
The United Kingdom (also known as Great Britain) presents an interesting case-study in international politics. The nation, unofficially created in 1066 after the Normans won the Battle of Hastings and expanded by adding Wales in 1536, Scotland in 1707, and Northern Ireland in 1920,
 was once the ruler of an empire upon which ‘the sun never set.’  Currently, however, Great Britain is re-adjusting to a changed international political structure, dominated close to home by the presence of the European Union.  Not willing to divest itself of its pride and many aspects of sovereignty, Great Britain has been nothing if not a reluctant integrationist when dealing with the European Union.


As the saying goes, ‘the higher you are on your horse, the longer the fall;’ such has been the case with Great Britain.  Despite its relatively minor size of 244,820 square kilometers of land area (about the size of Oregon)
, Great Britain was once the proud ruler of massive territories like Canada, India, Australia and the Eastern United States.  The key word, of course, is ‘once.’  Now its holdings are limited to a few small territories such as the Falkand Islands in the South Atlantic, although it still holds some sway over a few of its larger former colonies.  The nation largely credited for sparking the Industrial Revolution, Great Britain is now on a fairly even par with its neighbors, going through its share of hard times and setbacks while attempting to maintain its prominence on the world economic stage.  And after the Suez Crisis in 1956, when the United States and the world community curtailed the British and French joint seizure of the Suez Canal, Great Britain was no longer able to act with impunity in the world.  How the mighty had fallen.


 How then, one might ask, could Britain regain its greatness and prestige in the world, lifting itself above the ranks to be a nation to be admired and emulated?  The paradoxical answer to this query is to join into a pact with other nations.  Many such pacts and organizations exist, most notably the United Nations (UN), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the World Trade Organization (WTO).  But these do not provide Britain with a specific opportunity to regain greatness.  No, the answer lies in membership in the European Community.


The European Community rose out of the aftermath of World War II as the nations of Europe did not want to see such an event occur ever again.  The thought was that if the nations of the continent were linked economically, then they would not be prone to invading one another, as had been the case for the past millenium or two.  Six nations: France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg, signed the Treaty of Paris in 1951, formally creating the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).
  Created in 1957 were two other organizations, the European Atomic Energy Commission (Euratom) and the European Economic Community (EEC), referred to as the Treaties of Rome.
  In 1965, “the institutions of the Communities were formally merged, and since then it has become common to refer to them collectively as ‘the European Community’ (EC), although legally they are still separate entities.”
  The membership has also expanded from the original six nations: Denmark, Great Britain and Ireland joined in 1973, Greece in 1981, Portugal and Spain in 1986 and Austria, Finland and Sweden in 1995.


The aims of the European Community have also expanded over the years to be more than just a set of economic linkages among the European nations.  Among the EC’s  official objectives are “to promote economic and social progress...assert the identity of the European Union on the international scene...introduce European citizenship...to develop an area of freedom, security and justice [and]...to maintain and build on established EU law.”
  The organizations’ powers have expanded from solely regulating the coal and steel markets to controlling prices, regulating imports and exports, creating a European defense force and even a single currency, the euro.  The European Community, in the words of its founder Jean Monnet, is becoming a genuine ‘United States of Europe.’
  


The European Union has its own form of government, specifically an “executive body which is independent of the governments of the member states.”
  Governing over, but not always superseding national governments, are 

a Council of Ministers, consisting of representatives of the governments of the member-states; a Parliamentary Assembly, which is now called the European Parliament; a Court of Justice, which arbitrates on the interpretation of the treaties which set up the Communities; and various consultative committees.
  

The bureaucracy monitors the implementation of Community policies by the member states and prepare proposals for Community action
 while the Court rules on conflicts between national and Community law, usually ruling that the latter supersedes the former.
  

Great Britain did not join the original communities and did not even submit a formal application until 1961.  Initially, the nation had “an unwillingness to go beyond a mere free-trade area to the greater economic integration of a customs union...and an opposition to the proposed supranational nature of the institutions.”
  Great Britain still believed itself to be a major world power able to act whenever and wherever with impunity and that it remained an economic juggernaut.  Thus, Great Britain was not involved with the creation of any of the first three European communities.

The United Kingdom hubris slowly came down to Earth during the 1950s and 60s, forcing it to consider membership in the European Community.  During this time, Great Britain realized that it was unable “to continue as guarantors of stability in the Eastern Mediterranean (resulting in American commitments through the Truman Doctrine).”
  The nation also realized that it was futile to continue with the foreign policy strategy of “playing continental powers off against one another”; it would simply not be feasible in a bi-polar world of East vs. West.
  The debacle in the Suez Canal, plus the thought that “the economic importance of the EEC might well endow it with a political authority in Europe that could overshadow Great Britain’s foreign policy aspirations” also were worries for the nation.


Economic difficulties also prompted Great Britain’s application for membership in the European Community.  Between 1950 and 1969, “Britain achieved a steady 3 per cent average annual increase in industrial output, which by historical standards was high, but which was only around half the rate of increase of the EC six.”
  The rate of price increases in Great Britain “was higher than that in all of the six except for France; and Britain’s export performance was poor, with imports increasing more quickly than exports, whereas the two increased in parallel in case of the six.”
  This contrasting economic performance would hopefully be rectified by EC membership.


On July 31, 1961, the Conservative Government then ruling Great Britain “announced in the House of Commons its decision to apply for EEC membership.”
  Unfortunately for Britain, Charles de Gaulle, as President of France, was a member of the EC’s governing council, and thus had veto power over new entrants.  De Gaulle wanted France to have the dominant role in the EC and viewed Britain as a potential competitor; thus, he vetoed Britain’s application in 1963.
  Labor Prime Minister Harold Wilson submitted a second application in 1967, but once again, de Gaulle vetoed it.
  A third application was filed in 1970, after de Gaulle’s resignation, finally enabling Britain to join the club.  British voters approved the entrance by a nearly 2 to 1 margin in 1973 and thus the nation was finally in.(NEED CITATION) 



Great Britain’s history with France must also be taken into account with regards to nationalism.  Relations had not always been acceptable with its southern neighbor, though there had not been a direct war between the two nations in over 200 years.  Thus, the French vetoes of British membership in the EC were “offensive to British pride.”
  France, like most of the member nations, wanted the EC to be tailored towards its interests; there was plenty of potential for conflict between the two, especially on an American role (de Gaulle wanted to “turn the EC into a European bloc mediating between the superpowers”).
  Prior to the third application for membership, there was “a determination in some quarters...to gain entry to the club in order to show the French that they could not keep out the British.”
  This attitude, of course, disregards the fact that the French, by finally neglecting to veto the application, still had some control over Britain’s entrance.  



Rather than identify with the peoples of Europe, Great Britain’s relations with the outside world until the 1970s were embodied in the words of Winston Churchill, who said that “Britain’s interests lay in being the point of intersection of three circles of influence---the relationship with the USA, the Commonwealth, and Europe.”
  The relationship with the United States was particularly key to understanding Britain’s reluctance to join the European Community.  The former British colony “made plain its opposition to British attempts [in the late 1950s] to develop an alternative trade block to the EEC,”
 helping prompt Britain’s EC membership applications.  Britain has sought “to guarantee its own security in a European context by ensuring the involvement of the USA, for example in NATO.”
   It is estimated that “some 60% of Britain’s total direct overseas assets are located in North America,” mostly in the United States.
  John Newhouse, author of Europe Adrift, postulated that Britain might “prefer to be moored off Long Island, but knows that it is part of Western Europe and has no place else to go.”
  For these reasons, many in the EC viewed British membership as conduits for American foreign policy ideas.
  


Great Britain’s relationship with the Commonwealth was also important during its early days in the European Community.  The Commonwealth was a loose network of many of Britain’s former territorial possessions; by 1960, the group included Australia, Canada, New Zealand, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Ghana, Malaysia and Nigeria.
  Well into the 1970s, “the British people consistently placed...Australia and Canada well above any European country when asked to name ‘Britain’s friends.’”
  Political and economic relations with the Commonwealth “were until the 1960s ‘givens’ influencing British European policy.  However, they have gradually declined until they now have a largely residual character.”


As a testament to its earlier reluctance to join the European Community, Great Britain has been anything but an obedient and faithful member.  The main issue lies in the British fear of supranationalism, whereby independent nations would be subsumed into a greater confederation or supreme nation-state.  This principle was most embodied in Monnet’s scheme of “directive planning [that] would be undertaken by the High Authority, an institution which was above the governments of the member states.”
  This has been evidenced in the current European Parliaments, whose laws have been ruled by the European Courts of Justice to supersede national laws.(europa.eu.net)  The EC was only considered by the British to be “an important arena for promoting [their] interests in world trade;” coming under the authority of a governmental body higher than 10 Downing Street was not well accepted.


Specifically, Great Britain has looked upon European integration as two separate paths: economic and political.  The British joined the EC in the hopes that the former could be integrated, but not the latter; “national interests and political integration are regarded as diametric opposites.”
  Britons have a great aversion “to perceiving integration as a political process.  This is a major contrast with the other large EC member states, which make great play of the grand ideals of European Union and still manage successfully to embody national interests in their vision!”
  Therefore, the British are careful in their dealings with the EC because they are afraid of potential functional spillover, “the idea that if states integrate one sector of their economics, technical pressures will push for the integration of other sectors” and even politics.
    


These British attitudes have helped create a two-tiered European Community, to the detriment of all members.  On a great number of issues, Great Britain has won the right to back out of an agreement while the rest of the nations take part.  Its early years of EC membership “coincided with the post-1973-4 international economic recession and also with a range of serious domestic problems: inflation, rising unemployment, poor labour relations, and an increasingly sharp political polarization” between the Conservative and Labour parties.
  On two occasions, in 1975 and 1980, Great Britain gained some changes in its membership conditions, including reducing its share of payments to the EC.
  Whenever the nation has serious reservations about EC legislation, the original member states press ahead, “thereby creating patterns of differentiated integration.”
  Stephen George warned that “if Britain too often operates in the lower tier of integration, there is a serious risk of losing influence.”
  “Ironically, this idea of a two-speed Europe was something to which all British governments had been opposed.”


The best example of Great Britain’s attempted manipulation of the European Community is the reign of Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who ruled from 1979 to 1990, when her own party ousted her.  Thatcher believed that “European integration should be subordinated to the goal of restoring Britain’s greatness and the EC be treated as a wider arena for the pursuit of liberalizing and deregulatory economic policies associated with ‘Thatcherism.’”
  Thatcher was not too concerned with opposing the EC on economics because “the basic British principles of market economics have been broadly in line with [its practices].”
  However, after “influencing the EC’s agenda towards deregulation and liberalization of the internal market (in the Single European Act), Mrs. Thatcher and her ministers went on to attack parts of the programme which [had] political implications, namely the removal of fiscal barriers to trade and the removal of customs posts.”
  “This rather schizophrenic approach to the politics/economics of integration is reminiscent of the way past debates about membership have been assertive about the economic benefits but defensive about the political costs.”
  


Why does Great Britain fear the supranational elements of the European Community so intensely?  The key issue is the loss of sovereignty, being dwarfed by the European Parliament and Courts.  The subsummation of British government to a foreign government would be a relatively new experience for the British; it “has not been invaded for almost a thousand years; admits to losing no war in popular memory; and has never been subject to totalitarian rule.”(History)  The most recent bout of military sickness that afflicted Europe was the Second World War: “for the Six [Original EC Members] it was a war that underlined the dangers of nationalism, and that brought defeat at some stage for all of them.”
  The British, on the other hand, view the war as “their ‘finest hour,’ a matter for national pride”
, setting themselves “apart from the Continent both historically and morally.”
  This unknown fear of totalitarianism is one of the sources of British skepticism towards European integration.


The fight over British involvement in the European Community is framed by two sides, those who believe in the independence of British governmental institutions and those who believe that Britons would be better off with more European influence.
  Supporters of the former dispute Benedict Anderson’s characterizations of national identity as being in citizens’ minds, that national boundaries and loyalties may shift with the advent of languages and ethnic groups.
  Linda Colley, in her book Britons, argues “that Britain was an artificial construct owing its existence only to a common religion and the threat of the Other through war...[fueling] the belief that British national identity has no solidity or inherent value.”
  Montserrat Guibernau might also argue about the pervasive power of intellectuals, who could turn nationalist sentiments away from the Union Jack and towards the Circle of Twelve Stars.
(Guibernau 95)  


Detractors of further European integration tend to paint their opponents as believing in the impermanence of British nationalism.  According to them, the supporters of further integration claim that “national attachments should be regarded as pathological, neurotic or infantile.”
  They define this philosophy as “cultural nihilism, whose logic means there can be no such thing as society, merely the survival, instead, of the fittest ethnic or cultural grouping.”
  These may be extreme characterizations, but they are the end result of total subsummation into the European Community.


A uniqueness of Britain, as well as France, is that they are the “only two members of the EU with serious traditions of nation-statehood to protect.  Most of the others find in the EU a makeweight for their own deficiencies as free-standing entities.”
  The British “constitutional doctrine which merges political and legal sovereignty, popular loyalty to the institution of monarchy and even the to the continuity of British institutions which have not comprehensively and disastrously failed as have those of other European countries” all contribute to the nationalistic attitudes against further integration.
  Those British government officials who fear losing power to the EC need only use “the spectre of rule by foreign bureaucrats” to arouse nationalist public sentiment and keep the EC at bay.
  


Nationalism is alive and well in Britain, but one must take note of one of the most powerful national symbols: the flag.  In the United States, it is not uncommon to see Old Glory perched on someone’s front porch or private flagpole.  But in Britain, “a householder who planted the Union Jack on his lawn would strike neighbours as barmy, or as a member of some right-wing sect.”
  The British flag, a mixture of the crosses of St. George (England), St. Andrew (Scotland) and St. Patrick (Ireland), only serves to remind Britons that “they are not so much a nation...as a political union of separate nations.”
  Undoubtedly, the EU flag of twelve gold stars in a circle would evoke the same thoughts.


One must not forget that, after all, the United Kingdom is so named because it is a union of four somewhat diverse territories: England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.  Scotland and Wales believe that England dominates the country and have been relentlessly pushing for autonomous governments for years.  Their efforts have borne fruit recently as each now has its own Parliament, acting under the wing of the British Parliament.  And each of the four has its own soccer teams representing them in international tournaments such as the World Cup.  


But what attitude do these nations without states, as termed by Montserrat Guibernau, have towards the large-scale European Union?  The Scottish National Party (SNP) actively campaigned against the referendum to join the EU in 1973.  However, they were swimming against the tide as the region vote 58.4 per cent in favor of joining the EU.
  Afterward, the SNP said “that it would participate actively in EC institutions in order to further Scottish interests, but that when a Scottish Government was formed a referendum of the Scottish people would a held on the question of withdrawal.”
  Plaid Cymru, the Welsh nationalist party, changed its policy after the 1973 referendum “to one of reform of the EC to turn it into a much looser organization, including the rejection of any defence role...and the abandonment of the free movement of capital and labor.”


The Scottish National Party and the Plaid Cymru realized that they could not actively oppose the European Union without a state structure of their own.  They could not afford to anger the EU in the event that they did gain their independence only to find themselves isolated from nations who could be their allies and trading partners.
  The smaller parties also needed time to draft “a credible foreign policy, [establish a system] of co-operation with other regionalist parties throughout Europe, and the adoption of the idea of a Europe of the regions.”
  The SNP and Plaid Cymru also realized, of course, that there were numerous economic advantages for membership in the EC, most prominently in regional aid.
  Thus, the Scottish and Welsh national parties did not come out directly against the EU.


Other small political parties presented different views on membership in the European Union.  Democratic and Official Unionists of Northern Ireland “remain totally opposed to British membership, but recognizing that withdrawal is unlikely to send members to the European Parliament seeking to protect Northern Ireland’s interest in agriculture and fishing.”
  The Green Party contends that the EU “is developing into another superpower perhaps with its own nuclear weapons, that it would place economic growth before environmental protection, and that the EC is centralizing power, contrary to their demands for a more decentralized society.”
  Of course, both the neo-Fascist National Front and the Communist parties “have always advocated immediate withdrawal.”


A wonderful case study of British sentiments towards the European Union concerns the European Monetary Union (EMU) and the adoption of the euro as an EU-wide currency, replacing national currencies.  Its precursor was the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM), which “was an attempt to relaunch the project for European economic and monetary union which had foundered on the exchange rate instability of the 1970s and the divergence between the rates of inflation of the EC member states.”
  Britain opted out while “all the other [EC] member states did eventually agree to put their currencies into an exchange rate mechanism which tied their values together within narrow bands of fluctuation.”
  Labour Prime Minister James Callaghan did not join with the ERM after almost his entire party came out against the plan.
 


The Exchange Rate Mechanism was expounded upon with the Treaty of Maastricht in 1992, which included a provision for a full-fledged European Monetary Union (EMU).  More conclusive than the ERM, the EMU would “create a zone of monetary stability’ in Europe.”
  This meant not only “stability in the exchange rates of the different currencies; but it also meant stability in the sense of bringing down average rates of inflation, which was a prerequisite of holding the system together, since widely divergent inflation rates would lead to irresistible pressures for exchange rates to diverge.”
  Its supporters viewed the EMU as an essential step towards making the EU a more powerful and effective institution.


As expected, the United Kingdom opposed the European Monetary Union from the start, which was perceived as an attack on national sovereignty.
  Not only does the pound steling have symbolic importance, monetary policy “is a key element in determining the level of economic activity in a country.”
  It was an uncertain plan as “the economic pros and cons of the EMU were perceived as highly inconclusive, in that long-term benefits might be forthcoming, but there were significant risks if the project did not proceed according to agreed plan.”
  Margaret Thatcher, who was against anything that smacked of supranationalism, was “not prepared to see the pound superseded by a European currency that would be controlled from outside of Britain.”
  Even after she left office, Thatcher publicly attacked the EMU, prompting her Conservative successor John Major to “give a commitment that Britain would not enter a monetary union without first obtaining the explicit consent of Parliament.”


Membership in the EMU club was not guaranteed, however.  The monetary treaty was “qualified by a requirement that participating states should meet stringent criteria on economic and monetary convergence.”
  This could potentially create a two-speed Europe as far as the EMU is concerned, but “it satisfied the concern that an institutional straitjacket would be placed on divergent economies.”
  Thus the nations with strong currencies would not necessarily be brought down by those with weak ones.  Still, Britain was not placated.


The debate continues about whether to enter into such a monetary union as 11 of the 15 member countries have been brought under the EMU’s wing.  Opponents of the EMU claim that “the pound must be saved to prevent the abolition of Britain,”
 the ‘slippery slope’ argument so often used by the National Rifle Association in the United States.  John Redwood, the Conservative party’s trade spokesman, terms the battle “an opportunity to halt the demise of our country and register our belief that Britain is worth keeping.”
  The Conservatives and other EMU opponents are wary of spillover whereby the United Kingdom would change their currency to suit Europe, and eventually making more changes that were not in the original plan, with the culmination in a true ‘United States of Europe.


On the other side is Labour Prime Minister Tony Blair, who purportedly believes that it is Great Britain’s manifest destiny to join the European Monetary Union.
  

The "enlightened patriot", says Mr Blair, "is not the person who pulls up the drawbridge and sits in his tower musing on the errors of the world; but the person who recognises that no drawbridge makes a nation safe and that we are better out in the world, fighting for what we believe in."
 


However, Blair is making no overt references to the euro as he is planning on calling elections within the next two months.  Euro membership is “the most fateful decision Britain now faces in Europe” and less than 20% of Britons support the concept at this time.


The issue of monetary union also shows the chasm between the Conservative and Labour parties.  Conservative leader William Hague pulled out all the stops in a recent speech where he enumerated fears of the euro, including “the Royal Mint melting pound coins to make way for the euro, the chancellor returning from Brussels with orders to raise taxes...fuel taxes rising, hospitals canceling operations [and] the Dome still for sale.”
  But the eurosceptics, as the opposition to further EU integration is called, are supported by the majority of Britons as at least 60% of the population believe that joining the EMU “would mean giving up their ‘national identity.’”
  The Eurosceptics don’t necessarily want out of the EU; they just question “whether Britain’s interests would be served if Europe adopted common foreign, defence, social and fiscal policies”...hardly pulling up the drawbridge.
  They just would like to make certain that the Europe of the future is acceptable.


The prospects of a successful referendum to join the European Monetary Union are not good.  Denmark, one of the four EU nations that is not participating in the EMU, recently voted down entrance by a narrow margin.  The Danish rejection of the EMU “has given credibility to the UK Europhobes, who can no longer be dismissed by the more vulgar, laddish champions of the Britain in Europe movement as revolving-eyed loonies posturing on the fringe.”
  However, the rejection of the EMU was not based upon the xenophobia advocated by many in the Conservative wing, but rather “a widespread fear on the dominant Dutch left...that the welfare state would be destroyed if the country were submerged within a common European currency union.”
  Even though the results heartens EMU opponents in Britain, the rationale of the nay-sayers in Denmark was not similar at all.


Despite attempts to keep it under the table, xenophobia is still a factor in British politics and especially with any issue related to the European Union.  Enoch Powell, who lost a government position three decades ago “for inveighing against black immigration, recently sounded a warning about the danger of ‘German hegemony’ in Europe.
  Labour’s “older class-warriors regard the idea of Europe as a banker’s plot and, if they are candid, think that foreigners are generally [crooked].”
  “Essex Man—the new working-class Tory drawn to the rugged individualism of Margaret Thatcher—is generally less tolerant of diversity even than Colonel Blimp, the old Tory of the shires.”
  These xenophobic passions underlie many critiques of the EMU.


The United Kingdom, heralded as the longest-surviving nation in the world, is also once of its most stubborn towards supranational integration.  Sitting out for the first twenty years of European integration, Great Britain finally gained entrance into the house of the European Union in 1973, but has since steadfastly kept one foot on the porch.  The leaders of Britain, especially Conservative Margaret Thatcher, were intent on using the EU as a platform to gain economic benefits for the nation, via the ‘free market’, while keeping the supranational, or political, elements of the organization at bay, such as the euro, European defense force and European Parliament.  The issue of the European common currency, the euro, is the latest to stoke the fire of British politics, polarizing political debate and once again bringing the issue of how involved Britain should be in the EU to the forefront.  Regardless, “almost no one, class-warrior or Essex Man, now believes that Britain can stand apart from the world.”
  The light of the 21st century must shine upon the Plains of Hastings.
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