was on 9 May 1975, when he attended 
an event at the French Ministry for Foreign Affairs in Paris to mark the 25th anniversary 
of the Schuman Declaration. The date was symbolic on two counts because President 
Giscard d'Estaing had decided to end the annual VE Day commemorations on 8 May, 
instead making 9 May a public holiday marking a new beginning and the first steps 
towards European integration.  

One of Europe's founding fathers 
Memoirs focused on the future 
Retirement from the public arena gave Monnet time 
for a project that several publishers had long been 
urging him to undertake: compiling his memoirs. 
Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, a well-known historian of 
international relations, had already begun 
researching Monnet's life but he soon abandoned the 
task. The historian reported that Monnet 'found it 
hard to take an interest in his book', asking on one 
occasion about the possibility of producing 'memoirs 
with something to say about the future'26. That was 
always his purpose, and Jean Monnet: Memoirs, 
which became a bestseller, reflects it: he recounted 
the work he had done so that others could take up 
the torch.  

Through the sustained nature of his efforts, his 
unusually long life (he died in 1979, aged 91) and his 
vitality, Monnet was one the figures who embodied 
the idea of European integration. Those close to him 
wanted to help ensure that his work was carried on. 
The publication of Jean Monnet: Memoirs was the 

 
Source: European Parliament, date unknown. 

https://www.francetvinfo.fr/replay-radio/histoires-d-info/quand-la-france-choisissait-d-oublier-le-8-mai-1975-1981_1777403.html
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result of a collective effort, in which friends and family members, as well as historians, 
played an important part27. The purpose of the Jean Monnet Foundation for Europe, set 
up in Lausanne – and to which Monnet transferred his personal archives in 1978 – was to 
afford access to a wealth of documents amassed over many years in many countries. 

The image of the 'founding father' was taken up by the European institutions themselves. 
In 1974, the European Commission opened the Jean Monnet Building in Luxembourg, and 
in 1976 the European Council decided to proclaim Monnet an 'honorary citizen of 
Europe'28. In 1988, his remains were transferred to the Panthéon, the mausoleum where 
France commemorates distinguished citizens to whom the nation owes a debt of 
gratitude. The name Jean Monnet is, moreover, frequently invoked in debates about 
Europe. A number of people closely associated with Monnet have held top posts in the 
European institutions and, within them, have helped 
to keep his memory alive29. 

A philosophy of movement 
Monnet's preferred approach was, he said, based on 
'small steps'. He believed it was possible to identify 
a single issue (supplies, during the two World Wars, 
for example, or coal and iron ore in 1950) which, 
while apparently of minor importance, could be 
used to bring about international change so 
significant that it enabled centuries-old nation 
states to re-think the very nature of sovereignty.  

It was only in the process of compiling the Memoirs, 
however, that this 'method' emerged clearly as the 
guiding thread of Monnet's work30. As he wrote 
himself, it was not the product of reading or research: 'When I set out on my first long 
voyage, at the age of eighteen, my father said to me: ''Don't take any books. No one can 
do your thinking for you. Look out of the window, talk with people. Pay attention to your 
neighbour.''31.' While some of Monnet's European endeavours were crowned with great 
success, others ended in failure, and each time that happened he drew lessons from it 
and moved on, seeking new ways to advance the cause of Europe.  

Main references 
Brown Wells S., Jean Monnet, Unconventional Statesman, Lynne Rienner Publisher, London, 
2011. 
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The European Parliament and the Jean 
Monnet House in Bazoches-sur-Guyonne 

The European Parliament found its own 
means of keeping Monnet's heritage alive 
when it purchased the house he had lived 
in between 1945 and his death in 1979.  

The house, managed and run by the 
Jean Monnet Association, is open to 
visitors and hosts numerous seminars, 
enabling people to learn more about 
Europe. Parliament also runs its own 
seminars and training courses there.  

http://jean-monnet.ch/les-origines/
https://wortonline.atavist.com/jmo
https://jean-monnet.fr/en/maison-musee-jean-monnet/historique/
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