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1

1

The European Union and 
British Politics

Introduction

Why can’t Britain be a little more European or Europe a little more
British? Such have been the plaintive cries of many British politicians
since Britain joined the European Community in 1973. While European
politics have been transformed during the last 50 years by economic and
political integration within the European Union (EU), Britain has been
marginal to some key developments (Economic and Monetary Union –
or EMU – and the Euro being the latest), failed to resolve basic tensions
that have long characterized relations with the EU, and displayed levels
of public support for European integration that tend to lag behind those
in other member states. This is because European integration asks fun-
damental questions about Britain’s place in the world, about national
self-understanding and about its laws, economy, political system and
policy priorities. Other member states have been asked similar questions
too, but for various reasons most have been willing to accept or embrace
the changes that European integration has brought with it. Britain has
been less enthusiastic.

Analyses of Britain’s role within the EU have tended to focus on
‘reluctance’, ‘awkwardness’ and ‘semi-detachment’ (George, 1992, 1998;
Gowland and Turner, 2000). From this perspective the story reads as
follows: Britain stood aside from the first steps towards European integra-
tion and has spent a good part of the time since accession in 1973 agoniz-
ing about the EU’s shape, form, scope and direction. The result is that
British vacillation has occurred from the sidelines rather than in ‘the heart
of Europe’, and this is a shortcoming or failing that strikes at the heart of
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British politics. A quick checklist of this ‘awkwardness’ could highlight
the following:

� did not join the first supranational European organization, the European
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), when it was founded in 1951

� did not take seriously the Messina negotiations in 1955 that led to the
Treaty of Rome

� made unsuccessful applications in 1961–3 and 1967
� experienced divisions within and between the main parties in the late

1960s and early 1970s on membership
� sought a renegotiation of the terms of accession soon after joining in

1973
� fought a divisive 1975 referendum on the renegotiated terms
� disputed its level of contributions to the EEC budget (this heated

discussion intensified after the election of Margaret Thatcher as
Prime Minister in 1979 and was not resolved until 1984)

� a civil war within the Labour Party over Britain’s EC membership
became a core bone of contention that led to the creation of the break-
away Social Democratic Party comprising more pro-European figures

� Margaret Thatcher’s Bruges speech in 1988 asserted a vision of a
Europe of nation states and opposed key aspects of the plans for
future European integration

� the resignation on European issues of six cabinet ministers during
Margaret Thatcher’s time as Prime Minister (Leon Brittan, Michael
Heseltine, Nigel Lawson, Nicholas Ridley, Sir Geoffrey Howe and
finally Thatcher herself)

� Thatcher’s demise as Prime Minister in 1990 was linked to her
increasingly vociferous Euroscepticism 

� the Maastricht Treaty of 1992 and the subsequent civil war within the
Conservative Party

� sterling’s ejection in September 1992 from the Exchange Rate
Mechanism (ERM)

� the ejection from the Parliamentary Conservative Party in November
1994 of the ‘gang of eight’ Eurosceptic Members of Parliament (MPs)

� John Major’s ‘put up or shut up’challenge in June 1995 to Conservative
Eurosceptics. Major called a leadership election. John Redwood stood
as a candidate of the Eurosceptic right against Major. Redwood lost, but
the rebels did not shut up as Major had hoped they would

� the bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) crisis in 1996 and the
ensuing British beef ban by other EU member states that had highly
damaging effects on British agriculture

2 The European Union and British Politics
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� the ‘war on terrorism’ and the conflict in Iraq exposed once again
tensions between UK Atlanticism and competing calls for closer
relations with key EU states, particularly France and Germany

� the Labour government led by Tony Blair had by 2003 still to clearly
resolve its attitude towards what had become the EU’s defining
project: the creation of EMU and the establishment of the single
currency, the Euro.

This is a long list, although Britain has not uniquely been Europe’s
‘awkward partner’. Other member states can be ‘awkward’ or ‘reluctant’
too, while some European countries (such as Norway and Switzerland)
have chosen not to become members. Moreover, Britain has engaged
relatively enthusiastically with some forms of co-operation and integra-
tion with other European countries, such as defence and foreign policy
co-operation through the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), as
well as single market integration within the EU. But crucially Britain has
been on the sidelines for key steps in economic and political integration,
both when the organization was founded in the 1950s and more recently
with EMU and the Euro. Public opinion data show that British people
declare less knowledge of, interest in, and confidence in the EU than
citizens in other EU member states, whilst they are also more likely
to construe the EU as a threat to national identity. To give two exam-
ples: in the spring of 2002, the Commission published its regular
‘Eurobarometer’ opinion poll gauging pan-EU public opinion. Figure 1.1
shows there was a majority in the UK in support of European integration,
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Source: Data from Eurobarometer Standard Report (Spring 2002).
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albeit at a level lower than in other member states. Figure 1.2 shows that
when asked the question of whether they felt that Britain had benefited
from EU membership, UK responses revealed only a small majority of
1 per cent who believed that membership had been beneficial.

Yet despite evidence of a relative lack of support for European integra-
tion, it is a political fact of life in contemporary British politics that Britain
has become progressively more integrated with other EU member states in
both economic and political terms. Why then, given that British political
elites have at times been divided on the question and public opinion
has been sceptical, has Britain become quite so engaged with European
integration across such a wide range of issues? How does this tally with
national self-understanding, with competing ties such as the alliance with
the USA, and with the organization of British political, economic and
social systems? This book attempts to unravel the extent of this engage-
ment while also explaining the scepticism and reluctance. It explores these
from a historical perspective in order to examine continuity and change in
British relations with the EU, while also exploring the ways in which
European integration has become absorbed within the organizational and
conceptual logics of British politics; or, put another way, the extent to
which British politics has been Europeanized.

To attain these objectives the book examines Britain’s conditional and
differential engagement with the EU. The engagement is conditional in
the sense that identification with the EU seems not to be deep-seated and

4 The European Union and British Politics
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appears based on pragmatic calculations about costs and benefits rather
than any attachment to European ideals. It is differential in the sense that
some areas of British political life have clearly been more affected than
others. It is argued that decisions made in the 1950s and 1960s about
Britain’s role and future and the extent of its engagement with nascent
EU institutions had important structuring effects on the context within
which later decisions about engagement with European integration were
made after accession in 1973. To use the terminology of historical insti-
tutionalist theory, a ‘path’ of Euro-ambivalence was established in the
1950s from which it has subsequently been hard to deviate, with the
attendant consequence that ‘Europe’ has not become deeply embedded
within the preferences, identities and interests of either Britain’s politi-
cal elite or its population. At the same time the European context has
changed with other actors (EU institutions, other member states, pres-
sure groups, sub-national government) becoming more deeply involved
in the decision-making process with the effect that national central
governments have become one of many centres in an integrating Europe.
Thus Britain’s half-hearted, conditional and essentially defensive
‘choice for Europe’ has also been exposed to the dynamics of new forms
of supranational political integration that challenge some of the core
underlying premises of British politics.

Britain in Europe and Europe in Britain

The book’s objectives can be broken down into two linked themes. The
‘Britain in Europe’ theme centres on analysis of British relations with the
EU and the role of British governments in attempting to shape Europe’s
institutional architecture. The focus here is on inter-state relations and
exploration of the UK’s role within the EU and the attitudes of various UK
governments to the development of European integration over the last
50 years. This shows the ways in which Britain has engaged (or not) with
European integration since the 1950s and how Britain has sought to use its
influence in the councils of Europe across the wide range of policy issues
with which the EU is concerned. Britain’s European policy has contained
three central elements based on perceptions of the UK, its interests and its
place in the world, as set out below:

1 A preference for intergovernmental structures that enshrine the
central role and legitimate authority of national governments. This
combines with a dislike for ‘federal’ solutions to European problems

The European Union and British Politics 5
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and a self-consciously pragmatic attitude to discussions of grand
projects and the EU’s finalité (or final destination).

2 A strong emphasis on the Atlantic alliance as the core element of
British foreign policy, which was an approach reaffirmed by Tony
Blair in 2003 in a speech to UK ambassadors when he spoke of the
UK as a bridge between Europe and the USA. The war in Iraq gave a
practical demonstration of this central tenet of British foreign policy.

3 A preference in the realm of the international political economy for
arrangements that promote global free trade, which over 20 years or
so has become support for measures that promote market liberaliza-
tion of the European economy.

The kinds of question raised by the Britain in Europe theme include the
following. What factors have motivated British policy towards the EU?
Have British governments possessed the capacity to turn preferences
into EU priorities? Have British governments been particularly effective
players of the EU game? How have British policies towards the EU
changed over time, and what factors have contributed to these changes?

The second of the book’s elements can be called the ‘Europe in
Britain’ theme. This involves analysis of the extent to which European
integration has been absorbed into the logic of British domestic politics.
The kinds of question that are explored include the following. What
impact has European integration had on the organization of the British
political system (including decision-making in Whitehall, the organiza-
tion of the British polity and the role of sub-national government)? To
what extent do British policy priorities and the organization of the
British economy and welfare state fit with those in other member states
and with an emerging EU model? What impact has European integration
had on debates within and between the main political parties? In what
directions have public attitudes towards the EU developed and what part
has the mass media played in shaping these views?

A key advantage of combining the ‘Britain in Europe’ theme with the
‘Europe in Britain’ theme is that it prevents the simplistic assumption that
European integration simply ‘happens’ to the UK as though the EU were
a supernatural phenomenon with its own mysterious powers, rather than
a supranational organization of which Britain is a leading member.
‘Europe’ does not just happen when government ministers fly to Brussels,
Luxembourg or Strasbourg to meet ministerial and official colleagues
from other member states or deal with EU institutions located in those
cities. If this were so then this would imply that decisions made at EU
level would follow a simple and inexorable logic of integration driven by

6 The European Union and British Politics
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higher forces that render it both inevitable and detached from national
politics. This is conspiracy theory, not serious analysis. It is more useful
to identify the ways in which British governments have consciously cho-
sen European integration, the reasons for and effects of these choices, and
the ways in which economic and political integration have then become
integrated as central concerns in British politics. European integration is
not simply a foreign policy issue because it works its way into domestic
decision-making structures. These structures refract rather than simply
absorb European integration’s effects. Analysis of the ways in which the
British political system shapes or is shaped (and perhaps transformed) by
European integration provides a key perspective on British relations with
the EU and on other key changes in British politics, while also facilitat-
ing understanding of the ‘Europeanization’ of British politics without
assuming that the nature of British political change is uni-directional and
linked exclusively to the impact of European integration. Europe is but
one potential source of British political change.

This can be better understood if the UK political system is seen as
nested within a series of interlocking relationships that extends ‘down’ to
the sub-national and ‘up’ to the supranational, as represented in Figure 1.3.
The diagram is intended to illustrate the ways in which intensive links
between levels of government leads to overlap in terms of authority and
competence and to a sharing of power between the various levels of
government with regard to some of their key functions. The key circle
remains the ‘national’ circle, although both devolved power to Britain’s

The European Union and British Politics 7
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sub-state nations as well as integration within the EU have weakened this
national circle. Furthermore, the ways in which sub-national, national and
supranational government are enmeshed indicates the extent to which
British politics and policy become Europeanized, understood as the
impacts of European integration on laws, institutions, policies and collec-
tive identities in Britain (Radaelli, 2000).

Organization of the book

This book aims to assess Britain’s role in the EU and the EU’s impacts
on British politics. This introductory chapter has sketched some funda-
mental themes:

� Chapter 2 extends the analysis to explore explanations for British
‘awkwardness’ and contends that the ways in which domestic insti-
tutional structures refract the impacts of European integration need
to be central to analysis of the EU and British politics.

� One of the more baffling and off-putting aspects of the EU is the
terminology and jargon. The survey of ‘Eurospeak’ in Chapter 3
seeks to clarify some of the terms and concepts that are used when
analysing the EU.

� Britain’s relations with emerging structures of European economic
and political integration as well as the influences of competing calls
from the USA and the Commonwealth are considered in Chapter 4.
Central to this are the positions of British governments at the time of
the Treaty of Paris (1951), the Treaty of Rome (1957) and the failed
membership applications of 1961–3 and 1967.

� Chapter 5 assesses Britain’s role within the EU since accession on
1 January 1973. This chapter also begins to develop the Britain in
Europe theme through evaluation of the stances of successive British
governments on key issues such as the Single European Act (1986), the
Maastricht Treaty (1992), the Amsterdam Treaty (1997) and the Nice
Treaty (2000). The pace of European integration has quickened
considerably since the mid-1980s as the profusion of Treaties since the
Single European Act indicates. As the pace has quickened, so has the
capacity of European integration to strike at the heart of British politics.

� Chapter 6 analyses the role of the EU’s main institutions (the Council
of Ministers, the European Council, the European Commission,
the European Parliament, and the European Court of Justice) and
explores the attitudes of British governments to these institutions, as
well as the ways in which the development of law-making capacity

8 The European Union and British Politics
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at supranational level affects some of the fundamental precepts of
British politics.

� Chapter 7 assesses key EU policies. A particular concern in this
chapter is to illustrate the ‘fit’ between EU socio-economic priorities
and those pursued in the UK. The chapter examines agricultural
policy, competition and industrial policy, environmental policy,
social policy, economic and monetary policies, foreign and security
policies, and internal security policies.

� Chapter 8 looks at the ‘fit’ between the organization of the British
polity and EU structures. This chapter explores the ways in which the
organization of the British state has affected the ability to deal with
the EU. The chapter also explores the changes in the national ‘circle’
of British politics marked by devolved power to Scotland and Wales,
as well as other trends in British patterns of governance (such as pri-
vatization and other instances of changed patterns of governance)
which have been seen to ‘hollow out’ the British state.

� Chapter 9 examines the impact of European integration on British
party politics. The stances of the main political parties on European
integration are outlined and the debates within and between the par-
ties on European integration are evaluated. The most vigorous and
divisive debates have often occurred within rather than between the
parties as the civil wars of the Labour Party (in the 1980s) and the
Conservative Party (since the 1990s) demonstrate.

� Chapter 10 then assesses British public attitudes towards European
integration and assesses the impact of media outlets on debates about
and understandings of the EU. What are the views of British people
on key EU questions? How do they compare with the views in other
member states? From where do people get their information on the
EU? To what extent are people’s outlooks on the EU shaped by what
they see, hear and read?

The book concludes with an assessment of the influence of these
factors and some reflections on Britain’s place in this transformed EU.
The overall aim is to assess the conditional and differential engagement
with the EU. As has already been noted, it is usual to encounter analy-
ses of Britain’s role within the EU that highlight UK’s inability to come
to terms with key aspects of European integration. This is an important
question and one that this book addresses. But it is equally pertinent to
ask why – given evident scepticism at both elite and popular level about
‘the European project’ – Britain has become quite so engaged with the
EU; where are these points of engagement and how can the differential
nature of this engagement be explained?

The European Union and British Politics 9
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