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1. Introduction 

On the 24th of June 2016, the European continent woke up to devastating and surprising news, 

the United Kingdom (UK) had voted to leave the European Union (EU). By a scarce majority 

of 52% versus 48% the British people had made their voice heard, the EU was no longer an 

appealing forum for the UK to be a part of (Holbolt, 2016). After 41 years of participation, the 

voting outcome struck most people by surprise, even many among the pro-leave camp. Despite 

that the referendum was framed as advisory, Prime Minister Cameron had made it clear, the 

outcome was to be respected, and a secondary referendum was out of the question.  

 

The UK’s strained relationship with European integration is one that can fill bookshelves. It 

ranges from the decision not to join the Coal and Steel Community, having its application 

vetoed by De Gaulle, the firm demands for a British accession to the EEC, a referendum after 

only two years on its EEC-membership, Thatcher’s raucous fights over budgetary 

contributions, Cameron’s refusal to sign fiscal compacts and lastly to call for a referendum on 

EU membership (Menon, et al, 2016:174). The notion of the UK as an awkward partner to 

European integration is discussed in academia as an accurate reflection of this relationship 

(Menon, et al, 2016:174). Gstöhl (2005) states that the UK increasingly faced economic and 

political incentives which ruled out identity-obstacles given at the time of its application for 

accession. Moreover, the dilemma on European integration has caused splits in British political 

parties, notably in the Conservative party, which is still a major issue today, especially post-

Brexit.  

 

In a pre-referendum speech, Theresa May, Home Secretary at the time, claimed that the 

question was not whether Britain could survive outside the EU, rather whether they would be 

better off in or out (May, 2016). To someone, who is well engaged in British politics, this might 

seem quite familiar. In 1969, the Labour government, under Harold Wilson, submitted its 

application for accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) or, the common market. 

Additionally, the Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, held a leader’s speech in which he made clear 

that accession would only happen if it entailed terms satisfactory for Britain (Wilson, 1969).  

 

“It is the common interest of all of us to achieve economic unity. But if this cannot be achieved, we can 

stand on our own feet. At a heavy price for Britain, no doubt, but at a heavier price for Europe, and at a 

devastating price for Europe’s influence in the world.” (Wilson, 1969). 
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Since Brexit is a unique case, there is a current research gap on theories which explain why a 

state would leave the EU. The topic of withdrawal has not received much attention in EU 

literature (Berglund, 2006:148; Vollaard, 2014:1143). Unfortunately, the range of this thesis is 

far too narrow to provide evidence to answer such a complex question, however this paper will 

attempt to provide a useful analysis for further research on this topic. Recently, there has been 

an extensive amount of research carried out on analysing why the populace voted for Brexit, 

e.g., Jensen and Snaith (2016), Holbolt (2016) and Farrell and Newman (2017). From a 

democratic perspective, the voting outcome can be considered as the only important factor in a 

referendum of this kind. However, previous analyses have solely focused on the reasons 

highlighted for Brexit by voters and the campaign arena in which politicians and voters directly 

interact. Consequently, debates in the political arena prior to Brexit have not been thoroughly 

investigated. This thesis aims to contribute to the current gap in theoretically informed research 

explaining the underlying reasons for why a state would leave the EU. In analysing these 

questions, I will attempt to carry out a theory developing analysis based on the theoretical 

approaches used in the debate to explain the politics of EU enlargement. I argue that there must 

be similar nuances in the domestic debate prior to accession as to secession, therefore based on 

empirical confirmation, I extend the applicability of the politics of accession that it is also 

applicable on secession (Esaiasson et at, 2012:112).  Thus, the focus of this paper lies not in the 

referendum campaigns of Vote Leave or Stronger In nor in the voters’ decree, but it shifts the 

focus to the highest decision-making body in the UK, namely the House of Commons. 

Furthermore, this thesis will attempt to map the debate in the House of Commons which, 

hopefully, can be used for further comparative research on the Brexit referendum. Specifically, 

this paper will take a close look on the debates carried out in the House of Commons, after the 

referendum was announced, on EU topics which will provide an elaborate insight on the 

following questions: 

 

1. What were the central arguments in the political debate conducted in the House of 

Commons on EU membership prior to the Brexit referendum? 

2. Were the arguments based on rationalist or constructivist discourses and were these 

argued in a positive or negative manner? 

2. Background 

The British political system provides for a strong single part government. Thus, British political 

parties place enormous weight on party unity, party dissidence tends to be single-issue and 
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short-lived in character (Baker et al, 1999:72). Prior to the 21st century the Conservative party 

had, unlike Labour and the Liberal Democrats, never split on domestic issues (Baker et al, 

1999:72). However, a few splits have occurred regarding dissidence on foreign policy, in which 

strategic policy choices made it hard to sustain this facade of unity, and the European integration 

is an issue of this sort. The European issue has led to humiliating parliamentary defeats and 

governmental inefficiency for Conservative leadership, due to the “Iron law of backbench 

rebellions” the system allows for, that is, whether an MP is loyal to the parliamentary party or 

the local constituency he/she represents (Baker et al, 1999:73). The ministers are bound by 

praxis to follow the cabinet’s collective line, or to resign. Similarly, the rules of the 

Parliamentary game are loyal support for the government no matter what the private beliefs of 

an MP are. Unless a “free-vote” has been called which allows MPs and Cabinet to vote 

according to individual preferences. Consequently, according to Baker et al (1999:74) analysing 

voting behaviour in parliamentary voting may only offer a limited scope of real attitudes of 

most MPs.  

 

The Brexit referendum came about almost as a direct effect of decades of dissidence in the 

Conservative party on the issue of European integration. The increased popularity of populist 

Ukip had pinpointed a negative attitude towards UK membership in the EU among a wide range 

of voters. In fear of losing voters to Ukip and to appease the Eurosceptic phalange of the 

Conservative party, the Conservative manifesto promised a referendum on the UK’s EU 

membership (Holbolt, 2016:1261). According to Holbolt (2016:1264), the scholarly debate 

around EU referendums has focused on whether voters vote on the basis of their underlying 

attitudes towards the EU, single issue, or to express dissatisfaction, second-order. In times of 

general election, it is also generally argued that sitting governments use the EU as a bit of a 

scapegoat for bad things and take credit for the good things.  

 

“Many EU member states have used the EU as a scapegoat for everything that goes wrong in their 

country and taking credit for everything that goes right (…) The EU has brought so much prosperity to 

so many countries and then national governments take all the credit for that.” – Isabella Lövin (The 

Guardian, 2017) 

 

In 2011, the back-bench business committee laid forward a motion in the House of Commons 

on whether it should hold a national referendum on its EU membership. A whipped vote 

resulted in a ringing ‘no’, 483 to 111(HC deb 24/10 2011). Consequently, the political elite were 
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not interested in jeopardizing the EU membership by allowing an indecisive populace to vote 

on the issue. The Eurosceptics used this as fuel for the movement of public consensus on EU 

matters resulting in the European Union bill, which states that any power transfer to Brussels 

needs a referendum. However, the storm did not calm. Therefore, in his Bloomberg speech of 

2013, Cameron promised a referendum if he won a majority in 2015.    

 

After Cameron had won a majority in parliament in the 2015 general election, he set out to 

renegotiate the UK’s deal with the EU. Some authors make a comparison between Cameron’s 

approach to these renegotiations and former prime minister Thatcher’s approach to elections. 

In other words, deliver just enough tangible benefits to persuade voters to stay in (Menon et al., 

2016: 176) (Bale, 2016:24). Evidently, the House of Commons was persuaded enough, 

nevertheless there was still a clear division among the 330 Conservative MPs. Clarke et al. 

(2017:16) state that the “Vote Leave” campaign had registered support from 121 MPs, 108 of 

which were Conservatives, eight Dup MPs and four Labour MPs. As the result of the 

referendum shows, in addition to the fact that Theresa May triggered Article 50 on the 29th of 

March 2017, the renegotiation tactics failed to persuade enough voters. 

 

The UK’s decision to leave the EU is not fully unprecedented, nonetheless it is unique since it 

entails the first of the larger member states to leave the EU. There are three previous cases 

where the European project has been reduced in size: Algeria, in 1962; Greenland, in 1982 

(formally in 1985); and Saint Barhélemy in 2012 (Harris, 2014). However, none of these were 

autonomous member states of the EU, Lechner and Ohr (2011:358) argue that it is therefore a 

matter of a member state’s reduction in size and not necessarily a withdrawal of a member state, 

according to European Community Law.  

 

It is noteworthy that none of these previous secession states had the same impact as the UK 

currently has in the EU. Hence, given the fact that the UK secession negotiations recently 

started and are meant to be finished before April 2019, it is worth pointing out that Greenland, 

with a population of roughly 56,000 and a limited impact, negotiated its secession agreement 

over three years following more than 100 meetings (De La Baume, 2016). Nevertheless, as 

Cameron emphasised when explaining the process of invoking article 50 in the Lisbon Treaty, 

if a deal has not been agreed upon after two years, with the exception of all remaining 27 

Member States agreeing to postpone the negotiation deadline, all UK privileges as an EU 

member will cease and WTO trade regulations will apply (HC Deb 22/2 c25).   
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2.1 Previous Research 

Despite its present political relevance, there is a research gap in theoretically informed studies 

explaining why a state would decide to leave the EU. However, theoretical approaches on 

enlargement portray factors behind the reason that Member States want to expand the EU and 

why non-Member States apply for membership, emphasising material and ideational factors 

that an EU membership entails. Similarly, Vollaard (2014) claims, in his theory on 

disintegration, that many present EU theories are unable to recognise disintegration because the 

scope has shifted. Hence, he suggests that in order to conceptualise and explain disintegration 

we might have to start by turning existing approaches on integration upside down (Vollaard, 

2014:1143). Thus, the following section will shed light on some theoretical approaches towards 

EU enlargement.     

 

In their book, The Politics of EU Enlargement: Theoretical Approaches, Schimmelfennig and 

Sedelmeier (2005) state that most research has been conducted in connection to EU enlargement 

with two key areas of focus, what makes Member States want the EU to expand and why non-

Member States apply for EU membership. They embed the theoretical analysis of enlargement 

to the current International Relations debate between two metatheories, rationalist theory and 

constructivist theory (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2005). In their introductory chapter, they 

refer to research by Gstöhl regarding the constructivist approach and research by Mattli & 

Plümper regarding the rationalist approach.  

 

Mattli and Plümper (2005) focus on the supply and demand arguments of EU accession. They 

argue that most theories regarding EU enlargement elucidate the supply-side of the argument, 

that is, why the Member States are interested in expanding the EU. In contrast, they develop a 

theory on the demand-side of enlargement highlighting the political and economic advantages 

of EU membership (Mattli & Plümper, 2005). 

 

Gstöhl (2005) researched the Scandinavian and Swiss attitudes towards EU membership. She 

finds that willingness to apply for membership does not solely come from material economic 

benefits but also from ideational factors, considering an EU membership as an addition, or 

change, to the national identity. She argues that the UK’s accession was foremost a matter of 

material factors. However, she argues that a shift in integrational policy is preceded by a change 

in national identity (Gstöhl, 2005). 
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Previous research on Brexit by Holbolt (2016) investigates what made voters vote for Brexit. 

She finds that the referendum could be considered class divided, between the winners of 

globalisation, the wealthier, the younger and the ones who have been able to harvest the fruits 

of the EU who voted to remain, and the losers of globalisation, the less-educated, the older and 

poorer people who voted for the UK to leave. She finds that the economy and immigration 

emerged as the central arguments in the campaign, however finds that sovereignty, lack of 

information and distrust in the government were also often present. She concludes that the result 

of the referendum portrays a deeply divided country and gone are the days when the political 

elite could push for European integration without the consent of the public.  

3. Theory 

As the previous section elaborated, most theoretical research on EU enlargement has revolved 

around rationalist and constructivist theories. Neither rationalism nor constructivism 

independently provide us with a fully elaborated, consistent hypothesis because they are 

metatheories, defined by a set of multi-dimensional, ontological assumptions about the world. 

Thus, they are partly competing and partly complementary (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 

2005:10). The scope of research on enlargement has been limited to single-case studies, or 

rounds, which questions the extent of generalisability due to limited comparability. However, 

this thesis will bridge the gap in theoretically informed research on accession and secession by 

considering both approaches and distinguishing the main political arguments pro et contra 

British secession of the EU.    

 

This thesis relies on the theoretical approaches of enlargement proposed in Schimmelfennig 

and Sedelmeier’s edition The Politics of European Union Enlargement: Theoretical 

Approaches. The theoretical approaches provide arguments explaining why non-member states 

want to join and why member states want the EU to expand. As stated, the interest of this thesis 

is to analyse the political debate on British EU membership, therefore emphasising the demand-

side of EU enlargement rather than the supply-side.    

 

The theories portrayed in this section are divided into rationalist theory and constructivist 

theory. I will apply the theoretical approaches in reverse which will provide an analysis on the 

political arguments in the House of Commons, looking at material and ideational arguments 

membership invoke. Hence, the data will be analysed to provide a more conclusive answer to 

my research question.   
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3.1 Rationalist theory 

Rationalist theory puts the individual state’s profits first. States always try to maximize their 

own gains, thus if a state profits more from an EU membership rather than non-membership, 

the state will pursue this relationship (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2005). Schimmelfennig 

and Sedelmeier (2005) argue further that rationalist theory considers international organisations 

as voluntary clubs, which a state will either not join, or remain in, unless they receive a net gain 

from the membership.  

 

According to Mattli and Plümper (2005), the largest benefits from an EU membership come 

from economic gains in terms of access to the single market, ability to influence legislation and 

increased foreign investments, the latter will provide a capital inflow to the domestic economy. 

However, costs also arise from an EU membership, such as decreased sovereignty and increased 

policy costs in terms of membership contributions and adaption of EU decisions domestically 

(Mattli & Plümper, 2005). Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier (2005) argue that every Member 

State, or applicant state, must value these trade-offs between costs and benefits to determine its 

enlargement preferences. For instance, trade-offs between sovereignty and influence. On the 

one hand, EU legislation is superior to national legislation. On the other hand, Member States 

gain influence in the decision-making as well as the ability to campaign for their own interests 

whilst being protected from direct outside threats (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2005).  

 

Moreover, Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier (2005) identify four external, material conditions 

which impact an applicant state’s calculations on membership. Firstly, general systemic 

conditions, which are changes in the world economy or the security environment. Secondly, 

organization-specific systemic conditions, meaning that deepening of integration will create 

negative externalities for outsiders. However, they also state that a high degree of integration 

could deter states which value sovereignty. Thirdly, positional characteristics of states, the 

more trade dependent a nation is to other members, the more likely membership is. Lastly, 

subsystemic conditions and domestic structure, in which they find that export-oriented states 

tend to have a higher demand for membership. 

 

Rationalist theory sets the individual state’s maximisation of gains as the most important. The 

theory emphasises material matters as the determiner in pursuing a membership. In general, this 

becomes a trade-off between increased economic gains and decreased sovereignty, in which an 
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applicant state calculates whether it will result in a net gain. Additionally, the increase in foreign 

investment and collaboration, that the membership contains, decreases the risk of military 

uncertainties, thus enhancing the national security. Therefore, we find that there are three 

material categories of value in rationalist theory, economy, sovereignty and security.     

     

3.2 Constructivist Theory 

Constructivist theory primarily considers social identities, norms and values as more important 

than material or distributional consequences (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2005). These are 

constructed spherically by social interaction between Member States based on a shared view of 

community, within which Member States act. The foundation of the EU is based on common 

norms and values; thus, applicant states are considered for membership by looking at whether 

they subscribe to the integrationist project of an “ever closer union”, the liberal-political values 

and the norms underlying EU policies (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2005). From an 

applicant state’s point of view, a state which more or less subscribes to the norms and values of 

the EU will seek strong institutional ties. Gstöhl (2005) argues, with the case of Sweden, that 

membership can also protect the national identity from being damaged. If this message is 

carried out successfully, the public perception can be changed, which could result in 

consideration for membership that will be in line with national identity (Gstöhl, 2005). 

However, Gstöhl (2005) states that in the cases of Norway and Switzerland, membership was 

perceived as a threat to national identity since both could economically afford staying outside 

the EU, whereas the crisis-ridden Sweden could not.  

 

On average, more conflict is expected within an applicant state because a decision to join the 

EU can cause a major domestic political reorientation (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2005). 

Furthermore, they find that enlargement affects distribution of power, interests, norms and 

values since the EU makes a pluralistic arena in which Member States have different interests, 

causing some internal tension, especially regarding enlargement. Consequently, causing further 

tension and debates regarding EU priorities on whether to deepen or widen integration, 

especially if EU norms override national norms. States need to feel that they can influence the 

outcome of these debates and not perceive it as a threat to the national identity by abiding 

blindly.  Although, it is difficult to always theoretically determine which is the better argument, 

constructivists state it should be the one based on collective identity and community. Moreover, 

Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier (2005) claim that arguing and challenging discourses can 
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“modify old, or construct new identities and norms” by defining and redefining the boundaries 

of the community.   

 

Constructivist theory puts focus on the spherically constructed interest that a membership 

accommodates through a shared perception about ideational matters, such as, policy 

preferences, norms and values on the pluralistic arena the EU creates. Thus, we can distinguish 

two identities, collective and national, as important factors in a state’s membership preference. 

A strong bloc of common norms and values creates a collective identity, which can spread 

further. However, for an applicant state these must be in line with national identity or, as in the 

case of Sweden, be able to protect it from being damaged. What is more, collective and national 

identities are both important factors for a state to consider prior to accession. In addition to 

identities, a state considers its perceived influence, that is, to what extent the state perceives it 

can influence the direction and outcome of EU. It is more likely that a state with a strong 

national identity considers a high degree of perceived influence as more important than a state 

with a strong sense of commonality. Thus, we find three ideational categories, influence, 

collective identity and national identity. 

4. Method 

This thesis does not focus not on quantitative findings in the debates, such as argument 

occurrence or number of MPs pro et contra, instead it aims to describe the central arguments 

featured in debates in the House of Commons prior to the referendum. Thus, a qualitative 

approach fits the purpose in which the debates, used in the analysis, are selected which is based 

on the length and to what extent they provide a general image of the debate. In contrast, short 

and narrow debates on specific EU matters, are not representative for the general debate, 

therefore are discarded. Moreover, it is my belief that these arguments delivered in the shorter 

and more specific debates will feature in the longer and broader debates on EU membership.      

 

The debates have been selected dependent on their topics and to the extent they provide a 

general image of the referendum arguments. The debates were collected from the parliament 

web archive of debates held in the House of Commons at 

http://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Debates. To clarify, in 2016, between the 22nd of 

February, when David Cameron announced the referendum, and the 15th of June, which was 

the last debate in the House of Commons before the referendum, 34 debates on an EU topic 

were held. In total, 19 debates were shorter and on specific matters, four debates were held on 
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a medium length and twelve debates were longer and provided more elaborate arguments as 

well as a general image of the debate. I have made a selection based on the debates’ relevance 

for this study, namely to describe the central arguments among Leave and Remain. Some of the 

shorter debates were debated on specific matters, such as farming, fishing or human rights, 

which do not suit the purpose of this study. Other longer debates on EU topics however dealt 

with irrelevant matters for this study, such as voter registration, civil service guidance or the 

EU-Turkey agreement. Consequently, after skimming through all debates I selected five longer 

and more general debates which the analysis will be based on. However, after extended review 

I discarded one of the debates– on EU immigration, because it was held in committee and 

attendance was not representative for a general debate. Hence, the selection of debates consists 

of four topical debates which all provide a general image of what the political debate in the 

House of Commons contained, these are: European Council (22/2); European Affairs (25/2) 

EU Membership (audit of costs and benefits) bill (26/2) and; EU Membership: economic 

benefits (15/6). 

 

The analysis is carried out using an ideational analytical approach in accordance with 

Beckman’s (2005) “Gundbok i ideanalys”. According to Beckman (2005:39), a study of this 

kind wants to pin down the arguments conducted for a set amount of time. The ideational 

analysis will focus on the central arguments conducted prior to the referendum by both Remain 

and Leave supporters. Thus, there is no focus on individual actors (Beckman, 2005:18).  

 

 4.1 Analytical Framework 

Based on the theoretical approaches, we now move on to build the analytical framework which 

will be used further in analysing the debates in the House of Commons. Evidently, we find that, 

where rationalist theory puts a greater focus on material matters related to national interests 

such as: political economy, sovereignty and security, constructivism emphasises ideational, 

immaterial, factors such as influence, national identity and collective identity. As Gstöhl (2005) 

argues, neither rationalist nor constructivist approaches can independently explain enlargement 

preferences, nevertheless they complement each other. This enables us to distinguish the central 

arguments and allows us to elaborate on the underlying reasons by not limiting the analysis to 

one of the two theories. This goes in line with Beckman’s (2005:23) claim that inspiration 

should be based on previous research in creating an analytical framework. Thus, the theoretical 

framework the analysis is built on includes the rationalist categories of sovereignty, economy 

and security and the constructivist categories of influence, collective identity and national 
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identity. Thus, there is a need to present how these categories are operationalised, shown in 

table 1. Importantly, there is a need go even further with these categories because they risk 

being too ambiguous in their attempt to pin down and vent arguments inter-categorically 

(Beckman, 2005:26). Initially, there is a need to divide security further since it discusses issues 

relating to both migration and national security; Holbolt (2016) finds that the former was the 

main Leave argument identified by voters.  

 

4.1.1 Operationalisations of analytic schedule 

Based on a combination of previous theorising and a pre-study of skimming through all 34 

debates on an EU topic, table 1 illustrates the operationalisations of the categories. The 

categories collected from rationalist theory are operationalised as having a material focus, that 

is, a material matter is emphasised in the arguments. Contrary to that, categories gathered 

from constructivist theory highlight an ideational, immaterial, emphasis, that is, the focus on 

the perceived effects of EU membership. Importantly, influence is often understood as a 

rationalist argument, however influence is operationalised as a state’s ability to guide, lead or 

affect the outcome of the collective identity in this thesis. 

  

 
  

Moreover, there is a need for further explanation of these categories because these 

operationalisations risk being too ambiguous in their attempt to pin down and vent arguments 

between the categories (Beckman, 2005:26). Hence, a two-dimensional split within the 

categories suggesting positive and negative arguments is made to specify what the central 
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arguments emphasise. Respectively, they are operationalised as follows: a positive argument 

frames the question ‘what do we gain?’ whereas a negative argument frames ‘what do we risk?’. 

This two-dimensional split will be applied to both Leave and Remain arguments to pin down 

the central arguments. Table 2 illustrates examples of positive and negative arguments from 

both Remain and Leave on each category. Thus, table 2 provides the analytical schedule used 

in distinguishing arguments present in the debates.  

 

For example, economy was a central category among Remain. We can distinguish two central 

arguments in accordance to the two-dimensional split that pro membership illustrated in table 

2:  positive –gain access to the single market, or negative – risk a leap in the dark because EU 

secession is unprecedented. Similarly, Leave argue pro secession, thus a central category 

illustrated in table 2 is sovereignty: positive – regain control over British laws, and negative –

uncertainty of how EU rules will develop, if Britain stays.  

 

  

 

4.1.2 Coding the debates 

The coding of the arguments found in the debates was conducted as follows: first, all debates 

were skimmed through to get a general idea of the topics expressed. Secondly, each debate 

was read in isolation, mapping the arguments put forward. Thirdly, an in-depth reading of 

every floor holder was done, that is, dividing the debate into chunks per prime speaker. This 

was done to map and get an idea of the central arguments of the speech and comments as a 

unit. Lastly, the debates were read in paragraphs, given ways and interruptions included, to 
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pin point the central arguments in every paragraph, which serves as the unit of analysis. 

Examples of type-arguments are found in table 2. 

5. Empirical evidence 

This section provides the empirical findings from the selected debates, which are described 

separately, both regarding the category and from which side they were argued. Each subsection 

starts off by providing a brief overview of Remain and Leave before the categories are 

discussed. The subsections highlight the central arguments found within each category which 

are discussed in the next section, specifically on whether positive or negative arguments were 

more emphasised and if they originated from rationalist or constructivist discourses.    

 

5.1 Remain 

The remain side included an explicit majority of the House of Commons, hence the remain side 

was represented by MPs across all benches. If one were to summarise what type of 

argumentation would be used by Remain, it would be the reoccurring sentence: Britain is 

stronger, safer and better off as a member of the EU. An argument consistently faced by the 

remain side was the accusation of applying “project fear”, that is, arguments that scaremonger 

people from voting Leave due the grave uncertainties and risks, and that voting to remain would 

preserve the status quo, which is imperfect, however known. Looking at the debates, we find 

that all categories are present and both negative and positive arguments are found. From the 

empirical evidence shown, almost all the pro-remain side’s central arguments were linked to 

the economy.  

 

5.1.1 Economy 

The economy was a central aspect of the debates argued from the remain side. Given the huge 

impact that the EU has on the British economy, together with the benefits of being an EU 

member, the arguments were conducted accordingly. We find the positive arguments revolve 

around what the UK gains from an EU membership. The central positive argument discussed 

the access to the world’s largest single market and the EU’s ability to strike powerful and 

liberalising trade deals which both removes barriers and tariffs as well as attracts foreign 

investments. Many actors outside the EU consider the UK as a gateway to the single market 

due to the UK being a former imperial power, which therefore shares a great amount of values 

with the Commonwealth and has a special relationship with the US in addition to the English 

language being the informal lingua franca, especially in terms of trade.  
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[w]e are part of a single market of 500 million people. It is the main destination for our exports. That is 

a big reason why as a country we are successful in attracting inward investment from both inside and 

outside the European Union. (HC Deb 25/2, c523) 

 
Our membership of the EU gives us both the freedom to trade in the world’s largest single market – a 

market of more than 500 million consumers – without tariffs and the bureaucracy of customs barriers, 

and access to more than 50 other markets besides, through EU free trade agreements. The benefits of 

being in that single market are clear for us to see: 44% of Britain’s exports go to the EU. (HC Deb 15/6, 

c1774) 

 

As a member of the world’s largest economic bloc, we benefit directly from being party to EU trade 

agreements with more than 50 other countries, with terms far more favourable than any that we could 

have negotiated alone, because of the combined negotiating muscle of an economic bloc with a quarter 

of the world’s GDP. (HC Deb 15/6, c1777) 

 

Another positive central argument found is the fact that the single market is yet to be completed. 

The UK economy is no longer a manufacturing economy but has become a “service economy”, 

that is, the largest GDP contribution comes from services. In addition, Remain argue that the 

UK already runs a “substantial surplus when it comes to services” (HC Deb 22/2 c36). The 

potential benefits that UK services will gain from a membership once the single market is 

complete are argued in the chambers.  

 
Our financial services industry alone currently contributes more than 7% of UK GDP and employs 

more than 1 million people, two thirds of them outside London, but there is not yet a single market for 

financial services across the EU. The potential is huge. HC Deb 15/6 c1776) 

 

The negative arguments were termed under the name “project fear” and these are evident in 

several arguments among representatives advocating to remain. The negative argument can be 

explained through the uncertainties and risks that EU secession would potentially lead to, 

namely “project fear”. “That is why the safe option, the certain option, the option without risk 

is to stay in the reformed EU, rather than to take this leap in the dark” (HC Deb 22/2 c42). From 

an economic standpoint one of the main tasks is to eliminate uncertainties on the market, which 

can lead to instability. The negative arguments expressed in the debates are so explicitly 

emphasised that other Remain advocators had to interrupt fellow remainers and ask them to 

also emphasise the positive arguments of being an EU member (HC Deb 22/2 c51).  

 
I want to explain what happens with section 50. We should also be clear about what would happen if 

that deal to leave was not done within two years. Our current access to the single market would cease 

immediately after two years were up; our current trade agreements with 53 countries around the world 

would lapse. This cannot be described as anything other than risk, uncertainty and a leap in the dark that 

could hurt working people in our country for years to come (HC Deb 22/2 c25) 
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We do not know what Britain’s situation outside the European Union would be. We do not know 

whether a deal could be negotiated with the remaining 27. We do not know what free trade agreements 

could be negotiated with the other parties, and we do not know on what timescale those could be 

achieved. We do not know what damage would be done to our economy in the meantime. (HC Deb 

25/2 c490) 

 

The economic category is present throughout the debates with both negative and positive 

arguments. It is evident that economy was the central emphasis around which the remain side 

organised their strategy, culminating in the main arguments on the benefits of the UK remaining 

as a member of the EU.   

 

5.1.2 Sovereignty 

There is univocal agreement among remainers that the UK is sovereign despite its EU 

membership. The remain side underlines the argument: “We have chosen to join the European 

Union and we can choose to leave it” (HC Deb 22/2 c31). However, it was not in the UK’s 

economic interest to risk its membership for an illusion of sovereignty. The general agreement 

on sovereignty is that to be part of something bigger, an organisation such as the EU, NATO or 

the UN, states negotiate in various ways on their sovereignty, similar to marriage.   

 
Many of us would agree that we have in various ways negotiated on our sovereignty in order to be part 

of something bigger. We have given up part of our sovereignty in defence to be part of organisations 

such as NATO, and we have done the same with the UN. On a personal level, when I married – I have 

been married for 30 years – I gave up on some of my sovereignty over decisions that I would have 

made myself to be part of something that I accepted was bigger and better for both of us. The principle 

is very clear: in order to be part of something better, we sometimes have to give up things we want to 

hang on to. That is true of our sovereignty. I do not believe that this country has given away our 

sovereignty. (HC Deb 26/2 c632) 

 

However, the central argument from a positive stance is that, in the renegotiation, the UK has 

been granted safeguards to protect Britain “from further European political integration and to 

increase powers for our national parliament” (HC deb 22/2 c23). Ergo, protecting their interests 

from further infringements, which remainers argue have increased their sovereignty. These 

safeguards would act not only to preserve British sovereignty from further political integration 

and limit UK contributions, but also provide more powers to the House of Commons. 

 
[t]he best of both worlds: a seat at the table to protect our interests, but a permanent opt-out from those 

areas of the EU that we reject – out of ever closer union and political integration, out of Schengen, out 

of the euro and out of eurozone bailouts. (HC Deb 25/2 c497) 
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Although there were positive arguments echoed in the all debates, there was one negative 

argument indicated by the remain side, the illusion of sovereignty. The meaning of this phrase 

is that the UK might feel more sovereign outside the EU, however this would only be an illusion 

of sovereignty. This argument was often used in response to the leave side’s arguments that the 

UK was not sovereign anymore, rather it was a puppet of the undemocratic EU. The point 

behind the illusion of sovereignty is that the UK outside the EU would still be dependent on 

interacting with the EU and forced to comply with EU rules without having a say. Considering 

this as well as the consequences of a Brexit, it would result in the lapse of present safeguards. 

 

We have safeguards in the EU. If we leave, the EU could and would discriminate British interests and 

businesses. Leaving the EU, we might feel more sovereign but we wouldn’t be more sovereign because 

trading and dealing with the EU we must abide by their rules and regulations. (HC Deb 22/2 c31) 

 

[i]f we are outside the single market, the same countries will write the rules, but without us. We will 

have to comply with them when we sell into Europe, but will have absolutely no say over what they are. 

That, to me, is the illusion of sovereignty, rather than real sovereignty. (HC Deb 22/2 c40) 

 

5.1.3 Migration  

Migration issues were not the most central issues in the Remain camp. It is worth pointing out 

that these arguments were present and emphasised the importance of labour migrants in the 

UK, especially in key sectors, such as construction and the NHS. Being a member of the EU 

and with the single market’s dawning completion, EU membership is no doubt beneficial for 

Britain in filling key labour gaps, because the renegotiation meant that migrant workers have a 

four-year delay before they are granted benefits and welfare in the UK.   

 

Over the last decade, migrants from new EU member countries contributed £20 billion more in taxes 

than they used in public services and benefits payments. More than 52,000 EU migrants work in our 

NHS. With labour shortages reported in key sectors such as construction, it is migrant labour that helps 

to fill the gap. (HC Deb 15/6 c1769) 

 

Moreover, concerns were raised about ex-pats living in Europe, enjoying benefits from other 

countries, and how their security and welfare would be guaranteed if the UK were to leave. One 

interesting argument, which was not necessarily a central one, elucidates the positive argument 

on remaining in terms of migration.  

 
We should also remember that the people we export to Europe are predominantly those who have 

retired there. We import young working people and we export retired people, and we should remember 

that balance. (HC Deb 15/6 c1771) 
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The economic argument yet again appears. From an economic point of view, the perks of being 

an EU member allows for migration on both sides and, from the British perspective, one can 

argue that this is the preferred side to be on since it keeps economic contributors coming in 

whilst unburdening former contributors elsewhere.  

   

Dealing with the EU, states must acknowledge that there is a trade-off between access to the 

single market and free movement of people. The renegotiation provided the UK with safeguards 

on this topic which increase border control whilst not affecting their access to the single market. 

Remain argue that some sectors simply would collapse without labour migrants. Hence, if the 

UK were to leave the EU their negotiating position would be severely compromised because 

they would need both workers and access to the single market.  

 
No country outside the EU has agreed full access to the single market without accepting paying into the 

EU and accepting free movement. (HC Deb 22/2 c23) 

 

[i]f we were to remove those EU citizens (…) we would see an exodus of people who work in our care 

homes, our hospitals and our schools? That would have a real impact on our ability to deliver public 

services. (HC Deb 15/6 c1770) 

 

5.1.4 National security 

Security was an issue that caused grave disagreement between Remain and Leave. Although 

both sides agreed on NATO being the main security provider, the two camps clashed regarding 

the competences of the EU. Among the remainers they argue the grand utility of having the EU 

as a soft power, introducing sanctions which force long-term solutions. Furthermore, if the UK 

were to leave, it would affect their ability to spend on defence “[W]ithout economic security, 

there is no national security” (HC Deb 15/6 c1773). The EU provides an important collaboration 

amongst its member states through Europol and the European arrest warrant. The benefits of 

being part of this provides greater national security, “because we can work with our European 

partners to fight cross-border crime and terrorism” (HC Deb 22/2 c25). Thus, sharing 

information across borders allows for cross-border co-operation and enables escaped convicts 

to be returned to Britain, which increases national security.  

 
These things [EU and NATO] complement each other, and one does not replace the other (…) soft 

power comes with the ability to provide political leverage in introducing sanctions, and it is the work of 

the European Union that started the ball rolling in getting sanctions built up against Iran. Those 

sanctions eventually forced Iran to curtail its nuclear programme, come to the table and agree a long-

term solution which denies the Iranians the ability to build a nuclear bomb. EU sanctions and EU 

discussions led to the P5+1 talks, which involved other countries such as China, Russia and the United 

States. (HC Deb 26/2 c639) 
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The European arrest warrant is a good case in point. When, in 2005, terrorists tried to bomb our city for 

a second time, one of them escaped and was arrested and returned to Britain within weeks under a 

European arrest warrant. Before that, it could have taken years. (HC Deb 22/2 c33) 

 

A central negative argument used by Remain is that of the risks of EU defence structures. The 

UK has led the coalition against extending the EU into a defence organisation, if the UK were 

to leave there would be no strong power left in the EU to counter the French and Germans from 

fast-tracking an EU expansion in defence means, which could potentially compete with NATO 

thus directly threaten UK security. Additionally, the EU has had 70 years of peace and 

prosperity, what message would a Brexit send out to the world and do to the balance of power. 

  
Brexit would undoubtedly make us less safe and less secure (…) we will cause profound damage to 

NATO. What message will that send to an increasingly belligerent and expansionist Russia? Brexit 

could give no greater encouragement to Vladimir Putin. This is not ‘Project Fear’, but ‘Project Fact’. 

(HC Deb 15/6 c1807) 

 

[i]f the UK were to leave the European Union, is it more likely that France and Germany would fast-

track EU defence structures? My answer is yes. If that is the case, is it likely to undermine NATO? 

Again, my answer is yes. In my view, in the medium term we would see EU defence structures compete 

with NATO rather than complement it.  (HC Deb 15/6 c1822) 

 

5.1.5 Influence 

Being a member of the EU, the Remain camp argued for the multiple platforms where they 

perceived Britain could execute its influence. A permanent seat at the UN, as a member of 

NATO and being a leading state in the EU, Britain possesses power of influence in all major 

international organisations. When facing the fact that Britain would regain its seat at the WTO, 

Remain do not perceive the WTO as an influential increase because the WTO has not had a 

successful round for 22 years and if they want to run world trade they must stay in the EU. 

Thus, Britain’s “global influence is enhanced by being a leading member of the world’s largest 

trading bloc” (HC Deb 25/2 c489). Furthermore, at the dawning of the completion of the single 

market Britain’s influence is perceived as high, since it is “the chief author and architect of the 

success in that area (HC deb 15/6 c1789). 

 

We live in a fragile and increasingly volatile world in all senses of those terms. Does not our 

membership of the EU, together with our seat on the Security Council of the United Nations, our 

membership of NATO and our position at the head of the Commonwealth, provide an ideal platform for 

us to promote Britain both here and abroad? (HC Deb 22/2 c60) 

 

While it would be good if the World Trade Organisation was signing more multilateral trade deals, 

there has not been a successful round for 22 years. So if we are interested in driving free trade and 
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market access in the world today, we need to be part of a bloc that can sign good and effective deals 

(HC deb 22/2 c46) 

 

The negative arguments were present and rather frequent in the sense that these often were 

found in interruptions or in answers during the debates. The perception of this idea that the 

UK’s influence would be damaged is conveyed in a condescending manner, “how could we be 

stronger and more influential if our economy was shrinking?” (HC Deb 15/6 c1773). 

Furthermore, the loss of influence in the event of leaving the EU would lead to uncertainties 

due to the EU being led by the French and Germans “without us there to keep a close eye on 

them” (HC Deb 15/6 c1816). What is interesting, is that these patronising responses suggest 

that the Remain camp did not form a serious strategy on the grave risks on British influence in 

the debates.   

 

It is almost laughable simply to state it, but the idea is that we could pull out of the world’s largest 

economic bloc and then say to these unsentimental folk, who have driven such a hard bargain with that 

bloc of 500 million people, that we want not just the same but better deals and a better set of conditions 

on behalf of an economy of only 60 million people. (HC Deb 15/6 c1791) 

 

5.1.6 Collective Identity 

The collective identity influences both inside and outside the EU. The positive Remain 

arguments state that, in times of insecurity and challenges, the West is stronger in numbers 

because they have this collective identity. The arguments are exemplified with expansionist 

Russia, terrorism and climate change, the emphasis is that these problems can only be solved 

by co-operation and since these are priorities of the EU in which Britain possesses an arena 

with shared norms and values, the given answer is to remain in the EU. Additionally, the 

collective identity protects individuals and companies since the ECJ is the protector of the 

collective identity through EU rules and regulations. However, the EU needs reform. 

 
The challenges facing the west today are genuinely threatening: Putin’s aggression in the east; Islamist 

extremism to the south. In my view, this is no time to divide the west. When faced with challenges to 

our way of life, our values and our freedoms, this is a time for strength in numbers. (HC Deb 22/2 c25) 

 

[a]s a country and as a continent—and, indeed, as a human race—we face some challenging issues: how 

to tackle climate change (…) how to tackle cybercrime and terrorism (…) All these issues are serious, 

pressing and self-evidently can be solved only by international co-operation. (HC Deb 22/2 c26) 

 
In the decades when trade union rights were under attack in this country, we have gone to the EU to 

secure those protections. And we have succeeded (…) This has served not only to protect British 

workers but to prevent a race to the bottom across Europe, so that our own and all other workers are 

protected, wherever they work. (HC Deb 15/6 c1767) 
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The negative arguments were not very central in Remain arguments, however if we are to 

suggest what the central semantics were on this category, the argument revolves around the 

common rights and benefits, which are shared and legislated across the EU, and would 

potentially be lost. 

 
Voting to leave the EU could put at risk hard-won rights, because we know that some of the biggest 

cheerleaders for Brexit see protections for ordinary British workers as red tape to be binned (HC Deb 

15/6 c1796) 

 

5.1.7 National Identity 

The renegotiation gave Britain a special status in the EU which was meant to fit the national 

identity due the troubled relationship Britain has had with the EU ever since it joined. Remain 

argue heavily that the contemporary EU is not perfect, it needs much reform. However, there 

are clear benefits to the national identity of remaining in the EU, which would be lost in the 

event of secession. The special status means that Britain can opt-in on matters it agrees with 

whilst being excluded from deeper political integration, namely an ever-closer union. Thus, the 

arguments for remaining in the EU emphasise that the national identity can be better protected 

as a member with these safeguards than it is if they are outside. An interesting finding was that 

at repeated times the remain side referred to occasions when Winston Churchill spoke positively 

about European co-operation. The usage of the nation’s modern patron stating the positives of 

the European integration as part of the national identity is present in Remain. 

 
Lots of people in this country believe that we should remain in the European Union because it is good 

for our economy – because we are stronger, safer, and better off. That is not the same as being 

passionately attached to some idea of a European vision. (HC Deb 25/2 c491) 

 

Our special status means that Britain can have the best of both worlds. We will be in the parts of Europe 

that work for us, influencing the decisions that affect us, in the driving seat of the world’s biggest single 

market, and with the ability to take action to keep our people safe; but we will be out of the parts of 

Europe that do not work for us. We will be out of the euro, out of the eurozone bailouts, out of the 

passport-free, no-borders Schengen area, and permanently and legally protected from ever being part of 

an ever-closer union. (HC Deb 22/2 c24) 

 

The negative arguments on national identity stressed that the national identity would be 

damaged if the UK were to leave the EU because a great many things have changed in the world 

in the last 40 years: “We are no longer an imperial power able to demand what we want and get 

it” (HC deb 22/2 c60). Furthermore, outside the EU, the UK has to strike trade deals 

independently which could be harmful to central public services central to the British identity, 

such as the NHS. Negotiating as a part of the EU, red lines on public services are more likely 
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to be integrated in trade deals since the EU has a heavier position negotiating trade deals than 

the UK.   

[i]t is clear that we are much more likely to get a TTIP agreement with red lines around our public 

services and the NHS as part of the European Union. If we were outside the European Union and 

negotiating such a treaty directly with the USA, I would not be so confident that that would be the 

priority of the current Government (…) if there is to be a TTIP agreement, it is much better to negotiate 

it with Britain as part of the European Union. (HC Deb 26/2 c632) 

 

5.1.8 Empirical summary Remain 

To summarise, the empirical findings on the Remain side show that the central arguments 

among advocators of Remain are heavily emphasising rationalist categories. Although, we 

find that all categories are represented in the empirical data. The central arguments were 

explicitly found in relation to the rationalist categories especially regarding the economy. On 

the ideational arguments, there is a lack of emphasis and unity among remainers leading to 

vague distinction of central arguments. Thus, the absence of structure on the ideational 

categories is relatively clear. Remain indicate that the sum of all categories ends in a net gain 

from the EU membership. Furthermore, regarding the attitudes in the arguments, whether 

these were positive or negative, both are represented, however the negative arguments are 

perceived as more central in the debates. Overall, the central arguments stressed the risks of 

secession.     

 

5.2 Leave 

Throughout the debates, it is evident that the majority of Leave advocators are situated in the 

Conservative party. Thus, it is important to stress that the central arguments found amongst 

those who advocated for Leave were argued by Eurosceptic, Conservative MPs. The red thread 

which could summarise their argumentation can be boiled down to: vote Leave and take back 

control over our borders and interests. Hence, we immediately find that their emphasis lies in 

sovereignty. The British identity has never been in line with the collective identity of the EU 

and British interests are often discarded. Moreover, the problems caused by the unregulated 

free movement highlights the emphasis on immigration. Additionally, when counter-argued on 

matters, leavers relied quite optimistically on the benevolence on other states post-secession.  

 

5.2.1 Economy 

When debating on the economy, leavers argued that Britain is a great independent actor, having 

the fifth largest economy in the world with the potential of surpassing Germany– which is the 
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fourth largest economy– if Britain leaves the EU. Besides, their special relationship with the 

US would allow for a bilateral free trade deal which is impossible with EU membership. Leave 

advocators do not consider the complicated negotiation with the EU post-secession, they 

believe that this can be done quickly, since Britain is already compliant to all EU rules and 

regulation in access to the single market for the businesses affected by Leave. Thus, the central 

positive argument is that the UK would be more prosperous being able to commit to free trade 

not only with the EU but also with other countries on terms beneficial for Britain. Negotiating 

independently would allow Britain to sign, seal and deliver many more trade deals globally 

because the EU trade deals take a long time to finalise.  

 

Why do not we, as the fifth largest economy in the world – English speaking, committed to free trade – 

make our own trade deal with the US? The short answer is that we are not allowed to do so until we 

leave the EU. (HC deb 26/2 c598) 

 

[g]iven that we are already 100% compliant with all the EU obligations. Should it not be possible to 

negotiate a free trade agreement between Britain and the EU in double-quick time after our EU exist. 

(HC deb 26/2 c599) 

 

[e]very single trade agreement in the past 20 years. There are 88 of them. They took an average of 28 

months, but the time for each varied greatly. The deals that took a long time were those that involved 

lots of countries, which certainly concurs with my experience. Of course, by definition any EU treaty 

involves 28 countries and takes a long time, because all 28 have vetoes (...)In fact, others outside the 

EU have taken more advantage of it than we have, and their exports have gone up more than ours, 

perhaps because they have to bear the burden of EU regulations only on those aspects of their activities 

carried out within the EU, not on 100% of their firms. (HC deb 15/6 c1792) 

 

The negative arguments from leavers are based on the UK running a trade deficit in goods with 

the EU and the EU’s inability to keep within agreed budgets, which would only increase 

Britain’s contribution. Moreover, the calculated contributions will nonetheless increase due to 

UK growth since the EU contribution is calculated on GDP, leavers argue that the EU punish 

those who do well and tinker with the non-performing Member States.  

 

Britain has an enormous trade deficit with the rest of the EU, amounting to over £60 billion a year, 

equivalent to over 1 million jobs exported from Britain to the continent. (HC deb 22/2 c47) 

 

If this country is misguided enough to vote to remain in the EU, within a few months our contribution 

will go up, because it is totally incapable of keeping within the existing programmes and budgets. (HC 

deb 26/2 c600) 

 

5.2.2 Sovereignty 

The question on sovereignty was frequently referred to in Leave arguments. Because it was one 

of the main categories discussed by the Leave side, both positive and negative arguments were 



 24 

easily found in the debates. The positive arguments revolved around the illusion of sovereignty. 

Britain currently endures in the European Council after having been outvoted 72 times on 

legislation introduced by an unelected commission. They argue that the only way of returning 

British sovereignty is by leaving the EU. Leaving the EU would also regain Britain the 

sovereign ability to negotiate with other states, which have been lost due the EU membership.  

 

Our parliament, our democracy and the making of our laws, which at this moment in time under the 

European Communities Act 1972, are made by a majority vote of other countries, are introduced by an 

unelected Commission, and are enforced by the ECJ (…) the only way of getting out of that and 

returning our democracy is to leave the EU. (HC Deb 22/2 c30) 

 

[l]et us take this once-in-a-lifetime chance to take back control, put the security of our people first and 

put power back in the hands of the British people. (HC deb 25/2 c528)  

 

 [w]e have lost our sovereign ability to negotiate friendly free trade agreement with other countries 

around the world (…) because of our membership of the EU. (HC deb 26/2 c598) 

 

The negative arguments emphasised the disappointments on the renegotiated deal on which this 

referendum was to be held. Leavers argue “we do not have, as a result of this deal, control over 

our sovereignty, over our borders or over our finances” (HC Deb 22/2 c33). This alienates the 

people and makes them feel that they do not have influence over decisions because they cannot 

hold MPs accountable for not fulfilling manifesto promises, “it’s beyond our control; we 

haven’t got any influence over this” (HC deb 26/2 c599). Leave argue that the democratic deficit 

of the EU is a threat to UK democracy. Furthermore, the uncertainty of “how policy in the EU 

would develop if we chose to stay” (HC deb 26/2 c597) was argued as too great which could 

seriously hurt British growth and prosperity.  

 

5.2.3 Migration 

The central arguments on this category only really included one part of migration, namely 

immigration. Leavers problematized the inefficiency and inability of the EU in dealing with the 

refugee crisis together, due to free movement once inside the EU, which they argued threatened 

British security. However, the positive case of leaving revolved around being able to decide 

who gets to enter the UK, that is, outside the free movement.   

 

Sadly, I do not think the people of Paris (…) felt any safer last year because they were in the EU (…) I 

want us to secure our own borders. That will allow us to have to power to control who comes into the 

UK (HC deb 25/2 c528) 

 

If we leave the EU and hospitals need some nurses from abroad, there would be nothing to prevent us 

from allowing them to come here. We just would not have to accept everybody from the EU who wants 

to come here. (HC deb, 26/2 c630)  
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The negative case has greater emphasis in terms of arguing the risks on migration if Britain 

remained as a member. The central negative arguments are two-fold, the costs Britain will have 

to pay for the EU’s incompetence in dealing with the migration crisis and Britain’s inability to 

block Syrians with German passports to enter the UK.   

 
What is happening in Europe to deal with the migration crisis is breath-taking in its incompetence. We 

are talking about a major cost; this crisis will potentially cost the EU a fortune. Who will have to 

contribute to those costs if we remain in the EU? It is none other than the British taxpayers. (HC deb 

26/2 c601) 

 

A total of 630.000 EU citizens registered for national insurance numbers entitling them to work or 

claim benefits in Britain last year, yet it is said that there were only 257.000 new EU migrants. (HC 

deb, 26/2 c597) 

 

I am extremely worried about the millions pouring in from the middle east, including Syria. I said to the 

Prime Minister that Merkel’s million would all have a right to come here once they get passports. (HC 

deb 26/2 c641) 

 

5.2.4 Security  

On security, the leave side does not recognise the EU with any sort of security competence. The 

central positive argument is that Britain will only gain security by leaving the EU, due to 

increased sovereignty and border control. This makes the case that that EU has a security 

mandate that only weakens NATO. Since Britain will not risk its NATO membership, its 

security will not be affected negatively by leaving the EU. 

 
[t]he security of Europe is dependent on NATO and not on the EU, that it is NATO that is protecting us 

from further incursion by President Putin, and that we do NATO no good by suggesting that somehow 

the EU has some competences in this area (HC deb 22/2 c50) 

 

Contrary to this, Leave highlight the negative argument that by remaining a member Britain is 

giving up its security since free movement allows thousands of EU criminals into the UK every 

year without restriction, unless they have a prior terrorist conviction or evident terrorist links.  

 
Suggesting that our national security is enhanced by being in the EU, when we let thousands of EU 

criminals in every year, is fanciful in the extreme (HC deb 26/2 c611) 

 

5.2.5 Influence 

The idea that British influence is perceived as limited by its EU membership is the central 

argument among leavers. They emphasise the potential of increased influence in global affairs 

as Britain will regain its seat at the top table. By doing so it would be able to pursue British 
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interests in a global forum instead of first finding common ground within the EU before taking 

it to the top table for it to potentially be desiccated even further. Furthermore, its position in 

collaborating with allies will not be affected by EU secession, rather it will be increased because 

it does not have to confer with the rest of the EU before engaging in discussions.  

 

The idea that we can work with allies only if we stay in the EU is yet another deceit being visited on the 

British People. (HC deb, 25/2 c534) 

 

Outside the EU we have the advantage of getting back our seat, vote and voice on the global bodies, so 

we would have more influence at the top table in return for no longer being part of the EU. (HC deb, 

15/6 c1788) 

 

Contrary to this, the negative argument is that British influence is perceived as an illusion. Over 

the past two decades Britain was outvoted 72 times in the European Council and the defeat rate 

is increasing. Furthermore, Leave advocators emphasised one particular case, “this is a measure 

of how influential we are in the rest of Europe – when we tried to stop Juncker becoming 

President” (HC deb 25/2 c526). If British ministers cannot get support for such an important 

matter, its influence is nothing but an illusion. 

 

[o]ur inability to achieve British interests (…) Britain has voted against 72 measures in the European 

Council and been defeated 72 times, and that pace of defeat is accelerating (HC Deb 22/2 c40) 

 

[t]he idea that we are wielding this huge influence in the EU (…) it is an illusion of influence. We do 

not have any influence; we are having discussion around a table being outvoted every single turn.” (HC 

deb 26/2 c612) 

  

5.2.6 Collective and National Identity 

The arguments revolving around identity are not necessarily discussed in isolation, rather they 

are discussed in terms of how the current collective identity of the EU does not fit with UK 

national identity. The Leave arguments highlight that the UK has more commonality with 

states outside the EU, such as the US and Commonwealth states. Thus, leaving the EU would 

allow Britain to integrate and act globally with these states with which it has more in 

common. Furthermore, this goes in line with the fact that Britons have never been positive 

about the EU and a vote to leave could reengage a collaboration with “all those 

Commonwealth countries that we effectively abandoned in 1972” (HC deb 26/2 c606) with 

which Britain share history and culture. 

 

There is also the feeling that there is a lot more commonality between the British people and the people 

of the United States; we share a common language, the common law and a common heritage, and that is 

very different from the approach of so many other EU countries. (HC deb 26/2 c600) 
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Throughout the debates, a general agreement in the House is made clear: the UK, as a state, 

does not subscribe to Schengen, the euro, or an ever-closer union. The Leave advocators 

conceptualise this, arguing that since Britain does not sign off on these matters, and leaving 

the EU is the only way in which exclusion of EU projects can be secured. Remaining in the 

EU might force the UK to implement rules to which it does not sign off leading to exposure 

and threats to the national identity.  

 
The real question in the debate is what happens if we vote to remain. What new laws will be imposed 

on us after we vote remain? What judgements will the ECJ visit upon us over which we have no 

control? What about the next treaty? (…) it sounds as though we are giving up that veto (HC deb 25/2 

c532) 

 
[t]he strongest arguments for remaining appear to be ones saying that we are determined not to 

participate in the three main purposes of the EU: we will not join the euro, we will not join the 

Schengen free travel area and we will not be in a political union. What is the point of our being in this 

arrangement when we are so opposed to its principal purposes? (HC deb 25/2 c534) 

 

 

5.2.7 Empirical summary Leave 

In summary, analysing the debates, we find that in both sides all categories are present and 

central arguments are established. Leave highlight the potential benefits of what Britain is to 

gain outside the EU, which is currently restricted by its EU membership. Thus, to a further 

extent they emphasise the positive arguments which currently are impossible to capitalise on 

due to its EU membership, however will be at the door of secession. The rationalist categories 

are argued with optimism that Britain could be ever more prosperous and safer outside the EU. 

We find that the ideational arguments have a clearer structure and message that the EU does 

not fit with British identity. Abandoning the incompetence and democratic deficit of the EU, in 

which the UK has an illusion of influence but is being forced to implement unfavourable 

bureaucratic rules, Britain can act more efficiently with states it has more in common with, such 

as the US or the Commonwealth.  

6. Empirical Analysis 

As the empirical evidence suggests, the economy was the trump card in the Remain strategy of 

advocating EU membership. The Remain advocators do not focus much on the level of 

sovereignty, however there is a general understanding that being a member of such an 

organisation as the EU will contain a loss of sovereignty balanced with other gains resulting in 

a net gain, which is a determiner for a state considering membership. Evidently, this loss of 

sovereignty will be matched with more influence, increased security, economic benefits, 
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positive migration. The level of influence and economic benefits are in line with national 

identity. Also, the level of influence as an EU member will allow for Britain to shape the 

direction and priorities of the EU, thus shape the collective identity.   

 

Advocators of Leave put great emphasis on the fact that a Brexit would lead to a regained 

sovereignty and thus enables the UK to control immigration, which would increase security 

domestically. The collective identity within the EU is not in line with the national identity and 

causes greater harm to British interests than any benefits. Instead, the UK should shift their 

focus to partners with whom they have more in common, such as the Commonwealth and their 

special relationship with the US. EU secession would allow the UK to strike trade deals quicker 

and more beneficially for British interests in addition to their increased influence over world 

trade as they will regain their seat at the WTO.      

 

Based on the theoretical approaches, we found that one of the two IR theories cannot serve the 

purpose of explaining why a state wants to leave the EU, however these complement each other. 

Constructivist theory finds that it is primarily a question of identity. The Leave side argue that 

the British identity is under threat from the EU. The British reluctance towards deepening 

integration can possibly be explained through a historical perspective since Britain has not had 

a foreign rule for half a millennium. The risk of hurting the national identity is expressed by 

both camps, however each in a different manner. Remain argue that, with the safeguards, the 

renegotiation delivered and the clear economic benefits being part of the single market, Britain 

has a special status which gives them the best of both worlds. Contrastingly, Leave downplay 

the achievements of the renegotiation, arguing it is only by leaving the EU that Britain can be 

sovereign and thereby protect its national identity. Evidently, the Leave attitude portrays a 

rather ideational approach on secession and the perceived opportunities it holds, whereas 

Remain arguments emphasise that a vote to leave only increases risks and sets out a path into 

the unknown, which carries too much of a risk to the British economy. Interestingly, the line of 

reasoning Leave put forth is very much like the ones put forward by Gstöhl (2005) regarding 

accession in Norway and Switzerland. Brexit advocators perceive that the UK can economically 

afford to leave, which is an argument based on the benevolence of other states. Nevertheless, it 

would protect the national identity from being further damaged by being part of the EU. Leave 

argue that the national identity is not in line with the collective identity, and never has been. 

However, Gstöhl (2005) claims that the material benefits of British accession were probably 

conceived as an addition to the national identity since it would possess a veto, it thereby 
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perceives itself to be able to influence the outcome and direction of the EU by shaping the 

collective identity.  

 

From a rationalist theoretical perspective, we find that both sides adopt central theoretical 

arguments on EU membership. However, it is difficult to state which is the argument that would 

provide maximisation of profit since EU secession is unprecedented, therefore can only be 

speculated about. The risks argued by Remain emphasise that a vote to leave the EU was a leap 

in the dark and would not maximise their powers economically or globally. In the event of 

leaving the EU, Britain has to go through the secession negotiation in article 50 in the Lisbon 

Treaty and the outcome of these negotiations are impossible to predict. Thus, these risk 

arguments were rarely elaborated since they argue for Remain and we can only speculate about 

the unknown terrain outside the EU. Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier’s (2005) material 

conditions on accession are present in the arguments. On the one hand, Leave argue that the EU 

has a decrease in growth and Britain would be more prosperous if it could trade with growing 

economies on terms more beneficial to Britain. Britain runs a trade deficit with the EU and it 

will still be able to conduct trade outside the EU, thus it is argued that leaving the EU would 

not create a negative externality on their material profits. Additionally, they fear the degree of 

future integration, which potentially would impede British sovereignty even more. On the other 

hand, Remain claim that changes in the world economy is much better tackled from the world’s 

strongest trading bloc, and being outside the EU wanting access to the single market, no state 

has ever negotiated access without accepting free movement. Thus, Remain argue that negative 

externalities will be created since the EU is Britain’s largest trading partner. In addition to this, 

Britain is export-oriented in trade in services, which benefit greatly from being part of the EU. 

 

If we are to apply enlargement theory more explicitly. Remain argue for Britain to stay in the 

EU because it receives a net gain from its membership which also protects the national 

identity from being damaged whilst it perceives it can shape the outcome of the EU. The 

Remain arguments are very much in line with the enlargement approach, viewing the UK as a 

state who would seek EU membership.  

 

What is interesting for this paper and the theory development approach it set out with, is to 

theorise on EU secession by describing the central arguments prior to Brexit, therefore it is 

interesting to apply enlargement in reverse. Leave argue for British secession because they do 

not consider Britain receives a net gain from its membership. This is shown in the arguments 
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in connection to enlargement theory in reverse. Economically, Leave believe that since the 

EU is in decline, Britain should trade with growing economies to maximise its profits. 

According to Leave, Britain’s profits are not maximised as a member of the EU since they 

consider its degree of sovereignty as an important factor, whilst arguing for a decreased 

ability to influence EU law making. Furthermore, Britain does not subscribe to the collective 

identity of an ever-closer union and would only risk future impediments on national identity if 

they were to stay in the EU, since its ability to lead the shaping of the EU’s collective identity 

has diminished. Thus, based on this theoretical framework we find that in the central 

arguments for pro-secession we can apply enlargement in reverse.   

 

The empirical data shows that all categories are present in the parliamentary debates on British 

EU membership in the House of Commons. The present discussion shows that the difference 

lies in the emphasis of ideational and material arguments in Remain and Leave approaches and 

what attitude was more central in their arguments. It finds that Remain tend to have a more 

negative attitude on the risks of UK secession whereas Leave consider the potential benefits for 

a Britain outside the EU. Furthermore, Leave put a greater focus on ideational arguments stating 

that British identity would be more protected outside the EU since the collective identity of the 

EU threatened infringements and the perceived loss of influence guiding its direction and 

shaping since Britain can economically afford secession. However, it is important to note that 

since secession is unprecedented the outcome post-secession can only be speculated about. The 

arguments, distinguished as central from both sides, portray a slightly different interpretation 

much like the central arguments were in comparison to Holbolt. The economy still stands out; 

however, this study finds that migration did not stand out as the opposing central argument 

which Holbolt (2016) finds. This means that the arena in which the central arguments are 

conducted differ. Central arguments in the political arena do not need to match the identified 

arguments among voters. This might be an important finding of this study that the central 

arguments may vary depending on the arena they are argued in, which could contribute to the 

general discussion on EU secession. 

7. Conclusion 

This study set out to theorise on the current gap in theoretically informed research on EU 

secession, which has been a neglected topic in EU studies. Thus, this study took a theory 

developing approach on EU secession using theoretical approaches on EU enlargement put in 

reverse. This paper has conducted empirical research in the highest decision making body in 
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the UK, the House of Commons, in order to describe the central arguments on both sides of the 

issue and distinguish their theoretical home base from a developed analytical schedule which 

presented material and ideational categories and in what manner these were argued. The type 

of arguments, the analytical schedule was based on, were gathered from theoretical approaches 

as well as a pre-study prior the British referendum on EU membership.  

 

Although we find that both material and ideational arguments are present on both sides, those 

who advocate Leave tend to emphasise ideational arguments to a further extent in their 

advocacy of secession, whereas those who advocate for Britain to remain a member of the EU 

emphasise rationalist arguments in their argumentation. Evidently, Leavers are rather optimistic 

about the potentials outside the EU. However, it is not the role of this paper to value the 

presented arguments. Moreover, the empirical data showed that the central arguments identified 

in previous research differed slightly in centrality, which indicates that the arena within which 

the argument is conducted in matters.     

 

Given the fact that Remain was represented across all benches, whereas Leave was mainly 

represented by backbenchers from one side. The empirical data found that there were some 

incoherent arguments from Remain since they did not have a joint strategy on the debate. 

Hence, it was more difficult to find the explicit central arguments, especially on ideational 

categories, whereas Leave arguments were much more specific in which topics the central 

arguments were on. Consequently, more research on EU secession is needed. Based on this 

study, further comparative research on the formal political campaign debates prior to Brexit 

could be analysed or a similar comparative study on parliamentary debates in states which at 

present have reoccurring disputes with the EU that could lead to secession could be conducted 

(e.g. Poland or Hungary). 

In conclusion, this paper has shown that enlargement in reverse is indeed applicable in the 

specific case of Britain. This study has shown that both rationalist and constructivist arguments 

are present in the political debate on EU membership. Thus, it is important that secession 

research is not built on an either/or principle, rather it should emphasise the case that these two 

metatheories do complement each other. This is empirically evident since both sides apply 

material and ideational arguments. Although, this study finds that the advocators of Leave put 

a greater emphasis on constructivist arguments whilst providing the necessary rationalist 

arguments. Contrary to this, the Remain side advocated the rationalist arguments more, at the 

expense of constructivist arguments, highlighting the net gain of EU membership.   
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All in all, Britain’s relationship with the EU is one that can fill bookshelves, so it will probably 

also be the case about Brexit. Yet, we do not know what the outcome will be after 2019. The 

EU has been a peacekeeping and prosperous project for 60 years and the outcome of these 

secession negotiations will have a huge effect on what the future holds for the EU.  
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