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European integration subverts our common understanding of “the rear
view,” as it openly rejects planning or finality and, instead, unfolds as a
gradual process, exploiting the spillovers and unintended consequences
that occur when multiple states come together. The hypothesis of this study
is that, within such fragmented system, walking in a straight line, having a
goal and knowing where to go undermine the possibility of building. Conversely, the buildings in the limelight result from a zigzag process, driven
by contingency and informality. What is purposely designed as a front view
tends to remain on paper due to a widespread concern for and distrust in
the power of planning and, over time, that space is occupied by objects
that respond to the logic of the rear view. The following analysis traces two
case studies that illuminate how this tension played out in the early part of
the integration process: on the one hand, a set of unplanned buildings that
marked the spontaneous entrenchment of Brussels as the primary seat of
the European institutions; on the other hand, a set of unbuilt plans for a
single European capital on the Franco-German border. This is a unique opportunity to explore how things get shaped and built within our complex,
supranational system.
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"There was no master plan for any of this." Europe’s Rear View
Kiran Klaus Patel: Project Europe: A His
tory. Cambridge 2020
This current issue of archimaera de
fines “the rear view” (Rückseite) as the
Although the architectural discourse unplanned or previously planned,
has often been accused of being too what has come out of view, what has
Eurocentric and too politicized, we passed and is left behind. It opposes
have mostly ignored the political dy the rear view to a series of concepts
namic that, more than any other, has that relate to space, time and the way
been transforming the European ar we move through them: straight line,
chipelago over the past seventy years: one direction, destination, goal, plan.
European integration. Such dynamic But is also pits it against broader social
subverts our common understanding concepts, such as control, efficien
of “the rear view,” because it openly cy, clarity, visibility, perfection, pro
rejects planning or finality and, in gress. The editorial board appropria
stead, unfolds as a gradual process, ex tely chose Le Corbusier’s famous met
ploiting the spillovers and unintended aphor of the pack-donkey to introduce
consequences that occur when multi such dichotomy.
ple states come together.
Over the past year, I have conducted
The hypothesis that I have put to the a research project on the architecture
test is that, in this unique, fragment of a system that constantly challenges
ed system, walking in a straight line, the way we are used to see the terms
having a goal and knowing where to of this opposition, partly because it
go – what Le Corbusier regarded as was developed in contrast to the ethos
the bases of planning – undermine the that underlaid Le Corbusier’s theory.
possibility of building. On the con In this system, the front view – what
trary, the front views of this polity, the has been built and is there for every
buildings in the limelight, result from one to see – is the result of a process
a zigzag process, driven by contingen that, ironically, aligns with the de
cy and informality. What is purposely scription of the pack-donkey’s way:
designed as a front view tends to re “it meanders along, meditates a little
main on paper due to a widespread in its scatter-brained and distracted
concern for and distrust in the power fashion, zigzags in order to avoid the
of planning and, over time, that space larger stones, or to ease the climb or
is occupied by objects that respond to to gain a little shade; it takes the line
the logic of the rear view. My analy of least resistance.”1 On the other
sis traces two case studies that illumi hand, the rear view – what has been
nate how this tension played out in the dismissed and forgotten – is a repos
early part of the integration process: itory of unbuilt plans that “walk in a
on the one hand, a set of unplanned straight line because they have a goal
buildings that marked the spontane and know where they are going.”2
ous entrenchment of Brussels as the
primary seat of the European instituti The way this system is commonly in
ons; on the other hand, a set of unbuilt troduced is through its founding state
plans for a single European capital on ment – a declaration issued by anoth
the Franco-German border. European er Frenchman, precisely 25 years after
integration has been described and in the publication of Le Corbusier’s The
terpreted through a multitude of ar City of To-morrow and its Planning. Its
chitectural metaphors, starting with pivotal passage reads as follows: “Eu
Robert Schuman’s declaration in rope will not be made all at once, or
favor of “concrete achievements” and according to a single, general plan; it
against a “single plan.” Moving out of will be built through concrete achieve
the metaphorical dimension and be ments, which first create a de facto sol
ginning to examine the actual archi idarity.”3 What is known as the Schu
tecture produced by and for this sys man declaration was delivered on
tem, there is a new opportunity to May 9th, 1950, in the Salon de l’Hor
observe, through the lens of its most loge of the French Foreign Ministry in
tangible outputs, how the European Paris (fig. 1); that day is still celebrat
Union builds.
ed every year as “Europe day.” In fact,
this statement became the basis for the
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and Steel Community, the Marshall
plan and the Molotov plan were put in
place almost simultaneously to both
provide aid and exert control over Eu
rope’s Western and Eastern blocs, re
spectively (fig. 2).
When a new polity is established, the
cornerstone is usually a document
called constitution, which, as noted by
a multitude of political scientists, acts
as a “general plan of government.”5
European integration never had such
a plan and, when the first attempt was
made at passing a constitutional treaty
in 2004, it encountered major opposi
tion and failed to be ratified.

Fig. 1. Transcript of the Schuman
declaration, 1950. Source: Centre
Virtuel de la Connaissance sur
l’Europe.

Throughout the process of European
integration, nearly every policy pro
posal that took the form of a plan, or
was simply branded as a plan, ended
up being red-lighted: the list includes
the Pleven plan, the Spaak plan, the
Fouchet plan, the Tindemans plan, the
Spinelli plan and the Giscard d’Estaing
plan, among others. The latest example
is the so-called “Recovery plan” de
signed to cope with the Coronavirus
crisis, which has been taken apart by
foundation of the European Coal and the European Council.
Steel Community one year later, trig
gering the process of European inte Plan/Process
gration.4
The term “plan” has multiple layers of
Written by Robert Schuman and Jean meaning: it can indicate a set of deci
Monnet, often referred to as the “archi sions about how to do something in
tects” of European integration, the dec the future; it can designate a draw
laration is the object of a vast literature. ing from which something is made or
One of its key aspects, however, has built, as in the case of an architectur
been overlooked – an aspect that points al plan; but it also leads to the concept
directly to the question of the rear of planning, which, borrowing the
view: the first step in the construction Merriam-Webster definition, refers to
of one of the most complex systems of “the establishment of goals, policies
our time was the explicit rejection of and procedures for a social or econo
any overarching, comprehensive plan. mic unit.”6
Paradoxically, even though its core
message was a statement against plan In his seminal book on the origins of
ning, the Schuman declaration is of modern town planning, Leonardo Be
ten improperly referred to as the Schu nevolo started with a concept that he
man plan.
regarded as a simple truth: “planning is
part of politics and is necessary to make
It is important to remember that the any operational programme concrete.”7
context of this declaration was that The building endeavors associated with
of a shell-shocked continent pressed European integration, however, point
between two emerging powers, the in a different direction. Partly because
United States and the Soviet Union, one of the defining features of this sys
that had both embraced planning as tem is a thinning of the political di
a central tool of governance at home mension: Zygmunt Bauman referred
and abroad. In 1947, shortly before the to it as a separation between power and
establishment of the European Coal politics.8 But there is more to it.
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jection of a short film, prepared by
the American prosecutors, titled “The
Nazi plan.”10 In many ways, Nurem
berg was framed as a process (Prozess)
against a plan.

Fig. 2. Poster of the Marshall
plan, 1950. Source: Marshall
Foundation.

Fig. 3. Illustrations of Friedrich
August Hayek’s The Road to
Serfdom, 1945. Source: Look
Magazine.

In the introduction to The Road to
Serfdom, Hayek noted that “in order
to achieve their ends, the planners
must create power – power over men
wielded by other men – so that it
can be used in the service of a single
plan.”11 From his perspective, democ
racy and freedom were antithetical to
any effort to establish a “single plan.”
The illustrations that accompanied the
book and appeared in Look Magazine
in 1945 showed a direct correlation
between the presentation of a plan and
Firstly, no attention has been devoted the emergence of a dictator with Mus
to the connection between the launch solinian features (fig. 3).
of the first European institutions in the
1950ies and what Anthony Fontenot In the late 1930ies, there was still hope
has defined as a “history of non-plan in the possibility of “planning for free
ning”9 – a movement that found its dom,” as Karl Mannheim put it. By
roots in the work of thinkers like the beginning of the war, however, the
Friedrich August Hayek and Bertrand point of view had changed dramatical
Russell and, following the devastation ly. In 1940, responding to Mannheim’s
of World War II, started to reassess thoughts on the role of planning in a
plans as instruments of control and democratic society and its separation
domination, associated with modern from the idea of Gleichschaltung, John
statehood and, most importantly, with Middleton Murry was rather categor
its nationalist degenerations.
ical: “I see no solution except through
a painful process of disintegration of
One of the most significant instances our centralized societies.”12
in which such association came to the
fore was the Nuremberg trial, imme As noted by Fontenot, architects and
diately after the war. Notably, the first urbanists were very much involved in
two indictments were for “participa this reassessment of planning during
tion in a common plan or conspiracy the post-war period. The 1960ies start
for the accomplishment of a crime ed with the publication of Jane Jacobs’s
against peace” and “planning, initi reflections on the “failure of town plan
ating and waging wars of aggression.” ning” and ended with Robert Good
In fact, the trial started with the pro man’s After the Planners.13 During
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those years, Reyner Banham, Cedric
Price, Peter Hall and Paul Barker col
laborated on a manifesto titled NonPlan: An Experiment in Freedom,
which aimed to shine a light on en
vironments that had been spontane
ously shaped by their inhabitants.14
For Banham, the “art of planning” was
a “giant wastebin of sumptuously for
gotten paper projects.”15
In Planning in Postmodern Times,
Philip Allmendinger associated this
“growth in anti-planning thinking”
with the process of postmoderniza
tion.16 Simultaneously, Peter van Ham
published the first book that discussed
European integration in relation to
“the postmodern condition,” follow
ing Robert Cooper’s famous definition
of the European Union as “the most
developed example of a postmodern
system.”17 Allmendinger argued that,
while planning was deeply submerged
in the practices of modernity, post
modernization brought about “the
more decentered view that we can
never represent reality and instead
must accept a never-ending chain of
signifiers.”18
The notion of a “never-ending chain”
points to a key term: although there
are many different interpretations of
European integration, the one aspect
on which everyone agrees is that it
constitutes a “process.”19 This is far
from being a neutral, value-free char
acterization, as thinking in terms of
“processes” relates to specific ideo
logical milieux. For example, Daniel
Dombrowski and Randall Morris have
highlighted the interconnection be
tween process philosophy and politi
cal liberalism.20 Furthermore, it relates
to contemporaneous developments
in technology: with the advent of the
digital, every interaction between hu
mans and digital applications started
to go through a little machine called
“processor,” often referred to as a com
puter’s brain.
In spite of the reference to “an ever
closer union” in the Treaty establish
ing the European Community, the de
fining feature of European integration
has been the lack of a clear goal. In
the literature, this topic is addressed
as the issue of “finality.”21 As noted by
Ulrich Haltern, “the Schuman decla
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ration left the question of Europe’s
ends unanswered” and this void was
never filled in the following decades.22
In his influential speech Thoughts on
the Finality of European Integration,
Joschka Fischer described the unifica
tion of Europe as “a gradual process
with no blueprint for the final state,”
that is a process without a plan.23
Unbuilt/Built
Understanding this divergence be
tween the concepts of “plan” and “pro
cess” is key to our analysis of Europe
an integration and its architecture. We
usually look at the lack of planning as
an accident or a frustrating shortcom
ing, but the perspective changes when
we start to see it as an underlying con
dition. The opposition between the
front view and the rear view is part of
the same tension: what Le Corbusier
called the “man’s way” is a defini
tion of planning, while the way his
pack-donkey moved can easily be read
as a process without a plan.
Nowhere is this tension more visible
than in the field of architecture and
urban design. Even though Umberto
Eco famously argued that European
integration should “deal with soft, not
hard, stuff,” a very significant amount
of architectural hardware has been
designed for the European institu
tions since the Schuman declaration.24
In the most comprehensive historical
study on this subject, Carola Hein di
vided this material into two streams:
“Imagining built Europe,” which fo
cused on visionary, unrealized pro
jects, and “Building imagined Eu
rope,” which instead addressed the
concrete achievements.25
Removing all additional connotations,
the fundamental divergence lays be
tween built and unbuilt projects – a
classification that can help us under
stand how the European Union oper
ates (or does not operate) as a builder.
Moving upstream through these two
lines of inquiry, I have been testing a
hypothesis that revolves around plan
ning, or the lack thereof. The architec
tural and urban ideas that turned into
buildings had, for the most part, one
thing in common: they lacked a single
plan. Those that had one, on the con
trary, remained on paper.

Fig. 4, 5. Design of the interiors
of the Berlaymont, early 1960ies.
Source: Ministère des Travaux
Publics de Belgique (left). Building
permit for the headquarters of the
European Parliament in Brussels,
disguised as an “International
Conference Centre,” 1987 (right).
Source: Alex Papadopoulos, Urban
Strategies and Regimes.

tions in 1958 was not based on a plan,
but rather on the fact that it was the
Brussels has been the epicenter of the capital of the member state that simply
building activities associated with preceded all the others in alphabetical
European integration since the late order.29
1950ies. The headquarters of the two
most important supranational institu In this early stage, the Belgian govern
tions, the European Commission and ment did produce a plan, highlighting
the European Parliament, provide an multiple locations in which the in
interesting window into the question stitutions could be placed. In spite of
of planning.
this, the European institutions ended
up occupying one of the few areas that
The Berlaymont, the building of the were not indicated in the plan, the
Commission, originally had an open- Quartier Leopold, following a sponta
plan layout because it was meant to neous expansion pattern, mostly driv
host a Belgian ministry and, as soon en by private developers.30
as it was completed in 1968, it had to
be entirely reorganized in order to ac At the core of these dynamics was a
commodate the new European offices, fundamental issue of agency: until
before the detection of asbestos forced the Maastricht Treaty, Brussels (along
a second transformation of the plan a with Strasbourg and Luxembourg)
few years later (fig. 4).26 In the case of was only a provisional seat of the insti
the Parliament, the plan operated as a tutions, which therefore did not have
decoy: the hemicycle was built under legal authority to own, finance or de
the radar, using the false name “Cen sign their buildings. Behind this pro
tre International de Conférences,” be longed provisional status was the idea
cause the official seat of the Parliament to build, sooner or later, a European
had already been established in Stras federal district on the model of Wash
bourg (fig. 5). The plan was carefully ington, DC – a plan that was eventual
crafted to make the hemicycle look ly abandoned in 1992.31
like something else, namely a regular
congress center.27
This vision was known as the “Monnet
doctrine,” because it had initially been
Shifting the focus from the architectu promoted by Jean Monnet, seeming
ral scale to the urban scale, the history ly contradicting the logic of the Schu
of Brussels as a European capital is man declaration and its stance against
characterized by an underlying ab any centralization of power. In a report
sence of planning: in his book on Eu written after one of the first Council of
rope’s central executive district, Alex Ministers of the European Coal and
Papadopoulos described the city’s ap Steel Community, he put it this way:
proach to planning as “nonexistent.”28 “I had no preference for one place in
Even the decision to start using Brus Europe rather than another. All that
sels as a seat for the European institu mattered to me was that it should be
Brussels
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the site of all the institutions and that
it should become a European territory,
the embryo of an eventual federal dis
trict. There was nothing utopian about
this proposal.”32
Wissembourg
Before Brussels became the de facto
center of the union, focalizing most
of its architectural productions, mul
tiple plans were drafted in response
to Monnet’s idea. None of these pro
posals came even close to being built,
partly because no political consen
sus was ever found among the mem
ber states on the selection of a single
site. As such, this is the ideal testing
ground as it pertains to the tension
between the presence of planning and
the possibility of building.

Fig. 6. Karl-Oswald Schreiner and
Georges-Henri Pescadére, plan for
Weiße Burg/Bourg Blanc, 1952.
Source: Citizens for Europe.

Schreiner and the French painter
Georges-Henri Pescadére, who had
met as prisoners of the Nazis during
the war, started to work on a plan for
a transnational district on the border
between their two countries, an area
framed by the former Siegfried and
Maginot lines – the two lines of forti
fication that Germany and France had
built to combat each other.35 Schreiner
and Pescadére were supported by the
mayor of Wissembourg, who offered
to provide land near the existing city
and, most importantly, they obtained
funding from the Marshall plan: the
United States were very supportive of
this type of endeavors because they
saw the unification of Europe as a
powerful tool in the struggle against
the Soviets.

The proposal had a strong symbolic
connotation, since Schreiner and
Pescadére envisioned this new capi
tal, which they called Weiße Burg/
Bourg Blanc (alluding to the idea of a
“White Town”), as a materialization of
Europe’s pacification.36 At the heart of
their plan was a major building intend
ed as a place where young people from
all over Europe could meet, get to know
each other and learn to live together in
peace (fig. 6). Nevertheless, the idea
was to avoid any form of monumen
tality, as Schreiner and Pescadére as
The first proposal centered on the Al sociated the latter with the architec
satian city of Wissembourg. In 1949, ture of totalitarian regimes. From this
the German journalist Karl-Oswald perspective, the approach was simi
Putting aside the proposals that have
little to do with a supranational logic –
such as the proposal known as Paris
Parallèle, which imagined an exten
sion of Paris as the center of a French
Europe33 – three plans produced in the
early stages of European integration
are particularly significant. They were
all developed between the early 1950ies
and the early 1960ies, in the space of
less than thirty kilometers on the bor
der between France and Germany.34
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lar to the one followed in the German
capital Bonn in the same period.

Fig. 7, 8. Poster of the letter sent
to Robert Schuman by the mayor
of Saarbrücken, 1951 (left). Cover
of the exhibition catalogue of
the Saarland competition, 1954
(top right). Source of both images:
Landesarchiv Saarbrücken.

The plan of this “White Town” was
evaluated by the European Coal and
Steel Community in 1952. In order to
make it happen, both Germany and
France needed to give up a little bit of
land and agree to create a transnatio
nal district. In the context of post-war
Europe, ceding land was one of the
most difficult and problematic actions
to take. Neither Germany nor France,
for different reasons, were willing to
do it. Moreover, shortly afterwards,
the funding of the Marshall plan came
to an end, effectively closing this win
dow of opportunity.37
In 1953, even though he never received
a response, mayor Zimmer organized
Saarland
a competition, calling for plans to turn
the Saarland into a European district,
One year later, however, this endeavor on the model of the District of Colum
inspired the launch of a competition bia in the United States (fig. 8). The
for the planning of a European capital competition was overseen by local ar
in the small region of the Saarland, a chitect Otto Renner, who had worked
few kilometers north of Wissembourg in Le Corbusier’s office and collabo
on the Franco-German border.38
rated with Albert Speer before the war.
Thirty-four proposals were presented,
After having heard the Schuman dec mostly coming from either German or
laration, the local mayor Peter Zim French architects and planners.40
mer sent a letter to Robert Schuman,
offering his city as the site of the new The anti-monumental sensibility that
institutions: “I would like to ask the had characterized the plan for Wissem
Conference to examine our proposal bourg did not transfer to the Saarland
to choose Saarbrücken as the seat of competition. Examining the three en
the institutions of the European Coal tries that were awarded prizes by the
and Steel Community and to allow jury, the one that stands out was the
us to submit detailed documentation plan developed by French architects
with plans and supporting proposals Henri Colboc and Pierre Dalidet, who
for the construction of the envisaged proposed to group all the new Euro
buildings”39 (fig. 7).
pean institutions in an enormous
ring-shaped building, three hundred
meters in diameter, connected to the
existing city of Saarbrücken by a mon
umental boulevard on a sloping ramp
(fig. 9).41
The reasoning behind the Saarland
competition was that, due to its com
plex history, this region had effecti
vely blurred the border between Ger
many and France, if only because it
had been razed to the ground almost
every time the two countries had gone
to war against each other. After World
War I, the Saarland had become an in
ternational territory administered by
the League of Nations, until the Nazis
invaded it in the mid-1930ies and,
considering it an important symbolic
site, turned it into the capital of the
158

Fig. 9. Bauwelt report on the
Saarland competition, 1955.
Source: Bauwelt.

so-called Westmark region. Then, af
ter it was devasted again during World
War II, the Saarland became part of
the French occupation zone in Ger
many.42

slate and building representations of
their dominant presence. While the
German plans of the late-1930ies were
defined by a monumental neo-classi
cism, the French plans of the late1940ies were explicitly modelled af
In both post-war periods, Germany ter Le Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse and
and France laid claim to this territory aimed to “modernize” the city.43
by developing and partly implemen
ting grand, comprehensive plans for Given the difficulty of positioning the
Saarbrücken, approaching it as a blank Saarland in the geopolitical order that
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had emerged after the war, in 1954
the German and French governments
started to discuss the idea of turning
it into a supranational, European ter
ritory, and shortly afterwards asked
the local citizens to decide on it. At a
referendum held in 1955, however, the
majority of the citizens of the Saarland
voted against such proposed Europe
anization and, as most of them had a
German background, asked to be an
nexed by Germany.44 As soon as Saar
brücken became a German city again,
the planning competition, which was
about to enter its second stage, came
to an end. For obvious reasons, the
capital of a new united Europe could
not be located on German soil.
Lake Europa
After the abortion of the plans for
Wis
sembourg and the Saarland, in
the late-1950ies a third proposal
started to take shape in the same area,
this time in Luxembourg, near the city
of Schengen. This plan not only relied
on American funding, like Schreiner’s
and Pescadére’s “White Town,” but it
was also developed by an American
planner: James Marshall Miller. A
professor of planning at Columbia
University, Miller elaborated a highly
symbolic proposal for a European
capital called “Lake Europa.”
With the support of the American
committee of the International Fede
ration for Housing and Planning and
Fig. 10. James Marshall Miller, plan funding from the Ford Foundation,
he made several trips to Europe in the
for Lake Europa, 1963. Source:
James Marshall Miller, Lake Europa. 1950ies and became deeply involved
A New Capital for a United Europe. in the cause of European integration.
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A pacifist and fervent anti-commu
nist, Miller was an enthusiastic sup
porter of the integration process.45
After it had been introduced to an au
dience of planners at a seminar in The
Hague in 1958, the project for “Lake
Europa” was published in an epony
mous book, produced by Miller him
self in 1963,46 while the construction
of the Berlaymont in Brussels had just
begun. This was certainly the most
radical and symbolic proposal for a
supranational capital. Its name refer
red to the idea of building a city on the
shores of a new artificial lake, creat
ed at the juncture of Germany, France
and Luxembourg – a lake that was to
be supplied by the water of all the ma
jor European rivers (fig. 10).
Despite the naïveté of the proposal,
Miller’s book addressed in great detail
every aspect of its development, even
the most technical, utilitarian issues, as
if it was an ordinary endeavor. For ex
ample, a section of the book was devot
ed to explaining how the construction
of “Lake Europa” could be funded.
Miller imagined the creation of a
semi-public corporation called “Lake
Europa Development Authority” that
could manage the project and draw
the necessary financial resources. As
the project required thousands of kilo
meters of pipes in order to transfer wa
ter from all over Europe, the idea was
to ask major producers of pipes and oil
companies (which possess “both the
equipment and the skilled workers”
necessary to lay said pipes47) to invest
in this enterprise.

ropean integration was and had to be
come: the capital city was designed to
act as a materialization and a symbol
ic representation of that political idea.

Fig. 11. James Marshall Miller at
the “pre-dedication ceremony” of
Lake Europa, 1961. Source: James
Marshall Miller, Lake Europa. A New
Capital for a United Europe.

Even though Miller attempted multi
ple times to pitch his idea to the Eu
ropean institutions, no one took him
seriously. Nevertheless, on September
8th, 1961, followed by a small crowd of
local residents, a few American asso
ciates and a journalist from Luxem
bourg, Miller organized a ceremony
for the laying of the first stone. He de
scribed it as a “pre-dedication ceremo
ny at the site of the proposed new Eu
ropean capital.”48 The participants as
sembled a few blocks of stone to form
a make-shift altar, on which Miller at
tached a sign that he had brought from
New York, which simply read “Lake
Europa.” (fig. 11)
The Power of the Front View
Although the first sentence in the pre
face of Miller’s book stressed that the
objective was not to “outline a plan”
but rather to “set forth an idea,”49 his
proposal – like those for Wissem
bourg and the Saarland – had all the
features of a plan: it indicated a des
tination and, however unrealistic and
naïve it may have been, a straight line
to get there. In addition to being un
built, these proposals shared a simi
lar approach: they “solved” the prob
lem with a single gesture, they laid out
an omni-comprehensive vision of the
site at hand, they were not amenable
to be modified and, fittingly, they were
mostly drawn in plan. Moreover, they
all reflected a clear vision of what Eu
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Other equally, if not more utopian
plans had been elaborated in the first
half of the twentieth century. In the
second half of the 1920ies, for exam
ple, Herman Sörgel had famously put
forward a radical proposal to restruc
ture the entire continent (Panropa),
going as far as to suggest draining part
of the Mediterranean in order to claim
new land and facilitate the connection
with Africa.50 What is different about
the unbuilt proposals of the post-war
period, however, is the fact that, rath
er than responding to a generic, ill-de
fined pan-Europeanism with margin
al reach and influence, they were en
trenched in a process that had actually
started to change Europe. They re
sponded to an idea that, although it
was rapidly overcome by a more prag
matic, functionalist approach towards
integration, had played a key role in
its definition and activation: the idea
of building a form of United States of
Europe.51
In Carola Hein’s study, the “urban vi
sions and architectural symbols for a
united Europe” that were developed
in the two decades following World
War II are associated with the emer
gence of “a strong trust in the power of
planning.”52 While this trust was cer
tainly at play in the post-war efforts of
other systems, both to the West and
the East of the old continent, the way
European integration moved forward
revealed, instead, a deep concern and
apprehension about the power of plan
ning. From this perspective, the case
of the Saarland is particularly emble
matic: having already experienced the
power of planning on multiple occa
sions throughout their history, the Saar
citizens voted against a proposal that,
once again, involved a comprehensive,
top-down plan that would have radi
cally transformed their lives.
Jean Monnet himself was very famil
iar with these dynamics. Immediately
after the end of World War II, he was
appointed Commissioner-General of
the French National Planning Board
and was responsible for elaborating
the plan for the economic reconstruc

Fig. 12. Aerial view of the
European district in Brussels,
1999. Source: Centre Virtuel de la
Connaissance sur l’Europe.

tion of his country.53 But European in
tegration operated in a different way:
its underlying sentiment was a pro
found distrust towards planning.

rope was being built in a diametrically
different fashion, navigating the prob
lems as well as the opportunities of the
unplanned.

Because of its complicated history,
Brussels aligned perfectly with this
change of pace. As noted by Ian Bu
ruma, for much of its history, Brussels
was occupied by oppressive empires
and, when Belgium finally became in
dependent in the nineteenth century,
it found itself in the difficult position
of being the capital of a fragmented
nation, made of three very different
linguistic and cultural communities.54
In this framework, no single, central
ized plan could ever be accepted and
implemented.

Nevertheless, Brussels has unequivo
cally become the front view of the Eu
ropean Union (fig. 12). The Berlaymont
is a fitting example: it is hard to find
a news story about European integra
tion that does not include images of
this building – one that was construct
ed without even knowing what type of
institution it would host. Aptly, in the
mid-2000s, when the European Com
mission had to develop a logo – the
quintessential front view – the choice
fell on a stylized image of the silhou
ette of the Berlaymont.58 In the end,
a building that had been shaped by
national agendas and private specu
lations, without any comprehensive,
long-term vision, ended up represent
ing the “visual identity” of the supra
national institution par excellence.

According to Pier Vittorio Aureli,
since the establishment of the Euro
pean institutions “absolutely no of
ficial plan has ever existed” regard
ing their urban and architectural in
tegration in Brussels.55 Philippe Van
Parijs described the entrenchment of
Brussels as the capital of Europe as a
“massive snowball process.”56 From
this point of view, Brussels can be read
as the unsung antithesis to the emi
nent planned capitals of the 1950ies,
from Chandigarh to Brasília. Maris
tella Casciato and Stanislaus von Moos
have described these efforts as “the
twilight of the plan.”57 But no attention
has been paid to the fact that, while
the European, modernist approach to
wards urbanism was having its twi
light overseas, with Le Corbusier lead
ing the charge, the new capital of Eu
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Utopia/Topia
As previously noted, Monnet used to
claim that his vision of a European
Washington, DC had nothing utopi
an; echoing this belief, Miller wrote
that his lake-city was “far from a uto
pia.”59 That being said, there is a deep
connection between the concepts
of “plan” and “utopia.” In his semi
nal book Ideology and Utopia, Karl
Mannheim set up a particularly sig
nificant dichotomy, looking at utopia
from the perspective of its opposite,
which he called “topia,” meaning the

existing reality: in his reading, topia is ments. Over time, these “pack-donkey
any conventional system and utopia is buildings” spontaneously emerge as
any plan for its replacement.60
the front view of the system.
At the center of this opposition is the
aforementioned question of finali
ty. Building on Mannheim’s theory,
Manfredo Tafuri touched on this issue
in Architecture and Utopia, which, fit
tingly, was first published in the jour
nal Contropiano (which is Italian for
“against the plan”). He defined utopia
as “the prefiguration of final and uni
versal models.”61 From Tafuri’s per
spective, the crisis of utopia and the
crisis of planning were two faces of the
same coin.

Yet the utopian dimension is essen
tial, because without the prospect of
one day reaching the “promised land,”
a prospect associated with the idea
(some say the myth) of a united Eu
rope, the prosaic, bureaucratic pro
cess of European integration would
not have started and would not keep
going.64 In this framework, the ques
tion raised by Brussels as well as by the
other unplanned front views of Euro
pean integration is one of both meth
od and content: once the possibility of
a single plan is negated a priori, how
This association relates to an ambi does a process produce architecture?
guity that has always characterized
the definition of utopia, going back to
Thomas More’s dissertation. The word
“topia” derives from the Greek τόπος
(place) and can be accompanied by
two possible prefixes, which mean dif
ferent things but are pronounced in the
exact same way: οὐ (no) and εὖ (good).62
Hence, this concept is built on the am
biguity between the idea of a place that
does not exist (ou-topia) and the idea
of a good place (eu-topia) – a form of
negative dialectics that suggests a cer
tain irreconcilability between possi
bility and positivity. For example, in
his critique of utopian thinking, The
odor Adorno made the case that it is
impossible to know “the shape and
features of a better society.”63
In this framework, the rift between
the utopias outlined in Wissem
bourg, Saarbrücken or Lake Europa
and the reality of Brussels is not only
a rift between unbuilt plans and un
planned buildings, but also a rift be
tween unbuildable plans and unplan
nable buildings. In the fragmented,
supranational system that has trans
formed Europe, how could it be pos
sible to build something that aims to
transform a totality through a singu
lar, albeit sometimes collaborative,
goal-oriented input?
On the other hand, what gets built
is the result of dynamics that zigzag,
move forward without a plan and do
not have a finality. As such, they do not
threaten anyone and, through small
steps and spillovers, they are amenable
to be turned into concrete achieve
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