
1 

‘We have our own dream and our own task’ 
Britain and Europe – Troubled Insiders  

Pete Burgess  
University of Greenwich 

University of Applied Sciences 
Fulda 

25 June 2014 



2 

!  To outline the relationship between Britain and Europe since the 
end of the Second World War in which Britain – although an 
‘insider’ in many respects – has still acted like an ‘outsider’. 

!  To focus on key themes that illustrate this relationship.  

!  The main themes will be: 
-  The decision to join the European Union (EEC etc.) between 1945 and 1973. 

-   Economic and Monetary Union. 

-   Free movement and migration (and the ‘Revolt on the Right’ - UKIP) 

!  The approach will be mainly descriptive and necessarily brief. 

Aim"
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!  The presentation will be organised along three dimensions that 
have interacted to lend a particular character to this relationship: 
-  Identity: is there a distinctive ‘British’ identity, different to identities 

found in Mainland Europe (and different to English, Scottish …)? In 
2014 PM David Cameron has argued for a more assertive stance on 
‘British values’ – but no one is quite sure what he means. 

-  Interests: what interests have been dominant in influencing political 
debate and decisions? Are there differing interests?  

-  Ideology: how have ideas and beliefs shaped debates and influenced 
decisions? Although ideas do not ‘fall out of the sky’, neither are they 
simple reflections of current interests. In fact, ‘interests’ may be 
defined by how ideologies frame a problem.  

!  I will first outline some of the major strands in these three areas 
that contribute to a ‘special path’ for Britain. 

!  For each of the ‘problem’ areas, I will also try and draw on the 
three ‘Is’ to explore the British perspective. 

The three ‘Is’ "
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!  We need to be careful when discussing ‘Britain’– which is a multi-
national polity, historically highly centralised but now less so.  

!  Britain does not exist, officially. ‘Great Britain’ is England, Wales, 
and Scotland. All have distinct – overlapping – histories.  

!  The United Kingdom is these three plus Northern Ireland, which is 
governed by a unique power-sharing coalition. 

!  Different parts of the UK have varying degrees of devolved 
government but none make foreign policy.  

!  Scotland has a Parliament, as prior to 1707, a distinct legal system, 
and some tax powers. On 18 September, Scottish residents will 
vote on whether Scotland will become wholly independent (but 
keeping the Queen and £!). 

!  Scottish views on the EU differ notably in many respects from 
those often expressed in England. 

What is ‘Britain’?"
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✦ The UK has had a troubled relationship with ‘Europe’. The crisis is 
now deeper than for many years. PM Cameron has promised an ‘in-
out’ referendum on UK membership in 2017. The Eurosceptic UKIP 
party won the largest share of the vote in EP elections in May 2014. 

✦ ….but the UK is a net EU contributor, transposes Directives on time 
etc. The UK was highly influential in developing the Single Market.  

✦ UK is not the only EU state to retain its currency, be strongly 
committed to national sovereignty, seek opt-outs from some EU rules, 
be home to nationalist-Eurosceptic parties or vote against the EU 
Constitution in 2005 (it did not vote at all). Euro-scepticism has grown 
in all EU states – but with distinct national flavours in each. 

✦ Britain has customarily taken the ‘four freedoms’ (capital, goods, 
labour and services) seriously: open market for capital flows and 
freedom to buy UK firms; open labour markets for CEE countries. 
However, this is changing on free movement – as we’ll discuss below 

A troubled story?"
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!  The British ‘political class’ has had problems with Europe since the 
1940s: this not only embraces Conservative politicians, although that 
is where ‘Euroscepticism’ was traditionally most deeply-rooted, but a 
much wider range, including in the Labour Party.  

!  ‘Europe’ has been a very divisive issue in ‘British’ (i.e. English) 
politics for 60+ years, causing deep divisions within the major parties 
(Labour and Conservative) and the rise of the Eurosceptic party, UKIP.  

!  Growing Euroscepticism in many social groups now coalescing 
around UKIP. A key concern is (not just EU) migration. 25% of UK 
respondents feel immigration is one of the two major issues facing 
Britain (19% in Germany and 4% in N’lands (Eurobarometer, 2014). 

!  Fears of popular ‘Euroscepticism’ (and non-membership of eurozone) 
make it hard for the UK to play a positive role in developing the EU. 
The UK still believes it can have a ‘wider’ EU without a ‘deeper’ EU. 

!  The elite has now largely but not entirely come to terms with the EU. 
Business interests and most trade unions fear withdrawal. 

A troubled story?"
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Support for leaving EU - Trust in EU"
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Quote quiz on Europe"
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‘We must recreate the European family in a regional structure called, as it may be, 
the United States of Europe’ 

********* 

‘We shall allow no wedge to be driven between Great Britain and the United States 
of America or be led into any course which would mar the growing unity …  of the 

English-speaking nations’. 
********* 

‘Britain is insular, maritime, bound up by its trade, its markets, its food supplies, 
with the most varied and distant countries. She has… very special, very original, 

habits and tradition. How can Britain…be incorporated into the Common Market as 
it has been conceived and functions?’ 

*********** 
‘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. Many ask “why 

can't we just have what we voted to join - a common market?”’ 
************* 

‘We must break up the eurozone. We must set those Mediterranean countries free’. 

Quote quiz on Europe 
Who said it? What do you think they mean?"
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!  UK emerged from the Second World War as a 
victorious power – confident in its abilities (and to 
some extent in denial about its weaknesses). 

!  It’s economic ties and post-war economic revival 
were mainly via the Commonwealth and US – see 
the trade figures. Europe was more concerned with 
intra-European trade.  

Trouble to start with …Founding Europe"

United States 

Empire-
Commonwealth Europe 

!  UK policy was seen as being at the intersection of three circles: US, 
Europe, and the Commonwealth. None of these relationships was to be 
endangered. 

!  UK financial power was based on the ‘sterling area’ – those countries that 
tied their currency to the £ and kept their financial reserves in London. It 
was the biggest currency bloc in the world in the late-1940s. 

!  Early industrialisation meant that by the 1840s, Britain lost self 
sufficiency in food. UK adopted free trade in food, which was cheap 
compared with Mainland Europe (with its many small farmers). Denmark, 
Argentina/Uruguay, New Zealand, Canada became key suppliers tied into 
the UK economy, but with few ties to Mainland Europe. 
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Trade flows and interests"
Exports 
from 

Exports to Year Americas Continental 
Western 
Europe 

India 
etc. 

Australia,
NZ, S.  
Africa 

Western 
European 
associated 
territories 

UK  1938 22% 23% 8% 21% 1% 

UK  1959 16% 25% 8% 16% 1% 

Continental 
Western Europe 

1938 12% 46% 1% 2% 4% 

Continental 
Western Europe 

1959 16% 50% 2% 2% 7% 

France 1959 14% 37% 1% 1% 31% 
Germany 1959 18% 53% 3% 3% 1% 

Source: United Nations, International Trade Statistics (1900-1960); UK Balance of Payments, 
2012 (The Pink Book) 

UK ‘elite’ interests still focused out of Europe – but with a gradual 
decline. CWE already a trade bloc. 
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What now?"
Exports 
from 

Exports to Year Americas Continental 
Western 
Europe 

India 
etc. 

Australia,
NZ, S.  
Africa 

Western 
European 
associated 
territories 

UK  1938 22% 23% 8% 21% 1% 

UK  1959 16% 25% 8% 16% 1% 

Continental 
Western Europe 

1938 12% 46% 1% 2% 4% 

Continental 
Western Europe 

1959 16% 50% 2% 2% 7% 

France 1959 14% 37% 1% 1% 31% 
Germany 1959 18% 53% 3% 3% 1% 

Source: United Nations, International Trade Statistics (1900-1960); UK Balance of Payments, 
2012 (The Pink Book) 

UK  2012 17% 40% 2% 3% 0.5% 

What do you think this change means for politics in the UK? 
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!  In 1948, UK effectively stopped Europe 
establishing a customs union – or rather 
delayed it (for 10 years – and then without the 
UK). UK did not join the European Coal and 
Steel Community. 

Founding Europe"
United States 

Empire-
Commonw

ealth Europe 

!  One key worry was federalism: UK government was hostile to any 
political construction that weakened the power of national 
governments, and involved a pooling of sovereignty. Pooling 
sovereignty seen as a loss – not a gain. 

!  Fear of losing control and especially irreversibility (Euro crisis?) 

!  Problem for the UK was that when sentiment and the economic 
position changed in the 1960s, basic institutions of Europe had 
already been shaped. 
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Identity  
-  British political class felt European in cultural terms but with family and 

language ties elsewhere. Did not understand what the world looked like to 
Monnet and Schumann. 

-  Identity as a ‘superior’ power – not having to choose, and able to influence 
others. For Europeans, creating a new Europe was a victory over the past: 
for the British political class, needing to be in Europe exemplifies failure.  

-  British cultural identity was overwhelming Protestant (‘Anglo-sphere’) 
Interests  

-  Worried about weakening world trade ties – in particular ‘Sterling area’ (in 
which Commonwealth countries kept their financial reserves in London). 

-  UK had a socialist government (1945-51), with nationalisation of industries 
and construction of a Welfare State. European Coal and Steel community 
might have clashed with interests of UK nationalised steel and coal.  

Ideology 
-  Both right and left were strong advocates of Parliamentary sovereignty 

 Founding Europe – the three ‘Is’ 
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!  Margaret Thatcher (Con. 1979-90) in favour of the Single Market in the 
1980s (economics not politics: ‘widening’ not ‘deepening’) but did not 
believe a market needed stronger institutions or single currency. 

 Economic and Monetary Union 
and Conservative Euroscepticism 

!  Conflicts emerge within the Conservative Party. Strong minority 
of Eurosceptics begin to influence policy. 

!  Conservative Party becomes periodically internally ungovernable 
because of splits over Europe. 

!  Conservative Party hostile to euro, and most of the Labour Party. 
!  UK does not join Eurozone. 
!  Conservative hostility to EU ‘Social Dimension’ – Labour Party 

(1997-2010) also keen to maintain ‘flexible labour markets’ 

“We have not successfully rolled back the frontiers of the state in 
Britain, only to see them reimposed at a European level, with a 

European superstate exercising a new dominance from Brussels.”  
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Identity  
!  Strong cultural affiliation to the £ (1,000 years of history, Queen’s head etc.) 

Interests  
!  Traditional worries about the role of the City no longer apply.  
!  Serious worries about surrendering economic autonomy – governments 

did not like the Maastricht criteria, seen as too limiting. 
!  UK economic model in part reliant on deregulated labour market (service 

economy, industrial productivity lagging leading EU countries), although 
UK labour markets remain highly deregulated despite EU social agenda 

Ideology 
!  Modern Euroscepticism ‘of the right’ is driven by a (strange) mixture of free 

market neo-liberal ideology plus ‘Little Englander’ nationalism, often rooted 
in irrational and on occasions xenophobic hostility to EU institutions and 
fantasies of reconstituting an economic ‘Anglo-sphere’. 

!  Eurozone not seen as an ‘optimal currency area’ because of lack of internal 
transfers and low labour market flexibility: and fundamental opposition to 
establishing these as part of an ‘economic government’ in EU. 

!  UK has no tradition of ‘negotiated legislation’ – sovereignty of Parliament. 

 EMU – the three ‘Is’ 
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!  UK had open labour markets for CEE accession countries in 2004. 

!  Most elite interests are inclined to Europe – aside from some 
Conservative Eurosceptics.  

!  Who are the ‘new Eurosceptics’? 

!  ‘Left behind’ thesis – many of the new Eurosceptics are older, less 
skilled, live in declining areas, disenchanted with the Labour Party. 

!  2009-2014 crystallised around UKIP (2014 EP vote – Verhältniswahl) 

!  Old and New Euroscepticism now driving the Conservative agenda 
– but Cameron trapped because of mainstream desire to stay in EU. 

Free movement and new 
Euroscepticism "
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!  It appears as if ‘identity and ‘ideology’ might be exercising a 
stronger role than ‘interests’ in some of the new Euroscepticism. 

!  ‘Left behind’ interests might be responded to with better social 
policies and more social recognition. 

!  But some Eurosceptics (including at times their leader, Nigel 
Farage, are more concerned about (perceived) British identity 
and its long-term preservation – an emotional driver. 

!  UKIP not a racist party – it is a ‘civic’ nationalist party, but 
considers that British nationality will be undermined by high 
levels of (transient) immigration. 

Free movement and new 
Euroscepticism 

Interests, identity, ideology  
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!  UK will continue to have ‘trouble with Europe’ – could get worse.  

!  Conservative Party leaders make repeated and forced and 
unforced errors. Challenge for all political parties. 

!  Conservative Euroscepticism has joined up with ‘left behind’ 
scepticism – in some cases in UKIP, possible local electoral deals, 
all arguing for ‘No’ in the referendum (if held). 

!  But Conservatives want to stay in – balancing act that could go 
wrong. 

!  Hence agenda will be to go for cosmetic changes on benefits, and 
longer waiting periods or indefinite limits for new entrants. 

!  Would also facilitate UK policy of EU widening – Turkey? – but not 
deepening. 

 The future? 
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!  Back to the future? UK position reminiscent of Churchill. 
 The future? 

“Either  Europe has a committed, stable, successful eurozone… 
with a system of fiscal burden sharing and supportive monetary 
policy… or we are in uncharted waters which carries huge risks for 
everyone… But Britain is going to stay out of that.” 

David Cameron 
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•  1950 European Coal and Steel Community: UK decides not to join 

•  1957 European Economic Community: UK decides not to join –  business 
interests beginning to be doubtful about the wisdom of staying out. 

•  1960 Britain explores ‘trading agreement’ with EEC, not full membership. 
•  1961-63 Negotiations on British entry to EEC. 

•  January 1963 – General de Gaulle vetoes British entry. (‘All our policies at 
home and abroad are in ruins’, Macmillan, UK Prime Minister) 

•  May 1968 in France: USSR invades Czechoslovakia. De Gaulle rethinks – 
wants UK in, and less federalism. 1969 – de Gaulle resigns. 

•  1970 Britain re-applies (led by Ted Heath – a very pro-European 
Conservative). Labour Party split over EC membership – promises 
referendum if elected. 

•  1973 Britain joins EC, with Denmark and Ireland. 

•  1974 Labour government ‘renegotiates’ terms of entry to EC. 
•  1975 Labour Party holds referendum: membership confirmed. 

•  2017 ‘In out’ referendum promised if Conservatives win 2015 election. 

 What happened? A short time-line 


