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EUROPE, FRAGMENTS OF 

MEMBERSHIP 

 The EU Council's French Presidency has highlighted the notion of European 

‘membership’. But what kind of membership are we talking about? Which Europe are 

we ‘members’ of? Successive crises have made us question the complex links that bind 

us to the European Union. The migration crisis of 2014-2015 reminded Europeans of the 

haven of peace, prosperity and freedom that they represent to others in the world. 

However, at the same time the crisis betrayed Europeans' cultural insecurity preventing 

them from accommodating difference, and the very obvious ongoing inability to 

coordinate as 27 Member States on this politically slippery subject. More recently, the 

global health crisis has highlighted the added value of cooperation and solidarity 

between countries, and the war in Ukraine has provided an opportunity to demonstrate 

European firmness. New applications for EU membership, the opposite of Brexit, raise 

questions about what it means to belong or to not belong to Europe.  

 The term 'membership' is not limited to the legal definition - a state's position as 

a member of the EU, which is formalised by a treaty of accession. This requires 

ratification, often obtained by referendum, which then demonstrates whether or not 

the country’s citizens agree with the idea of binding the country to Europe. The most 

striking example of this is Brexit, ending a membership that was confirmed by the first 

referendum in the country's history, in 1975, with over 67% affirmative votes. 

 However, European membership is never as decisive and binary as the scope of a 

referendum allows. It draws on feeling, reason and conscience, in varying amounts. 

Feeling involves the affective, reason evaluates interest, while conscience embraces 

both of these ideas to reach the intimate conviction. This threefold approach to 
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membership represents a threefold definition of Europe. To call oneself European 

sometimes means identifying with Europe culturally. Sometimes it means acting, 

working, studying or consuming as a citizen of the European Union. Sometimes it means 

aspiring to the project of unity as a ‘convinced’ European.  

 Let us look at this from each angle to appreciate the type of European 

membership that each creates and the obstacles standing in the way. The continental 

or civilisational approach is the largest but also the most palpable. It is due to cultural 

heritage, collective memory and first and foremost, to shared geography. The Alps, the 

Mediterranean, the Baltics, the Rhine or the Balkans have shaped their own 

communities over the centuries.  

 On a continental scale, highlighting common historical currents brings out 

kinship. Antiquity, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the Baroque Age, Classicism, the 

Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution and its Art Nouveau have laid successive 

identifiable layers in the urban landscape, which give European cities a family feel. 

Even if cultural Americanisation tends to blur it, European membership comes from this 

feeling that one is never too far from Rome, Lisbon or Vienna, no matter where on the 

continent you may be from. Paul Valery clearly defined this in his conference in Zurich 

in 1922: ‘Wherever the names of Caesar, Gaius, Trajan and Virgil, wherever the names 

of Moses and Saint Paul, wherever the names of Aristotle, Plato and Euclid have 

simultaneous meaning and authority, there is Europe.’  

 What stands in the way of this shared feeling is not the due attachment of each 

person to his nation, his membership community par excellence, but nationalism. This 

revisits History, its characters, and the arts to draw on the very springs of his 

exaltation, yet not without anachronisms. However, Charlemagne cannot be considered 

German, Belgian, French, or Italian. Christopher Columbus does not owe his fortune to 

Genoa, neither can his contemporary Leonardo da Vinci put his success down to Italian 
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cities alone.  

 On the other hand, these examples and so many others cannot be excessively 

Europeanised, as this would risk other anachronisms and misappropriations. Fair and full 

consideration of the European dimension will reinforce a shared sense of belonging 

among young Europeans, which goes beyond their different languages and nationalities.  

 Today, the word 'Europe' is also used to refer to the European Union, the 

institutional side of Europe. The word 'Brussels', understood here not only as the 

headquarters of the main European Union institutions but, by extrapolation, as a system 

in its own right, with its own decision-making process, its operations, its laws and 

achievements. The Euro, the internal market, Schengen, directives and regulations, 

grants and other funds are sometimes tangible realities of this Europe, which are most 

often invisible or which blend seamlessly into our daily lives. The Commission, the 

European Parliament, the Council and the Court of Justice are the protagonists of the 

part which is usually the longest and most boring. The small world of elected officials, 

diplomats, civil servants, journalists, lobbyists and think tanks forms a closed session 

known as the ‘Brussels bubble’, with its own jargon, acronyms and agenda, which are 

echoed by specialised media. 

 It is this ‘Brussels’ Europe that poses the most formidable membership challenge. 

Here, the term appropriation is more suitable than membership. Appropriation is 

necessary so that this Europe does not appear to be above ground, where organisation 

and decisions would escape Europeans' general attention. The major obstacle to 

appropriation is convincing people that the ‘Brussels’ Europe is duly democratic, both in 

its decision-making process and in the very constitution of its institutions. In this regard, 

the European elections mark the key moment of a democratic life that is not discreet 

but sustained and transparent, whose attributes reflect the essence of the foundation of 
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a national, liberal and parliamentary democracy.  

 There is no democratic deficit in the European Union, rather a lack of 

incarnation that helps citizens to identify with the ‘Brussels’ Europe. Indications of full 

membership would be the President of the Commission and other major figures on the 

European political scene being easily recognisable, parliamentary contests and 

commitments made by the 27 Member States hitting the headlines, and becoming the 

subject of conversations in restaurants or at family dinners.  

 Other structural discrepancies contribute towards widening this gap with 

‘Brussels’. The first is linguistic. A vocabulary inherent to the European Union's 

uniqueness requires constant translation (a commissioner is like a minister, a directive 

is like a law) to make it easily understandable. On the other hand, the widespread use 

of English in ‘Brussels’ Europe, including in its external communication, expands access 

to it beyond the insiders.  

 The second discrepancy is temporal. European and national democratic lives 

follow separate agendas. For example, the Commission will propose a ‘package’ of 

crucial directives and regulations for climate protection at the time of a public holiday 

in a large EU Member State, such as 14 July, when people are thinking about other 

things.  

 The third deficiency is spatial. At local level, there is little recognition of 

European political action. Recently, however, the recovery plan and the Covid-19 

vaccination campaign have offered an unprecedented opportunity to highlight the 

added value of being European. A sense of belonging can stem from European solidarity 

that is clearly perceived as such. Its refusal, like the ‘frugal’ leaders in 2020 groaning 

their support for the economies hit by the pandemic, in turn betrays the lack of 
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membership of a collective whole, and divides opinions.  

 That is why the 'Brussels' Europe needs high-profile politicians who work to make 

their European action noticeable, particularly in their own countries. Examples include 

Simone Veil, Jacques Delors, and later Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Michel Barnier, who 

maintained European cohesion in the face of Brexit. Feeling close to institutions is 

made possible thanks to this human channel.  

 In addition to the elected representatives themselves, the mass media have a 

particular intermediation responsibility, especially in France, where European 

information is considered the least widespread of all 27 Member States, according to 

the Eurobarometer. Understanding European issues and highlighting the democratic 

debate between identifiable actors are essential elements for the appropriation of a 

Europe, which will henceforth no longer be only ‘Brussels’.  

 Another aspect of membership remains to be explored - the European project. 

The Europe of the ‘founding fathers’ in the 1950s was entirely turned towards a dual 

promise of peace and prosperity, which met the expectations of the post-war era. This 

narrative has long nurtured an identification with the united Europe project. The photo 

of Mitterrand and Kohl shaking hands in 1984 in front of the Douaumont Ossuary 

became the image of Epinal in textbooks.  

 The erosion of this story of peace, which has become evident for new 

generations, is deepening the lack of belonging. The decade of serious crises that have 

shaken the Europe has given rise to the feeling that the Union, often deemed doomed 

to fail from the start, has no other objective other than to survive. In these extreme 

and tense conditions, the European project lost its role as a vehicle for higher 

collective aspirations, crystallised by the idea of peace after war.  

 This was further diluted by the fact that the decade of crises had been preceded 
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by a decade of pause in the pursuit of a 'closer Union without ceases'. A halt was given 

by the France’s ‘no vote’ to the Constitutional Treaty in 2005, which was decisive after 

a phase of acceleration of the project marked by the conversion to the Euro (2002) and 

the great expansion to the East (2004). The latter led to ‘fatigue’ in Brussels, making 

the united Europe project synonymous with boredom and inertia. 

 European membership cannot avoid a shared vision of the future. It is no longer 

only the idea of peace, brought to the forefront again by the war in Ukraine, but also 

of power that a new European narrative seeks to develop today. Reconciliation 

between nations, intensifying exchanges between them, which served as a backdrop 

for the completion of the single market, the single currency and the Schengen zone, 

gives way to a new narrative where these same achievements now serve as levers for 

Europe's assertion in the world. The rise of authoritarianism in China, Russia and 

Turkey, the brutality of the Trump years and the spectre of their possible return in 

2024, make Europeans aware of their political uniqueness. In economics, the drifts of 

Anglo-Saxon financial capitalism and the ambitions of Chinese state capitalism 

highlight the specific characteristics of ‘responsible’ European capitalism. The major 

global challenges of global warming and pandemics make action more evident, at least 

at European level. The threat of terrorism, cyber-attacks and the regional insecurity 

that characterises the periphery of the Union are entrusting Europeans with a new 

geopolitical mission. Faced with prevailing global disorder, they are beginning to 

articulate a ‘we’, which joins the dots to give shape to a new type of memebrship. Not 

to a Europe that has become predatory, conquering or dominant again, but to a Europe 

that protects itself and projects itself as a responsible and respected world power, 

allied with but on an equal footing with the United States and sometimes acting 

without them.  

 In short, there are several ways one can feel European. Either by recognising the 
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features of European culture in the streets of Bruges or Siena, or by recognising the 

features of its own democracy in the laws and decisions of ‘Brussels’. Perhaps by 

acknowledging the features of a European way of being in the world and how these 

contrast with the actions of other powers. These three forms of membership are most 

often understood separately and even as opposites.  

 A deeper European membership would, on the contrary, mean these three forms 

described here must be articulated, and the fragments brought together in order to 

reassemble them. A ‘Brussels’ achievement must be understood from its civilisational 

foundations to its geopolitical scope. For example, expanding the Union to include the 

Balkans is in keeping with the continent's geography, yet they must meet the Union's 

democratic requirements, so this decision is geopolitical. Emphasising overall 

coherence between Europe as a civilisation, as an institutional reality and as a grand 

design is key to solid membership.  

 European membership is therefore not decreed but revealed by the 

aforementioned interconnection process. It is not bought with grants. It is not 

elaborated by a clever public communication campaign, by the mere deployment of 

starry blue banners or by the invention of a utopian European media. It requires a 

putting certain factors into perspective, education and political incarnation. Without 

this, it withers and can give way to misunderstanding, indifference or even rejection of 

EU membership, as Brexit has shown.  

 How can we strengthen a still fragile sense of membership? The French case is 

distinguished by the fact that they are not only a ‘founding state’ of European 

integration, alongside as Germany, Italy and the Benelux countries, but that they 

legitimately consider themselves as the initiators of the project. The terms of the 

debate are therefore less how the French feel they belong to Europe and more how 
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Europe would belong to them, serving as a lever to regain a past greatness1.  

 The French Presidency of the EU Council is accompanied by a sense of 

reappropriation. But it must balance itself with the understanding that Europe cannot 

become a larger France, which would otherwise threaten to disobey EU law. European 

membership means acceptance that our country does not flourish alone but alongside 

others, understanding that Europe, as well as France, is our homeland and our future 

inseparably.  

 

 

Original version in French 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1See the report Les Français et l'Europe, entre défiance et ambivalence by Bruno Cautrès (Cevipof), 

Thierry Chopin (Jacques Delors Institute) and Emmanuel Rivière (Kantar), Jacques Delors Institute, May 

2020.  
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