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 Brexit is an earth-shattering moment in the history of European integration. 
Until summer 2016, integration and enlargement followed each other. With 
Brexit, this process is being reversed, creating negative future expectations. 
Is this the beginning of the end? Has the EU become irreparable? Is the 
disintegration of Yugoslavia being repeated on the scale of the EU (Becker 
2017)? 

 Events involve duration and some change. Momentous events have 
always been the bread and butter of narrative history (Sewell 1996). Prime 
Minister David Cameron’s decision to hold an EU membership referendum 
started a process that led to June 2016. This was based on a miscalculation. 
Prior to formal election campaigning in January 2013, Cameron pledged 
to hold an in/out referendum if the Conservatives won a majority in 2015. 
Received wisdom before the election was that there would be another coali-
tion government, and that a Liberal Democrat Party partner would reject 
a referendum; thus, centrist Conservatives could make the pledge, benefit 
from it and likely never need to implement it. 

 Cameron’s intent seems to have been to both undercut the growing 
popularity of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) and silence Conserva-
tive Euro-sceptics. European integration has been a long-term source of 
division within the Conservative Party. Unintended consequences, however, 
dominated the process. The immediate effect of a referendum pledge was to 
focus debate on immigration. This debate provided a degree of legitimacy to 
UKIP and a point of convergence for Conservative sceptics. UKIP increased 
their vote from less than 1 million to 3.8 million in the 2015 general elec-
tion. Essentially, Cameron contributed to shifting the Overton Window – the 
range of ideas that are acceptable to the public and assume centre stage in 
political discourse – accommodating the sceptics and UKIP’s way of posi-
tioning a much broader set of issues. 1  This shift affected the outcome of the 
relatively tight referendum in June 2016. 
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terms of left–right division, the EU is widely and plausibly perceived to 
be mainly a right-wing neoliberal project, yet many on the left and right 
anticipate that this can change. The prevailing perceptions and anticipa-
tions have themselves been changing. For instance, in the UK, Thatcher’s 
Conservative party at times supported, rejected/resisted and sought to shape 
the European integration process. It has been acceptable in so far as it has 
fostered market-freedoms, and in so far as there has been a perception that it 
can become more free-private-market oriented in the future (justifying some 
ceding of sovereignty). 

  However, by the time David Cameron became leader, the Euro-sceptic 
right of the party were becoming increasingly restive and the party more 
ambivalent. This may have been partly because, in the aftermath of the 
global financial crisis of 2008–2009, the EU Commission started to advo-
cate financial taxes and stronger regulation of finance (in 2016 the City of 
London nonetheless mainly supported “Remain” to avoid uncertainty and 
threats to its role). Another shift, from left to right, concerns the nationalist–
populist parties. In their anti-establishment rhetoric, these parties have at 
times defended nationally based welfare-systems for native citizens; but 
when positioned to make decisions, they have characteristically consented 
to neo- or ordo-liberal policies (from option A to B in  Table 2.1 ). On the left, 
in turn, the popularity of Plan B and Lexit rose rapidly after the dramatic 
surrender of Syriza in summer 2015. The Plan B manifesto was signed in 
late 2015 by many of Europe’s best-known Left politicians, including Oskar 
Lafointane and Yanis Varoufakis, but soon experienced splits between 
nationalists and cosmopolitans. 

 Shifts over national/cosmopolitan and left/right divides are dynamic and 
complex. In their orientation, both the neoliberals and their post-Keynesian 

 Table 2.1  Four ethico-political alternatives in European politics 

Left-orientation 
(cooperation, solidarity; 
freedom and efÞ ciency 
require socio-economic 
equality)

Market right-orientation
(competition, private 
markets; freedom and 
efÞ ciency require socio-
economic differences)

National orientation
(“we” = ethnic nation or 
citizens of a sovereign 
state)

National welfare state 
and democracy

National determination 
of policies and inclusion/
exclusion

Cosmopolitan orientation
(“we” = humanity or 
world citizens)

Global Keynesianism, 
global social justice and/
or global democracy

Global free markets and 
movements, coupled with 
common institutions such 
as global money


