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Author’s Note


EEC – EC – EU


The European project has gone through numerous iterations and name changes. What is now the European Union (EU) was originally the European Economic Community (EEC). It became the European Community (EC) by the Treaty on European Union 1992 (also known as the Maastricht Treaty).


Maastricht also created the European Union – which at that time covered other things as well. The Treaty of Lisbon (2007) later abolished the European Community, bringing all ‘pillars’ of activity under the umbrella of the European Union.


For ease of understanding, I have opted to refer to the European Union, the EU and EU law throughout except where the distinction between the EEC, the EC and the EU seems important. Some sources quoted use ‘the Community’ to refer to the EU or its earlier iterations, the EEC or EC.


The founding Treaty was the Treaty of Rome 1958. This was amended numerous times by the Single European Act (1986), the Treaty of European Union or Maastricht Treaty (1992), the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997), the Treaty of Nice (2001), and the Treaty of Lisbon (2007).


Before the Lisbon Treaty, a Constitutional Treaty was agreed, but after it was rejected by voters in France and the Netherlands, it was abandoned.


Lisbon settled the current treaty framework that governs the EU: the Treaty on European Union (TEU) and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU).


Again, for ease of understanding, unless there is special need to identify a particular Treaty, I refer generically to ‘the Treaty’.


The Courts


A word about the Courts.


The Lisbon Treaty renamed the judicial branch of the EU, the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU). This comprises both the higher Court, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) and the General Court – both based in Luxembourg. Throughout the text, however, I refer simply to the European Court of Justice (ECJ), as this is how it is most commonly referred to outside legal circles.


The European Court of Human Rights, based in Strasbourg, is part of the Council of Europe, not the EU. I refer to it either by its full name or as ‘the Strasbourg Court’.


Federalism – Federalist


Federalism has different meanings depending on the context. In this book – in the context of the European project – federalism implies centralised EU governance with strong pan-European institutions and reduced decision-making at member state level. The ultimate goal of a Federal Europe would be a supranational European superstate.











‘The truth comes as conqueror only because we have lost the art of receiving it as guest’ Rabindranath Tagore, The Fourfold Way of India, 1924











Chapter One


Where We Are


Outside the Berlaymont building in central Brussels, only twenty-seven fluttering national flags remain. Standing with my former colleagues (now friends), one Irish, one Dutch, two streets up from where we used to work, we ponder the absence of the Union Jack. Masking an inner turmoil I don’t quite understand myself, I contemplate how other traces of the departing British must have been expunged from the European Commission’s headquarters. Photographs of the Queen, I imagine, went with the staffers. English survives. Now a global means of communicating, it is still an official Community language. But what about tea? Is there still an afternoon brew? Does the canteen still offer Earl Grey?


In the UK, too, reassuring old rituals are gone. No more footage of EU leaders arriving at summits, holing up in windowless rooms to negotiate hard into the night. No more breakfast communiqués allowing the press to report that, once again, crisis in Europe has been averted.


Long an overworked notion, ‘crisis in Europe’ has started to seem horribly real. In fact, very little in our world now seems safe. Geopolitically, say the experts, this is a perilous moment. Perhaps not an ideal time, some suggest, for the UK to have unmoored itself from a strategic bloc like the EU.


When did the sky turn so dark? It’s hard to say precisely. One moment, China’s opening up to the world heralded a ‘Golden Era’. Delegations flew to Beijing in search of new business. David Cameron and Xi Jinping downed pints together, beaming to cameras. Then we blinked, and China had become the world’s second-largest economy, aiming to take first place.


Through its Belt and Road Initiative, it sponsored huge infrastructure projects in overlooked parts of the globe, securing contracts for the supply of rare and essential minerals. Its ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy set out to counter hostile US-led narratives. But were they just narratives? In Hong Kong, it crushed dissent with tear gas and rubber bullets, abandoning the commitment to ‘one country, two systems’. In the South China Seas, new military bases appeared. The People’s Liberation Army patrolled the waters. Unnerved, China’s neighbours sought legal arbitration. It ignored the ruling.


Frantically, we decoupled our economy from this ‘strategic competitor’. In a screeching U-turn, we extracted the tech-giant Huawei from UK telecoms. Discussions remain cordial, we co-operate where we can, but the golden age is no more. Universities and public bodies seek funding elsewhere. Chinese espionage is rife, we are told.


Meanwhile, US foreign policy pivoted to the Pacific. Aircraft carriers now monitored strategically vital passages, securing shipping and, America said, deterring aggression. We dutifully rewrote our own defence plans, committing our resources, not imagining that soon we might need them closer to home.


In February 2022, Russia began amassing troops on the Ukrainian border. Xi and Putin met and declared a ‘no limits’ strategic partnership between ‘friends of steel’. Then tanks rolled into a country that we see as sovereign, but Russia does not.


A year later, with Russia still destroying cities and shelling civilians, the Chinese ambassador in Paris opined that none of the Baltic states had ‘status’ in international law, questioning the sovereignty, it seemed, not just of Ukraine but all the former Soviet Republics.


Putin’s intentions aside, we wondered what this might tell us about China’s intentions regarding Taiwan – the island to which the Kuomintang government fled after the 1949 Revolution, and which today manufactures most of the world’s semiconductors. The question hovers, unanswered.


Russia’s invasion of Ukraine was a flagrant breach of international law. But to Western consternation, many countries chose not to condemn it. Modi’s India, a nuclear-armed, rising economic power, more populous than China, sits on the fence. The West’s self-perception – our claim to a moral superiority – is viewed sceptically in much of the global south. Where we see principled action, they see hypocrisy and a partial application of the rules.


Donald Trump, re-elected to the presidency, is no fan of rules and openly partisan, appearing to relish reversing the allegiances of his predecessors. In the Oval Office, President Zelensky of Ukraine faced a grilling, while an emollient approach appeared to be taken towards Vladimir Putin.


The ‘America First’ Trump administration is unsparing of its European allies. The UK currently provokes less ire than the EU. Whether this endures remains to be seen. As Russian missiles pounded Ukraine, Europeans were collectively chastised at the 2025 Munich Security Conference for alleged crimes against free speech.


Painful as some of the leaked epithets for us have been – ‘pathetic’, ‘freeloaders’ – they contain an element of truth. For too long we have relied on America’s security umbrella. Even the French, who talk about ‘strategic autonomy’, have done little in practice to enhance Europe’s military capability. Now it seems that Europe must take greater responsibility for its defence, while remaining – many of us hope – in a strong alliance with the US.


That’s not all. Across Europe, the rise of illiberal political parties challenges national governments and hampers efforts to respond to Russia. Long a thorn in the side of the EU, Hungary’s Viktor Orbán provides a playbook for others. There is, it seems, a creeping authoritarianism: a growing sympathy for the strongmen, a turning against migrants who arrive to make a new life. There may never have been a halcyon time when things felt comfortable and right, but one thing has become clear: few of us are quite where we want to be.


After a democratic vote in 2016, Britain left the European Union. In the pages to come, I will be very critical of the EU. This is tough love. I am explaining my view of what went wrong because I want to explore a better way. Inside or out, Britain and Continental Europe are still allies and friends. We could be friendlier – but friends tell friends the truth (as they see it). And, as the world gets increasingly dangerous, perhaps now more than ever we need the EU to work, for all our sakes.


Britain, an island with a long maritime history and global footprint, is also a European nation. Our history is shaped by Europe, and Europe’s is shaped by ours. With five million settled European nationals living here, we remain a larger European nation than, say, Latvia. Although the EU’s share of UK trade has been declining for years, the EU is still our largest trading partner. The special status of Northern Ireland – part of the UK but within the EU’s single market for goods – is also a tie, albeit one that some people deeply regret. It matters greatly where our neighbours are headed.


Most of my life, I have cared about the European project. When the UK held its first referendum on membership, I was a child at the European School in Brussels. Later, back in Belgium, I took a master’s degree in EU law and stayed on for three years to practise. It was then that I married Boris Johnson, whom I had known at school.


Boris was always a sceptic – which I was not. He was a Conservative – which I was not. I enjoyed the difference, but come the 2016 referendum, our political views unexpectedly converged, for what felt like the first time ever.


Though I wasn’t part of the campaign, the Vote Leave slogan ‘Take Back Control’ chimed with me. Mostly I observed – in an anthropological way – the goings-on. When invited, I took part in panels. If they wanted to hear my view, I thought I might as well give it. I wrote about sovereignty for the UK Human Rights Blog, and the Spectator picked up the article.


My stance prompted furious rows with some family members. One was unimpressed by what she called my ‘micro-arguments’. Perhaps I sounded lawyer-ish. Others can find that annoying, a hazard of the job. But my point was a big one: membership of the EU, I felt, was undermining our democracy. My micro-arguments were the evidence I deployed to show I wasn’t just conjuring up a position to be contrary.


Since divorcing Boris and being embraced back into the bosom of liberal friendships that had gone cool, I have had ample opportunity to recant. I have been given all manner of Euro memorabilia by friends who hope I will. I have ashtrays and mugs that are blue with yellow stars, a ‘No Man Is an Island’ tea towel. Almost every day at work, my colleague Martin watches me sip from the Euro-flag mug he gave me, hoping.


At this distance, my vision is clearer. I am no longer married to a politician. I am not party political and have no tribe. As a barrister, I know something of the law, but I also have insight into the media and politics.


In terms of identity, I have feet in different camps, too. My late mother was Indian and married my British journalist father, Charles Wheeler, when he was based in Delhi. I was born during his next posting to West Berlin, at the height of the Cold War, not long after the Berlin Wall was built and the Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world close to disaster. My early childhood was spent in the US. Called on to pledge allegiance to the American flag in Wednesday morning assembly, I would place my left hand on my heart, not the right. This was necessary, I thought, because I was British.


I was twelve when I first lived in the UK, so folklore about Nelson, Wellington and ‘Our Island Story’ passed me by. The pride I now feel in Britain comes largely from practising law. For many years I litigated for the government, defending claims for judicial review. It is a huge strength of our system that it faces its critics, entertaining challenges to its decisions. Of course it has flaws, but through trial and error, our imperfect democracy evolves.


Throughout my lifetime, I have also watched the European project evolve.


In 1973, Britain joined what was then the European Economic Community, and the BBC posted my father to Brussels as its chief Europe correspondent. Aged eight, I was plucked from my sunny little school in Washington DC and transported back to Europe on the SS France, flagship of the French Line. (Warned, as we boarded, not to get lost, I promptly did, racing eagerly around its sumptuous decks.)


Most pupils at the European School in Uccle, not least my classmate, Alexander Boris Johnson, had fathers who worked in the European institutions. Boris’s father, Stanley, drafted water-quality directives in the Commission. Not coming from a Eurocrat family, my sister Shirin and I didn’t strictly qualify for a place at the school, but my mother, Dip, twisted the headmaster’s arm, promising to set up an English-language library in the school’s new British section.


The posting lasted just a few years. Although broadly pro-European, my father found little positive to report about the EU. For a start, the visible side effects of subsidised farming were grotesque. The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) fixed prices regardless of output. This inevitably led to massive overproduction: legendary lakes of unwanted wine and mountains of butter and beef. My father filed these stories until they were no longer news. (Less visibly, the surpluses were sold on world markets at subsidised rates, undermining the struggling agriculture of developing countries.)


After a referendum in 1975 confirmed British membership, the EU was no longer much of a story. Moves to reduce trade barriers were slow and it settled into a kind of torpor. In 1976, we moved to the UK.


When I came back to Brussels in the 1990s, however, the place had a buzzing new energy. New democracies in Spain, Portugal and Greece had joined. Communist regimes in the East were crumbling. Almost unbelievably, the Berlin Wall had come down. People in the West were energised by plans to liberalise European economies, to ‘complete’ the single market. At the time I wholeheartedly supported all this – so much so, in fact, that I had come back to Brussels to study EU law. I thought that by working to build Europe, I would help to make the world better.


Over time, however, bad policy choices – such as the way the euro was set up – dented this faith. Each year, more political decisions were taken far away – in Brussels, Strasbourg and Luxembourg – by politicians, bureaucrats, even judges we couldn’t identify, let alone name. The connection with ordinary citizens was being stretched dangerously thin. Something that once worked well for the people of Europe (including, on balance, the British) had lost its way. By 2016, I felt that the EU had come to mistake its own interests for those of its citizens, and that this was a path we should not follow.


After the vote, people regularly shouted obscenities outside our house, aimed at Boris, who had been prominent in the Leave campaign. One evening, a small, less threatening-sounding crowd gathered on the street. Behind opaque glass panes I heard rustling. Then young voices, schoolboys perhaps, chanted, ‘EU, we love you! EU, we love you!’


To the young people on my doorstep, I suspect that the EU represented something modern and cosmopolitan, offering possibilities beyond our own shores. I understand the yearning, but I think the sentiment is misguided and treats Europe as the world. Many outside the EU see it as a regional block that chauvinistically protects its own.


Why should we have such a marked preference for twenty-seven nearby countries over all others, including those in the Commonwealth with which the UK has close historic ties? In his book Eurowhiteness, Hans Kundnani (born to a Dutch mother and Indian father) seeks to puncture the ‘myth’ of cosmopolitan Europe. He sees the EU’s exclusivity as a regionalism ‘analogous to nationalism … but on a larger, continental scale’. For every dismantled internal barrier, a reinforced external one is erected. ‘Fortress Europe’ is increasingly real.


Spain’s southern border is actually in Morocco. There, a three-metre-high reinforced fence seals off the EU’s affluent ‘border-free zone’ from outsiders, and protects Spain’s colonial enclaves, Ceuta and Melilla. Walking the perimeter of the Berlin Wall is now a distant memory, but surveying this – a place where dozens of would-be migrants were killed in 2022 – vividly recalls it.


Who counts? Who matters? Who do we see as our own?


In the aftermath of the referendum, many who were close to the metropolitan levers of power were shocked to discover a swathe of people – ‘Leavers’ – whose experience of the world was quite different to theirs. For this comfortable demographic (my demographic), the free movement of people mostly meant easy access to the Continent, perhaps to a second home in Provence or the choice to relocate to edgy Berlin. It meant studying abroad. It meant a ready pool of reliable Polish gardeners, plumbers and builders.


For many others, whose wages were stagnant, who competed with newcomers for flats, GP appointments or local school places, large-scale migration felt like a threat. These people felt ignored and betrayed by politicians who made promises they knew they couldn’t keep, not least about the numbers who would move to the UK.


The collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe was momentous, and 9/11 altered my immediate world. Even so, despite differing opinions, I didn’t lose friends over these events. Leaving the EU was different: it was the most divisive political change I have lived through. Some friends said they woke up in a country they suddenly no longer liked. They were angry. Much of the establishment, dismayed by the vote, declared, ‘We won’t accept it. These Leavers are thick and they are racist. They were duped by lies.’ In a darkening mood of suspicion and resentment, a kind of hysteria set in.


Some otherwise sensible people expected EU nationals would be rounded up and deported. Then, in late August, the BBC reported ‘a frenzied racist attack triggered by the Brexit referendum’. The victim was a forty-year-old Polish man. Boris had become foreign secretary and I remember the diplomatic fallout lasting for months. The Polish ambassador went to Harlow to visit the scene of the crime. The Commission president, Jean-Claude Juncker, piled in. ‘We Europeans,’ he intoned in a state of the union address, ‘can never accept Polish workers being beaten up, harassed or even murdered in the streets of Essex.’


At the trial, however, a murkier story emerged. Arkadiusz Jóźwik had been sitting on a wall in the late evening, eating takeaway pizza with two friends, when he got into a confrontation with a group of teenage boys on bikes. From behind the wall, one of them punched him on the back of the head. Jóźwik fell, hit his skull on the pavement and died in hospital two days later. There was no obvious motive. A witness said that Jóźwik had racially abused one of the boys, who wasn’t white. There appeared to be no mention of Brexit. No matter the absence of evidence – in some people’s minds this will remain ‘the frenzied racist attack triggered by the Brexit referendum’.


A similar hostility became the rule on grander stages, too. The EU was always going to make sure that leaving was difficult – to deter others and play up the value of membership – but the level of emotion, the peevishness and spite, came as a surprise.


When Covid hit, the UK’s vaccine taskforce acquitted itself well, supporting, selecting, then guiding administration of the first reliable vaccine of the pandemic. Together with Oxford University, AstraZeneca, an Anglo-Swedish company with a French chief executive, produced a working Covid jab that they offered to the world at cost price. Most of us in the UK gratefully received at least one shot of it. Yet the reaction from former partners – as the EU’s own vaccine rollout hit trouble – was sour and contemptuous. In January 2021, Emmanuel Macron baselessly described the AstraZeneca jab as ‘quasi-effective’ in over sixty-fives. German regulators flip-flopped over its efficacy. Angela Merkel refused the jab in February, saying it wasn’t approved for her age group, then she took it in April. The European press frequently referred to the Oxford–AstraZeneca vaccine as a cheap and inferior alternative to others on offer. Unsurprisingly, on the Continent, public confidence in it declined and available doses were unused, though this did not stop the Commission suing the company for allegedly under-supplying the EU. (Both sides ultimately claimed victory.)


With the passing of time, these animosities died down a little. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine changed the dynamic between us and our Continental neighbours. Boris defiantly walking around Kiev with President Zelensky presumably rankled, but the UK’s quick, decisive support helped to turn Britain from a pariah and object of derision back into a partner. And it underlined the seriousness of the common threats we face.


In light of these threats, the need to work together is urgent. But we are yet to find a way to do it that commands public support and respect. Keir Starmer’s government claimed to have ‘reset’ relations with the EU, culminating in a summit in May 2025. Some declared what emerged to be a betrayal of Brexit, using colourful sex-slave analogies. Downing Street spun a line that ‘Britain is back’. In reality, the agreement seemed to amount only to an agreement to agree, short on essential detail, with lofty advice not to worry. People can relax, seemed to be the message: this is a practical, sensible government that has left behind ideology and abstract hang-ups like national sovereignty. (Hang-ups such as seeing value in taking decisions for oneself.)


In short, Britain’s European path is far from resolved. It feels like we are stumbling forward, the government gingerly testing what the public will take, one eye always on Reform UK. Some suspect that Starmer plans to inch back into the EU bit by bit. They haven’t forgotten that, in an effort to stop the UK leaving at all, Labour – shepherded by Starmer – voted against Theresa May’s doomed deal. They haven’t forgotten that he campaigned for a second referendum, then said Labour was open to staying in the single market (however that was meant to work).


Personally, I don’t think people should be forever held to a position they took in the past. But if you are leading the country, it seems fair to expect some basic clarity about what your position actually is and why you hold it. The government fears that Europe is a divisive topic and it hardly featured in the 2024 general election. Yet there are many ways in which our relationship with the EU might develop. We as citizens are entitled to know where this government thinks our national interests lie. No. 10 briefings through the press are not adequate. The world is in a precarious state. If, instead of talking frankly about the decisions we face, we keep our heads in the sand, we risk making poor choices and finding ourselves more divided than ever.


Start with democracy. Over the years, citizens have been consulted about the EU’s direction on numerous occasions. Referenda in France, Ireland, Denmark and the Netherlands rejected steps to advance integration. The draft treaties were tweaked or repackaged, and the votes were rerun. Promises were made to make the EU more ‘relevant’ and bring it closer to the people. And yet, in almost every country across the Channel, discontent with established parties and the European project is rife. The extremes are gaining ground. Anxieties abound about identity and belonging, loss of community and control – the very things that helped guide the UK to the exit. Even in the Netherlands, one of the most liberal nations in Europe, Geert Wilders, a far-right politician, participates in the governing coalition (when he so chooses).


Protest isn’t new. For as long as I can remember, angry farmers have converged in their tractors on the Berlaymont building, depositing manure on the Rue de la Loi. In the 1990s, they were enraged by subsidy cuts linked to agricultural reform. Now it is environmental regulation that stokes revolt. The European Green Deal is controversial – as are national measures to tackle climate change. But leave the merits aside. Focus on the question of who decides. It plainly matters who takes the decision. And it matters who voters think takes it.


If an issue is tough or unpopular, national governments often deflect criticism by blaming Brussels. The nature of the system practically invites it: in the Council of Ministers (the EU’s main legislative body) national ministers deliberate in private, unobserved by the media or public. Votes are now taken openly but they are rare. Especially with the UK gone, the Commission is usually able to secure compromise without a formal vote. Among insiders, there is plenty of talk and supposition, but a reliable account of who did what and why remains hard to come by. So central Brussels is a reasonable place for the discontented to dump manure.


This peculiar evasiveness allows the EU – and national authorities that defer to it – to engage in horse-trading behind closed doors. It also bypasses the open political negotiation that would allow voters to understand what a law is trying to do. This is arguably not the fault of the EU itself. National governments should inform their own citizens about the questions at stake. Yet on the whole, they don’t. This leads the public to mistrust the process.


It doesn’t help that the EU seems so creepily conformist, even when it is out on a limb relative to electorates. Geert Mak, veteran Dutch journalist and author of The Dream of Europe, points to the Commission as a home of ‘true believers’ who suffer ‘almost physical pain’ at criticism of EU policy. ‘It’s a bubble,’ he says, a ‘religious sect, complete with its own scripture called the Treaty of the European Union.’ Mak is not unsympathetic: as a journalist, he lived in the bubble himself. He has played the game. If you write constructively about the project – explaining and defending it – you will be invited to discussion panels, symposia, keynote speeches. Otherwise, not. That’s just how things work in Brussels.


From the EU perspective, it did a good job negotiating the UK’s departure and protecting what it saw as its interests. According to proud reminiscences from its chief negotiator, Michel Barnier, the EU blocked the UK from appealing to member states individually. They stuck together and closed ranks to ensure that the Union spoke as one. In this way, they achieved a deal that ensured the mutual economic interests of the UK and member states gave way to the political interests of the EU.


Some years later, campaigning for the French presidency against the EU poster boy Emmanuel Macron, Barnier raised eyebrows by saying that ‘people in the bubble of Brussels think they are always right. They don’t want to listen. They don’t want to change anything. This is precisely the way to provoke more Brexits in Europe.’ Running for office in France, he appears to have found a new perspective – or, less generously, a line that he knew would speak to actual voters.


Across Europe – indeed, in much of the developed world – relative economic decline is eroding faith in our political systems. New political parties and leaders suggest that the institutions of liberal democracy don’t work, and they are packed with elites who care nothing for the ordinary person. We may not like the messenger, but some of what they say may be true. If we double down on what we are doing, if we refuse to change course and hold the electorate at bay, extremists will act in our place.


Many people here in the UK can hardly bear to think about the referendum and its aftermath. They were fractious, anxious years. People found themselves astounded and angered by others – what are they thinking? What are they doing? But what if – for all the misery and ill-temper, the politicking and chicanery – there was something important going on? Even, perhaps, something good?


Consider it this way: despite profound opposition among much of the political class, the machinery of the British state gave effect to the democratic will of the people, and for the most part it all went through quite peacefully. That this was possible, I suggest, is a testament to the strength of British democracy and its institutions.


The referendum addressed an anxiety about European integration that was real and growing, both within the UK and beyond. As successive new treaties – Maastricht, Amsterdam, Nice, Lisbon – centralised more decision-making power in Brussels, governments recognised that popular consent was needed. In 2005, all three main British parties fought general election campaigns on the promise of a referendum on greater European integration. These promises came to nothing, yet the pressure from sceptics didn’t let up. At each election – national and European – the explicitly Euro-sceptic United Kingdom Independence Party increased their share of the vote.


In 2013, the then-prime minister, David Cameron, gave a speech at Bloomberg’s HQ in London in which he recognised that ‘public disillusion with the EU is at an all-time high’. He continued:


People feel that the EU is heading in a direction that they never signed up to. They resent the interference in our national life by what they see as unnecessary rules and regulation. And they wonder what the point of it all is. Put simply, many ask ‘why can’t we just have what we voted to join – a common market?’


He concluded by pledging to renegotiate the UK’s relations with the EU, after which the question of future membership would be put to the people in an in/out referendum. Returned to office after the election, the Conservatives put this promise of a referendum into law. In fact, the European Union Referendum Act 2015 passed overwhelmingly, with the support of both major parties.
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