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A common [EU] narrative 

During this workshop, moderated by Jimmy Jamar, head of the European Commission 
Representation in Belgium, Lucas de Man, a blogger and journalist from the Netherlands and 
artistic director of Company New Heroes (international art projects and urban actions in public 
spaces); Rarita Zbranca, the director of AltArt and a member of "A Soul for Europe" from 
Romania; and Klaus Loeffler, the head of unit in charge of the European Youth Event at the 
European Parliament, shared thoughts and ideas on the concept of a common narrative for 
Europe and the best and/or common narrative for inspiring citizens to engage with Europe. 

Jimmy Jamar opened the workshop with two preliminary remarks.   

• People no longer necessarily perceive the EU as an irreversible project. Furthermore, 
one should not forget, thinking of Grexit or Brexit for instance, that the linear process 
started by Schuman may not be here to stay. 

• This project has a direct influence on the lives of hundreds of millions of people who 
will support it if they feel it responds to their needs and turn against it if they feel that it 
does not, which is more and more the case these days. As a result, it is time to jointly 
revisit the basic principles of the European process established under the Rome 
Treaty and to ask whether solidarity, tolerance and democracy are still the core values 
of the European project. 

Mr De Man feels that people in Europe do not have real contact with each other. We do not 
need expensive campaigns to reinvent Europe, but storytelling – by professional storytellers 
who think outside the box, are involved in society and listen and reach out to people – as well 
as live interaction – because what makes Europe is that there are so many different people 
living together. 

Wondering whether he was part of a generation which had things in common with people from 
Poland, Kosovo and other such countries, or whether he was just part of a wealthy western 
world, Mr De Man embarked on a journey across Europe to meet people of his generation 
(18-40 year olds) and was amazed to discover an emerging generation in Europe – young 
visionaries with an idea of what the world should be like and what to do about it. Some of the 
things he witnessed were "local global", i.e. creative people working locally but communicating 
about it globally; "fighting against enclosure of the commons", i.e. trying to prevent people and 
companies from putting walls around what belongs to everyone; and finally not running away 
when things get bad, but going over the argument again and again, as Europe has been 
doing. 

 



 

 

Rarita Zbranca, who is currently involved in the strategic planning of Cluj's participation in the 
competition for European Capital of Culture in 2021, believes that the European process could 
make more use of culture. If culture were present in each field, from the social sphere to the 
economy and foreign affairs, more could come out of the common European project. She also 
believes that there is no need to commission artists to talk about Europe because through 
their art they are already speaking about issues that are relevant to our lives. So like Mr De 
Man, Ms Zbranca does not want to create a new narrative but would like culture to be a right 
for everyone. She said that in psychology, when you have relationship problems, everyone in 
the relationship sees the same reality from a different perspective. The way to heal the 
situation is for everyone to connect to their own needs, rewrite their own story, after which they 
will be able to connect and be empathic towards others and understand their story. In other 
words, it is possible to live with many narratives as long as they are authentic – and the way to 
create this authenticity is through culture.  

The third speaker, Klaus Loeffler, started the European Youth Event (EYE) – a biennial event 
in Strasbourg involving about 7 000 young people under 30 – in order to involve more young 
people in the European elections because he believed that there was something wrong with 
communication between European democracy and the young generation. Indeed, young 
people felt a need to connect, but did not feel they had a voice in Europe or that 
decision-makers would listen to them. According to Mr Loeffler, before it was called the 
European Union, the situation in Europe was difficult but the narrative was simple and 
convincing. Everyone worked together and the real goal was to make partners out of enemies. 
Today we are in a situation where this narrative is no longer of much interest. Of course, the 
topic of war and peace is still around but we all feel that the situation has changed; that there is 
no longer one narrative, much less an official one; and that everyone has a story to tell: why 
we need Europe and how we would like to change it. So EYE asked young people to come up 
with ideas for creating a better Europe and had politicians listen to them and give feedback 
because Mr Loeffler believes that all the stories and expectations are out there in the streets 
and the problem is that we are not able to pick up on them. And that is exactly what we should 
do – we should pick up on the life stories, aspirations, desires and ideas of young people for a 
better Europe, for innovation in all fields (technological, cultural, social, ecological, etc.). That 
would create a new dynamic picture of Europe, of the future. 

At the end of the speakers' presentation, the moderator, Mr Jamar, agreed with what had 
been said, i.e. that creativity and stories existed, but argued that we were not able to relate 
them to the public, at least not for the moment. He asked the audience and speakers more 
questions about the need for a narrative: where to start, what to do and how to bring 
Europeans together.  

A participant wondered to what extent professional storytellers and creators were needed to 
filter and bring together all the different visions in order to tell a coherent story, and who could 
do it. All the speakers agreed that the time for a common narrative was over and that there 
should be competing narratives, but that filtering was needed. According to Mr De Man, 
professional creators are the ones that could best do the filtering. Ms Zbranca argued that 
curators, who were able to gather and showcase the right collection of stories, would be able 



 

 

to create a sense of belonging between people who might be experiencing the same reality, 
but in different parts of the world. For Mr Loeffler, filtering practically translated into inviting 
about a dozen young journalists to observe the EYE and write a report in which they tried to 
spot the 100 highest-impact ideas, which they then presented to decision-makers. Mr De Man 
then pleaded for one slogan: "Europe is a continent where you can be good or bad, but you 
can be" He said that this was the only thing that we could fight for and that we needed to leave 
the rest to our children and grandchildren because they would be totally different and so would 
Europe.  

A participant from the European Commission returned to the common narrative issue and 
closed the session with the argument that although there were a lot of different perspectives 
when talking about Europe, about its failings and successes, we were all looking for a common 
vision, a common narrative. And if we started by saying that there was none and abandoned 
that idea, then was there a Europe behind all this? Was there something to work for, to 
communicate? Though everyone had their own views, ideas and perspectives, we all had 
something in common: shared values and expectations, and we should bring those together. 
"I think what we are trying to find out in this session, is whether there is a common European 
story behind all this? I believe there is", she concluded. 

 

 


