
“Detachment educates the soul, isolation kills it” . Notes 
from a trip to Brussels. 

By Gary Elbert 

As a working-class man the European Parliament and European Commission seems, as a 
concept, to be faraway, intangible and almost alien like. Populist politicians seek to exploit that 
geographical and psychological chasm. They happily construct imagery of robotic bureaucrats 
actively suppressing my freedom.  

That gap between the EU and the majority of its more disadvantaged citizens seems to be a 
void, which is filled by those who led the Brexit Leave campaign as well as other populist 
projects throughout Europe. 

The EU is an easy target, a handy dartboard for diverse arrows of human unhappiness and an 
ideal target for cynical politicians looking to get a leg up the salary and coverage ladder. 

On the flight over I play a game of word association. It occurs to me that media coverage of 
the European Parliament is both light and stereotypical. The EU wants to bring in a rule to 
straighten bananas etc. I think of motorways, subsidies for farmers, the Common Agricultural 
Policy. Bureaucracy and former marijuana activist and MEP Luke Ming Flanagan sits in the 
Parliament on a Euro sceptic platform. With the elections coming up in May I wonder what 
Flanagan’s assessment of his maiden tenure consist of.  

We meet the man himself the following day. He is an excellent political performer reeling off 
passionate tangential monologues. He says some of his cynicism has been tempered by the 
results of his work on various committees. Some of his cynicism has been diluted. But he is 
quick to catastrophise the PESCO project seeing it as a threat to Irish neutrality which he 
already believes is compromised by the use of Shannon by the US military. A colleague of 
mine remarks how surprised he is by the lack of interest in the Irish press in relation to this 
possible European army coming down the pipeline.  

I’m not. We are not a military power, nor do we have any great experience in conflict. The 
Irish Rangers aside, we will never be an integral part of any pan-European military organisation 
yet ‘Ming’ speaks of it all in apocalyptic terms. Irish people are more concerned right now with 
housing and health and the unfortunate consequences of blind subservience to the market, 
similar to the British Empire refusal to meddle with economic forces while millions starved 
and wandered the world emaciated in 1844. 

Flanagan places himself as a watchdog buried deep in the heart of Brussels holding the 
unelected EU powerbrokers to account. Outstanding Irish issues may not quite be on his radar. 

I ask him why the left-wing movement in Ireland has failed consistently. Flanagan claims “the 
left have too many ideas” which is why they can’t agree on anything. Maybe that’s why they 
cannot be trusted to run a country then, I thought. He is one of the few left-wing politicians in 
Ireland to consistently succeed at the polling station. Why is that? 

“I suppose if you are interested in fairness and decency then if that makes you left wing then 
it’s better than the greed we see on the other side” he says. The left’s innate sense of moral 



superiority is another characteristic that isolates them from what was once their target audience, 
working class men like myself. 

What strikes me about the Parliamentarium buildings is the sense of bland unfussy efficiency. 
Perhaps this is why the EU is such an easy target for political exploitation. It plays a role in 
national affairs yet never really gets the chance to publicise its efficiency nor perhaps is it 
overly concerned with doing so. I hazard a guess that I, as a working-class man, am a rare type 
of stratified socio-economic visitor to these buildings. And maybe that’s why the EU message 
becomes drowned out by soapbox screamers. 

Our trip was remarkably propaganda free. Easy access was permitted to politicians of all sides, 
views and hues. 

The prevailing image of the Brexit negotiations: While English imperialist nostalgia threatens 
to spiral into economic self-sabotage and headstrong isolationism the EU negotiating team 
appears calm, controlled and unruffled. Perhaps that too is another reason for exacerbating 
English ire. The EU hold all the cards and sit at the table with all the chips. 

This morning I listened to a podcaster hail the genius of Samuel Beckett. Beckett understood 
the difference between detachment and isolation. It was from calm detachment that writers and 
philosophers like Beckett could summon their genius. But all of them, from Camus to Beckett, 
Joyce to Sartre returned to being an active participant in the project of life. Permanent isolation 
kills creativity and amplifies psychological dysfunction. Controlled detachment facilitates 
enlightenment and enhances appreciation of the diversity and complexity of our life and our 
fellow citizens. Ego dilution therefore sets forward the road to happiness. 

Can anyone argue that in Westminster right now out of control egos are not at the core of that 
self-inflicted disaster? 

It occurs to me that people like Ming are cut from the same cloth as the Brexiteers. They snipe 
and sneer at the European Parliament yet fail to acknowledge its crucial role in uniting Europe 
and minimizing the destructive forces of isolation. I can travel anywhere in Europe with 
minimum fuss, study anywhere and work anywhere. I can be detached but also return to 
integration whenever I like. 

It is a freedom hard fought. Millions died in pursuit of a freedom we hold delicately now in the 
palms of our hands. 

A walk through the nearby museum a photo of a German man getting his nose measured in 
1941 grabbed my attention. The German doctor was attempting to determine if the man was of 
sufficient Ayran stock. 

This was a mere 70 years ago, a millisecond in the greater concept of the human story. 

The horrors of two world wars fought on the fields of Europe drove home the necessity of the 
origins of the European project and the philosophies that underpin its continued existence. 
Perhaps a history lesson is required rather than the cynical outpourings of the populist brigade. 

In May you and I get to have our vote on who represents us in the European Parliament. 

It matters that we use it. 



Remember detachment can be positive but isolation kills the soul. 

Let’s not isolate ourselves from a democratic mechanism that many of our ancestors never had 
the opportunity to use. The right to vote. 

The right to have a say.  

And the need to reject isolationism and engage with the project around us. 

 

 

Gary Elbert was one of a group of NUIG students who took part in a trip to the European Parliament in 
Brussels in January 2019. 


