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Abstract 

The processes of building the United States of America (USA) during the nineteenth century 

and the European Union (EU) since mid-twentieth century are among the major claims for 

the possibility of a vast, ‘imperial’-size political unit based on democratic principles. The 

crucial period for the consolidation of the USA was between the Civil War and the First 

World War, when it established clear territorial limits and completed its internal 

institutionalization as a federal democratic union. While the EU has achieved higher levels of 

economic integration on some issues than the USA did one hundred years ago, it still 

recognizes a number of additional candidates to become member-states and has not attained 

a stable constitutional framework. As it was the case for the USA about a century ago, for the 

current European Union putting an end to the process of territorial expansion and fixing neat 

external frontiers seems to be a necessary condition to achieve internal institutional stability 

and robust federal formulas. 
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On Building the American and the 

European Empires 

 

1. Building states from empires and vice versa 

The notion of ‘empire’ can account for the historical and present configurations of the 

United States of America (USA) and of the European Union (EU). The processes of 

building these two large polities have shared important defining characteristics of 

‘empire’ which, in contrast to those defining a sovereign ‘state’, can be summarized 

as follows: 

• Very large size, in terms of both territory and population. 

• Absence of fixed or permanent boundaries. Empires tend to expand over the 

territory, up to the point of conflict with other empires, and when in decline 

they may also contract.  

• A compound of diverse groups and territorial units. In ancient and medieval 

times, an empire could be comprised of cities, republics, counties, 

principalities, bishoprics, and other varied forms of political organization. 

Democratic empires may also include political units organized with different 

forms of parliamentary or presidential, unichamber or multichamber, 

monarchical or republican governments. Today, multiethnic federations can 

be arranged with less heterogeneous institutional regimes. But they may be 

linked to the center by diverse institutional formulas. 

• A set of multilevel, often overlapping jurisdictions. Within an empire, no 

authority typically rules with exclusive powers. Rather, the central 

government may rule indirectly through local governments; the latter 

develop self-government on important issues; and power sharing is 

widespread. 
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For the United States, the process of annexing the bulk of its current territory since 

the initial 13 colonies became independent states took more than 60 years – between 
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A so-called Continental Congress, formed by representatives of thirteen of the British 

colonies along the Atlantic coast, declared independence in 1776. The union was 

initially created mainly as a mechanism of self-protection from Britain. When the war 

for independence was won in 1783, the initial territory of the thirteen colonies was 

enlarged to more than double the area, with other British lands located to the north 

and to the west of the Appalachian Mountains until the Mississippi.  

The independentists aspired to include Canada. In the Articles of Confederation, 

they stated: “Canada acceding to this confederation, and adjoining in the measures of 

the United States, shall be admitted into, and entitled to all the advantages of this 

Union”. During the subsequent war with Britain, United States troops went further 

north and occupied Montreal and large parts of Quebec. But the British managed to 

defend their Northern colonies from independence for another eighty years. A 

settlement would be achieved between the UK and the USA in 1818 to establish the 

border with Canada along the 49th parallel, that is, crossing the Great Lakes so as for 

both sides to have access to them. Thus, most furth
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high degree of legal homogeneity regarding basic human rights, which led him to 

declare the freedom of slaves.  As recently observed by Drew Gilpin Faust: 

 “In the middle of the nineteenth century, the United States embarked 

on a new relationship with death, entering into a civil war that proved 

bloodier than any other conflict in American history, a war that would 

presage the slaughter of World War I's Western Front and the global 

carnage of the twentieth century. The number of soldiers who died 

between 1861 and 1865, an estimated 620,000, is approximately equal 

to the total American fatalities in the Revolution, the War of 1812, the 

Mexican War, the Spanish-American War, World War I, World War II, 

and the Korean War combined. The Civil War's rate of death, its 

incidence in comparison with the size of the American population, was 

six times that of World War II. A similar rate, about 2 percent, in the 

United States today would mean six million fatalities. As the new 

southern nation struggled for survival against a wealthier and more 

populous enemy, its death toll reflected the disproportionate strains 

on its human capital. Confederate men died at a rate three times that of 

their Yankee counterparts; one in five white southern men of military 

age did not survive the Civil War…Death created the modern American 

union —not just by ensuring national survival, but by shaping 

enduring national structures and commitments.” 
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2.2. The European Union enlargement 

The union of Europe was initially promoted by the m
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internal social support. With all these 38 or so countries, the European Union would 

multiply the initial area of the 6 founding member states by four (although it would 

still amount to less than two thirds the area of the United States).  

As suggested by the previous overview, the external borders and the internal full 

membership of the territories of the currently ongoing European empire are not 

entirely pre-determined by Christendom or by geography. While the northern, 

western and to some extent southern borders are relatively well established, the 

eastern limits of the Union are still rivalrous with the neighbouring Russian empire, 

and dubious regarding the relations with Turkey, the remnant of the Ottoman 

empire.  

A natural eastern border of the EU could be traced around the Black sea and the 

basins of its rivers, while Russia would be bounded by the Caspian sea and the Volga 

basin. Also, the Baltic sea and most of its river basins could be a well-defined 

northern border between Europe and Russia. However, Russia keeps the Baltic 

enclave of Kaliningrad (built after WWII on the ruins of the Prussian city of 

Kongsberg), which is encircled by European Union territory and can be accessed 

only via lands in Lithuania and Belarus. Also, although officially the whole of the 

island of Cyprus belongs to the European Union, about one third of the territory in 

the north of the island is a Turkish enclave beyond EU control. In contrast to the 

United States, therefore, the European Union still has some ‘frontiers’ to be settled in 

a more stable way.  

 

3. Institutionalization 

Delimiting the territories able to be assimilated in an imperial Union is not sufficient. 

But the institutionalization of all territories under well-integrated and roughly 
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about 125 years passed –up to 1912, the eve of World War I--.  For the European 

Union, a complete and stable constitutional formula has not yet been established.  

 

3.1. The states in the USA 

Within the United States, the territorial limits of each state were drawn, first, on the 

basis of the former colonies, which in some cases had existed for up to 150 years. 

Previously existing independent states, such as California and Texas and, of course, 

Hawaii, also have their own shape. For new lands, however, the criterion was 

adopted that all states should be created equal in area. In fact, many of the new states 

are square in shape, measuring 3 or 4 degrees in height and up to 7 degrees in width.  

The average state area is 200,000 km2. The population in the original territories upon 

independence from Britain (where 25 states eventually formed) is about half of total 

current population (52%). Nowadays, the average state in the American union has 

about 6 million inhabitants (close to the population of the average independent state 

in the world, which is 6.9 million). The differences, however, are significant: the most 

populated state, California, with about 37 million, is seventy times more populated 

than the least one, Wyoming, with 0.4 million. 

The basic territorial limits of the American Union had been fixed by the mid-19th 

century, as mentioned, making “a country large enough for a great empire”, in the 

words of president James Polk. But at the time of the Civil War in 1861, only 34 states 

were formally organized, out of the 50 to be established in the future, which 

encompassed barely half of the territory (due to the smaller size of the initial former 

colonies). Eleven of those 34 states, including about 30 percent of total population, 

formed the Confederate States of America and proclaimed their secession, while still 

fighting with the rest of the Union for some unorganized territories.  

After the defeat of the Confederacy in 1865, intern
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governments combining a locally elected legislature with a governor and other 

officials sent by the federal government. A territory qualified for statehood if it 

achieved a population of 60,000. But during the twenty-five years following the Civil 

War, federal Congress made a state of only one territory (Colorado), while territorial 

governments subsisted for decades. Statehood implied citizenship rights including 

those of voting for their own top officials as well as for he federal president, 

representatives and senators. But it was not until 1912 that all 48 states covering 

almost all the territory were formed (while two more, Alaska and Hawaii, were later 

added in 1958 and 1959).  

Nowadays, unincorporated territories still exist, with a local government but with no 

voting rights for federal offices, in a number of islands in the Caribbean sea and the 

Pacific ocean. U.S. citizenship is given to the inhabitants of the commonwealths of 

Puerto Rico and the Northern Mariana Islands, while those in the colonies of Guam, 

the Virgin Islands, and American Samoa experience other restrictions. There have 

also been a few cases in which some territories have separated from the USA. The 

Pacific archipelagos of Micronesia, Marshall Islands, and Palau, which were 

occupied during WWII by Japan, eventually became in
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America Free Trade Agreement, also including Mexico, five years later. The 

development of increasing continental economic relations has not only reduced the 

strength of the borders, but has also contributed to modifying the internal territorial 

balance within each country. In Canada, demands for further self-government and 

independence of Quebec have been facilitated by the expectation that, with better 

access to the United States markets, it would have economic alternatives and a wider 

range of options regarding the rest of Canada. In Mexico, some northern lands, 

thanks to their proximity to the United States, have experienced significant economic 

growth, while the south remains in poverty and the regional inequalities within the 

country increase.  

 

3.2. The states in the EU 

The territorial limits of most state-members of the European Union were drawn prior 

to their membership of the Union. However, most of these states and their borders 

are of relatively recent conformation. Of the 27 states, 7 are less than 50 years old, 12 

are less than 100 years old, and in total 19 are less than 200 years old, most of them 

having been created as a result of the desegregation of parts of the Austrian, German, 

British, Ottoman and Russian empires, as well as the Czechoslovak and Yugoslavian 

federations. All in all, most states of the EU are about as young as most states of the 
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However, the size of the largest states and the differences between states are 

somehow reduced by internal decentralization and the strength of regional 

governments. There are 74 regions with elected governments and assemblies with 

legislative powers within seven of the largest states in EU, which, together with the 

mostly medium- and small-sized twenty unitary states, would produce an average of 

about 5.3 million inhabitants per political unit –a similar size to the average state 

within the USA and also close to the average independent state in the world, as 

mentioned. 

The European Union formally established in 1993 that the conditions for previously 

existing states to join are the disposal of stable institutions that guarantee democracy 

and the rule of law, a functioning economy which can cope with the large markets of 

the Union, as well as the ability to assume the obligations of membership and put EU 

rules and procedures into effect. Strengthening the union has indeed led to 

maintaining and establishing democratic institutions across the continent and in 

potential new candidates to join. However, the actual fulfilment of these conditions is 

somewhat uneven. A number of diverse formulas have existed and exist in the 
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colonies, are EU citizens, but they enjoy special tax exemptions. They include, for 

Britain, the bailiwicks in the Channel islands, Man and the enclave of Gibraltar; for 

France, the departments of Guiana, Guadeloupe, Martinique and Reunion, as well as 

the ‘collectivities’ of New Caledonia, Mayotte, St Pierre & Miquelon, Polynesia, and 

Wallis & Futuna; for Spain, the autonomous communities of the Canary Islands and 

the autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla; for Portugal, the autonomous regions of 

Azores and Madeira; for Greece, the Mount Athos; and for Finland, the autonomous 

province of Alan. (A few of them appear, in spite of their remoteness, on the map of 

Europe on euro bills).  

Finally, while some microstates are members of the European Union, as is the case of 

Luxembourg and Malta, others are not members but have special relations, including 

the use of the euro and open borders with their neighbours, as is the case of Andorra, 

Liechtenstein, Monaco, San Marino, and the Vatican.  

Worried by the huge economic inequalities and cultural differences between most 
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respectively; only new conventions in these states ratified the constitution after the 

first United States president and Congress had been elected and ten constitutional 

amendments had been approved, mostly to satisfy those two and other states’ 

demands. The ten amendments, which were commonly known as the ‘Bill of Rights’, 

acknowledged basic individual rights and the rule of law. 

However, some of the basic institutional rules were not stably fixed until many 

decades later. For the House of Representatives, seats were allocated to the states in 

proportion to the population, initially with a total of 65 seats. During the nineteenth 

century, the Congress regularly increased the size of the House to account for 

population growth. But it fixed the number of seats at 435 in 1911. Each state was 

allowed to choose its own electoral system to elect its House members. Initially, eight 

of the initial 13 states chose a single state-wide district with plurality rule, a system 

that produced single-party sweeps and a high number of single-party state systems. 

Single-seat districts, which permit more diversity of state representatives, have been 

enforced in all the United States without exception for elections to the House of 

Representatives only since 1970. 

The upper federal chamber, the Senate, is formed by two members per state 

independently of population. Initially, the senators were elected by the state 

legislatures, which usually gave strong leverage in federal matters to state 

governments. Popular election of U.S. senators was established as a general formula 

for all the states only in 1913.  

Regarding the Electoral College for the election of President, the procedures to select 

the electors are decided by the states themselves. Initially, in most states electors 

were chosen by the state legislature, a formula which disappeared completely only in 

1876. Most states choose now their electors by popular vote in a single state-wide 

district. But two states replicate the House districts, as well as the state-wide Senate 

district, Maine and Nebraska.  
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Finally, the number of Justices of the Supreme Court was initially six, it changed 

several times as the expansion of the Union motivated the creation of new judicial 

circuits, and it was fixed at nine since 1869. 

The eve of WWI was a crucial moment for the establishment of federal institutions in 

the United States. As mentioned, the organization of almost all the territory in 48 
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(including the Charter of Fundamental rights for EU legislation, which is roughly 

equivalent to an enlarged version of the American Bill of Rights), but it was 

presented as a mere amendment of the former treaties of Rome and Maastricht to 

prevent a new complicated procedure. Nevertheless, 
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other empires. More stably, the borders of the United States were established at the 

Atlantic ocean in the east, Canada and Alaska in the north, the Gulf of Mexico in the 

south, and the Pacific ocean in the west. However, some of these borders, which 

included some relatively arbitrary bounds from the point of view of geographical 

accidents and population composition, were conflictive and provoked discomfort 

and malaise on the other side. Specifically, there have been sustained political 

instability and massive migrations to the United States from the islands in the 

Caribbean sea and Central America.  

Analogously, the borders of the European Union are now established at the Atlantic 

ocean in the west, the Arctic ocean in the north, and the Mediterranean sea in the 

south. But, somewhat undefined and disputed frontiers still exist in the Balkans, with 

Turkey, and in eastern regions under the influence of the Russian empire. The full 
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