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ABSTRACT 

 
The June 2016 UK referendum on EU membership is indicative of the challenges facing 

the EU, in terms of an apparent lack of unity and solidarity among its component member 

states. The very fact of a potential ‘Brexit’, and the ramifications that it might have, call 

into question the concept of European identity, indicative of a sense of belonging and 

attachment to a community beyond the confines of the nation-state. European identity has 

been conceived by both European elites and academics such as Jürgen Habermas, in his 

vision of ‘constitutional patriotism’, as something which can be constructed and fostered, 

in much the same way that national identity has been in the past. Euroscepticism tends to 

be associated with a lack of European identity, and an emphasis on nationalism.  

 

However, such views downplay the importance still accorded to the nation-state, and the 

pervasiveness of nationalism. This study argues that European identity is first and 

foremost a construct of national discourse, and this affects the role that it plays in 

fostering support for the EU. Therefore, the research examines British national discourse 

on Europe and the EU, asking: Does the concept of European identity play a role in the 

Brexit debate? It considers this in relation to affective attachment to the nation-state, 

examining the kind of assumptions that such attachment enables. Given its emphasis on 

European identity as a rhetorical construct, this study uses a method of Critical Discourse 

Analysis, looking at political and public discourse in the UK over a three-month period in 

the lead up to the ‘Brexit’ referendum.  

 

The findings confirm the pervasiveness of nationalist assumptions used in discourse, 

demonstrating that they are not associated solely with Euroscepticism. Moreover, the 

Brexit debate indicates the rhetorical nature of European identity rooted in shared culture 

or values. As a result, we see strange bedfellows: support for the EU is premised with an 

emphasis on national allegiance and belonging, while European identity (based on 

cultural similarity and belonging) is used as an argument against the EU. Both sides of 

the debate rely to some extent on a separation of ‘Europe’ and ‘EU’. Support for the EU, 

then, does not necessarily require a ‘thick’ identity, or that the bonds of nationalism be 
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completely broken down. This prompts some reflection on the potential for identification 

with Europe based on rational, national self-interest.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Problem statement 

In May 2016, Boris Johnson, erstwhile Mayor of London, declared that the EU was the 

latest in a long history of attempts to unify Europe, following the likes of Napoleon and 

Hitler. He claimed that: 

The EU is an attempt to do this by different methods. But fundamentally what it is 

lacking is the eternal problem, which is that there is no underlying loyalty to the 

idea of Europe. There is no single authority that anybody respects or understands. 

That is causing this massive democratic void.1 

Met with much controversy given the association with Hitler, Johnson’s statements 

nevertheless key into what has become an increasingly prevalent view of the EU, not 

only in the UK but elsewhere too. Despite, or perhaps because of a tendency for 

hyperbole, Boris Johnson is an influential figure in the debate on the British referendum 

on EU membership,2 the so-called Brexit debate. His comments reflect a widespread 

concern among the British public about the role of the EU in relation to the nation-state. 

Such concerns centre on the allegation that the EU is essentially anti-democratic; this 

becomes yet more problematic due to a general lack of knowledge about what the EU 

does. The accusation of the EU’s undemocratic character contains many assumptions 

about what democracy is and what it ought to be. Fundamental to this is the idea that 

there is no European demos; that a European ‘people’ does not exist, and neither, 

therefore, can democracy. Moreover, in stating that there is no underlying loyalty, 

Johnson touches on a key academic debate regarding the European Union, related to this 

question of a European ‘demos’. Are the people of Europe connected through a collective 

identity, a European identity? If so, what is the basis for this? This study will engage with 

such questions, through the specific example of the Brexit debate.  

Due to be held in June 2016, the UK referendum on EU membership will have significant 

                                                      
1 Tim Ross, “Boris Johnson interview: We can be the ‘heroes of Europe’ by voting to Leave,” The 

Independent, May 14, 2016, accessed May 31, 2016, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/14/boris-

johnson-interview-we-can-be-the-heroes-of-europe-by-voting/. 
2 John Rentoul, “EU referendum: Boris Johnson is trusted by twice as many voters as David Cameron to 

tell the truth about Europe,” The Independent, May 14, 2016, accessed May 30, 2016, 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/eu-referendum-boris-johnson-trusted-david-cameron-truth-

europe-a7029476.html. 
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ramifications for the EU, whatever the outcome. Moreover, the very fact that such a 

referendum is taking place calls into question ideas of European unity and solidarity. A 

national referendum on membership emphasises the component parts of the EU: the 

nation-states. The content of the Brexit debate and the embedded assumptions within it 

reveal much about how the EU is understood and conceived of: as an entity that stands in 

relation and often even opposed to nation-states. This has implications for the 

development of European identity, mentioned above, and the role that it really plays in 

support for the EU. The UK is often seen as a unique case in terms of its widespread 

Euroscepticism, and a sense of separateness from Europe: this study will consider how 

these two elements are linked. 

 

1.2 Background of the problem  

The relationship that can or ought to exist between the EU as a supranational body and its 

member states is by no means obvious, and seems to have become increasingly 

obfuscated over time, despite expectations to the contrary. At the EU level, an apparent 

inability to act concertedly has exacerbated moments of crisis; first, the global financial 

crisis highlighted the disparities and divisions between member states, while more 

recently the refugee crisis has again brought the perils of a lack of unity to the forefront 

of the EU agenda. Many have questioned just how united the EU really is, and as a result, 

the role it can or ought to play and the effectiveness with which it can do so.  

 

The EU’s success is premised on a pooling of sovereignties; yet its citizens, and the 

parties representing them, seem to have become increasingly attached to their own 

national sovereignty – or at least to the idea of it. Hostility towards the EU, ranging from 

mild Euroscepticism to outright anti-EU sentiment, is widespread, manifesting itself in a 

changing political landscape throughout the continent, and a discourse which has adapted 

accordingly.  Much of this discourse is rooted in the sense of returning power to the 

nation-state, which mounts a challenge to the very core of the EU and its principles. 

The rise of Eurosceptic nationalism, and the very fact of the UK referendum, seem to be 

at odds with the idea that the nation-state is of declining relevance in the face of both 
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European integration and globalisation.3 In the latter perspective, the EU is seen as a 

force that has transformed not just the economic and political structures of the sovereign 

nation-state, but also national forms of attachment and belonging. The flow of people, 

ideas and culture supposedly diminishes the strength of attachment to the nation-state, 

based among other things on national culture, traditions and a shared past: what is 

generally referred to as ‘national identity’. In this context, nationalism is a ‘dirty’ word, 

linked as it is to a preference for one’s own culture and people, and thus implicitly or 

explicitly to the exclusion of others. 

This weakening of ties to the nation-state has been heralded by European elites and 

academics alike as paving the way for new forms of attachment and identity, at the 

supranational, European level. In this view, European identity is in many ways equivalent 

to national identities, and can legitimately co-exist with them, before eventually 

superseding them and rendering them irrelevant. Like national identity, European identity 

is seen to unite people on the basis of a perceived ‘sameness’, whether this is based on 

shared values, culture and/or a shared European past. However, while many citizens do 

indeed identify as Europeans, levels of such identification vary significantly between 

member states,4 implying heterogeneity in perceptions of the EU. The uniform reality of 

the decreasing ability of the nation-state to act independently has not been matched by a 

uniform vision of Europe, or a distinct European identity. Europe, the EU, and what it 

means to belong to Europe – the concept of European identity – are understood from the 

diverse perspectives of nation-states. 

This study will examine the national understanding of Europe with reference to a single 

case study, the UK. In analysing the specific characteristics of the UK-EU relationship, 

its aim is not to highlight the UK as a ‘special’ case; rather, it suggests that it is an 

example of how attitudes to the EU are defined in national terms, using assumptions of 

nationalism and the affective power of the nation-state. That said, the UK has persistently 

had a troubled relationship with the EU. Political elites have been resistant to further 

                                                      
3 Craig Calhoun, “‘Belonging’ in the Cosmopolitan Imaginary,” Ethnicities 3, no. 4 (December 1, 2003): 

531–53, 534. 
4 See Eurobarometer Surveys published by the European Commission, “Public Opinion,” available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/PublicOpinion/. 



 
 

8 
 

integration, as has UK public opinion, fueled by a largely Eurosceptic media. Moreover, 

the idea of feeling European seems to have little resonance on average across the UK, as 

belied by Eurobarometer surveys showing Brits as having among the lowest levels of 

identification with Europe.5 British Euroscepticism seems to be both prominent and 

embedded, revolving around an understanding of Europe as ‘other’, be it in cultural, 

geographical or historical terms.  

 

1.3 Research questions 

My hypothesis is that the Brexit debate is dominated by assumptions of nationalism, to 

which the notion of European identity is necessarily subordinated. This implies that 

European identity is a construct of national discourse, and as such is not necessarily 

connected to support for the EU. To examine this hypothesis, I ask: Does the concept of 

European identity play a role in the Brexit debate? This prompts further questions: How 

are the EU and Europe projected in the debate in relation to the nation-state? Is EU 

membership evaluated in terms of interest or identity, and how do these relate to each-

other? To what extent does an affective attachment to the nation-state play a role? Does 

this constitute an obstacle to support of the EU, or to a European identity? By examining 

the Brexit debate in relation to these questions, looking at the language used and the 

embedded assumptions, I am then able to make some suppositions about the relevance of 

the nation-state in relation to the EU. This will involve looking at the role played by 

nationalism, understood as a distinct way of perceiving the world and in particular how it 

is politically organised, in shaping attitudes to European integration. In answering these 

questions, I intentionally distinguish between the idea of ‘Europe’, be it geographical, 

cultural or historical, and the EU as a political entity of which nation-states are members. 

European identity may relate to either or both, as will be discussed. 

 

 

 

                                                      
5 European Commission, “Public Opinion in the European Union,” Standard Eurobarometer, Spring 

2015,accessed April 20, 2016, http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb83/eb83_first_en.pdf. 
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1.4 Importance of problem and approach 

The problems facing the EU, and the criticism and challenges it faces, demand attention 

be paid to its policies, which many EU scholars regularly do. Yet, because of its 

significance in shaping attitudes, it is as important to examine the language which is 

being used to talk about the EU. The Brexit debate during the lead up to the referendum 

provides a unique opportunity to examine national public and political discourse about 

the EU. It constitutes a snapshot of how the EU is understood and discussed: what it is, 

what it should be, and its relationship to the nation-state. The stakes involved invite 

participation in the debate from all sorts of different actors; this is not just a case of UKIP 

holding forth again about EU withdrawal and the usual smattering of Eurosceptic 

headlines from certain daily newspapers. This involves mainstream politics, media, the 

public, bloggers, academics, journalists, all coming together in a variety of fora to argue 

and debate about whether or not the UK should remain a member of the European Union. 

Within a short space of time, more will be discussed about the EU than in many 

preceding years. 

 

Situated in the broad field of nationalism, and more specifically within work on the 

continued relevance of the nation-state in relation to the EU, 6 this study seeks to further 

examine why and how the nation-state retains its relevance in an ostensibly ever more 

connected union. Indeed, European integration has not resulted in decreased attachment 

to national identities, and in many cases quite the opposite is true. On the other hand, how 

this relates to support for or opposition to the EU is still open to question. In fact, 

research on how national attachments affect attitudes to the EU has been contradictory.7 

Such attachments are associated with ‘nationalism’, and disassociated from utilitarian 

reasoning; the debate focuses on a distinction between identity and interest. This study 

challenges that distinction, suggesting that identity and interest are inextricably linked in 

                                                      
6 See, for example, Craig J. Calhoun, Nations Matter: Culture, History, and the Cosmopolitan Dream 

(London: Routledge, 2007), Lauren M. McLaren, “Public Support for the European Union: Cost/benefit 

Analysis or Perceived Cultural Threat?,” The Journal of Politics 64, no. 2 (2002): 551–566. 
7 See, for example, Lauren M. McLaren, “Public Support for the European Union: Cost/benefit Analysis or 

Perceived Cultural Threat?,” The Journal of Politics 64, no. 2 (2002): 551–566; Lauren McLaren, 

“Explaining Mass-Level Euroscepticism: Identity, Interests, and Institutional Distrust,” Acta Politica 42, 

no. 2–3 (July 2007): 233–51; Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, “Does Identity or Economic Rationality 

Drive Public Opinion on European Integration?,” Political Science and Politics 37, no. 3 (2004): 415–420. 
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a nationalist perspective, which is more pervasive and influential than previous studies 

imply.  

 

European identity is often conceived in equivalent terms to national identity, that is as a 

form of ‘thick’ identity based on ties of attachment and belonging. In this sense, like 

national identity, it is interpreted as a singular concept, representing some degree of 

sameness and unity, and mutual recognition of this, among European citizens. Less 

discussed, however, is the notion that European identity is merely a narrative constructed 

in national spheres, the construction of which is therefore dependent on, and embedded 

in, national identity and national concerns.8 This study engages with scholars who have 

brought up such questions,9 and considers the extent to which a distinct, uniform 

European identity can be constructed, in light of the role that nationalism, considered as a 

way of understanding and talking about the world, still plays. I emphasise, therefore, the 

nature of European identity as a rhetorical construct. 

 

This study is particularly relevant in light of growing ‘Euroscepticism’, a term which was 

initially associated with the British context, but which is now applied throughout Europe. 

I suggest the Brexit debate highlights certain characteristics of British Euroscepticism 

which are currently not so prominent in the literature, and which may be increasingly 

replicated elsewhere in Europe. This relates to the current rise in a particular, populist, 

form of Euroscepticism throughout Europe, which tends to emphasise a desire to protect 

the nation-state against the forces of integration. Though there are many and varied 

political and cultural motivations behind such Eurosceptic nationalism, common themes 

and demands, such as those we see in the Brexit debate, are increasingly projected in 

political and public discourse, crossing traditional left-right party cleavages. The affective 

and discursive power of the nation-state, in the UK but also beyond, cannot be ignored. 

                                                      
8 Thomas Risse, “Nationalism and Collective Identities. Europe versus the Nation-State?,” Developments 

in West European Politics 2 (2002): 77–93; Mathieu Deflem and Fred C. Pampel, “The Myth of 

Postnational Identity: Popular Support for European Unification,” Social Forces 75, no. 1 (September 

1996). 
9 Deflem and Pampel, “The Myth of Postnational Identity”; Ireneusz Pawel Karolewski and Andrzej 

Marcin Suszycki, The Nation and Nationalism in Europe: An Introduction, 1 edition (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2011). 
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1.5 Methodology 

Thus, in line with a social constructionist approach, understanding identity as a construct, 

the focus of my analysis will be the linguistic and narrative aspect of nationhood and the 

continued relevance of the nation in discourse. Nations are made of talk and sentiment,10 

which are the foundations of their political, social and economic structure. The ‘imagined 

community’ of the nation, through which people who have never met and are unlikely 

ever to do so feel an affinity with one another, was only possible with the development of 

the print press and the consequent changes to the scope of communication.11 It is through 

discourse that the imagined community can reach its members, constructing and diffusing 

narratives of a national culture, shared values, and a national identity, which form the 

basis for the political association of the nation-state.12 Such narratives, which both 

assume and perpetuate the legitimacy of the nation-state, are what this study refers to as 

‘nationalism’: not as an extreme movement, but, as Calhoun describes it, a "discursive 

formation that gives shape to the modern world."13  

 

To examine this public discourse, I will use a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

approach. This method focuses on everyday communication, linking language and social 

context, and assumes a dialectical relationship between the context and the discourse: 

“the situational, institutional and social contexts shape and affect discourse, and, in turn, 

discourses influence social and political reality.”14 Moreover, CDA has an overt aim, “to 

unmask ideologically permeated and often obscured structures of power, political control, 

and dominance, as well as strategies of discriminatory inclusion and exclusion in 

language use.”15 It is thus an appropriate method for a study which aims to demonstrate 

the persistence of nationalism as a contextually embedded discourse.  

 

                                                      
10 Calhoun, Nations Matter, 27. 
11 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 

(Verso, 2006). 
12 Paul A Chilton, Analysing Political Discourse: Theory and Practice (London; New York: Routledge, 

2004), 5; Ruth Wodak, ed., The Discursive Construction of National Identity, 2nd ed, Critical Discourse 

Analysis (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 2; Stuart Hall and Paul Du Gay, eds., Questions 

of Cultural Identity (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage, 1996), 613. 
13 Calhoun, Nations Matter, 27. 
14 Wodak, The Discursive Construction of National Identity, 8. 
15 Ibid. 
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1.6 Sources and Research Design 

My focus is on discourse that is released into the public realm for public consumption. 

This is analysed in light of its relationship to public opinion; there is a presumption that 

in a system of democratic, electoral politics, public discourse and public opinion are 

inextricably linked. Public discourse, unlike private discourse, aims to be influential. It is 

also strategic and powerful, since it has a role in fixing or changing understandings.16 The 

discourse at hand is held to be representative of British conceptions of the EU. I will 

consider both political discourse, comprising debates, speeches and articles by 

politicians, and what I refer to as public discourse, which is projected through a range of 

platforms, including traditional (print and television) and online media (specifically 

social media platforms such as Twitter). By using data from each of these, I can 

triangulate my analysis, and gain a more detailed picture of the themes, patterns and 

language being used in the referendum debate.  

 

Regarding the timeframe, I chose to focus my analysis on a limited period of three 

months, in order to narrow down a potentially vast amount of material and yet still 

examine a broad range of sources. The analysis is thus synchronous rather than 

diachronic,17 focusing on a specific event and a given moment in time. The data collected 

was published starting in December 2015, when the EU Referendum Act received Royal 

Assent and was thus enacted. I decided that an appropriate cut-off point would be one 

month after the 18-19 February 2016 meeting of the European Council, at which 

Cameron renegotiated a deal regarding UK membership. This was a key point in the 

debate and prompted even greater output of public discourse, which gave me plenty of 

material for substantiating my investigation.  

 

 

 

                                                      
16 Douglas W Blum, National Identity and Globalization: Youth, State and Society in Post-Soviet Eurasia 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 64. 
17 Siegfried Jäger, Kritische Diskursanalyse. Eine Einführung. (Discourse Analysis. An Introduction)., 4th 

ed. (Münster: UNRAST-Verlag., 2004), 171 
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1.7 Outline of the chapters 

I proceed in Chapter 2 with an examination of relevant theoretical approaches to 

nationalism and European identity, and the interaction between them. Specifically, I look 

at how nationalism has become normalised, and how the attachments it involves are 

deemed by scholars to influence perceptions of the EU. I then examine how scholars and 

elites have interpreted the idea of European identity. This leads to a brief overview of 

approaches to Euroscepticism, and the specificities highlighted in academic literature on 

the UK-EU relationship. 

 

In Chapter 3, I provide an overview of the context of the Brexit debate, outlining the 

political backdrop and some of the main voices involved. I then provide a research 

design, outlining the practical and conceptual steps I took in conducting my research. 

 

In Chapter 4 I present the findings of my empirical research. This shows how nationalist 

discourse, whether through an overt emphasis on the nation-state, or embedded 

assumptions about its role, is used in the debate. Looking at what I refer to as normalised 

nationhood, I consider questions of national unity, national characteristics and national 

interest. I then consider how this normalised nationhood relates to understandings of the 

EU and Europe. I first examine the process of othering, noting a distinction between a 

friendly othering of Europeans or European member states, and a hostile othering of the 

EU. I then consider the extent to which a sense of belonging to Europe, or notions of 

European identity, are used in the debate. This brings me to a distinction between EU and 

Europe and a discussion of the issue of political control, which has great prominence in 

the Brexit debate, if not in literature on European identity. 

 

In Chapter 5 I discuss the findings presented in the previous chapter, referring back to the 

research questions posed above. I argue that rather than being about national identity, or 

even solely national interest, the debate shows the interdependence between the two. I 

then consider the role of a constructed European identity in the debate, in relation to 

traditional ideas about the basis for European identity, highlighting some potential 

dangers and discussing an alternative way of conceptualising the relationship of 
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European citizens to the EU. This leads to discussions about the distinct nature of British 

Euroscepticism, and how nationalism relates to support for and/or opposition to the EU, 

specifically through the question of what I call ‘political control’.  

 

Lastly, in Chapter 6, I sum up my conclusions and discuss how they might guide new 

studies in this area. 

 

Inevitably the scope of this study results in certain limitations. First, it assumes some 

uniformity when discussing the UK, when in fact there are notable divergences in the 

UK’s component countries, England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, in terms of 

attitudes and approaches to the EU. What is discussed here as the UK is largely 

dominated by England, though inevitably this way of talking influences the rest of the 

union. Second, though it is touched upon, the research does not examine in any detail the 

influence of domestic party politics and electoral interests on the construction of the EU-

UK relationship; this would be an interesting point for further research. It would also be 

worthwhile to broaden the scope of the temporal aspect, looking at discourse in a greater 

historical context, and indeed looking at a broader time frame. Moreover, this study 

presents Britain as an example of wider trends throughout Europe; this idea would need 

to be tested through further cases and comparison with other countries. 

 

Nevertheless, the research aims to provide a useful starting point for further development 

of ideas regarding the persistent relevance of the nation-state in terms of constructing 

attitudes towards the EU. It will examine a specific and unique moment, the Brexit 

referendum debate, to understand the specificities of British understandings of the EU 

and Europe. I suggest that some of the themes and patterns identified are revealing about 

how the EU is conceived more broadly, and the role that European identity plays in 

relation to the nation-state: as a rhetorical device which does not undermine attachment to 

the nation-state, but may in fact be used to bolster it, and which might be distanced from 

support for the EU as a political institution.  

 

 



 
 

15 
 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

‘Nationalism’ is a much written about and debated topic, and is used to describe distinct 

but connected phenomena. It may refer to a movement, an ideology or a discourse of 

nationhood.18 For the purpose of this analysis, nationalism can be understood broadly as 

the reproduction of certain symbols and myths, rooted in the idea that “[…] humanity is 

naturally divided into nations, that nations are known by certain characteristics which can 

be ascertained, and that the only legitimate type of government is national self-

government.”19 An analysis of nationalism should not focus solely on its extreme 

manifestations, but rather on how, when and why these symbols and myths drawing on 

embedded assumptions are reproduced. Thus, this study emphasises the discursive 

elements of nationalism and what I refer to as the ‘assumptions of nationalism’,20 

implicitly predicated on a certain way of understanding the world. In reference to the 

research questions posed, nationalism assumes a national interest and the importance of 

acting in this interest, as well as an attachment and sense of belonging which citizens may 

feel to the nation-state: a national identity.   

 

2.1 Normalised nationhood?  

The idea of the nation, and its use in discourse, has become normalised over time; this 

has led to an unquestioning acceptance of it as a real and existing entity. Delanty and 

Kumar point out the difficulties in studying nationalism which result from its reification: 

“Nationalism is no longer something that exists as a specific social force but is rather 

embroiled in the public culture of the democratic state […]”.21 Brubaker argues that 

“‘[n]ation’ is so central, and protean, a category of modern political and cultural thought, 

discourse, and practice that it is hard indeed to imagine a world without nationalism”22 

                                                      
18 Gerard Delanty and Krishan Kumar, The SAGE Handbook of Nations and Nationalism (London: Sage, 

2006), 6. 
19 Elie Kedourie, Nationalism, 4th, expanded ed. (Oxford, UK ; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1993), 

12. 
20 The ‘assumptions of nationalism’ are associated with ‘normalised nationhood’: both imply a way of 
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and proposes therefore that the focus be on ‘nationness’ and ‘nationhood’ rather than 

nations as real groups.23 Scholars like Billig and Edensor have closely examined this 

reification of the nation-state. Billig looks at the everyday uses of nationalism, or what he 

terms ‘banal nationalism’.24 He discusses the “ideological consciousness”25 of 

nationhood: the very idea of the nation and everyone belonging to one has become 

normalised and reified globally. Edensor likewise examines the “unquestioned and 

unreflexive understanding that we live in a world of nations”,26 lamenting the lack of 

enquiry into how the illusion of the nation as a natural entity is sustained.27 This study 

will consider how this naturalisation, in terms of the assumptions made about the nation-

state, affects the way in which the EU and Europe are represented in national discourse. 

 

Considering the extent to which the centrality of the nation-state has become reified and 

normalised, nationalism can be understood as an ideology. Fairclough sees ideology in 

terms of a set of assumptions and presuppositions, indicating how the ideology is 

embedded in the way things are talked about – the discourse.28 Finlayson notes that: 

“[w]e might say that nationalism is itself a kind of social theory – a kind of theory about 

how the world works, of what gives us a place in it, how we should think of our relations 

with other people and of how it should be politically organised. And in this sense we 

might argue that nationalism is definitively an ideology”.29 Of particular interest to this 

study is this view of nationalism as a way of understanding how the world should be 

politically organised, perpetuated through discourse, i.e. the way things are talked about.  

 

As Finlayson notes, nationalism is dissimilar to other political ideologies in its reliance 

on appeals to emotion.30 It is, to a large degree, rooted in emotional appeal rather than 

rational thought. The appeal of nationalism can only be understood, according to Smith, 

                                                      
23 Ibid, 7. 
24 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995). 
25 Ibid, 4. 
26 Tim Edensor, National Identity, Popular Culture and Everyday Life (Oxford ; New York: Berg 

Publishers, 2002), 21. 
27 Ibid, 1. 
28 Norman Fairclough, Media Discourse (London: Edward Arnold, 1995).  
29 Alan Finlayson, “Nationalism,” in Political Ideologies, An Introduction, 3rd ed. (London, New York: 

Routledge, 2003), 102. 
30 Ibid. 
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through a consideration of national identity as “a collective cultural phenomenon”.31 He 

notes that nationalism provides “perhaps the most compelling identity myth in the 

modern world”.32 National identity, whether based on civic (rooted in shared laws and 

institutions) or ethnic (based on a supposed shared ethnicity) conceptions of nationalism, 

can be understood as the basis for the political community of the nation-state. It connects 

the ‘nation’ to the ‘state’, giving the latter a kind of affective legitimacy. National identity 

can be interpreted as problematic. It has negative connotations because it can be 

exclusionary: ‘we’ belong, but ‘they’ do not. In that sense, it is associated with the 

pernicious side of nationalism, in its appeal not to inclusive rationality but to exclusive 

emotion. 

 

However, David Miller, in his defence of nationality,33 argues that there is significant 

value to national identity, meaning it should not be dismissed or underestimated. Its 

mythical nature, he suggests, is not a “fatally damaging feature”.34 People value being 

part of a nation, and the continuity that this brings them; thus “[t]he idea that they should 

regard their nationality merely as a historic accident, an identity to be sloughed off in 

favour of humanity at large, carries little appeal”.35 Miller identifies five elements of 

national identity which can help us better understand how its appeal functions.36 First, 

nations are constituted by a shared belief among their members of belonging together. 

Second, national identity embodies historical continuity, a community which stretches 

back over generations. Third, it is an active identity – nations are communities that do 

things together, in terms of taking decisions, achieving results and so on. Fourth, national 

identity connects a group of people to a geographical place, Lastly, a national identity 

requires a shared set of characteristics, or what Miller calls “a common public culture”. 

These five elements can explain why national identity holds the affective appeal that it 

                                                      
31 Anthony D. Smith, National Identity (Penguin, 1991), vi. 
32 Ibid, viii. 
33 A term he uses to avoid the connotations of the term ‘nationalism’ in David Miller, On Nationality, 
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34 Ibid, 47. 
35 Ibid, 184. 
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does, why it is so embedded, and why its transience in the face of globalisation or other 

external forces cannot be assumed.  

 

Not only is national identity too embedded and appealing to dismiss, Miller argues, it also 

serves a purpose, as it “provides the setting in which ideas of social justice can be 

pursued […] and it helps to foster the mutual understanding and trust that makes 

democratic citizenship possible”.37 It can provide the basis for solidarity within a society, 

creating bonds between members which can encourage social justice. The democratic 

nation-state constitutes a community (the nation), and a legitimate source of power to 

govern that community (the state). Thus, Miller associates national identity with ethical 

responsibility and national self-determination; he presents these as the triad of elements 

which nationality encompasses.38  

 

Many critics find Miller’s defence of nationality problematic, not least because of the 

questions it leaves unanswered about minorities or outsiders: the ‘other’. Identity is about 

defining what one is, and therefore what one is not; identity politics is about the creation 

of difference.39 Moreover, the self-other construction is almost always a way to define 

inferior and superior groups: the superior in-group is associated with  “purity, order, 

truth, beauty, good, and right (order)”, the out-group with “pollution, falsity, ugliness, 

bad, and wrong (chaos)".40 Projecting these characteristics onto a national people, then, 

can be problematic when it comes to questions of multiculturalism, minorities and 

immigration, all of which are of great significance in today’s Europe. While identity is 

fluid, and the categorisation of in/out groups may not always be straightforward, national 

identity nonetheless involves an understanding of who belongs and who does not, which 

can be a potent, and dangerous, discursive tool. 
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National identity is also conceived as a potential barrier to European integration, and 

support for the European project. Several scholars have looked at how emotional 

attachment to the nation-state negatively influences feelings towards the EU. McClaren 

has challenged the notion that the EU is evaluated primarily in pragmatic terms, based on 

utilitarian evaluations of cost/benefit, demonstrating instead the importance of perceived 

cultural threat in determining attitudes to the EU.41 McClaren argues that rather than 

making a cost/benefit analysis of the EU on their own lives, citizens are more concerned 

with the degradation of the nation-state, in terms of national sovereignty and national 

identity.42  

McClaren’s work is complemented by Carey’s,43 who finds that national identity is an 

important element in explaining attitudes towards the EU, likewise shifting the focus 

from rational, utilitarian reasons to emotional ones regarding the entity of the nation-

state. He considers national identity in terms of “an intensity of feelings towards one’s 

country, the level of attachment to the nation and other territorial entities, and the fear of 

other identities and cultures encroaching on the dominant national culture”.44 Through an 

analysis of Eurobarometer responses, he found that stronger feelings of national identity 

result in lower levels of support for the EU.  

 

Both authors thus connect affective attachment to the nation-state to levels of support for 

the EU or European integration. In doing so, they highlight a distinction between identity, 

or affective motivations for attitudes towards the EU, and utilitarian ones, based on 

cost/benefit analysis. Indeed, this has been a common tendency in literature examining 

what motivates support for or opposition to the EU.45 An either/or scenario is set up, 

between economic rationality and identity, envisioning the two as distinct factors. 

Moreover, this conception associates affective reasoning as opposed to utilitarian 

                                                      
41 McLaren, “Public Support for the European Union,” 2002. 
42 Ibid, 553–554; see also Thomas Risse, “Nationalism and Collective Identities. Europe versus the Nation-
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reasoning with nationalism. McClaren, for example, uses ‘nationalism’ as a synonym for 

affective attachment to the nation-state,46 thereby distinguishing nationalism from 

utilitarian evaluations about the EU.  

 

No clear consensus has been reached with regard to which has the greater influence, 

utilitarian or affective reasoning: indeed, findings have been contradictory. For example, 

McClaren challenged the findings of her own research in a later study which found that, 

in fact, utilitarian perceptions have more influence on levels of support than first 

claimed.47 However, in terms of how these costs and benefits are determined, she 

concludes, “[i]t appears that the best predictor of perceived costs and benefits is the 

national context”.48 This echoes her 2004 study which found that “the largest effect found 

here is for one of the variables measuring actual costs and benefits to the country”.49  

 

In fact, what is interesting about McClaren’s findings is that they show that levels of 

support relate first and foremost to evaluations of the EU’s impact on the nation-state. 

Despite her suggestions in the 2004 study that nationalism is an alternative reasoning to 

utilitarian calculations, she does recognise in the same study that that there may be a form 

of ‘economic nationalism’ at play,50 which seems to combine utilitarian calculations (if 

we understand these as related to economic cost/benefit) with nationalism. McClaren also 

found that attitudes to the EU were driven by feelings about European institutions: 

hostility towards them was likely to result in negative attitudes towards European 

integration.51 Given the lack of direct engagement between citizens and EU institutions, 

as well as a general lack of knowledge about the actual work and effects of said 
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Debunking a Basic Assumption Regarding Hostility to the Integration Project,” European Journal of 

Political Research 43, no. 6 (2004): 895–912. 
47 Lauren McLaren, “Explaining Mass-Level Euroscepticism: Identity, Interests, and Institutional Distrust,” 

Acta Politica 42, no. 2–3 (July 2007): 233–51. 
48 Ibid, 249. 
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institutions, this threat seems unlikely to relate directly to the individual. Rather, the 

threat is to the nation-state. Therefore, this finding also seems to support the hypothesis 

that attitudes to the EU are determined on a national basis, considering the effect on the 

nation-state rather than on the individual.  

 

McClaren herself does not highlight this aspect, concluding rather that “such findings 

point us to the conclusion that the EU generally is not perceived as a major threat to the 

national identities and cultures of the member states and confirm that it is seen more in 

terms of specific economic costs and benefits that it imposes or provides”,52 again 

highlighting a distinction between affective and utilitarian analyses. Yet, given this 

study’s interest in the role of nationalism in shaping attitudes, it seems the question of 

whose costs and benefits are being evaluated, or who or what is threatened, is of some 

significance. The national interpretation of these factors points to the power that national 

identity, and more broadly nationhood, might have in relation to attitudes to the EU: the 

potential for an alternative identity to diminish, or diminish the effect of, such 

attachments will be discussed below. 

 

2.2 The cosmopolitan utopia 

The cosmopolitan perspective offers an alternative to the assumptions of nationalism, and 

the self-other division which it implies. Cosmopolitanism has increasingly played a part 

in the debate on the role and relevance of the nation-state in recent years.53 It envisions 

people as ever less defined by the borders of nation-states, as we move towards a global 

polis, rooted in similarity rather than difference, and with shifting patterns of belonging 

and allegiance. This is coterminous with an apparent decline in the importance of 

nationality in Western liberal societies.54 The debate responds to the challenges posed by 
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globalisation, a context in which the nation-state is seen as too small to act effectively, 

and yet too large to be a legitimate source of identification.55 Globalisation affects not 

only the political and economic power of the state, but also national culture and 

identity.56 

 

However, scholars including Miller have highlighted the lack of emotional appeal of 

anything beyond the nation-state; this is particularly relevant to an ethno-symbolist 

perspective and the argument that nations are rooted in real historical foundations, which 

give their symbols and shared memories weight.57 Calhoun claims that “[i]t is impossible 

not to belong to social groups, relations, or culture. The idea of individuals abstract 

enough to be able to choose all their ‘identifications’ is deeply misleading”.58 Moreover, 

the instability brought about by globalisation drives a need for stability, for which people 

continue to turn to the nation-state.59 As Edensor notes, the nation-state is an obvious 

place to turn in the face of such insecurity and uncertainty, as it is “an already existing 

point of anchorage”.60 The lack of emotional appeal beyond the nation-state means that 

rather than undermining the bonds of nationality, globalisation reinforces them. 

 

2.3 European identity: national construct?   

The EU has been deemed a possible exception to the lack of collective identity beyond 

the nation-state. In political and economic terms, EU member states are bound by various 

treaties and agreements; they have pooled their sovereignties and have therefore lost 

some degree of autonomy. The neo-functional approach of Ernst Haas suggested that 

through a process of positive spill-over and shifting allegiances, nationalism would 
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gradually lose its importance as regional integration increased.61 The weakening of 

territoriality and sovereignty would diminish the importance of borders and nation-

states62 – not only in real terms, but also with regard to affective attachment. European 

identity would develop as a matter of course, gradually replacing national identities. This 

was considered desirable, as a means to ensure legitimacy, and enable further integration. 

Indeed, self-identification as a European, Weßels claims, can act as a ‘buffer’ to 

Euroscepticism.63 Thus attachment to Europe limits discontent with the EU. The 

desirability of identification with Europe is also evident today in arguments about the 

democratic deficit, which is linked to the absence of feelings of mutual trust and 

belonging to the same political community.64 

 

It is pertinent, then, to consider what is meant by European identity. The basis on which 

scholars and elites have discussed a potential European identity has shifted over the 

years. Specifically, as highlighted by the Danish historian and sociologist Jan Ifversen, a 

conceptual shift from a cultural to a sociological and political construction of European 

identity took place particularly around the turn of the millennium.65 I will consider 

examples of these different conceptions below. 

 

Ties of identification are often assumed to be rooted in culture: political identity overlaps 

with cultural identity.66 As in a nation-state, a common culture and a shared past are often 

deemed an appropriate basis for shared European identity, which could exist alongside, if 

not supersede, national identity. This view assumes a degree of similarity among EU 

member states; a shared view of European culture and European history. Euronationalism 

                                                      
61 Ernst Haas and Desmond Dinan, The Uniting of Europe: Political, Social, and Economic Forces 1950-

1957, Contemporary European Politics and Society (Notre Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press, 

2004). 
62 Dario Castiglione, “Political Identity in a Community of Strangers,” in European Identity, ed. Jeffrey T. 

Checkel and Peter J. Katzenstein (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 38. 
63 Bernhard Weßels, “Discontent and European Identity: Three Types of Euroscepticism,” Acta Politica 42, 

no. 2–3 (July 2007): 303. 
64 Ireneusz Pawel Karolewski and Andrzej Marcin Suszycki, The Nation and Nationalism in Europe: An 

Introduction, 1 edition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), 185. 
65 Jan Ifversen, “Europe and European Culture - a Conceptual Analysis,” European Societies 4, no. 1 

(January 1, 2002): 3. 
66 Ibid, 36. 



 
 

24 
 

takes this view further, seeing Europe as a ‘regional nation’,67 constructed around 

symbols and myths of a shared past and shared culture. The EU itself, as an institutional 

body, has emphasised common cultural aspects in its attempts to construct a European 

identity.68 Recognising the benefits of a collective identity, the EU has employed 

practices and ‘identity technologies’69 that specifically aim to generate European 

identity.70 The characteristic features of national identity construction are thus transferred 

to a supranational level, albeit in a subtler form. This is reliant particularly on the 

construction of identity through cultural symbols, things like the European flag, or even 

the common currency.71   

 

In a different approach to the kind of political community needed for a political identity, 

Jürgen Habermas has called for a post-national identity based on ‘constitutional 

patriotism’,72 moving away from the nation-state model to something new and unique. 

Constitutional patriotism is based on a civic, cosmopolitan understanding of the 

principles underlying the European polity. At the level of the state, it may be equivalent 

to a kind of civic nationalism, based on the acknowledgement of a common set of laws 

and political institutions, a recognition which can then simply be replicated at European 

level. Habermas emphasises the voluntarist nature of a civic nation, “the collective 

identity of which exists neither independent of nor prior to the democratic process from 

which it springs”.73 He argues that under the right conditions the equivalent of national 

consciousness can be created at the European level, given that the conditions in which 

such a consciousness came into being were artificial.74 Through the right initiatives, 
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which would create a transnational public sphere, European culture and identity, based on 

political identification, could be cultivated.75 

 

In this sense, Habermas’ vision, too, echoes the construction of national identity. Indeed, 

Habermas deems a ‘thick’ identity resembling national identity necessary at European 

level. For Habermas, there needs to be a socio-psychological basis for political 

allegiance, essential given the increasingly political nature of European integration.76 He 

claims that “a consciousness of collective belonging is needed if “freely associated allies” 

are to identify with one another as citizens”.77 Thus, both the culture based view of 

identity and the Habermasian emphasis on shared values echo national identity formation. 

This is what we might term European nationalism.78 This vision of European identity 

supposes that a kind of ‘thick’, resilient identity can be constructed in a similar way to 

national identity, replacing the ties of individual European nations. Indeed, there is a link 

between EU elites’ projection of European identity and that of academics like Habermas: 

as Karolewski and Suszycki point out, “the EU utilises the academic discourse ascribing 

specific cosmopolitan qualities to it”.79  

 

However, it is questionable to what extent such a consciousness of collective belonging is 

feasible in a European context. This echoes the criticisms of cosmopolitanism discussed 

above, in terms of the lack of emotional appeal that it entails and thus the impossibility of 

constructing a collective identity. Miller, for example, claims that there is a lack of trust 

between European citizens which makes the idea of a national community at the 

European level unrealistic.80 This hinders the development of a ‘thick’ identity, rooted in 

loyalty and solidarity, and in turn connected to social justice and ethical responsibility. 81  

Karolewski and Suszycki also highlight the difference between a national and a regional 

identity in terms of “the moral resources expected from the individuals”.82 A form of 
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collective identity may, then, exist, but it does not have an equivalent hold on its citizens 

in comparison with national attachments. 

 

Moreover, this conception of European identity may be at odds with the kind of affective 

attachment to the nation-state discussed in section 1 of this chapter. A distinction can be 

made to clarify this: Castiglione distinguishes between political identification as a feeling 

of belonging, which can exist at different levels or layers, and political identity as 

specific, political allegiance.83 The latter, he claims, “has a somewhat exclusive nature 

[…] in its claims over our solidarity with our fellow citizens (that is, internally and in its 

demands for defending our own community against external threats)”.84 Given this 

supposed exclusivity,  the persistent ability of the nation-state to arouse such feelings of 

allegiance may well be to the detriment of a potential European identity, even if this is 

supposed to centre on rational interest, as “[t]he emergence of a distinctive European 

political identity thus necessarily enters into some kind of collision with the more 

historically and politically sedimented allegiance towards the nation-state”.85 Castiglione, 

however, reconciles this by challenging the notion that ‘thick’ identity is needed in a 

political community. He proposes an alternative approach to political identity, arguing 

that there is no need for ‘emotional’ roots, “but merely a mixture of rational self-interest, 

habituation, and cultivation of a sense of the collective interest”.86 He argues against the 

assumption that “the absolute demands of national citizenship” can, or need to be, 

reproduced at a European level,87 and indeed that conflict between fragmented identities 

can be managed if there is a basis of trust and solidarity – which do not have to be 

absolute.88  

 

Two alternative conceptions of European identity are thus clear: cultivation of a ‘thick’ 

identity, rooted in shared culture or values, or of a potentially less resilient form of 

identification stemming from a recognition of mutual interest. In both cases, however, the 
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pivotal idea is cultivation. Thus, it must be considered who is involved in the process of 

construction, and what kind of understandings and interpretations of Europe and the EU 

form the basis for this collective identity construction. European identity construction 

necessarily differs from national identity construction, given the absence of a European 

public sphere akin to the national public sphere. A common language and a common 

sphere of communication were essential elements of national identity construction.89 

European identity, as a construct in discourse, must rely on national public spheres. It 

will therefore necessarily not be a uniform concept, but will depend on how national 

discourses construct it. This means that the existence of European identity, understood as 

a set of narratives,90 is dependent largely on national political actors.  

 

Even if we acknowledge that national identities are becoming ‘Europeanised’, the extent 

to which this occurs is still dependent on the national sphere, which goes some way to 

explaining national level differences. 91 Deflem and Pampel’s study shows that country 

differences are more important even than socio-demographic or ideological 

characteristics at the individual level.92 One explanation for this variance is that rather 

than European and national identity existing alongside each other, or as different layers, 

recognition of the former is inextricably linked to, and predicated on, national identity. 

Where people accept a European identity, it is, then, as a certain national identity writ 

large: national characteristics are projected onto Europe.93  National identity determines 

perceptions of Europe because each country’s perceived relationship with Europe draws 

on its vision of itself and its differences from other national populations. The ideas that 

are disseminated in political and public discourse must resonate with existing identity 

constructions.94  
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However, it is not only national identity which is relevant. Deflem and Pampel see 

support for the EU as depending on perceived national interest.95 They argue that while 

the relatively high level of anti-European attitudes in Great Britain and Denmark is 

widely recognised, and results from a negative estimation of the benefits their respective 

countries get from the EU, in fact pro-European citizens too may support a unified 

Europe not for Europe as an ideal, but for the perceived benefits for their own countries.96 

This focus on national concerns links to the discussions above regarding the work of 

McClaren and other scholars, where I highlighted the potential importance of the nation-

state, and national concerns, in determining attitudes to the EU. Such research suggests 

that both European identity and levels of support for the EU are rooted in the national 

narrative, or nationalism, in line with Karolewski and Suszycki’s claim that: “European 

identity might be understood as a set of narratives by which political actors regard 

themselves profoundly and enduringly as constituents of the EU as a political entity.”97 

These interpretations undermine the idea of European identity being constructed as a 

force above and beyond the nation-state, uniting European citizens in new bonds, new 

forms of attachment and belonging, as well as new interests.  

 

How do national concerns relate to European identity? Karoleski and Suszycki  consider 

this on a macro level, pointing to the distinction that should be made between support for 

the EU and a sense of European identity, claiming that: “[m]erely supporting the 

sovereignty transfer does not denote the sense of European identity, as their support could 

be motivated by national interests, for example to enhance the efficiency of political 

decisions, to stimulate economic growth or to guarantee external and legal security”. 98  

The authors point out that European identity is thus contextualised and issue-dependent, 

meaning that commitment to European values may vary according to the issue at hand, 

and may not be a holistic concept. The authors point out that the EU may be decoupled 

from European identity, as “support for EU institutions (and therefore for the transfer of 

sovereignty) may occur on the basis of national narrative – in other words, in the name of 

                                                      
95 Deflem and Pampel, “The Myth of Postnational Identity,” 121. 
96 Ibid, 138. 
97 Karolewski and Suszycki, The Nation and Nationalism in Europe, 197. 
98 Karolewski and Suszycki, The Nation and Nationalism in Europe, 198. 



 
 

29 
 

nationalism. Conversely, actors rejecting sovereignty transfer onto the European level can 

exhibit stronger European identity than its advocates”.99 Thus, clear distinctions should 

be made between support for the EU, support for the European project, and European 

identity. 

 

2.4 British Euroscepticism: Othering ‘Europe’ 

Weßels claims that European identity can be a buffer to Euroscepticism.100 Yet, like 

European identity, Euroscepticism is an ambiguous term. Scholars have tended to 

highlight a distinction between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ Euroscepticism. According to Taggart 

and Szczerbiak, who first formulated these categories, ‘soft’ Euroscepticism does not rest 

on a principled objection to the EU, or opposition to the European project as such. 

Rather, it is where “concerns on one (or a number) of policy areas lead to the expression 

of qualified opposition to the EU, or where there is a sense that ‘national interest’ is 

currently at odds with the EU’s trajectory”. 101 However, this categorisation has been 

questioned by other scholars, who point out that it ignores the many nuances of 

opposition to the EU. For example, Kopecky and Mudde contend that the definition of 

‘soft’ Euroscepticism could include virtually any disagreement with an EU policy 

decision.102 Indeed, Taggart and Szczerbiak themselves later acknowledged the 

limitations of the distinction, noting that opposition to some aspect or aspects of the EU 

should not be confused with party-based Euroscepticism.103 

                                                      
99 Ibid, 198. 
100 Weßels, “Discontent and European Identity.” 
101 Paul A. Taggart and Aleks Szczerbiak, “The Party Politics of Euroscepticism in EU Member and 

Candidate States,” SEI Working Paper (Sussex: Sussex European Institute., 2002): 7. 

102 Petr Kopeckỳ and Cas Mudde, “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on European 

Integration in East Central Europe,” European Union Politics 3, no. 3 (2002): 297–326. 
103 Aleks Szczerbiak and Paul A. Taggart, “Theorising Party-Based Euroscepticism: Problems of 

Definition, Measurement and Causality,” European Parties Elections and Referendums Network Working 

Paper, 12, SEI Working Paper (Sussex: Sussex European Institute., n.d.): 15. 
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Euroscepticism has traditionally been conceived primarily as a strategic device of parties 

outside government,104 as well as a passing phenomenon.105  It is associated with the 

politics of opposition, highlighted by Taggart: 

 

[…] opposition to the EU brings together ‘strange bedfellows’ of some very 

different ideologies. Opposition extends from new politics, old far left politics 

through regionalism to new populism and neo-fascism in the far right. The second 

point is that opposition to the EU seems to be related to the positions of parties in 

their party systems. It differentiates between parties at the core and those at the 

periphery in the sense that wholly Eurosceptical parties are at the peripheries of 

their party systems while parties at the core are generally not Eurosceptical.  

 

This highlights the tendency for Euroscepticism to be associated with parties on the 

fringes, as well as the fact that it crosses the political spectrum. On the other hand, 

nationalist Euroscepticism, rooted in concerns about the effects of European integration 

on the nation-state, is more commonly associated with right-wing extremism.106 

 

The UK is portrayed as an exceptional case, in the perceived pervasiveness and 

consistency of a Eurosceptic stance,107 emphasised by scholars tackling the subject of 

UK-EU relations. Public opinion and the Eurosceptic stance of much of the British press, 

often projecting the EU as the hostile ‘other’108 are seen to be exemplary of the UK’s 

unique position. Moreover, British Euroscepticism is often deemed unique in the extent 

to which it has entered mainstream politics.109 Despite being a powerful member state, 

the UK has taken a different stance on Europe compared to the other big post-war 

powers, defined by separateness and distinctiveness. Political elites, while complying 

with EU policy, have insisted on a degree of separation. Gifford sees this as the result of 

Eurosceptic factionalism taking on particular significance due to the specificities of 

                                                      
104 Hugo Young, This Blessed Plot: Britain and Europe from Churchill to Blair, New edition edition 

(London: Macmillan, 1999, 11. 
105 Simon Usherwood and Nick Startin, “Euroscepticism as a Persistent Phenomenon*: Euroscepticism as a 

Persistent Phenomenon,” JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 51, no. 1 (January 2013): 2. 
106 Daphne Halikiopoulou, Kyriaki Nanou, and Sofia Vasilopoulou, “The Paradox of Nationalism: The 

Common Denominator of Radical Right and Radical Left Euroscepticism: The Paradox of Nationalism,” 

European Journal of Political Research 51, no. 4 (June 2012): 504. 
107 Gowland, Turner, and Wright, Britain and European Integration since 1945, 214. 
108 Gowland, Turner, and Wright, Britain and European Integration since 1945, 240. 
109 Gifford, “The Rise of Post-Imperial Populism,” 854. 
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British intuitional dynamics, pointing to “the role a distinctive political system can play 

in determining the relationship of Eurosceptic politics to the mainstream”.110  In turn, he 

relates this to a post-imperial crisis of British politics, which prompted ‘Europe’ to be 

constituted as the ‘other’ of British political identity.111 

  

Gifford highlights the populist manifestation of Euroscepticism in Britain, which he 

claims is significant in explaining its rise and influence.112 As Gifford sees it, the 

European question has enabled and encouraged politicians on both sides to appeal 

directly to the nation, the ‘people’.113 Gifford examines this populist Euroscepticism 

particularly in relation to the Conservative Party, during and after the Maastricht debate, 

noting how “[a] key feature of the right-wing Eurosceptic discourse during the Maastricht 

debate was that they presented themselves as the representatives of the people and the 

guardians of popular sovereignty”.114 He sees this kind of populist discourse as a 

distinctive feature of British Euroscepticism, in its exploitation of disillusionment with 

elites, and claims to represent the ‘real’ interests of the ‘people’.115 This has led to the 

construction of ‘Europe’ as the ‘other’, in a discourse of fundamental and principled 

opposition to the project of European integration.116 

 

Gifford’s analysis highlights the link that is made by scholars between British 

Euroscepticism and a distinct British national identity which envisions Europe as the 

‘other’.117 While Gifford focuses on the specificities of British politics, history, 

geography and culture too are all emphasised in the literature on British Euroscepticism: 

these elements are analysed as the reasons for which Britain sets itself apart, and the basis 

for the ‘othering’ of Europe. British Euroscepticism is linked to its national identity. At 

the heart of this identity, Gowland et al claim, is the question of whether Britain is really 

a part of Europe, “or is in some way an island apart” – both politically and 

                                                      
110 Ibid, 853. 
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psychologically.118 British Euroscepticism is analysed in terms of the construction of 

difference, uniqueness and separateness, whether this construction is in the hands of 

political elites, the media, or public discourse more broadly. Moreover, existing literature, 

emphasising the mainstream, embedded nature of Euroscepticism, and perceptions of 

Europe as ‘other’, suggest the political climate is not conducive to the construction of 

European identity.  

 

This chapter has looked at how academic debates have conceived of the relationship 

between the nation-state and the EU, first in terms of how nationalism is associated with 

affective attachment and national identity, seen as a potential barrier to support for the 

EU, and then how European identity is seen to challenge national attachments, and thus 

form a buffer to Euroscepticism. The UK, it has been shown, is often deemed unique in 

the nature and pervasiveness of its Euroscepticism, with emphasis given to a British 

‘othering’ of ‘Europe’ and ‘the European’. The next chapter will consider in more detail 

the political climate surrounding the Brexit debate, as a backdrop to considerations in 

Chapter 4 of whether European identity is used as a construct in the debate – and if so, 

how and by whom.  
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3. THE BREXIT CONTEXT AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

3.1 The political background of the Brexit debate 

Britain’s historically problematic relationship with the EU, touched on in the last chapter, 

provides the broad context for the Brexit debate. Here, the more immediate domestic 

context which provoked the referendum, and the events which took place during the 

debate, are considered. Complex issues of party politics will not be dealt with in detail 

here, but the main actors who figure prominently in the debate, and thus in my analysis, 

will be presented.  

 

Britain’s demands and opt-outs with regards to its EU membership have consistently 

differentiated it from the rest of Europe. From Thatcher’s successful 1984 negotiation of 

the UK rebate, reducing Britain’s contribution to the EU budget, to non-membership of 

the Schengen zone, to the imminent referendum, there is a clear trend of differentiation, 

resistance, and at times hostility. Nor is Euroscepticism limited to one party, or one sector 

of society. Both the Labour and Conservative parties have at different times sat on 

different sides of the fence, according to their understanding of the EU and how, or if, it 

benefits the British nation-state. The Conservative Party, seeing the EU in rational-

economic terms, has supported its financial goals but resisted the EU’s political 

ambitions and the principle of ever-close union. Meanwhile, the Labour Party has in 

recent years expressed a more pro-EU stance, with its erstwhile leader Tony Blair even 

being described as an “ardent European”.119 Interestingly, however, the current leader of 

the Labour Party, its most left-wing leader in several decades, Jeremy Corbyn, has in the 

past been vocal in his criticism of the EU,120 on the same basis on which the Conservative 

Party supports it: as an instrument of free trade and market liberalism. This points to the 

nuances involved in what is often broadly subsumed under the category ‘Euroscepticism’.   

                                                      
119 Kate McCann, “Tony Blair admits he would be toxic to the EU remain campaign,” 

 The Telegraph, March 11, 2016, accessed 29 May, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/tony-

blair/12191549/Tony-Blair-admits-he-would-be-toxic-to-the-EU-remain-campaign.html 
120 Jeremy Wilson, 2016 Apr. 14, “Jeremy Corbyn Wants Britain to Remain in the EU — but Here Are All 

the Times He Said It Was Bad,” Business Insider, April 14, 2016, accessed May 29, 2016, 

http://www.businessinsider.com/jeremy-corbyn-is-making-a-big-speech-saying-we-should-remain-in-the-

eu-heres-all-the-times-he-said-the-eu-was-bad-2016-4. 
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The British Conservative Party has been instrumental in bringing ‘soft’ Euroscepticism 

into mainstream politics and public opinion. For example, Margaret Thatcher’s 1988 

Bruges speech, in which she denounced a centralised, unaccountable, federal Europe, was 

a trigger for greater crystallisation of EU opposition.121 A key element in this speech was 

the differentiation of Europe, whose cultural legacy Britain was heir to as much as any 

other European nation, and what was then the European Community, as a regional 

organisation. Thatcher declared: “Europe is not the creation of the Treaty of Rome. Nor is 

the European idea the property of any group or institution”.122 This is a distinction which, 

as the next chapter will show, is common in the Brexit debate. More recently, the 

Conservative Party expressed its stance by withdrawing from the European People’s 

Party of the European Parliament, and launching instead the European Conservative and 

Reformists group, together with the Polish Law and Justice Party and the Czech Civic 

Democratic Party, and a number of other smaller parties from across the EU.123 The EU 

referendum, and the circumstances surrounding it, thus marks the latest in a series of 

moves by the British elite, including members of the Conservative Party, to resist 

European integration, or at least the EU in its current form.  

 

The calling of a referendum on EU membership was the direct result of the Conservative 

Party’s resounding victory in the May 2015 general election; however, the reasons for it 

had been simmering for some time. David Cameron, the Conservative Party leader, 

initially announced his decision to hold the referendum in January 2013. In part this was 

the result of domestic pressures, but it also occurred in the context of a period of turmoil 

for the EU, in the wake of the global financial crisis. For the UK, the economic appeal of 

the EU had diminished following the Eurozone crisis. The inspiration for the term Brexit 

came from the portmanteau Grexit, the potential Greek exit from the Eurozone which 

resulted from its economic troubles; this term became commonplace in the early 2010s. 

                                                      
121 Simon Usherwood and Nick Startin, “Euroscepticism as a Persistent Phenomenon," JCMS: Journal of 

Common Market Studies 51, no. 1 (January 2013): 3. 
122 Margaret Thatcher, “Full text of Margaret Thatcher's speech to the College of Europe: 'The Bruges 

Speech',” The Telegraph, September 19, 2008, accessed May 29, 2016, 
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European unity was being questioned, and national differences became a key point of 

debate, and contention.  

 

The economic crisis and the domestic problems it provoked also linked to increasing 

concerns about immigration, which were often conflated in both political and public 

discourse with EU membership. This was exacerbated by the rhetoric of the UK 

Independence Party, UKIP, led by Nigel Farage, a party whose raison d'être has been to 

get the UK out of the EU, and whose focus in recent years has been on immigration. 

Immigration, however, was not in fact a concern of the party when it was created; it was 

designed to focus on the EU and its overreach, and actively rejected xenophobia.124 

Under Farage, and with an increasingly anti-immigration rhetoric, the party’s prominence 

grew and culminated in a big win in the 2009 European elections. UKIP’s surging 

popularity, suggesting public discontent with the EU, was an important factor in 

motivating Cameron’s call for a referendum. As they lost voters and members to UKIP, a 

clear and powerful response was needed from the Conservative Party’s leadership.  

 

Official campaigns started in October 2015, and were comprised of groups of business 

people and politicians, both including members of the Conservative, Labour, Liberal 

Democrat and Green parties. The ‘remain’125 campaign, ‘Britain Stronger in Europe’, 

was led by Stuart Rose, former chairman of Marks and Spencer. Meanwhile, the leave 

side was split; two campaigns vied for the title of official campaign: ‘Vote Leave’ and 

‘Leave.EU’, the former based on a pre-existing campaign group Business for Britain, the 

latter largely formed of UKIP supporters. ‘Vote Leave’, eventually becoming the official 

‘leave’ campaign, declared itself to be more concerned with the economic arguments than 

those relating to immigration and identity,126 seen as the domain of Leave.EU. In 

                                                      
124 Aditya Tejas, “UKIP Founder Alan Sked Slams Party For Racism And Xenophobia In Op-Ed, Says He 

'Created A Monster,” International Business Times, July 5, 2015, accessed May 29, 2016, 
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response to increasing hostility between these two ‘leave’ groups, an umbrella group, 

‘Grassroots Out’, was formed in early 2016. Labour MP Kate Hoey, Nigel Farage, the 

UKIP leader, and George Galloway, the controversial leader of the Respect Party,127128 

all backed this campaign.  

 

A key point in the campaign, and in the debate, was the European Union summit of 19 

February. Here, after months of build-up, Cameron proposed reforms of the terms of 

Britain’s EU membership to his European counterparts, which were then negotiated, and 

a deal reached. The deal revolved around giving Britain a “special status.” Britain would 

have an opt-out from “ever closer union”, as well as restrictions being placed on the 

benefits that EU migrants could claim in the UK. This latter part of the deal had been 

dubbed the ‘emergency brake’, the emergency being the strain that the level of 

immigration put on national public services.129 Following Cameron’s deal, any EU state 

could call for the ‘emergency brake’ to be applied to in-work benefits should they deem 

the strain on their social and economic systems to be too much.130 

 

Upon presenting the reforms on the morning of 20 February, Cameron announced that the 

referendum would be held on 23 June 2016, and that he would be campaigning for 

Britain to remain in “a reformed EU”; something he had previously pledged to do only if 

he deemed the agreed reforms adequate. The deal became a focus of discussion for 
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politicians and the mainstream press. It prompted rifts in the Conservative party, which 

were to become another focal point in the debate. Six cabinet members came out in 

favour of leaving the EU, including Michael Gove – the Justice Secretary and one of 

Cameron’s closest allies – as well as the London Mayor, Boris Johnson. The latter was 

felt to be a key figure in the debate, given his popularity and assumed influence. 

 

Altogether, the Brexit referendum takes place at a time of great uncertainty for the UK 

and for Europe. British politics is dominated by in-fighting; the referendum on Scottish 

independence is still prevalent in people’s minds; immigration is a sensitive issue in a 

context of rising house prices and unemployment. The refugee crisis has sparked heated 

debate across Europe about how the EU, and its individual member states, should 

respond. Security concerns have risen as a result of terrorist attacks in Europe, and the 

question of border controls is high on the agenda for all EU members, heralding a step 

back from the ideal of free movement. The rise throughout the continent of anti-European 

populist parties, both left- and right-wing, demonstrates that it is not just the UK which 

faces public discontent with the EU, and specifically with its perceived lack of 

democratic legitimacy. 

 

3.2 Research design 

This study argues that European identity is first and foremost a discursive construction, 

whose affective appeal is inextricably linked to, and dependent on, nationalism. 

Understandings of ‘Europe’ and the EU are shaped nationally, given the absence of a 

European public sphere, a European language or uniform education system, and are 

therefore conditioned by the construction and projection of national identity and the 

perceived national interest. For European identity to be widely viable it should be 

legitimated in the national language, so to speak. This study is concerned with the macro 

ideological perspective relating to nationness and European identity, rather than the 

individual sense of self. Because discursive identity construction cannot be measured 

empirically, my hypothesis will be examined through a qualitative analysis of national 

discourse in the UK case. The central question that I ask is: does the concept of European 

identity play a role in the Brexit debate?  I approach this question through an analysis of 
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varying representations of the UK, the EU and Europe in the Brexit debate, considering 

economic, political and cultural understandings.  

 

3.2.1 Selection of sources 

I triangulated my sources by drawing from a range of discourse strands (television, 

campaign websites, traditional media, online media), which comprised a variety of public 

voices (politicians, business people, journalists, bloggers, academics). My aim was to be 

as representative as possible of ‘the British discourse’, within the scope of the research. 

The individual sources could be broadly categorised as either political or public. The 

former included individual politicians aligning with either side of the debate, as well as 

the official campaigns; the latter comprised other individuals participating in the debate 

in public fora, including journalists, bloggers and academics. The primary concern of the 

research, then, was who was speaking, considering their role, influence and goals in 

participating in the debate. However, the intended audience of the type of media used, 

and the effect that this might have on the arguments or language of the speaker, was also 

taken into account in the analysis.  

 

Practically speaking, the relevant sources were identified through internet searches, using 

the terms “EU referendum” and “Brexit”. The starting point for data collection comprised 

national newspapers; the official campaign websites; YouTube and the BBC for televised 

debates, interviews and speeches, and Twitter. As well as focusing on a short time period 

of three months, I limited my material by looking only at what I classified as agonistic 

discourse: that which aligned itself overtly with either side of the debate. That is to say, I 

looked at the debate itself as opposed to the reporting on it. The debate is dominated by a 

limited number of prominent voices who set the tone and the themes for discussion; these 

actors, then, constitute the focus of my analysis.  

 

The campaign websites for the four primary campaigns (Britain Stronger in Europe, Vote 

Leave, Leave.EU and Grassroots Out) were considered in their entirety, comprising not 

only texts but also images and videos. For reasons of access and availability, newspapers 

were searched online, using the search tool LexisNexis. I started with a selection of eight 
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newspapers, but did not limit myself to these, aiming to get as comprehensive and 

representative overview of British newspapers as possible. The (online versions of) 

newspapers initially selected were: The Guardian, The Independent, The Telegraph, The 

Financial Times, The Daily Mail, The Mirror, The Express, and The Sun. This includes 

four broadsheets (the first four) and four tabloids (the latter), which altogether represent a 

wide range of political stances. YouTube was selected as the primary source for 

broadcast material, given its popularity and accessibility to the general public, and broad 

coverage. I again used the search terms “EU referendum” and “Brexit”, which enabled 

me to identify debates and interviews from a range of original sources, and which had 

been published on various YouTube channels. In this way I did not limit myself to 

specific channels, but focused rather on the type of source: that which fit my criteria of 

agonistic discourse in the time period specified. This was therefore mostly in the form of 

debates and interviews, particularly with politicians. YouTube clips were supplemented 

by the BBC website, as BBC news programmes were found to be a fruitful source of 

political discourse on the referendum.  

 

Twitter is undoubtedly a complex tool to use in research, presenting many 

methodological problems, but I focused on the hashtags #Brexit and #EUreferendum, in 

the designated time period, and limited it to the most ‘influential’ voices according to 

‘Klout’ score, as explained by Jeffares.131 The online tool Hootsuite enabled 

identification of these voices, as well as direct comparison between the hashtags, and 

different Twitter users. The role of the Twitter discourse here, then, was not to be 

representative of the public at large, but rather to consider another form of media, and an 

important forum for public debate, in which the prominent voices in the debate expressed 

themselves. It was to triangulate with the other sources to see if the same themes and 

categories emerged, and what differences could be identified.  

 

 

                                                      
131 Klout is an online tool which measures the influence of Twitter users according to the number of 
followers and retweets. Stephen Jeffares, Interpreting Hashtag Politics (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 
2014),  
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3.2.2 Method of analysis 

Given that there is no single approach to CDA, I drew on the work of various scholars, 

including Ruth Wodak,132 Teun Van Dijk133 and Norman Fairclough.134 Both the Vienna 

school, comprising the former two scholars, and the British school, to which Fairclough 

belongs, are useful reference points in addressing the questions that this study poses. The 

British school is more concerned with the linguistic features of discourse, and Fairclough 

provides useful guidelines on how to conduct a discourse analysis.135 On the other hand, 

the Vienna school puts more emphasis on argumentation and rhetoric, and tends to focus 

on issues such as nationalism, racism and the construction of the ‘other’. Thus while the 

former school of thought proved helpful in determining what kind of linguistic 

constructions to consider, the latter provided useful insights into the kind of macro-

strategies and themes which are used in identity construction, and which contribute to 

nationalism more broadly, as a way of talking about and understanding how the world is 

politically organised.  

 

Even within the different schools of scholars, there is no standard set of rules for CDA, 

which has provoked accusations of a lack of methodological rigour or validity. Certainly, 

“discourse theory must become much more explicit in its reflections about the many 

methodological choices involved in concrete analysis”136 However, as Howarth notes, 

“[m]ethod is not synonymous with a free-standing and neutral set of rules and techniques 

that can be applied mechanically to all empirical objects”.137 The method employed must 
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Fairclough, Political Discourse Analysis (New York: Routledge, 2012). 
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European Politics: Identity, Policy and Governance, ed. David Howarth and Jacob Torfing (Basingstoke; 
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New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 316. 
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be adapted to fit the specific questions posed. The question posed in this study is whether 

the concept of European identity plays a role in the Brexit debate, looking at how or if a 

sense of belonging is cultivated in the British national context, and if so by whom and to 

what end. This will enable consideration of the continued relevance of nationalism, and 

which elements of it, as a way of understanding the world, are most significant in shaping 

attitudes to Europe.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the basis for European identity can be interpreted as a 

recognition of similarity or sameness – whether that be on the basis of culture, politics, or 

a shared past – thereby constructing an ‘in-group’. I looked, then, at the construction of 

sameness and difference, which de Cillia et al deem to be the two most important 

elements of identity construction.138 In line with their work, I initially looked for the 

themes, strategies and language used in the debate. The themes were those topics which 

came up repeatedly, were considered by the actors in the debate to be the most important 

issues at stake, and thus were revealing in themselves about the perceived UK-EU 

relationship. In terms of strategies, I looked for the assumption or emphasis of sameness 

and/or difference, and more specifically of “uniqueness, autonomy/independence, 

inclusion, unity and continuity on the one hand, and heteronomy, exclusion, 

fragmentation, and discontinuity on the other hand”.139 I also looked at the linguistic 

forms used in representations of each entity, in particular the use of the collective 

pronouns ‘we’ and ‘them’.  

 

With these considerations in mind, I used the qualitative software NVivo to facilitate 

collation and systematisation of the data. I started with a process of open reading of 

sources, and free coding, identifying the most significant characteristics of the data, first 

in terms of the recurring themes used in the debate, and then the strategies and language 

used within them. I was then able to detect patterns and links between these aspects of the 

debate and who was speaking, from what perspective and for what reason. I noted how 
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the different aims of different actors affected their representations of the UK, the EU and 

Europe, asking: How are the EU and Europe presented differently by each side? What 

kind of similarities are there?  

 

My findings are presented not as a summary of the themes of the debate, but rather with 

reference to the research questions posed and the literature examined in Chapter 2. Thus I 

first present examples of what I term ‘the normalisation of nationhood’, before examining 

how the EU and Europe are portrayed in the discourse vis-à-vis the nation-state, moving 

to look specifically at when and how an affective appeal of European identity is used. I 

argue that the negative qualities projected onto the EU construct it actually as a ‘hostile’ 

other, while individual member states are the ‘friendly’ other – different and separate, but 

not a threat. A sense of belonging, a ‘we’, is constructed in relation to Europe, rather than 

the EU – though this belonging is frequently rhetorical and in fact employed more by the 

‘leave’ supporters than those in favour of remaining. Finally, I further consider this 

rhetorical distinction between the EU and Europe, considering how this relates to 

assumptions about how the world is organised politically. Specifically, I examine the 

emphasis given to the issues of sovereignty and democracy, which are key themes in the 

Brexit debate, as I will explain in the following chapter. 
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4. DESCRIPTION OF THE FINDINGS 

 

This chapter aims to show how, in both political and public discourse, the nation-state is 

assumed as the appropriate point of reference for collective identity, in terms of 

attachment and belonging.140 Rather than summarising the debate, or presenting the 

themes which characterise it, here I specifically look at portrayals and understandings of 

the nation-state, the EU and Europe. I do this first by examining what I referred to in 

Chapter 2 as ‘normalised nationhood’, specifically the assumptions in the discourse about 

the role, and importance, of the nation-state. The analysis then focuses on the relationship 

constructed between the nation-state and the EU/Europe, looking first at the process of 

‘othering’, which, as discussed in Chapter 2 is seen to characterise British 

Euroscepticism. This reveals a separation in the discourse between political EU and 

cultural Europe, which confuses the relevance of a European identity as a means to 

legitimise the EU, whether that be through culture or politics. Lastly, I consider how 

nationalist understandings of how the world is politically organised come into the debate, 

in terms of what I call political control. Specifically, this concerns questions of 

independence and sovereignty, but also democracy, an element which has significant 

weight in the debate on EU membership. 

 

 

4.1 Normalisation of nationhood and the construction of national belonging 

 

4.1.1 ‘We’ the nation 

Probably the simplest element in collective identity construction in discourse is the use of 

the first person plural pronoun ‘we’, and its corresponding forms. This assumes unity and 

sameness; an in-group, or an ‘imagined community’. It is used to imply belonging: it 

denotes who is, and who isn’t, part of the group in question, and can be used rhetorically 

to foster attachment to this group. The question of whether there is a ‘we’ comprising the 

UK and Europe, as a single group, has been central to the UK’s relationship with the EU. 

                                                      
140 Lauren M. McLaren, “Public Support for the European Union: Cost/benefit Analysis or Perceived 

Cultural Threat?,” The Journal of Politics 64, no. 2 (2002): 554. 
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As a BBC programme broadcast in April 2016 questioned, is the UK-EU relationship a 

matter of “Them or Us”?141 In the Brexit debate, ‘we’ is first and foremost used to refer 

to the imagined community of the nation. It represents the imaginary referent of British 

citizens.142 It is used by politicians on both sides of the debate to connect to their voters, 

and to claim to speak on behalf of ‘the people’. ‘We’ is usually inclusive of the speaker, 

the addressee, and all other citizens of the UK (but nobody beyond that).  

 

Other terms are used to the same effect, constructing a collectivity. ‘Britain’ is used as a 

particularising synecdoche (pars pro toto), the ‘collective singular’ as “a means of 

referential annexation, assimilation and inclusion”143 as well as a metonomy, 

“land/country instead of inhabitants”.144 David Cameron, in an article for The Sun, refers 

to ‘Britain’, ‘British families’ and ‘Brits’ in the opening three lines.145 Writing in a 

Eurosceptic tabloid paper, Cameron aligns himself with its readers through the 

terminology of the imagined community. Cameron is thus distancing himself from 

Europe, and makes the centre of his concern – Britain and its people – explicit. 

Journalists and bloggers making an argument about EU membership are also likely to use 

such wording, assuming a sense of community and sameness to strengthen their claims. 

Carole Malone, for example, writing in the broadly pro-EU Mirror writes, “The British 

people don’t like being manipulated, manoeuvred and treated like puppets by the people 

who govern them”.146  

 

 

 

                                                      
141 Nick Robinson, “Europe: ‘Them’ or ‘Us’?”, BBC iPlayer video, 59:00, April 12, 2016, accessed April 

13 2016, http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b077nrb1/europe-them-or-us-1-an-island-apart. 
142 R. De Cillia, M. Reisigl, and R. Wodak, “The Discursive Construction of National Identities,” Discourse 

& Society 10, no. 2 (April 1, 1999): 162. 
143 Ibid, 165. 
144 Ibid. 
145 David Cameron, “It should be EU: PM writes exclusively for the Sun on Sunday to make case for 

staying IN,” The Sun, February 21, 2016, accessed April 18, 2016, 

http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/politics/6945653/David-Cameron-tells-The-Sun-on-Sunday-

why-Britain-must-stay-in-the-EU.html. 
146 See for example Carole Malone, “David Cameron’s EU boast is a waste of time and he’s treating us like 

idiots,” The Mirror, February 6, 2016, accessed May 15, 2016, http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-

news/david-camerons-eu-boast-waste-7322563. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b077nrb1/europe-them-or-us-1-an-island-apart
http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/politics/6945653/David-Cameron-tells-The-Sun-on-Sunday-why-Britain-must-stay-in-the-EU.html
http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/politics/6945653/David-Cameron-tells-The-Sun-on-Sunday-why-Britain-must-stay-in-the-EU.html
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4.1.2 A ‘great’ country 

Positive characteristics are projected onto the ‘we’ group, or the nation as representative 

of it. Britain’s ‘greatness’ is a common theme on both sides of the Brexit debate, political 

and public.147 Greatness is associated with global standing, as a nation-state, based 

partially on current economic prowess. Aaron Banks, head of the Leave.EU campaign 

asks, “[w]e’re the sixth largest economy in the world, we’re a great country, why do we 

believe we should be dictated to from a foreign place?”148 The Daily Mail likewise links 

power and greatness to trade: “We should have faith in this country’s ability to flourish as 

a free-trading nation.”149  

 

Greatness, however, is also linked to a shared, unique national past: the nation is 

presented in terms of continuity. For the ‘leave’ side, a link is created between pre-EU 

past and non-EU future, while the EU is a temporary aberration. The role of a shared past 

in evoking greatness revolves around imagery and connotations of the British Empire.150 

References to relations with other countries, particularly Commonwealth members, 

function as a metaphor for the UK’s greatness, and thus a source of national pride.151 

UKIP, for example, claim that “[o]utside the EU, the world is our oyster, and the 

Commonwealth is its pearl”.152 An opposition is thus created between the EU and the 

                                                      
147 Of course, this is commonly linked to ‘Great Britian’, for example Carole Malone writes, “We just need 

to show them a bit of the steel that put the Great in Britain in the first place” Carole Malone, “David 

Cameron’s EU boast is a waste of time and he’s treating us like idiots,” 
148 Robert Colville, “Leave.EU: The anti-political campaign,” Politico, December 23, 2015, accessed April 

4, 2016, http://www.politico.eu/article/leave-eu-anti-political-campaign-brexit-referendum-uk-eu-reform/. 
149 Daily Mail Comment, “A vote of confidence in Britain after Brexit,” The Daily Mail, March 11, 2016, 

accessed April 18, 2016, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3486806/DAILY-MAIL-COMMENT-

vote-confidence-Britain-Brexit.html. 
150 Sally Tomlinson and Danny Dorling, “Brexit has its rootes in the Btritish Empire – so how do we 

explain it to the young?,” New Statesman, May 9 2016, accessed May 30, 2016, 

http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/staggers/2016/05/brexit-has-its-roots-british-empire-so-how-do-we-

explain-it-young 
151 See, for example, Tamara Chabe, “Brexit will allow Britian to embrace the Commonwealth,” The 

Telegraph, March 14, 2016, accessed April 20, 2016, 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/eureferendum/12193101/Brexit-will-allow-Britain-to-

embrace-the-Commonwealth.html. 
152 UKIP website, “Outside the EU, the world is our oyster, and the Commonwealth is its pearl,” accessed 

May 31, 2016, 

http://www.ukip.org/outside_the_eu_the_world_is_our_oyster_and_the_commonwealth_is_its_pearl. 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3486806/DAILY-MAIL-COMMENT-vote-confidence-Britain-Brexit.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3486806/DAILY-MAIL-COMMENT-vote-confidence-Britain-Brexit.html
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Commonwealth,153 as though they were equivalent, and membership of the former a 

barrier to engagement with the latter. Nigel Farage, for example, tweeted “Happy 

#AustraliaDay. When we leave the EU we can re-engage with our kith and kin in the 

Commonwealth”.154 This kind of asymmetrical juxtaposition constructs a sense of unity 

and sameness with Commonwealth countries, while presenting the EU as an obstacle to 

taking advantage of this unity. Thus, EU membership is presented as diminishing the 

UK’s historic ‘greatness,’ a greatness which has dubious echoes of Britain’s imperial 

past. 

 

Relations with other countries are also used by the ‘remain’ side, showing a shared 

assumption about the importance of Britain’s global standing and role, portrayed by both 

sides as intrinsic to its national identity. Indeed, there are echoes of the ‘leave’ side’s 

emphasis on Commonwealth links rooted in a shared past. David Cameron claims: “Our 

membership of the single market is one of the reasons why our economy is doing so well 

[…] and why so many companies from overseas – from China or India, the United States, 

Australia and other Commonwealth countries invest so much in the UK”.155 For ‘remain’ 

politicians, the EU can enhance the UK’s greatness by enabling relations with other 

states, furthering Britain’s influence, trade links and status. Being ‘outward-looking’ 

means being an EU member, and being a leader within it.156 For example, the UK as 

‘outward-looking’ is central to the Labour MP Dan Jarvis’ argument that patriotism in 

fact means supporting EU membership.157 He claims that EU membership does not limit 

the UK to Europe, thereby implying, however, that Europe alone is not enough for the 

                                                      
153 Andrew Wigmore, “It is the EU, not the Commonwealth, which is unfit for the 21st century,” Breitbart 

News, March 21, 2016, accessed April 15, 2016, http://www.breitbart.com/london/2016/03/21/it-is-the-eu-

not-the-commonwealth-which-is-unfit-for-the-21st-century/. 
154 Nigel Farage, @Nigel_Farage. Twitter post, January 26, 2016, 7:04am, accessed 

https://twitter.com/Nigel_Farage/status/692000091733909505?lang=en.  
155 David Cameron, “PM speech on the UK's strength and security in the EU: 9 May 2016,” Prime 

Minister's Office, 10 Downing Street, May 9, 2016, accessed May 30, 2016, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-speech-on-the-uks-strength-and-security-in-the-eu-9-may-

2016 
156 “Why We’re Stronger In: Stronger Leadership,” Britain Stronger in Europe campaign website, accessed 

May 29, 2016,  http://www.strongerin.co.uk/#yRJ3ykxZgQGESGqG.97. 
157 Dan Jarvis, “The Patriotic Case for Britain in Europe,” Huff Post politics, United Kingdom (Blog), 

February 21, 2016, accessed April 18 2016, http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dan-jarvis/the-patriotic-case-

for-britain-in-europe_b_9286576.html  

https://twitter.com/hashtag/AustraliaDay?src=hash
https://twitter.com/Nigel_Farage/status/692000091733909505?lang=en
http://www.strongerin.co.uk/#yRJ3ykxZgQGESGqG.97
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dan-jarvis/the-patriotic-case-for-britain-in-europe_b_9286576.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dan-jarvis/the-patriotic-case-for-britain-in-europe_b_9286576.html
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UK, which as a great nation must flourish through links around the world.  

 

4.1.3 Specialness 

Not only is the UK great, but it is special. This is emphasised in arguments from both 

sides. For example, before Cameron’s mid-February European Council deal, the 

circumstantial premise, defined by Fairclough and Fairclough as “premises which 

represent the context of action”,158 was that the status quo of the UK-EU relationship was 

undesirable and untenable, because the UK was ‘special’ and thus ought to have special 

treatment. The projection of this premise only changed when Cameron had achieved a 

deal, which was then rejected by the ‘leave’ politicians as being insufficient to change the 

status quo, but heralded as having done so by the ‘remain’ supporters. The deal enabled 

Cameron to respond to some of the claims and accusations levelled by anti-European 

members of his own party, and by UKIP. Post-deal, Cameron could claim a “special 

status” for the UK – the only acceptable terms for membership. This was important 

because of the persistence and pervasiveness of the idea that the UK is special and should 

have special treatment, as discussed in the previous chapter. This notion is perpetuated by 

the media, particularly the Eurosceptic tabloid press. 

 

For the ‘remain’ camp, the EU can accommodate, and perhaps even enhance, the UK’s 

specialness. Thus, British national identity is compatible with EU membership. However, 

this is membership based on difference and separateness; it is still about what the EU can 

do for ‘us’, as a nation, to enhance ‘us’: make Britain greater, more special and superior. 

On the other side of the debate, being unique and special is a reason to leave. ‘We’ are 

above the rest of the EU and thus ‘they’ only drag ‘us’ down. ‘We’ are not just one of 28 

others, but have a special global standing and special relationships with other countries, 

and these are in turn jeopardised by EU membership. What makes the UK great is 

hindered by the EU; it limits its “ability to flourish”.159 In this conception, British 

national identity is hindered by EU membership. 

                                                      
158 Norman Fairclough and Isabela Fairclough, Political Discourse Analysis (New York: Routledge, 2012), 

4. 
159 Daily Mail Comment, “A vote of confidence in Britain after Brexit,” The Daily Mail, March 11, 2016. 



 
 

48 
 

4.1.4 What British people want 

In political discourse (and much public discourse), the point for both sides is whether the 

national ‘we’ is served by the EU. The use of ‘we’ in a national context enables the 

assumption of a common interest and shared beliefs, values and goals between members 

of the ‘imagined community’. Pronouns and collective nouns aiming to create a sense of 

collective identity are used with declarative statements implying consensus among the 

British public, which politicians include themselves in, regardless of their position in the 

debate. For example, Damien Green, in discussing David Cameron’s negotiations on the 

access of EU migrants to benefits in the UK, talks about, “what we all want to see”, 

“what British people want”, “which I think we all agree is a nonsense”.160 Such inclusive 

linguistic devices enable an intertwining of national and personal interest; the two are one 

and the same. In fact, as McClaren points out, individuals are more likely to judge public 

policy based not on their own personal needs, but on perceived societal-level needs.161 

The power of the nation is such that national interest is naturalised as everyone’s interest, 

and the valid cause for a certain course of action. The main point of contention, at least 

ostensibly, is how the UK’s interests will best be served; what, if anything, ‘we’ gain 

from EU membership.  

 

Given the goal of political argumentation, to arrive at a reasonable choice through 

rational reasoning,162 overtly emotional arguments are avoided, and ‘interest’ based 

arguments are prioritised. The phrase “best interests” is frequently uttered by both sides 

in the political discourse, and is almost always solely in reference to the imagined 

community of the British people. For the remain campaign, the national interest is about 

power, security and economics. The ‘Britain Stronger in Europe’ campaign’s slogan is 

“Stronger, Safer, Better off”.163 This message is echoed by remain politicians and by pro-

                                                      
160 “Britain's EU Referendum - Debate between Daniel Hannan & Damian Green, Daily Politics, 14 Dec 

2015,” YouTube video, 15:36, Posted by “Betsey Trotwood”, December 17, 2015, accessed May 29, 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=atnxTLf_oCM. 

161 McLaren, “Public Support for the European Union,” 2002. 
162 Fairclough and Fairclough, Political Discourse Analysis, 90. 
163 Britain Stronger in Europe campaign website. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=atnxTLf_oCM
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EU media like The Economist and The Financial Times.164 The use of the comparative, 

however, highlights the alternative (‘than if the UK wasn’t an EU member’), implying 

that it is the best option of those available and feasible. The EU can serve the national 

interest, in rational, utilitarian terms. However, there is also an affective element to this, 

relating to the projected characteristics of the nation-state discussed above: George 

Osborne, the Conservative Party Chancellor of the Exchequer claims, “I want Britain to 

be like Great Britain […] not withdrawing from Europe but shaping Europe to our 

national interest”.165 Dan Jarvis, Labour MP, argues that staying in the EU is “about 

standing up for our country: doing the right thing for our people”.166 

 

The ‘leave’ campaign turns this ‘remain’ argument around: the UK, in fact, will be 

stronger, safer and better off outside the EU. However, different ‘leave’ supporters 

prioritise different issues. For example, there is a distinction between the two campaigns 

which were initially vying for the official stamp: ‘Vote Leave’ and ‘Leave EU’. The 

former prides itself on its economic focus, claiming the UKIP-linked Leave EU campaign 

is concerned instead with immigration and national identity. However, Leave.EU, or 

indeed UKIP, are not in fact so blatant about making the immigration-identity connection 

as their rival campaign would have it. Instead, they rationalise this connection by adding 

an economic argument to it. As Fairclough and Fairclough explain, “[i]n a rationalization, 

the reasons that are ostensibly offered in support of a claim are not the reasons that 

support the claim from the viewpoint of the arguer; the arguer believes the claim for other 

reasons”.167 In this case, UKIP’s prior discourse, which has been blatantly xenophobic, 

suggests that their claims about the dangers of immigration are not, as they would have it, 

based primarily on economic arguments, and are less rational than they are supposed to 

sound.  

                                                      
164 The Economist, “The Brexit Delusion,” Economist.com, February 27, 2016, accessed May 29, 2016, 

http://www.economist.com/news/briefing/21693568-david-cameron-will-struggle-win-referendum-britains-

eu-membership-if-he-loses. 
165 “MarrShow: George Osborne on UK Economy and Budget Plans,” YouTube Video, 21:01, posted by 

“liarpoliticians2,” March 16, 2016, accessed April 18, 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JFzisjlmY20. 
166 Dan Jarvis, “The Patriotic Case for Staying in the EU.” 
167 Fairclough and Fairclough, Political Discourse Analysis, 110. 

http://www.economist.com/news/briefing/21693568-david-cameron-will-struggle-win-referendum-britains-eu-membership-if-he-loses
http://www.economist.com/news/briefing/21693568-david-cameron-will-struggle-win-referendum-britains-eu-membership-if-he-loses
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JFzisjlmY20
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The thrust of the ‘rationalised’ argument refers to the resources of the nation-state, which 

are under threat from the EU. Nigel Farage and others profess not to be against 

immigration per se, but only its uncontrolled form, due to the pressures it puts on national 

services. A common ‘leave’ argument, particularly in online media, is that ‘we’ should 

prioritise our NHS, rather than giving money to the EU: UKIP MEP Louise Bours 

claimed on Twitter that “[h]ealth tourism is a huge burden on the NHS. We cannot 

control it with an open border policy”.168 This is exemplary of the economic argument 

put forward for leaving, namely that ‘our’ money is better spent on ‘us’ than being given 

to the EU: it thus concludes who ‘we’ should have a responsibility towards, i.e. fellow 

national citizens. 

 

 

4.2 National understandings of Europe and the EU 

 

4.2.1 The ‘other’: European peoples versus EU as a machine 

The ‘we’ discussed above implies that there is also a ‘them’. The opposition of ‘us’ and 

‘them’, according to Van Dijk’s ideological square, is constructed through positive in-

group description and negative out-group description.169 As discussed above, the in-group 

is Britain and the British people, bestowed with positive characteristics. I argue that there 

are two different visions of ‘them’, or the out-group, presented in the Brexit debate: on 

the one hand Europeans or European member states, as individual nations like Britain, 

and on the other the EU as one unified body. The former is the friendly ‘other’, the latter 

hostile.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
168 Louise Bours, @LouiseBoursUKIP, Twitter Post, February 1, 2016, accessed April 16, 2016, 

https://twitter.com/louiseboursukip/status/694118249345224704. 
169 Teun A. Van Dijk, Ideology: A Multidisciplinary Approach (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE, 

1998). 



 
 

51 
 

A. The ‘friendly’ other 

While Europeans are different and other, they are at least ‘nations’, described variously, 

on both sides, as ‘democracies’, ‘allies’, ‘friends’, ‘partners’.170 Nigel Farage declared on 

Twitter, “[t]rade & co-operation with our friends in Europe, but no to political union”.171 

The portrayal of difference and separateness is not combined with a projection of 

negative attributes onto the out-group, whether Europeans or European states; indeed, 

difference is portrayed as a good thing. The diversity of Europe is invoked by both sides 

of the campaign as part of European identity. For example, advocating Brexit, Allister 

Heath writes in The Telegraph that: “It is those who love Europe, its diversity, its history 

and its humanity who should be the most enthusiastic about Brexit”.172 For the ‘leave’ 

supporters, national diversity in a European context is positive, and individual nation-

states are not the enemy. Though they are ‘other’, they are in the same boat; acting in 

their own national interest – which is justified according to the British conception of 

nationhood. However, this diversity is also used to emphasise the difference between 

nation-states and their national interests, and thus to criticise the EU – no commonality of 

purpose is assumed.  The problem is that there are too many competing demands – as 

both The Daily Mail173 and Simon Jenkins in The Guardian point out,174 and the various 

national demands are justified. The EU is separated from its member states, and 

portrayed as being unable to serve them. 

 

In this sense, the EU can be constructed as the common enemy. ‘We’ is then used to refer 

to member states communally – when pitted against the EU. Johnson claims: “The 

                                                      
170 On the ‘remain’ side, for example, “David Cameron warns Brexit will leave Britain more vulnerable,” 

YouTube video, 0:31, posted by “Jackson,” February 21, 2016, accessed February 26, 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wyjnruC82Y0.  

 
171 Nigel Farage, @Nigel_Farage, Twitter post, January 12, 2016, 3:34am, accessed May 30, 2016, 

https://twitter.com/nigel_farage/status/686873893731090432.  
172 Allister Heath, “How a Brexit could save Europe from itself,” The Telegraph, March 9, 2016, accessed 

May 29, 2016, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2016/03/09/how-a-brexit-could-save-europe-from-

itself/. 
173 Daily Mail Comment, “A PM on the Ropes,” The Daily Mail, February 20, 2016, accessed April 18, 

2016, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3455467/DAILY-MAIL-COMMENT-PM-ropes.html. 
174  Simon Jenkins, “This EU referendum doesn’t matter. But the next one will,” The Guardian, February 

17, 2016, accessed April 18, 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/feb/17/eu-

referendum-no-vote-reform-europe-crying-out-for. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2016/03/08/brexit-lessons-the-uk-could-learn-from-nimble-new-zealand/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wyjnruC82Y0
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-3455467/DAILY-MAIL-COMMENT-PM-ropes.html
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/feb/17/eu-referendum-no-vote-reform-europe-crying-out-for
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/feb/17/eu-referendum-no-vote-reform-europe-crying-out-for
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problem is rather that all governments have lost control to the unelected federal machine. 

We don’t know who they are, or what language they speak, and we certainly don’t know 

what we can do to remove them at an election”.175 Regardless of the truth of such 

declarations, Johnson presents them as facts, exploiting the lack of knowledge about the 

EU among the UK populace. The collective plural ‘we’ here includes not only Britons, 

but all other Europeans too: it is not just the British who don’t understand the EU – thus, 

it is the EU’s problem, and not Britain’s. The Express, in its so-called ‘Crusade’176 

against the EU claims that it is “a political project that has comprehensively failed people 

right across Europe”.177 The Daily Mail, another Eurosceptic outlet claims it is “[n]o 

wonder voters across the continent are rising up in anger against Brussels, demanding 

more powers for individual nations to run their own affairs”.178 There is a sense of 

solidarity with other Europeans – but solidarity in being against the EU, having been let 

down or duped by it – not as being part of, and supporting, it. 

 

B. The ‘hostile’ other 

The negative attributes of the ‘other’ are projected onto the EU as a political body. This 

negative out-group portrayal takes various forms, including inefficiency, irrelevance, 

menace, and ridicule. This is, as one would expect, the domain of the ‘leave’ rather than 

the ‘remain’ campaign; we will see, however, that negative portrayals also pervade the 

latter campaign, either implicitly or explicitly. 

 

EU as machine 

Overwhelmingly, the EU is presented as an anonymous, bureaucratic machine. This is in 

contrast to the nation, which instead is rooted in history, personified with characteristics 

like pride and greatness, and associated with ‘the people’. The EU as an impersonal body, 

                                                      
175 Boris Johnson, “Americans would never accept EU restrictions – so why should we?” The Telegraph, 

March 14, 2016, accessed March 23, 2016, 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/eureferendum/12192893/Americans-would-never-accept-EU-

restrictions-so-why-should-we.html. 
176 The name given by The Express to its anti-EU membership campaign. 
177 The Daily Express, “Get Britain Out of Europe,” express.co.uk, accessed April 18, 2016, 

http://www.express.co.uk/web/europecrusade. 
178 Daily Mail Comment, “A PM on the Ropes.” 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/eureferendum/12192893/Americans-would-never-accept-EU-restrictions-so-why-should-we.html
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separated from actual Member states and their desires, is emphasised in the use of the 

pronoun ‘it’, or by referring to the EU as ‘Brussels’. As Britain is used to represent all the 

British people, Brussels is used as a metonymy for the EU, but a negative one. 

Accusatory and enraged stories about ‘Brussels,’ associated with bureaucracy, bullying 

and repression, have pervaded the British press to the extent that the city’s name alone 

has become a synonym for these negative traits. Boris Johnson used such imagery when 

he invited Britons to “burst out of the shackles of Brussels”.179 

 

The EU is not just a machine, but an “unelected federal machine”.180 With these words, 

Johnson linked the portrayal of the EU to two emotional terms associated with the nation, 

as discussed above: democracy and sovereignty. He presents the EU as being at odds 

with both of them, as well as being an anonymous body, in contrast to the personified 

nation. The political ambition of the EU is presented as contradicting the UK’s national 

identity: 

[…] The fundamental problem remains: that they have an ideal that we do not 

share. They want to create a truly federal union, a pluribus unum, when most 

British people do not.181  

 

Here the EU becomes ‘them’, imbuing it with personal agency, which makes it more 

threatening. ‘We’ don’t know who ‘they’ are, but they have intentions and goals of their 

own, which do not align with ‘ours’. This sense of agency ‘beyond our control’ is echoed 

in the portrayal of the EU’s lack of accountability; it has taken on a life of its own, 

beyond the power of its component members: “The European Union has changed fast and 

will keep changing. Its Court decides how much power it has over the EU members”.182 

 

While ‘leave’ politicians use the EU-as-machine image frequently, those in favour of 

remaining do little to combat it. Instead they present the EU as advantageous in as far as 
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it enables interactions beyond it. It is a means to an end, not the end in itself. It thus 

retains its sense of being an anonymous entity, disconnected from identity, albeit one 

which can serve us. Indeed, support for membership is often tempered with a claim not to 

be a fan of the EU, or an acknowledgement of its shortcomings. Therefore, even 

Cameron forthrightly rejects emotional attachment to the EU, proclaiming: “Like most 

readers, I love Britain, not Brussels”.183 If positive feeling is expressed, it is rather 

towards the individual member states: to counter the image of a single anonymous 

bureaucracy, or a federal super-state, ‘remain’ politicians emphasise national 

separateness, not referring to the EU as a singular body, but instead to ‘friendly 

democracies’, ‘allies’ or ‘neighbours’.184 

 

EU as failure  

The EU as a political machine is often portrayed as anachronistic, and a failure. The 

negative attributes of the EU are directly compared with the UK’s positive ones; Britain’s 

greatness is compared directly with the perceived failures of the EU:  

 

In Britain we established trial by jury in the modern world, we set up the first free 

parliament, we ensured no-one could be arbitrarily detained at the behest of the 

Government […] By way of contrast, the European Union, despite the undoubted 

idealism of its founders and the good intentions of so many leaders, has proved a 

failure on so many fronts. The euro has created economic misery for Europe’s 

poorest people. European Union regulation has entrenched mass unemployment. 

EU immigration policies have encouraged people traffickers and brought 

desperate refugee camps to our borders.185 

 

A sense of solidarity with other EU member states is implicit in this argument, but 

against the EU,186 which has supposedly created problems for all European citizens. 

 

                                                      
183 David Cameron, “It should be EU: PM writes exclusively for the Sun on Sunday to make case for 

staying IN.”   
184 “David Cameron warns Brexit will leave Britain more vulnerable,” YouTube video. 
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The acknowledgment of the EU’s failings, or at least its need for reform, is a premise in 

many ‘remain’ arguments. Therefore, the ‘remain’ campaign tends to use two strategies 

to deal with the EU’s apparently universally accepted shortcomings, which cannot be 

dismissed: they emphasise that remaining is better than the alternative, and/or that 

Cameron’s deal has changed things to a significant extent. 

 

An emphasis on the EU’s shortcomings bridges not just the ‘leave’/’remain’ campaigns, 

but also the traditional left-right gap, in both political and public discourse. Scottish First 

Minister Nicola Sturgeon, of the centre-left Scottish National Party (SNP), stated that the 

EU is “not a perfect institution” but “it is better for us in all circumstances to stay in”.187 

Simon Jenkins, in the usually pro-European, and left of centre, Guardian writes of the 

failures of the EU and the need for reform. He argues that Britain leaving the EU would 

be a step in this direction, as “it would traumatise EU complacency”, forcing it “to seek a 

new balance between supranational regulation and free trade”.188 Likewise, Ashoka 

Mody writing in The Independent claims that “[t]he real problem with Europe today is its 

unworkable governance structure”.189 This argument is about not only what is best for 

Britain, but for Europe more broadly; a Brexit would ultimately benefit all Europeans. 

Again, there is a sense of solidarity with other Europeans against the EU: the argument is 

against the current structure of the EU, rather than the European project itself. 

 

EU as threat 

Given the assumption that certain political values can and should be solely the remit of 

the nation-state, as discussed above, the EU as a political machine can easily be presented 

as a threat. This representation suggests that despite Britain’s supposed superiority, it is 
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being duped by and made subservient to the EU, clashing with notions of national 

greatness and pride. In relation to the EU, the UK is presented as the underdog, bullied by 

an aggressive EU. This is complemented by the contrast between ‘EU as machine’ versus 

‘nation as personified community’.  

 

The threat of the EU is linguistically expressed through the transitivity used; things are 

done to the UK by the EU: “If you look at the way we are treated”.190 The EU is 

portrayed as acting without Britain, and without is approval: “The EU goes and does free 

trade agreements with the rest of the world”.191 The Eurosceptic press in particular uses 

imagery of bullying and repression; The Express, for example, uses language such as 

“subjected to its federalist ambitions”; “[a]fter far too many years as the victims of 

Brussels larceny, bullying, overregulation and all-round interference”.192 Not only is the 

EU a bully, it is deceptive, stealthily trying to impose federalism on the UK. Again, The 

Express claims that “[u]pon a wafer-thin permission for economic cooperation has been 

built a blueprint for the United States of Europe”; “Brussels continues to propose new 

job-destroying regulations and conspire to turn the whole EU into a zone of high 

taxation”.193 Here the agency attributed to ‘Brussels’ and the negative language used to 

represent ‘its’ actions is evident. The EU is portrayed as knowingly attacking Britain’s 

greatness, independence and freedom; it is the antithesis of these positive, national, 

values.  

 

4.2.2 Belonging to Europe: European values and ‘our’ shared culture 

If member states are the ‘friendly other’ and the EU is the ‘hostile other’, is there any 

portrayal of a ‘we’ which includes both the UK and Europe? In other words, is there any 

assumption of European identity? In fact, this study found that there is an inclusive group 

beyond the nation-state to which Britain can be portrayed to belong: cultural Europe. This 

is used by pro-EU broadsheet media, identifying with a more liberal, possibly more 
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educated audience: for example, Mary Creagh, writing in The Guardian about women’s 

potential influence in the referendum, argues that the case needs to be made not just for 

economic benefits, but for “European values and our shared culture”.194 However, 

cultural affinity with Europe is also highlighted in the ‘leave’ campaign, both by 

politicians and journalists.  

 

Attachment and belonging to cultural Europe are pitted against the EU by the ‘leave’ 

side. There may be shared values and a shared culture, of which ‘we’ can be proud, or 

which ‘we’ may belong to – but they are of Europe, not the EU. This argument is directed 

at a certain type of British audience; those that might consider themselves more civilised 

and cultured, who like Europe and go on holiday there, and is thus favoured by 

Eurosceptic broadsheet journalists. Boris Johnson uses these arguments repeatedly, in 

speeches and his column for The Telegraph. He proclaims, “I want to stress that this is 

not about whether you love Europe, actually I love Brussels, I used to live in Brussels, 

fantastic city, wonderful place and I love European culture and civilization, I consider it 

to be the greatest civilization ever produced […]”.195 Johnson’s claims of attachment to 

Brussels directly contrast with Cameron, who is eager to profess his lack of attachment to 

Brussels, as discussed above: “I do not love Brussels”.196 Support for the EU is premised 

with a lack of emotion towards it, while a desire to leave it is premised with an 

acceptance of Europe, understood in cultural terms, and requiring no political 

commitment. Johnson takes the image of Brussels as synonymous with the EU, as 

alluded to by Cameron, and subverts it: he refers to it as the Belgian capital, a symbol of 

European culture, emphasising the point that Europe is not the EU.  
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Johnson continues, “it shouldn’t be confused with a political project…I think it is in real 

danger of getting out of proper democratic control”.197 Thus, while appreciating 

European culture and civilisation, and thereby disassociating a desire to leave the EU 

from xenophobia, or accusations of being a ‘little Englander’, Johnson outrightly rejects 

the EU as undemocratic. Charles Moore also uses this argument in his defence of wanting 

to leave the EU, in an article headlined “European civilisation is in danger of succumbing 

to the EU empire”.198 Thus, recognition or appreciation of European culture, values, or 

history does not equal allegiance to or identification with the EU; belonging to Europe or 

being European does not mean being part of a unified European demos. 

 

 

4.3 Political control and the EU: the real threat to the nation-state 

 

4.3.1 Autonomy: ‘taking back control’ 

The role that assumptions of nationalism, subsuming both interest and identity, play in 

understandings of and attitudes towards Europe are particularly clear in discussions and 

argumentation drawing on political autonomy: the question of control, and where it does, 

and ought to, lie. Such arguments are used in both political and public discourse, by both 

left- and right-wing, ‘leave’ and ‘remain’ campaigns and campaigners. The nation-state is 

portrayed to be the appropriate guarantor of the national interest, because the national 

government acts on behalf of and is responsible towards ‘its people,’ who are united in a 

community, even if an imagined one. National autonomy is desirable because the 

imagined community is national; on the other hand, EU control is heteronomy, an outside 

imposition. Where the imagined community stops, so too does the right to have a say on 

what it does. 
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Much of the debate revolves around an assumption that control ought to be at the national 

level, and that this is in the best interests of a national ‘people’, who share a common 

interest and mutual responsibility towards each other – but not to outsiders. This leads to 

the EU’s actual power, and the extent to which it demands a pooling of sovereignty, 

being downplayed by the ‘remain’ side, resulting in a discrepancy between discourse and 

reality. Meanwhile, the ‘leave’ side exaggerates and uses hyperbole to refer to the EU’s 

decision-making power, claiming, for example, that as an EU member the UK has little 

control over its own laws. For example, the Vote Leave brazenly website declares, “EU 

law overrules UK law. If there is a conflict between an EU member's national law and 

EU law, then EU law trumps the national law”.199 The ‘leave’ side’s claims that Britain 

can be autonomous in its decision-making emphasise an idealised past (again 

emphasising national continuity and EU membership as a temporary aberration), drawing 

on those elements of normalised nationhood discussed above: “Let’s take a stand. 

Together, we can win back our country!”.200 Such declarations neglect the realities of a 

globalised world in which nation-states have little or no independent control over a 

plethora of issues. The upshot of each side’s manipulation of the question of autonomy, 

and specifically sovereignty, is a confused debate on the influence that the EU actually 

has on people’s lives. Both sides thus exploit a lack of knowledge about the EU.201 

 

The assumptions of nationhood mean that the issue of autonomy is presented as an 

objective issue. It is used to give credence to arguments about immigration or economic 

matters, on the very simple level of what is ‘ours’, rightfully, according to the (implicit) 

‘rules’ of nationalism, and what is ‘theirs’. Framed in terms of ‘taking back control’, it is 

a common denominator, used to link different and varied arguments, as evident in Boris 

Johnson’s speech at Dartford: 

 

I think we have the self-confidence to do that, to take back control, take back 

control of our money, take back control of our borders, take back the ability of the 
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people of this country to elect and to remove at elections the people who really 

take decisions about this country.202 

 

Several issues are thus simplified by referring to ‘control’; indeed, the whole ‘leave’ 

argument centres on this idea. After a delay in registering their domain name resulted in 

the addresses voteleave.co.uk, .com and .net being bought by a pro-EU campaigner,203 

the ‘Vote Leave’ campaign chose www.voteleavetakecontrol.org. as its website address. 

Control is associated with other persuasive definitions,204 i.e. terms which have strong 

emotional connotations and appeal, specifically independence and freedom. 

Independence and freedom are presented as the antithesis of EU membership; as the 

inevitable outcome of a struggle against an authoritarian and repressive EU, echoing 

struggles for freedom and independence of other historical movements. The ‘leave’ side 

suggests that ‘we’ can have it all: independence, freedom, economic prosperity, 

controlled immigration – if ‘we’ just get back ‘our’ autonomy, by leaving the EU. 

 

‘Sovereignty’ is frequently used as a synonym of control; what this exactly entails is 

rarely discussed. Indeed, it is used rhetorically by both sides to support their argument, as 

a synonym of both autonomy and power. For example, David Cameron argued that “[i]f 

Britain were to leave the EU that might give you a feeling of sovereignty, but you’ve got 

to ask yourself is it real? Would you have the power to help businesses and make sure 

they weren’t discriminated against in Europe? No, you wouldn’t”.205 Sovereignty is 

associated with ‘a feeling’; indeed, it is a term which has acquired emotional weight,206 

despite the tendency for it to be used in apparently rational argumentation. 
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Meanwhile, it is projected by the ‘leave’ campaign as a national possession which the EU 

is trying to steal, through deceptive means: “The whole concept of “pooling sovereignty” 

is a fraud and a cheat”.207 Sovereignty is associated with freedom, and with an idealised 

past. In particular, ‘parliamentary sovereignty’ is portrayed as a British characteristic, 

part of national identity. Therefore, by asking the UK to pool its sovereignty, the EU is 

attacking its very identity. Indeed, sovereignty and national identity are often juxtaposed 

in arguments, particularly in non-traditional public discourse. For example, 

@theordinaryman2, a prominent pro-‘leave’ voice on Twitter, claims that “[t]he 

#EUReferendum is about a lot of things British values, culture but most of all about our 

sovereignty & national identity”.208 This exemplifies how political arguments about 

control and autonomy can become confused with issues of culture and identity, indicating 

a rhetorical intertwining of supposed rationality with affective reasoning.  

 

Meanwhile, the political ‘remain’ campaign juxtaposes economic prosperity and political 

autonomy, as an either/or choice. It argues that ultimately, the economic prosperity 

gained from the EU merits staying in, despite the contingent sacrifices to autonomy. 

Compromises are accepted, albeit grudgingly, as a necessity to face the challenges of the 

modern world.209 While limitations imposed by the EU are far from ideal, the alternative 

is more threatening than the status quo: “In today’s complex world, the UK has more 

control over its destiny by staying inside organisations like the EU”.210 EU membership is 

simply the most pragmatic choice for Britain; the alternative might seem appealing (this 

is implicitly acknowledged) but the realities of it are unknown. Such negative arguments 

for staying in, based on the potential dangers of a ‘Brexit’ led to the ‘remain’ campaign 

being dubbed ‘Project Fear’.211 

                                                      
207 Boris Johnson, “There is only one way to get the change we want – vote to leave the EU”. 
208 TheOrdinaryMan, @theordinaryman2, Twitter post, February 8, 2016, 8:23am, accessed April 18, 

https://twitter.com/theordinaryman2/status/696731132650463232?lang=en. 
209 “The EU's democratic deficit: George Galloway v Stephen Kinnock,” YouTube Video, 11:42, posted by 

“Still Incorrigible,” February 7, 2016, accessed April 16, 2016, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AnHZBmBuphk. 
210 Britain Stronger in Europe campaign website. 
211 Josh Pettitt and Craig Woodhouse, "Project Fear vs Project Fact: Boris takes a swing at Cameron," The 

Sun, February 29, 2016, accessed May 30, 2016, 

http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/politics/6965686/Project-Fear-vs-Project-Fact-Boris-takes-a-

swing-at-Cameron.html. 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/EUReferendum?src=hash


 
 

62 
 

The pro-EU broadsheet press is bolder in tackling the sovereignty issue, recognising the 

constraints and necessities of a globalised world. Sylvie Goulard in The Financial Times 

argues that “an EU that offers stability and all the advantages of the single market 

without imposing shared sovereignty is a fool’s dream”.212 Jonathan Freedland in The 

Guardian argues that, “a sovereign nation understands that to share what it has in order to 

get more can be not an act of weakness – but of great strength.”213 Even these arguments, 

however, revolve around getting more for ‘us’; it still appeals, then, to the affective 

attachment to the nation-state, and not to Europe itself.  

 

4.3.2 Democracy: people versus elite 

An association is made in the discourse between control, or national sovereignty, and 

democracy: limits on sovereignty mean limits to democracy. While the sovereignty 

argument is somewhat vague and ambiguous, the democracy argument is straightforward: 

the EU is undemocratic.214 Democracy in the EU is understood only in terms of 

democracy in EU nation-states: the EU is made up of other democracies, but is not in 

itself democratic. For example, Michael Gove, in an article published by The 

Independent, opens his argument with: 

 

I believe that the decisions which govern all our lives, the laws we must all obey 

and the taxes we must all pay should be decided by people we choose and who we 

can throw out if we want change. If power is to be used wisely, if we are to avoid 

corruption and complacency in high office, then the public must have the right to 

change laws and Governments at election time.215  
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This is presented as a personal opinion, but relies on being interpreted as a rational, 

logical argument, which, supposedly, anyone would agree with. The power of this 

rhetoric lies in its ability to exploit shared assumptions of nationhood, about who ‘we’ are 

and to whom this group ought to be limited, a sense of joint responsibility within the 

nation (represented by paying taxes), as well as a clear association of democracy with the 

nation-state. 

 

The latter assumption, that democracy is necessarily national, is based on the premise that 

there is no European demos. This point is brought up by various voices on the ‘leave’ 

side, including Farage and Johnson. Referring to the USA’s national history, its myths 

and demos, Johnson, for example, claims that “the EU has nothing of the kind”.216 The 

EU is compared directly to the USA, implying that the EU is a failed federal enterprise. It 

is also equated with a nation-state, but one without the demos to back it up, and is 

therefore presented as unviable.217 Not only is the EU undemocratic, but it is an antithesis 

to democracy and is “subverting” it.218 The Eurosceptic tabloid press and social media 

echo the claims of Nigel Farage, 219 suggesting that the EU is attempting to create a kind 

of empire or dictatorship, with attention-grabbing headlines like “EUROPEAN EMPIRE: 

Powerless Britain to become mere COLONY if we don’t quit Brussels”.220 This strategy 

completely negates the EU’s democratic credentials, and exploits a lack of knowledge 

about the EU and its workings.  

 

The democracy argument is used by ‘leave’ campaigners on both ends of the political 

spectrum,221 and is powerful because it ostensibly disconnects the ‘leave’ side from the 
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elites, putting them on the side of the ‘people’, whose rights they are defending. 

Opposition to the EU is equated with opposition to the elites.222 Thus, the democracy 

argument is a kind of populist argument; the people versus the elite.223 The people are not 

only the national people, but all European nation-states, as democratically legitimate 

representatives of their people. The ‘elite’ is the bureaucratic and authoritarian EU, 

possibly in cohorts with the national government, depending on who is speaking. The 

‘Grassroots Out’ campaign centres on this engagement with ‘the people’, emphasising 

that the issue goes beyond party politics: “We must join forces to make the case across 

the country – face to face, at the grassroots level, with the people – for Britain being 

better outside the European Union”.224  

 

4.4 Preliminary discussion 

The affective dimension of nationalism plays an important role in the Brexit debate; it is 

evident in the themes which are prioritised, and the linguistic devices used to construct 

arguments. What Risse refers to as collective beliefs about common purpose and 

vision,225 as a characteristic of a collective identity, exist first and foremost at the national 

level. Meanwhile, the EU is either ‘other’, to be co-operated with and which can benefit 

‘us’, or ‘other’ as threat. At best it is a body from which we can draw some benefit, or a 

necessary compromise; at worst it is an uncontrollable, repressive machine, subverting 

democracy and limiting ‘our’ freedom. Thus, the basis for attitudes towards the EU are 

what it can do either for, or to, the nation-state. 
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An affective attachment to a European identity is by no means a given in the Brexit 

debate. As a construction, a kind of cultural European identity is invoked, and yet this is 

separated from politics. Cultural Europe and shared values exist at a different level to the 

EU. While the UK may (or may not – it is still open to question) belong to Europe, this in 

itself is not a justification for EU membership. The EU is regarded almost universally as 

a political, rather than a cultural project, so cultural attachment is invalidated in the 

argument. Moreover, attachment based on political belonging is unfeasible; being an EU 

member is primarily seen to be about the national interest, rather than political ideals 

beyond it. Aspects of political control are expected to be at the national level, because 

this is where affective attachment lies. The hostile ‘othering’ of the EU revolves around 

its perceived lack of legitimacy: it represents a threat to the political rights of the nation-

state. Democracy plays a particularly important role in this, presented as possible solely 

within the territorial confines of the nation-state. These findings will be analysed in the 

next chapter with reference to the academic literature presented in Chapter 2.  
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5. DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

 

5.1 Normalised nationhood: interest and identity 

Nationhood, Finlayson claims, is a theory about how the world works, and specifically 

how the world should be politically organised.226 The Brexit debate reveals how the 

assumptions that sustain this theory are put into practice. It shows that such assumptions 

of nationhood and nationality are used as justifications for both support or rejection of the 

EU. Nationalism determines arguments on both sides of the Brexit debate: it is a common 

denominator, whether ‘remain’ or ‘leave’, left or right. This understanding of how the 

world should be politically organised results in a discrepancy between the reality (of EU 

integration) and the discourse (of nationality), which is particularly clear in the UK case, 

where voters are much more aware of the drawbacks than the benefits of European 

integration.227  

 

The discourse on both sides shows that there is deemed to be an in-group, the nation, 

bounded by a specific territory, and which should ideally be governed by the state, as a 

democratically legitimate entity. Such assumptions come into conflict with certain 

aspects of EU membership. The assumptions of nationalism which influence attitudes to 

the EU, then, go beyond national identity, i.e. a sense of belonging rooted in shared 

culture, tradition and language. They concern also the rights and obligations that the 

group is perceived to have to other members, compared to outsiders. The political 

community of the nation-state implies national borders to identity, to interest and power, 

and to responsibility. In the Brexit debate we see a convergence of national interest and 

identity, in a form of group loyalty among British people which can be understood as a 

kind of ‘political allegiance’.228 Allegiance to the nation-state, then, is permeated by both 

reason and affect.  
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Research such as that of McClaren and Carey229 has tended to focus on a binary 

distinction in the factors that determine attitudes to the EU, distinguishing between 

utilitarian reasons for support, based on cost/benefit analysis, and affective reasons 

associated with belonging and identity. The temptation to separate utilitarian from 

affective reasons has led to contradictory findings, as discussed in Chapter 2. By looking 

at discourse, rather than focusing on survey responses, I have shown that the distinction 

between affect and rationality is not in fact clear cut when it comes to EU support: 

national identity and interest are mutually reinforcing. Drawing on ‘national interest’ as 

an argument necessarily assumes a national identity. In the British case, for example, 

national identity, rooted in a shared past, is associated with leadership and global power, 

i.e. utilitarian characteristics which both sides of the debate emphasise. Meanwhile, 

assuming a shared interest, discussing ‘we’ and what ‘we’ want and should have, 

reinforces a sense of group belonging; a group which is de-limited by the borders of the 

nation-state.  

 

My findings did not show a clear distinction between utilitarian concerns or affective 

attachment, neither did they reveal as such their relative importance in influencing 

attitudes to the EU. What they do make clear though, is the link between utilitarian and 

affective concerns: which interest is being considered, and which type of identity matters. 

In each case, the answer seems to be national. The Brexit debate supports, then, Deflem 

and Pampel’s theory230 that attitudes to the EU depend on perceived benefits for the 

country. National concerns are perceived to be paramount in determining attitudes to the 

EU, as seen by the emphasis on “national interest”, “what is best for us” and so on. My 

findings also support Karolewski and Suszycki’s supposition that support for the EU may 

occur on the basis of the national narrative,231 given that regardless of whether they 

support or oppose the EU, actors root their arguments in nationalist assumptions, and the 
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‘remain’ side emphasises first and foremost that EU membership is in the nation’s best 

interest.  

 

Thus, my findings better support a different element of McClaren’s work, specifically her 

findings on “economic nationalism”232 and the perceived threat of EU institutions to the 

nation-state.233 My research suggests that allegiance to the nation-state, reflected in 

concerns about both identity and interest, plays an important role in shaping attitudes to 

the EU. ‘National concern’ is a crucial element of the debate: arguments are largely 

directed not at the individual per se, but rather constructed in terms of the benefits or 

drawbacks of EU membership to the nation-state as a whole. This finding is in line with 

McClaren’s findings that attitudes to the EU, whether rooted in cost/benefit 

considerations and/or perceived threat, relate to the nation-state, rather than directly to the 

individual. 

 

An emphasis on national portrayals of Europe and the EU in shaping attitudes may seem 

to underestimate the ability of individuals to make decisions as European citizens, i.e. to 

relate directly to the EU. The lack of a European public sphere, as Habermas would have 

it, means that information is filtered through national public and political discourse – the 

national public sphere – as in the Brexit debate. A lack of knowledge and awareness 

beyond this, or missing direct links to the EU in the vast majority of the population, 

impedes independent attitudes being form. As Carey notes, purely economic explanations 

of support assume a level of knowledge about European integration and how the EU 

affects individuals which Anderson234 has shown to be unrealistic: citizens are not 

particularly well informed, and thus use proxies to make their decisions.235  
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5.2 Rhetorical European identity versus identification with Europe 

The extent to which people support or reject the EU, therefore, is at least to some extent 

dependent on the kind of EU with which they are presented, and the extent to which it is 

legitimated as a structure in relation to the nation-state. In turn, this depends on both 

national interest and national identity: in the British case, for example, discussions 

revolve around Britain’s global power and influence, and links to Commonwealth 

countries, drawing on a shared national past. The EU either enhances or limits this: both 

sides use the same basis for their arguments. This is why it is so important to study first 

and foremost the kind of Europe and EU that is being presented to the public. This is also 

a way to understand country-level differences; if different kinds of Europe and EU – and 

different visions of their relation to the nation-state – are being portrayed, it makes sense 

that opinions differ hugely from one nation-state to another.  

 

These portrayals affect the extent to which people identify with the EU or Europe, 

because they determine what kind of identification can develop: whether it is rooted in a 

shared culture, or a shared past, for example. What the Habermasian vision of European 

identity neglects, as pointed out by Castiglione,236 is the diversity of member states. By 

recognising the diversity of visions of Europe, it must be recognised that they are not all 

heading in the same direction,237 and differing visions need to be accommodated. Thus, 

looking for a singular unifying European identity, or something equivalent to a national 

identity, is misleading.  

 

As a discursive construction, European identity is powerful as long as it is legitimated, 

and this depends on the national context. In this sense, European identity has more to do 

with the nation-state than with the EU. Europe means different things to different 

member states, and is seen to be able to serve them in different ways. The EU, Europe 

and national identity can all be tightly interlinked: this is a vision of Europe as the nation 
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writ large.238  This kind of national-EU relationship is often associated with Germany.239 

European identity, in this sense, is part of (the German) national identity and legitimises 

the EU; yet it also can have troubling aspects. As Beck points out, “[w]e are currently 

seeing a German euro-nationalism that severs with the premise of multilateralism that has 

been so successful in post-war German politics. Clearly, the blindness of the faith in the 

nation-state prevails over its own historicity”.240 This indicates how dependent ‘Europe’ 

is on national identity. In the German case, being European and being German are, 

perhaps exceptionally,241 intertwined. 

 

The Brexit debate reveals that European identity is little used in legitimising the EU: 

affective attachment to Europe is not a prevalent argument for EU membership. Rather, 

the EU is broadly portrayed (on both sides of the debate) as a rational-economic 

institution whose political ambitions may be at odds with the British understanding of the 

nation-state and the control and responsibility that it ought to have. The real debate 

concerns whether or not this political element of the EU is a necessary compromise. 

Being part of the EU for the ‘remain’ campaign means drawing benefit for the nation 

from it; it is not about European identity in terms of affective attachment. Europe is the 

‘other’, but as such can still serve the ‘we’ of the nation-state: ‘we’ do not really have to 

be European to want to be in the EU. Attachment is to the nation-state, and what can best 

serve it: for the ‘remain’ side, this is EU membership. The Brexit debate in this way 

seems to support Miller’s and others’ view that emotional appeal stops with the nation-

state.242   

 

European identity is not a straightforward reference point, and certainly it is not 

embedded or assumed in the Brexit debate. Rather, what the debate seems to emphasise is 
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the extent to which European identity is a construction, open to manipulation, as 

indicated by the fact that it is used in both ‘remain’ arguments (usually in ‘public’ rather 

than political discourse) and ‘leave’ arguments (both in public and political discourse). 

The European identity constructed in the discourse is associated with culture, a shared 

past, and to some extent shared values: these are acknowledged, at some level, even in 

the British case. This would seem to confirm the idea that a shared sense of belonging 

can be cultivated through culture or a form of ‘constitutional patriotism’, two alternatives 

discussed in Chapter 2. However, if, as in the Brexit debate, these elements of belonging 

to Europe are disassociated from the political entity of the EU, their role becomes more 

pernicious than unifying.  

 

Rather than being an inclusive embodiment of European identity, the construction 

described above is exclusionary, used as reasoning for rejecting rather than supporting 

the EU. This kind of European identity, disconnected from EU institutions and the 

obligations and responsibilities that membership demands, can lead to rejection of 

external non-European others, and is particularly problematic for issues like immigration 

and the refugee crisis. This is exclusionary national identity transposed to a European 

level; it is the ‘othering’ of the non-European. This view sees European identity, 

embodied in a certain culture or civilisation, versus the EU. In fact, the EU is even 

criticised because of its inability to protect ‘fortress Europe’, understood as being white 

and Christian. In the Brexit debate, the Christian associations are evident, for example, in 

the anti-EU ‘Crusade’ of The Express.243 Moreover, European identity as exclusionary is 

evident in the projected threat of Turkey or Albania becoming EU members, a discourse 

which is particularly prominent on Twitter, but which we can trace to politicians like 

Nigel Farage, as well as Conservative Party members including Michael Gove, and the 

Eurosceptic press. Turks or Albanians are portrayed as the threatening non-European 

other, posing a threat not only to public services, but also to national security.244 
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European identity, it must be emphasised, is understood here as a deliberate construction, 

whereby the projection of European culture and values is dependent on the whims of 

national elites and media, and can be projected as exclusionary: ‘our’ culture and ‘our’ 

values are superior. This use of European identity resembles a particular nationalist 

discourse centred on threats to national culture or national identity, often used in anti-

immigration arguments about keeping ‘outsiders’, or foreigners, out of the nation-state, 

portrayed as somehow homogenous and ‘pure’. In this sense, Europe is just another front 

for exclusion and ‘othering’ on a greater scale than nationalism. This kind of discourse, 

which emphasises unity and similarity, can also be legitimised by the Habermasian vision 

of European identity being forged through a sense of constitutional values uniting us. 

Unity and similarity are forged at the expense of an external, non-European ‘other’. Thus, 

European identity as a construct; a single, unifying factor, whether rooted in culture or 

civic values, can be exclusive for outsiders just as much as it is inclusive for insiders. 

 

However, I would suggest that in the UK case, the emphasis on European identity and 

cultural similarity is really a rhetorical device, and does not represent an inherent belief in 

the superiority of European culture and civilisation, and the failure of the EU to safeguard 

it: it is more about Britain than it is about Europe. Protecting European culture or 

civilisation is not the clarion call of the ‘leave’ groups; rather it is used by populist 

politicians like Boris Johnson and Nigel Farage, to add another layer to their anti-EU 

argumentation. A sense of belonging to Europe is not really the point, but it is an attempt 

to legitimise an argument which, when based explicitly on national cultural identity, risks 

accusations of nationalism, in its most negative sense, and xenophobia. This merely 

serves to highlight the role of European identity as first and foremost a national rhetorical 

device.  

 

The separation of EU and Europe indicates that argumentation used in opposition to EU 

membership revolves around political rather than cultural questions. This undermines 

Habermas’ vision of identity developing through a common recognition of shared 

political values embodied and promoted by the EU. First, Habermas’ view suggests 

uniformity: that the EU is seen as the embodiment of certain (positive) attributes, rooted 
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in a civic, cosmopolitan understanding of the European polity. This kind of vision of the 

EU, however, is not uniform, as the Brexit debate shows: the EU is conceived as a 

positive economic force, but one with many negative (political) attributes.  

 

Second, Habermas ignores the exclusive nature of political allegiance represented by the 

nation-state, as Castiglione sees it,245 and the fact that because of this exclusivity, the EU 

and its political values can be seen as a challenge to the nation-state. The Brexit debate 

demonstrates this exclusivity: it is embedded in the kind of claims made by Cameron: “I 

love Britain, not Brussels”, presenting an either/or choice, or Dan Jarvis’ argument about 

the patriotic case for staying in the EU, which premises support for the EU on attachment 

to the nation-state. Support for EU membership is acceptable because it is in line with 

national allegiance, here portrayed as ‘patriotism’.  

 

Third, while national interest and identity are intertwined, European identity is 

disconnected from an EU-specific interest. As a result, we see strange bedfellows: 

support for the EU is premised with an emphasis on national allegiance and belonging, 

while European identity (based on cultural similarity and belonging) is used as an 

argument against the EU. Moreover, the EU itself is not necessarily associated with 

democracy: it is portrayed by the ‘leave’ campaign as an authoritarian, bureaucratic 

machine, and its democratic credentials are even called into question by the ‘remain’ 

side. Even where European attributes or values are recognised, then, the EU does not 

represent the embodiment of them.  

 

However, while political allegiance and the kind of collective identity with which it is 

mutually reinforcing, may be exclusive, precluding perhaps a ‘thick’ European identity, 

this doesn’t mean identification with Europe and the EU as the political entity 

representing it, is not possible. In light of my findings, I find the third perspective on 

European identity presented in Chapter 2 most convincing: that of Castiglione. Rather 

than a community bound by identity in the model of the nation-state, the kind of political 

community envisioned by Castiglione seems both more desirable and more realistic. In 
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such a vision, Europe does not require the same kind of relationship to its citizens, based 

on political allegiance, as does the nation-state: what it needs is a sense of collective 

interest, and habituation.246 National self-interest may encourage an awareness of 

collective interest, leading to the development of a political community which does not 

neglect or underestimate the importance of political allegiance to the nation-state. ‘Soft’ 

Euroscepticism and national difference might in fact serve a purpose in terms of creating 

solidarity among the citizens of Europe, as members of individual nation-states, more so 

than an elusive European identity based on European culture or political values has 

managed to do. In this sense, identification may develop through greater perception of 

solidarity and similarity, rather than an emphasis on uniformity or sameness. 

 

In fact, the separation of European identity and EU politics can be used to emphasise 

similarity among EU members, and a common plight against the political EU in its 

current form, because of a perceived lack of political legitimacy. Feeling European in this 

sense does not prevent discontent with the EU.247 This argument is about wanting the EU 

to improve, for example in its democratic accountability, because we are part of Europe, 

rather than wanting to abandon it even though we are part of Europe. It is an argument 

found in the Brexit debate, particularly by certain journalists writing for left leaning 

broadsheet publications – yet whose contours may be selectively picked up by right-wing 

Eurosceptics. In its original form, this idea of uniting to better the EU links to a 

transnational vision of the EU, as opposed to statist or supranational, a vision which 

suggests that the EU need not be a constraint on national democracies but can also 

improve them.248 I suggest that, conversely, national democracies can also improve the 

EU, and therefore complaints and conflict must be harnessed rather than smoothed over 

with claims of, or attempts to forge, a ‘singular’ identity. This type of Euroscepticism can 

be interpreted as a kind of ‘soft’ Euroscepticism, in that it centres on criticism of the EU 

in its current form, rather than to the European project as such. It is a form of 

Euroscepticism which may in fact be linked to Castiglione’s ideas about a kind of 
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identification with Europe stemming from a “mixture of rational self-interest, habituation, 

and cultivation of a sense of the collective interest”.249  As a means of engagement with 

the EU, such ‘soft’ Euroscepticism focusing on the shortcomings of the EU as a political 

and economic institution, may represent a different means through which identification 

with the EU might be fostered, which would in turn result in greater democratic 

accountability. 

 

5.3 Euroscepticism and its nuances: othering the EU 

The nuances of support and opposition to the EU evident in the Brexit debate, and their 

relationship to nationalism and to the European project per se, are not easily categorised 

according to the usual ‘soft’/‘hard’ distinction made in literature on Euroscepticism. 

Indeed, nationalism is usually associated with far right Euroscepticism, and certainly 

what is deemed ‘hard’ Euroscepticism: principled opposition to the project of European 

integration. What my findings show is that nationalism, as a way of understanding the 

world constructed in discourse, is much more pervasive, and is limited neither to 

extremes, nor to hard or soft Euroscepticism. Neither is it necessarily at odds with 

support for EU membership.  

 

Halikiopoulou et al argue that nationalism is the common denominator in far left and far 

right Euroscepticism, but distinguishes between the motivations for nationalism.250 The 

authors associate the kind of imagery found in the Brexit debate with a far-left 

Euroscepticism, based on a perception of the EU as an imperialist power contradicting 

the principles of autonomy and national self-determination.251 Yet, interestingly, this 

discourse is also used by, for example, UKIP. It seems that not just nationalism in 

general, but nationalism rooted in autonomy and self-determination, crosses traditional 

political divides. In fact, this is perhaps the fundamental feature of British 

Euroscepticism, and is not exclusively found on the left or right: nationalism as political 

autonomy is the common denominator.252  
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Halikiopoulou et al focus on radical parties, and the authors are concerned with what 

would be called ‘hard’ Euroscepticism. This neglects the role of nationalism in 

mainstream politics, and indeed in ‘soft’ Euroscepticism. I suggest that, in the British 

case at least, the idea that “European integration is seen as a threat to the autonomy, unity 

and identity of the nation”253 is a common denominator, not just between far right and far 

left, but also ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ Euroscepticism. In the Brexit debate, Euroscepticism 

revolving around concerns for the nation-state is both mainstream, and dominant. This 

confirms Gifford’s vision of British Euroscepticism,254 in terms of the extent to which it 

has permeated the mainstream, and its populist orientation. However, Gifford’s emphasis 

on British uniqueness may no longer be so relevant, given the growing number of 

Eurosceptic parties entering the mainstream throughout Europe. 

 

Moreover, Gifford, along with most writers on British Euroscepticism, does not 

distinguish between the EU and Europe in terms of Britain constructing an ‘other’.255 My 

findings suggest that more nuance is needed here. As discussed in Chapter 2, there is a 

tendency for studies of British Euroscepticism to focus on elements of history, geography 

and culture in British identity construction in relation to Europe, all of which highlight 

elements of difference in relation to a European ‘other’.256  Certainly these do play a role, 

but I found they are embedded rather than overt – for example, history may be implicitly 

referred to in arguments revolving around Britain’s relationships with Commonwealth 

countries, and its global importance. Much more overt is an othering of the EU, on a 

political basis. The Brexit debate shows that there is a clear distinction between on the 

one hand a cultural connection to Europe, and on the other an economic or political way 

of relating to the EU. The focus of British Euroscepticism, it seems, is not in fact national 

identity alone, but rather a nationalist vision of how the world should be politically 

organised, which can be presented as being at odds with EU membership – and which 
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may be enhanced by the rhetorical construction of (cultural or value-based) European 

identity.  

 

5.4 Political autonomy: nationalism beyond national identity 

Literature on European identity, and specifically how it might fit with a national identity, 

often fails to highlight the distinction between the EU and Europe evident in the Brexit 

discourse. The ‘remain’ group, we have seen, emphasises an economic pro-EU argument, 

while the arguments of the ‘leave’ side tend to converge towards a political anti-EU 

argument, involving political autonomy from the EU, framed variously in terms of 

control, sovereignty, democracy and independence. A failure to distinguish between 

grievances with the EU as a political entity and perceptions of Europe as a cultural or 

geographical sphere obscures the distinct and prominent role that the aforementioned 

issues of political control play in the debate. Such concepts, projected as defining 

features, and rights, of the nation-state, are used as an argument in themselves against EU 

membership; this is neither about national identity per se, or rational interest.  

 

However, national identity can be seen to play a role in arguments about political control, 

if we consider Miller’s claim that nationality encompasses three elements: national 

identity, ethical responsibility and national self-determination.257 The first element 

regards the sense of belonging to a particular nation; the second the duties that we owe 

our fellow-nationals, which are more extensive than those we owe to others outside the 

national community, and the third the fact that people living within a particular territory 

can collectively decide matters which primarily concern that (national) community. 

These are mutually reinforcing: while national identity supports the claims for political 

self-determination and ethical responsibility, so too, Miller points out, can the political 

claim support the identity and ethics claims. Because the nation is politically self-

determining, it can make claims on its citizens in terms of a common identity and a 

shared moral obligation.258   
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Adapting Miller’s terms, when looking at the Brexit debate we can see all of his three 

elements of nationalism at work which are complexly interlinked: national identity, 

responsibility and political control. While national responsibility is assumed rather than 

pronounced, political control is the most overt element of nationalism, used by the ‘leave’ 

side in the debate as a justification in itself for leaving the EU. Rather than cultural threat 

being used to oppose the European project, as examined by McClaren,259 the threat 

constructed is a political one: the hostile ‘other’, as discussed in the previous chapter, is 

the political EU, rather than cultural Europe. Broadly speaking, the EU is rejected from a 

perspective of civic, rather than ethnic, nationalism. It is this civic nationalism in itself 

that prescribes national self-determination and is thus a basis for rejecting the EU, 

indicating the tensions between nationalism - still the dominant mode of viewing things - 

and EU membership. The EU is seen then as a political entity threatening the very 

essence of the nation-state.   

 

This kind of argument may be interpreted as a cover, or rationalisation, for arguments 

about identity and culture. Protecting sovereignty is acceptable, while saying you don’t 

want foreigners in your country is not. Even UKIP, as discussed, increasingly frames its 

arguments in terms of control and independence, and has moved away from its more 

overtly xenophobic discourse, toning down its racism and gaining greater political weight 

by focusing on the political-control arguments. What is interesting here, though, is that 

the sovereignty argument is perceived to have such legitimacy: it is an argument in itself 

for leaving the EU. 

 

Yet, a belief in the imagined community, or an emphasis on nationhood, does not have to 

mean hostility to the EU, as we see in many of the pro-EU arguments in the Brexit 

debate. Many ‘remain’ arguments are still rooted in ‘economic’ nationalism: the EU is 

seen as an enhancement to the nation-state, something which is in the national interest. 

This view broadly sees the EU in terms of a rational-economic entity, which can make 

Britain Stronger, Safer and Better Off.  These terms of support for the EU are 

disassociated from the political project of European integration, which is seen to 

                                                      
259 McLaren, “Public Support for the European Union,” 2002. 
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undermine fundamental values of the nation-state by both sides in the debate. The 

disassociation of economic and political EU shows that opposition to certain aspects of 

the very project of integration does not mean all out opposition to the EU. Besides, 

support for the EU must also be understood with nuances: it can be functional rather than 

identity based,260 and thus can reject the ‘identity’ part of Europe, without opposing 

further and deeper integration.   

 

5.5 Euroscepticism, populism and democracy: the links 

My findings show that the Brexit debate is concerned to a great extent with questions of 

democracy. A dichotomy is created, between the EU as elitist and anti-democratic, and 

the nation-state as democratic and revolving around the will of the ‘people’. In the Brexit 

debate the people/nation versus elite/EU distinction is evident, straddling left-right and 

pervading both political and public discourse. This pervasiveness points to the 

significance of this kind of discourse, revolving around beliefs about democracy and how 

it should work. Yet literature on European identity seems not to tackle this question. 

Specifically, this concerns the extent to which an association of democracy with the 

nation-state fosters hostility towards the EU and a rejection of its political credentials – 

resulting either in the kind of Europe versus EU distinction we have seen (and potentially 

exclusive European identity) or a rejection of both (lack of identification with Europe), or 

possibly a call for reform (Euroscepticism as fostering identification, as discussed above). 

The emphasis on democracy is perhaps the most powerful element of nationalist 

Euroscepticism, as it cuts across parties and political orientation, and draws on 

fundamental assumptions about the nation-state  

 

The rise of populism is undoubtedly important in understanding current attitudes to the 

EU: Euroscepticism and populism seem to be mutually reinforcing phenomena, given 

that both are based on a similar dichotomisation of elites and people. A more radical view 

of populism suggests that the linking of different demands, from European citizens of 

                                                      
260 Nicolò Conti, “Party Attitudes to European Integration: A Longitudinal Analysis of the Italian Case,” 

EPERN Working Paper (Guildford: Guildford: European Parties Elections and Referendums Network, 

2003). 
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different member states, may lead to the formation of a collective identity through the 

recognition of a common enemy: ‘the establishment’ of the EU.261 In this view, 

“[p]opulism incarnates the normative ideal of a radical democratic project, that is, a form 

of political articulation that not only tries to aggregate different demands, but also 

emphasizes social antagonism”.262 Of course, questions remain about how these different 

demands are presented in a common front, and the dangers associated with a populist 

leader,263 Hungary’s Viktor Orbán being a worrying case in point, where populism seems 

to represent a threat to democracy. Yet there is scope for further research into the extent 

to which a kind of non-extreme ‘Euro-populism’ might represent a corrective to 

European democracy.264  

 

5.6 Preliminary conclusions 

My analysis of the Brexit debate highlights the continued discursive importance of the 

nation-state, as a reference point for collective identity, but also political control. The use 

of nationhood in the Brexit debate confirms the extent to which the nation as a category, 

and as a way of understanding how the world should be politically organised, has become 

normalised.  

 

The normalisation of the nation-state influences perceptions of Europe and the EU, which 

are determined on the basis of political allegiance to the nation-state and incorporate 

concerns of both interest and identity. The EU is evaluated in national terms. This is 

enhanced by the fact that attitudes are broadly dependent on discourse in the national 

public sphere, given the absence of a European public sphere and a general lack of 

knowledge about the EU. As a result, attitudes are likely to be determined on the basis of 

how the EU affects the nation-state, as opposed to the individual, and indeed the Brexit 

debate confirms this, revolving around the question of what the impact will be nationally.  

                                                      
261 For more on the radical approach to populism, see, for example, Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser, “The 

Ambivalence of Populism: Threat and Corrective for Democracy,” Democratization 19, no. 2 (April 2012): 

189-192.  
262 Ibid, 191. This view is associated with Laclau and Mouffe; see Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (Verso, 2001). 
263 Kaltwasser, “The Ambivalence of Populism,” 192. 
264 Ibid, 195. 
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European identity is subordinated to national identity: given the diversity of nations, then, 

European identity should not be understood as a singular concept. It may play a role in 

the debate, but it is a discursive construct like national identity, yet without the appeal or 

rootedness of the latter. Thus it can be manipulated, and can be used by either side, in 

pro- or anti-EU arguments. Emphasis on similarity or uniformity in Europe is associated 

with culture or political values, both of which can be portrayed as exclusionary. 

Moreover, in the UK case, being European, or feeling attachment to it is not necessarily 

associated with support for the EU. Belonging to Europe does not validate the EU in the 

way that belonging to the nation validates the state in the eyes of its citizens. 

 

The specific understanding of the EU in the British case is often associated with 

Euroscepticism. The Brexit case confirms that there is suspicion about the EU, but the 

reasons for this and its influence on attitudes to EU membership are not straightforward. 

Euroscepticism in Britain is more nuanced than the ‘hard’ / ‘soft’ distinction implies, and 

can incorporate support for the EU. What emerges from the Brexit debate is a national 

portrayal of the EU as a rational-economic institution, as opposed to a source of affective 

attachment. However, this does not preclude solidarity with Europeans: in fact, this is an 

element which is emphasised in arguments both for and against the EU.  

 

The basis for this solidarity, and for much of the opposition to the EU, is in fact rooted in 

nationalist assumptions. It revolves around a concern for the political rights of the nation-

state, specifically in terms of autonomy and democracy. This is linked to a Euro-populist 

argument which portrays the EU as the elite and the nation as the ‘people’: members of 

other nation-states are equated with the British people, in their struggle against the anti-

democratic EU. The recognition of the EU’s shortcomings in terms of infringements on 

sovereignty and a lack of democracy even by the remain side confirms that the blending 

of populism and Euroscepticism occurs across the political spectrum. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

 

6.1 Summary of main points 

Whatever the outcome of the Brexit debate, the referendum will do little to clarify the 

long-standing question of whether Britain is really ‘part of’ Europe, or whether the 

British ‘feel’ European. Whether it remains a member or not, the arguments presented 

both to oppose and support this membership are of great interest to questions about how 

nationalism works today, and specifically how it works in relation to the EU. The Brexit 

debate shows that support or opposition are both (presented as) largely national issues, 

associated in the discourse with what is best for the nation. National identity and national 

interest are inextricably linked in discourse, converging in what might be termed 

‘political allegiance’. The EU is framed by both sides of the debate in relation to this 

allegiance, and to national concerns, pointing to the pervasiveness of nationalism.  

 

While nationalism, incorporating national identity, is embedded and assumed, and thus 

central to the arguments of both sides, European identity is highly malleable. It is a 

construction, yet it is not embedded or taken for granted, and is thus open to questioning 

and manipulation in a way that national identity is not. In the Brexit debate its role is 

primarily rhetorical. Much of the literature on European integration tends to assume the 

potential for a singular, unifying European identity (albeit with varying content) 

developing, or being fostered, as the appropriate, and possibly sole basis for legitimation 

of the EU. And yet the Brexit debate shows that arguments for remaining in the EU are 

not centred on a sense of belonging to Europe, but on what the EU can do for the national 

‘us.’ European identity is secondary, if it is invoked at all. Broadly speaking, attitudes 

towards the EU in the UK do not revolve around a European identity, as a discursive 

construction, but are rather related to a complex (discursive) interaction of national 

identity, national interest and ideas about where political control should lie. The EU is not 

seen in the UK in terms which encourage attachment; rather it is primarily understood as 

a political/economic entity which may or may not serve the national interest and the 

national people. Where a sense of belonging to Europe is invoked, on the other hand, it is 

frequently rhetorical, as a means to further vilify or criticise the EU. 
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Nationalism and concern for the nation-state is evident on both sides of the debate, and 

thus is not necessarily associated with opposition to the EU, or Euroscepticism. What the 

Brexit debate reveals is that there are nuances to support for and opposition to the EU in 

the way these stances relate to both nationalism and European identity. In traditional 

Euroscepticism literature, the UK would be considered (as it often is) Eurosceptic, 

whether ‘soft’ or ‘hard’. The latter is associated with principled opposition to the project 

of European integration. While we would expect such principled opposition to be the 

preserve of the leave side, in fact, the ‘remain’ side may also oppose the vey project of 

European integration, understood in political terms. This opposition to the political 

ambitions of the EU relates to ‘protecting’ the nation-state. It is a concern which crosses 

not just both sides of the campaign, but both sides of the political spectrum, and is not 

limited to the political fringes. Nationalism affects every element of the Brexit debate.  

 

The political reasoning for objecting to the EU finds a notable level of convergence 

across parties, and in both mainstream and more fringe parties. The common emphasis is 

on the element of nationalism that I have called ‘political control’. Opposition to the EU 

is not purely about cultural threat or national identity; whether or not it is a 

rationalisation, threat is presented not in cultural, but rather in political terms. The ‘other’ 

is therefore the EU, rather than Europe, understood as a cultural or geographical entity.  

 

Arguments which draw on the ‘hostile other’ of the EU are ostensibly disassociated from 

the kind of emotional argument generally associated with national identity. National 

identity does, however, play a role: the nation-state is legitimate as a source of power 

because its citizens feel connected to each other, in an ‘imagined community’. The 

political control argument relies on nationally-oriented assumptions about how the world 

should be politically organised. Democracy is portrayed as being legitimate only in the 

context of the nation-state and thus the EU is a threat to this. This is linked to a populist 

portrayal of an elite, authoritarian EU versus the national people. The belief about the 

inherent nature of democracy as a national attribute, demonstrated by my findings, can be 

insightful in understanding links between Euroscepticism and populism, or what can be 

termed Euro-populism.  
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6.2 Implications 

Contrary to the hopes of the EU founding fathers and subsequent elites, and to academic 

speculation, the nation-state has not lost its relevance as a result of increased 

interconnectivity and integration among EU Member states. In fact, throughout Europe, 

recent years have seen a rise in the popularity of anti-EU populist parties with strongly 

nationalist rhetoric. Such parties exploit the disconnect between what political elites 

and/or the EU is doing, and what people believe is valid. They play on an idea of 

nationalism which does not fit the reality of a globalised world: a defence of the national 

community in the face of hostile external forces, contradicting what the nation-state is 

and ought to be. This finds resonance among publics throughout Europe because the EU 

is still broadly viewed through a nationalist perspective; as such, it is made comparable to 

the nation-state, and tends to fall short. The continued relevance of the nation-state is 

rooted not in its actual power, but in its assumed role, as the appropriate point of 

reference for a collective identity, and for political control. Its ability to retain such 

relevance relies on the “ideological consciousness” of nationhood: the assumption that 

‘we’ belong together to a specific nation, with resulting responsibilities to each other, has 

become normalised. 

 

The normalisation of nationhood determines how the EU and Europe are understood. The 

continued centrality of the nation-state means portrayals of the EU are open to 

manipulation and misunderstandings. These two factors may result in resistance to the 

EU on the basis of its perceived infringements on the rights of the nation-state and its 

lack of democratic legitimacy. This is connected to the kind of populist Euroscepticism 

posing the nation/people against the EU/elites which is strongly evident in the Brexit 

debate, and is becoming increasingly evident, I suggest, beyond the UK. Likewise, ideas 

about European identity, about similarity and belonging on the basis of culture or values, 

can be manipulated, and can be used against the EU. A form of Euroscepticism that 

incorporates a specific idea of European identity, rooted in specific culture or values is, I 

argue, the most pernicious embodiment of Euroscepticism, both resisting European 

integration and emphasising inevitably the non-European ‘other’.  
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However, ideas about European identity, or European identity as a discursive construct, 

must be distinguished from identification with Europe. Considering this, the Brexit 

debate may in fact contain some encouraging signs, suggesting that even though 

European identity is not used as a reasoning for EU membership, identification can 

develop in ways that are not based on singularity, or exclusivity of culture or values. A 

focus on the political attributes of the EU, and the directing of criticism towards these, is 

not necessarily a bad thing if it can be separated from a hostile ‘othering’ of Europeans, 

rooted in a kind of ethnic nationalism and drawing on racism or xenophobia. The 

recognition of a common ‘other’ in the form of the EU, which is indicated in the Brexit 

debate, may paradoxically be a point for reforming and strengthening the EU in the long-

term, by encouraging the development of solidarity among Europeans, as members of 

other nation-states, recognising (similarity in) each other as such. Rather than European 

identity rooted in culture or politics, this would be a sense of identification developed 

through rational (national) self-interest, compatible with the apparent exclusivity of 

political allegiance. Support for the EU, then, does not necessarily require a ‘thick’ 

identification, or that the bonds of nationalism be completely broken down. Indeed, as 

Miller suggests, nationalism may still have an important role to play.  

 

6.3 Suggestions for further research  

I have made some suggestions here about how the UK case may in fact find certain 

similarities with other member states; further research could similarly look at how 

national discourse constructs the nation-state – EU relationship in other specific cases, as 

well as comparing them. Moreover, I was unable to examine in detail the kind of 

different demands and goals various political parties have with regards to the EU; 

justifications for wanting political control to be at the level of the nation-state do of 

course differ according to which end of the political spectrum we look at. It would be 

interesting to further examine these party differences, as well as their similarities. I also 

recognise that there are nuances which I have not examined: for example, not all those 

who identify as left-wing would consider political control at the national level desirable, 

as there is an argument which suggests the EU is a desirable source of external 

monitoring, curtailing the power of the government. Though I have not highlighted it in 
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my analysis, this notion has also been used in the Brexit debate, primarily in opposition 

to the Conservative Party, through claims that the EU provides protection of certain rights 

which that party might otherwise limit or eliminate. However, this argument again points 

to the importance of the national context in determining opinions to the EU: EU 

membership is favourable because of the potential adverse effects for the nation-state of 

not being a member. 

 

This study only touched briefly on the issue of the current rise of populism and its 

relation to Europe and the EU. There is much fruitful research yet to be done in this area, 

for example looking at if and when populism reflects a widespread concern about the 

demise of the nation-state for reasons associated with democracy and autonomy, to what 

extent it is really about ethnicity and exclusion, and how all this reflects on ideas and 

attitudes towards the EU.  How does it differ between national contexts, and what 

similarities are evident?  Discussions of populism necessarily require further reflection on 

what is meant by democracy and what it should involve, which this study does not aim to 

tackle. However, there is certainly interesting scope for further research on the kind of 

opportunities and possibilities that different demands against the establishment of the EU 

and its elites might play in forging a more democratic EU: in what ways it might 

represent a threat or a corrective to European democracy.  

 

The Brexit debate has prompted discussion not only in Britain, but throughout the EU 

about the future of the European project. It has mobilised opinion both in support of and 

in opposition to the EU, and prompted discussion about its benefits and shortcomings. 

However, the debate is still somewhat limited in that it is largely dependent on the 

national sphere, and thus national interpretations of the issues at hand, filtered through 

national discourse. That said, national debates which highlight common interest with 

members of other nation-states, even if in terms of a common enemy in the form of the 

EU, might just be the basis for a certain kind of political community, and greater 

identification with the EU in the future. Nationalism is still dominant in terms of 

assumptions about how the world should be politically organised, and as the appropriate 
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reference point for collective identity and responsibility, yet this does not have to be a 

barrier to support for EU membership, or for identification with Europe. 
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