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What � and who � is �European� 

in�the Postcolonial eu?
Inclusions and Exclusions in the European Parliament�s House 

of�European History1

elizabeth buettner

Along with noting Dutch and British media responses to the European 
Parliament’s House of European History (heh) both before and after it 
opened in 2017 that reflect Eurosceptic and outright hostile attitudes about 
the European Union, this article focuses on the presence and absence of 
colonial and global histories and peoples in the heh’s permanent collection. 
It contrasts the critical interrogation of modern European imperialism up 
until the First World War with the lack of attention paid to late imperialism, 
decolonisation, and postcolonial legacies together with the Ottoman Empire 
and Turkey. As a result, the heh has thus far missed the chance to probe 
how European overseas empires and their collapse intersected with the 
eu’s origins and neglected the eu’s ongoing reach outside the continent on 
account of overseas territories still held by its member states. It also has 
not effectively engaged with the presence and impact of peoples of migrant 
backgrounds from outside the eu’s current borders, who have not been 
given the European history they deserve. This results in an incomplete global 
history of today’s multicultural Europe.

Dit artikel gaat in op de reacties van de Nederlandse en Britse media op het 
Huis van de Europese geschiedenis (heh), opgericht door het eu-parlement, 
zowel voor als na de opening ervan in 2017. Die reacties geven de Euroscepsis 
en ronduit vijandige houding ten opzichte van dit initiatief weer. Dit  
artikel richt zich vervolgens op de aan- en afwezigheid van koloniale en 
globale geschiedenis en van de geschiedenis van niet-westerse volkeren
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in het heh. Het artikel contrasteert de kritische reflectie op het moderne 
Europese imperialisme tot aan de Eerste Wereldoorlog met het gebrek aan 
aandacht in de permanente collectie voor het naoorlogse imperialisme, de 
dekolonisatie, de postkoloniale erfenissen, het Ottomaanse Rijk en Turkije. 
Dit is een gemiste kans. Het heh kan daardoor ook geen aandacht besteden 
aan de manier waarop de Europese overzeese kolonies, diens ondergang en 
het ontstaan van de eu elkaar kruisten. Daarmee gaat het heh ook voorbij 
aan het voortdurende contact van de eu met staten die buiten het Europees 
continent liggen en nog steeds tot het gebied van eu-lidstaten behoren. Een 
ander punt van kritiek is de weinig doeltreffende aandacht voor inwoners 
met een migratie-achtergrond van buiten de grenzen van de eu. Zij krijgen 
op deze manier niet de Europese geschiedenis die hen toekomt. Het 
resultaat van dit alles is een onvolledige globale geschiedenis van het huidige 
multiculturele Europa.

Between the time it was �rst announced in February 2007 and its opening 
in May 2017, the House of European History (heh) in Brussels has attracted 
levels of attention notable for their unevenness and intermittent intensity. 
Initial inspiration for the project came from Hans-Gert Pöttering, a long-
standing German Member of the European Parliament (mep) who had just 
started his presidency, who stated his objective thus:

I should like to create a locus for history and for the future where the concept 
of the European idea can continue to grow. I would like to suggest the founding 
of a �House of European History�. It should [be] a place where a memory of 
European history and the work of European unification is jointly cultivated, and 
which at the same time is available as a locus for the European identity to go on 
being shaped by present and future citizens of the European Union.2

Pöttering�s initiative moved forward in �ts and starts, with all funding coming 
from the European Parliament (ep). Once appointed, the heh�s Board of 
Trustees, �Committee of Experts� of historians and curators, and the Academic 
Project Team appeared eager to limit its public exposure as much as possible.3

1	 This work forms part of the echoes project 

which has received funding from the European 

Union�s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 

programme under grant agreement No. 770248.

2	 Committee of Experts, House of European 

History, Conceptual Basis for a House of 

European History (Brussels, October 2008) 4. 

Accessible via http://www.europarl.europa.

eu/meetdocs/2004_2009/documents/

dv/745/745721/745721_en.pdf.

3	 Wolfram Kaiser, Stefan Krankenhagen and 

Kerstin Poehls, Exhibiting Europe in Museums: 

Transnational Networks, Collections, Narratives 

and Representations (New York and Oxford 

2014) 151-152; Wolfram Kaiser, �Limits of Cultural 

Engineering: Actors and Narratives in the 

European Parliament�s House of European 

History�Project�, Journal of Common Market 

Studies 55:3 (2017) 525-527; Till Hilmer, �Narrating 

Unity at the European Union�s New Museum: 
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Emphases and Controversies

It is not dif�cult to guess why, for critical perspectives greatly outnumbered 
neutral (let alone enthusiastic) reporting when the proposed museum did 
cross the media�s radar screen. After the initial 2007 announcement the 
heh received sporadic press attention at best in the Netherlands, most of it 
highlighting the views of detractors, both Dutch and international, and all of 
it re�ecting scepticism if not outright hostility. Journalists looked to Dutch 
meps from parties ranging from GroenLinks to D66 to the pvv to provide 
sneering verdicts about �Pöttering�s mausoleum� that was described, by turns, 
as unnecessary, risibly behind schedule, �a hobby of few Brussels gentlemen�, 
and nothing more than a pro-eu propaganda exercise favouring further 
integration.4 Commentators incessantly honed in on the costs after the 
�nancial crisis took hold from 2008 onwards. Exceeding �55 million by the 
time it opened, it had already been condemned as �scally irresponsible and yet 
another symptom of the eu�s democratic de�cit. �The fact that a million-euro 
project like a museum is not even debated in times of austerity shows just 
how much the majority of those in Parliament have become untethered from 
reality�, Trouw reported in 2011.5 Or, as the Elsevier Weekblad put it, �the House 
of European History will more likely call to mind the eu�s wastefulness than 
its bene�cial effects�.6

Attitudes about the museum and attitudes about the European 
Union seemed inseparable as well as a product of their times, and so too was 
the heh in and of itself. Pöttering�s initiative was announced in the wake of 
momentous developments across the eu. France as well as the Netherlands 
had rejected the European Constitution only two years before in referendums 

A Cultural-Process Approach to the Study 

of Collective Memory�, European Journal of 

Sociology 57:2 (2016) 304; Pieter Huistra, Marijn 

Molema and Daniel Wirt, �Political Values in a 

European Museum�, Journal of Contemporary 

European Research 10:1 (2014) 124-136; Jakub Jares�, 

�The House of European History: In Search of 

a Common History and its Future�, Cultures 

of History Forum, 12 October 2017, http://beta.

cultures-of-history.uni-jena.de/exhibitions/

european-union/the-house-of-european-

history-in-search-of-a-common-history-and-its-

future/?type=9999.

4	 Derk Jan Eppink, �Europese mythes�, nrc 

Handelsblad, 2 February 2011; Carla Joosten, 

�Hobby van een paar heren. Brussel moet 

en zal Huis van de Europese Geschiedenis 

krijgen, op kosten van Europees Parlement. Een 

miljoenproject, maar zonder pottenkijkers�, 

Elsevier Weekblad, 21 May 2011; Marc Peeperkorn, 

�Een dure Europese geschiedenis�, De Volkskrant, 

18 March 2011; Tijn SadØe, �Huis van de Europese 

Geschiedenis. Opening van �Europa-museum� 

komt op een pijnlijk moment�, nrc.Next, 5 May 

2017; Gijs Moes, �Europese geschiedenis krijgt een 

dak boven haar hoofd�, Trouw, 26 January 2012; 

Ruud Mikkers, �Wrevel om nieuw eu-museum�, 

De Telegraaf, 5 May 2017.

5	 Joosten, �Hobby van een paar heren�.

6	 Jelte Wiersma, �Licht op de Europese Unie: Nieuw 

museum eu in Brussel kostte 55 miljoen euro. 

Wat heeft het te bieden?�, Elsevier Weekblad, 13 

May 2017.
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held in 2005, but far more fundamental was the Union�s recent enlargement. 
Gaining ten new member states in 2004, two more in 2007, and another 
in 2013, mainly in formerly communist Central-Eastern Europe, gave new 
impetus to exploring what uni�ed Europeans across an ever-wider swathe of 
nations whose histories of division have almost habitually occupied centre 
stage. A pan-European, transnational approach to history had never seemed 
so urgent nor remained such a guaranteed mine�eld, not least when it came 
to divergent experiences in and perspectives of the Second World War, the 
Holocaust and the Cold War that separated the Eastern Bloc under Soviet 
domination from the Western European states that had taken the lead in the 
integration process.

The ten-year gestation period between Pöttering�s announcement and 
the opening, moreover, saw the eu convulsed by a succession of upheavals.7 
The series of debt and bailout emergencies since 2008 that made observers 
fear the possibility of a �Grexit� whereby Greece might hypothetically pull out 
of the eurozone made way for the prospects of a �Brexit�, which crystalised 
before and after Britain�s 23 June 2016 referendum that resulted in a narrow 
but crucial victory for the �Leave� camp. With deep-seated Euroscepticism and 
often visceral hostility long in evidence, the vituperative abuse meted out to 
the heh in the British media comes as no surprise. Tabloids as well as the bbc 
and other mainstream outlets rushed to circulate verdicts by Conservative 
and ukip (uk Independence Party) meps about the ep�s �House of Horrors� 
dismissed as an �narcissistic amusement park�, an extravagant �vanity project�, 
and the latest proof of the eu�s �self-aggrandisement at the expense of the 
taxpayer�.8 With the pro-Brexit vote as only one example of the populist 
nationalisms and doubts about the eu that have intensi�ed across Western 
and especially Eastern Europe since the �nancial crisis and the refugee crisis, 
one can only echo the conclusion of Tijn SadØe in nrc.Next: �You have to 
have guts to open a new museum dedicated to European uni�cation in these 
Eurosceptic times.� 9

Bound to be contentious at the best of times � particularly for those 
whose minds were clearly made up long before seeing the result � let alone 

7	 Among the many suggestive assessments of the 

eu�s recent trials and tribulations, see Manuel 

Castells et al. (eds.), Europe’s Crises (Cambridge 

2018); Ivan Krastev, After Europe (Philadelphia 

2017).

8	 Kirsty Buchanan, �£51m to build eu house of 

horrors�, Daily Express, 6 May 2011; Chris Doidge, 

�Does Europe need a £44m history museum?�, 

bbc, 12 February 2013, http://www.bbc.com/

news/world-europe-21383375; �eu opens House 

of European History in Brussels�, bbc, 4 May 

2017, https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/

articles/news/controversial-house-european-

history-open-6-may; Ben Weich, �eu Museum of 

Europe Sidelines Churchill While Glossing over 

Germany�s Nazi Past�, Daily Express, 14 October 

2017; Robert Hardman, �Why Does the eu�s New 

£47m European History Museum (Part Funded 

by uk Taxes) Ignore Britain�s Great Achievements 

and Gloss over Germany�s Wartime Past?�, Daily 

Mail, 14 October 2017.

9	 SadØe, �Huis�.
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after 2008, what history of Europe was ultimately unveiled when the heh 
opened its doors in 2017? With the stated intention of focusing on the post-
1789 era, the heh�s conceptual emphasis corresponded closely with the eu�s 
long-term quest for �unity in diversity� despite being faced with countless 
examples of division, nationalism, and assertive speci�city, both historic and 
contemporary. To convey �a transnational overview of European history that is 
inclusive of its diversity, its varied interpretations and differing perceptions�, 
its planners looked to �shared memory� as a means of �re�ect[ing] on how core 
factors and decisive developments in European history could contribute to the 
formation of a European historical consciousness�. This raison d�Œtre informed 
its three criteria chosen as foci, namely �events and processes which have 
originated in Europe, have expanded across Europe and which are relevant 
until today�.10

Non-national priorities mean that visitors looking mainly 
for canonical national individuals and events are doomed to leave in 
disappointment, as are those whose interests lie mainly in ancient, medieval, 
or early modern times. Critical reports in the British media ignored the many 
British objects and examples showcased in the collection in order to complain 
that there was no Shakespeare and not enough Churchill. The heh was 
faulted for showing no gratitude for the role Britain and its Commonwealth 
played in helping liberate Europe from the Nazis by journalists who wanted 
to have their cake and eat it too, demanding that British achievements be 
more actively �agged while simultaneously insisting that Britain was not 
properly �European� anyway and openly revelling in the Brexit referendum�s 
outcome.11 Nor was Dutch commentary entirely free from �xating on nation-
speci�c sacred cows. Jelte Wiersma�s verdict in the Elsevier Weekblad that the 
Netherlands was scarcely discussed (�Nederland komt nauwelijks aan bod�) 
seemed predicated on the heh�s omission of the Plakkaat van Verlatinghe of 
1581 rather than accuracy.12

Like British commentators, Wiersma had little to say about the many 
Dutch artefacts that featured prominently and for much the same reason: 
most items were chosen to illustrate wider transnational themes, not because 
they told stories largely about the Netherlands alone. Several of the many 
inspired choices made by heh curators illuminate cross-border interactions 
and solidarities to particularly striking effect. Protests against Margaret 
Thatcher�s economic policies in mid-1980s Britain are shown through a 
Dutch-made satirical puppet of the prime minister lent by the Amsterdam 

10	 European Parliament, Building a House of European 

History (2013) 8, 24, 6; see also �Questions and 

Answers about the House of European History�, 

https://historia-europa.ep.eu/sites/default/files/

assets/qa_en_2017.pdf.

11	 Hardman, �Why Does the eu�s new £47m 

European History Museum�; Weich, �eu museum�; 

Robert Hannan, �The Tale of Europe�s 20th 

Century Is Uplifting, But It Is Not Our Tale�, 

Telegraph, 22 October 2017.

12	 Wiersma, �Licht op de Europese Unie�.
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Museum, while the British miners� strike is explored through a 1984 poster 
issued by the Steunfonds Mijnstakers Amsterdam (Amsterdam Miners� 
Strike Support Fund) on loan from the Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale 
Geschiedenis (iisg). Because it �echoed job losses in many Western European 
countries�, the miners� strike �provoked a large wave of solidarity� also seen in 
France, Belgium, Germany, and Italy, the caption notes. Dutch engagement 
with a British event constituted just one example of many international 
phenomena.

Even something as seemingly singular and iconic as a 1947 Dutch 
edition of Anne Frank�s diary appears in the heh not solely as a means of 
commemorating the most famous Dutch victim of Nazi concentration 
camps, but because it has come to illuminate the terrors of Nazi wartime 
occupation and the Holocaust for Jews throughout Europe for the millions 
of international readers it has reached ever since. Frank�s diary prepares the 
visitor for what lies at the crux of the museum, namely Europe�s twentieth-
century descent into totalitarianism, war and mass death, followed by its hard 
road to recovery and selective engagements with this brutal past after 1945. 
As other contributors to this forum explore in further depth, its approach to 
the Third Reich, the Holocaust, and the Soviet Union during and after Stalin 
has proven its most controversial aspects, with the integration of Eastern 
European post-communist countries as eu member states matched here by 
the integration of Eastern European narratives and memories. As these foci 
suggest, Europe�s West and East form the center of gravity in many heh 
displays, with one of the consequences being that its North and South are 
rendered more peripheral.13 Their coverage also does not approach the level 
of attention devoted to the history of the European Economic Community/
European Union itself.

To its immense credit, the heh does not shy away from controversial 
themes, including those concerning the eu. Its �Milestones of European 
Integration� exhibits succeed in bringing the eu�s own history to life far more 
effectively than the vast majority of dry scholarly accounts on the subject. 
Moreover, unlike some critics accused, both pro- and anti-eu sentiments and 
forces receive attention. Displays on recent �Accolades and Criticism� highlight 
the eu�s 2012 Nobel Peace Prize alongside evocative visual material exploring 
protests against the economic suffering caused by the austerity measures 
linked with the debt crisis, Britain�s 2016 referendum, controversies over the 
handling of the refugee crisis, and other challenges. �Will the countries of the 
European Union grow closer together or, on the contrary, will the nation state 
restore lost power again?,� a caption asks. �Can the European Union enlarge 
further? Are the borders �xed and �nal, or will they continue to change?�

13	 Laure Neumayer, �Integrating the Central 

European Past into a Common Narrative: 

The Mobilizations Around the �Crimes of 

Communism� in the European Parliament�, 

Journal of Contemporary European Studies 23:3 

(2015) 354-355; Hilmer, �Narrating Unity�, 321-323.
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A poster issued by the Steunfonds Mijnstakers Amsterdam in support of the 

British miners. Design by Erik Brouwer and Piet de Geus, 1984. [30051001026274], 

Nederlandse Affiches, Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis.  

https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=urn:gvn:NAGO02:IISG-30051001026274.






















