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1. Introduction

In the past, Britain’s relationship with the European Union has often been
described as reluctant and sometimes even tense. Domestic controversies
over milestones in European integration, such as the Maastricht Treaty',
illustrate some of the difficulties that Britain faces as a member of the
European Union.” Recently, public opinion polls on the Euro showed
clearly that doubts concerning the introduction of the European currency in
Britain are not only shared among large sections of the British political
elite, but also among the broader public. According to a survey published
in autumn 2001, 54% of the British population are in favour of defending
the sterling as the country’s only currency. However, only 13% are of the
opinion that Britain would benefit from leaving the European Union, while
48% of the people asked share the view that Britain should use her EU
membership in order to minimise the political influence of supranational
institutions on Britain.’

In academic discussion, a number of reasons are debated for Britain’s
reluctance to accept certain measures that are supposed to broaden and
deepen European integration. First of all, there is great emphasis on pre-
serving national sovereignty and therefore the predominant role of Parlia-
ment in the British political system. Losing national autonomy is often in-
terpreted as a development that would benefit the ‘bureaucrats in Brussels,’
rather than the British people. This kind of heteronomy was already feared
by the Eurosceptics who were against the accession of Britain to the then
European Economic Community (EEC) in 1973. Most recently, the Con-
servative Party election campaign in 2001 indicates that the emphasis on
national sovereignty is still an important issue on the British political
agenda. For Eurosceptics, the topic serves as a leitmotiv in their argumenta-
tion on Europe.

But what effects does ‘Europe’ have on the political culture in Britain?
Some academics argue that the ‘nature’ of British democracy differs quite
considerably from continental models. A confrontational policy style and
the very strong position of the Prime Minister are amongst the most impor-
tant characteristics of the institutional and procedural arrangements in Brit-
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ish politics.* Many people in Britain therefore regard British policy making
tradition as a kind of democracy that is only in part compatible with the
ideas of a ‘European democracy,” which rest on the influential position of
supranational institutions, such as the European Parliament or the European
Commission. Hence ‘being different’ not only relates to geographic and
historic aspects of the ‘British way of life,” but also to the political system
and its history.’

Against this background, British views of the European integration
process are mostly dominated by a pragmatic and problem-oriented ap-
proach without great ‘Euro-idealism’® as in France or Germany. Neverthe-
less, values such as ‘prosperity,” ‘freedom,” ‘democracy’ or ‘peace’ are im-
portant parameters for British EU policy.” There are different views, how-
ever, on whether these aims could be better realised by an intergovernmen-
tal approach by the member states or by strengthening supranational insti-
tutions at the expense of national sovereignty.® In some ‘core policy fields,’
such as taxation and social policy, Britain favours an inter-governmental
approach. This is why the subsidiarity principle is frequently referred to by
the British representatives in negotiations on new ‘balances of competence’
between the national and European policy level.

Beyond that, Britain’s external relations do not mainly focus on the
European Union. For historic reasons, the international co-ordinate system
of Britain is characterised by a transatlantic perspective and an emphasis on
the ‘special relationship’ with the United States. Secondly, Britain’s former
role as a world power and the centre of the Commonwealth led to a view on
European and world affairs that sometimes differs considerably from other
member states of the European Union.”

Despite the relatively stable parameters of British EU policy, attitudes
towards European integration are far from homogeneous. This is mainly the
case for three reasons, firstly; actors in the British political and public
spheres are driven by different interests and values, secondly; they act
within different institutional frameworks that influence the outcome of pol-
icy options, thirdly; European integration is such a manifold process that -
from a supranational and national perspective - one can hardly speak of a
(deterministic) blueprint for EU development.'’

The ‘patchwork nature’ of British attitudes towards Europe becomes
more clear when we look closely at the very different perceptions of the
integration process, by the political elites and the broader public. As vari-
ous studies show, key decision makers, and opinion leaders seem to be
more ‘conscious’ of European integration than the ‘ordinary man in the
street’.!' Furthermore, members of the political or economic elite tend to
have more positive attitudes towards European integration than the broader
public.'” Against this background, the following chapters try to identify
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reasons for these differences and to investigate some of the most important
consequences. As far as terminology is concerned, however, it seems to be
necessary to deal with the various definitions of ‘elites’ before we can turn
to the question whether factors of ‘classic foreign policy’ have an influence
over the perception of the European integration process by the political el-
ites and the British public opinion.

2. British elites and European integration

2.1. Defining ‘elites’

In their study on the ‘views of the British foreign policy elite in the early
1990s’ David Sanders and Geoffrey Edwards state:

‘But if there was a wide range of issue-areas where our elite sample was plainly
divided, there was an equally wide range where a strong consensus prevailed.
One of the most obvious areas in this regard was general attitudes towards the
EC. In sharp contrast to the dissensus shown in response to questions about the
Community’s embryonic foreign policy institutions, the overwhelming majority
of respondents took a very positive view of the EC as a whole, recognizing the
identity of interest the UK shares with the Community.""

That result mainly aims at fundamental attitudes of British political elites
towards the European integration process. In their view, the question: ‘In or
out of Europe?’ - a hotly debated issue in the 1970s and the first half of the
1980s - does not seem relevant any longer. Gradually, the focus of discus-
sion was shifted towards the issue: ‘What kind of Europe do we want?’ As
a consequence, different views on the future of the European Union and
Britain’s role therein became an essential part of the political controversies
of the country. Some authors even argue that Britain’s membership in the
EU led to a domestification of supranational issues so that they became an
integral part of domestic politics.'* Against this background, Sander’s and
Edward’s assumption of relative homogeneity on the question ‘In or out of
Europe?’ seems to be the smallest common denominator. When details of
the European integration process are discussed, a wide range of views and
opinions becomes visible - not only among members of the foreign policy
elites but also in the broader public debate.

The research design of Sanders and Edwards is considerably influenced
by the following definition:

‘By the term ‘British foreign policy elite’ we mean that relatively small group of
200 or so individuals, at the head of the Civil Service, politics, industry, finance
and the media, whose opinions are periodically sought, directly or indirectly, ei-
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ther when foreign policy alternatives are being explored or when the reactions of
other international actors are being predicted or evaluated.”"”

Without doubt, key decision makers and opinion leaders in British politics,
media, administration, and business influence the discussion on Britain’s
role in Europe in a number of formal and informal ways. But, their attitudes
are also the result of action within a particular institutional framework'®.
The interdependence between individuals and their institutional environ-
ment seems to play a subordinate role in the approach mentioned. As a
consequence, focusing on the ‘micro perspective’ of ‘200 or so individuals’
could make it more difficult to analyse complex systems such as political
parties or interest groups and their role in the British debate on European
integration.'” This could be even more the case with regard to the multi-
level procedure of decision making in Britain after her accession to the
European Communities. Supranational institutions as a centre of power be-
yond the nation-state have a great impact on the British political system as
a whole and constantly re-define the room for manoeuvre of political actors
in the domestic or ‘Brussels-centred’ policy arena.'®

For the reasons mentioned the following chapters rest on a structuralist-
oriented approach. Yet, it takes into account the interdependence between
different policy levels, institutions and key decision makers in British poli-
tics.'” With regard to the attitudes towards European integration, British
foreign policy elites are regarded as more heterogeneous than assumed by
Sanders and Edwards, but more homogenous than the broader public in
Britain. These assumptions determine the content of the following chapters.
The first part of the paper deals with the views on European integration that
the political elites in Britain share or quarrel about. In a second step, it is
intended to analyse the effects of the political debate on the attitudes of the
broader public towards the European Union and vice versa. Finally, we
concentrate on the question of whether the European integration process
can be regarded as a ‘special kind’ of British foreign policy and whether
the public debate on Europe fits in traditional clusters of dealing with ‘ex-
ternal relations’.

2.2. European integration and party competition

The two main parties in Britain - the Conservative Party and the Labour
Party — dominate, to a very large extent, the British agenda on Europe. In
this process, two dimensions can be distinguished, firstly; Labour and the
Tories compete for votes in order to gain and preserve power, secondly; in
their efforts to gain tactical and strategic political advantage, both parties
act within a political system that is characterised by a dominant polarisation
of government and opposition. For some authors these circumstances exert
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pressure on the two competitors to develop different profiles in European
policy.”® Nevertheless, both parties claim to fight best for preserving Brit-
ain’s interests on the supranational level.

In the past, Labour and the Conservatives chose flexible approaches to-
wards Europe. The Labour Party, for example, favoured withdrawal from
the EU at the beginning of the 1980s after a phase of ‘sceptic pragmatism’
in the 1970s. EU membership was regarded as a disadvantage for Britain’s
social and economic development. After the election defeat in 1983, La-
bour’s attitude towards Europe was dominated by ambivalence. It was
mainly Neil Kinnock who convinced the party that Britain must not isolate
herself from the development of the EU. As a consequence, the call for
withdrawal was gradually replaced by critical engagement. Despite some
reluctance and controversy, the country’s involvement in EU affairs was
intensified after Tony Blair became Prime Minister in 1997.%! Yet, it is an
open question whether British European policy since then has changed in
substance or just in style.22 In the recent debate on a European constitution,
the Blair government seems to stick to the intergovernmental approach. For
example, the British government opposes a directly elected president of the
European Commission presiding over what is often called a ‘federal
Europe’. It is also is in favour of strengthening the Council of Ministers at
the expense of the Commission in order to improve the decision making
process. Furthermore, the Labour government seems ready to accept the
incorporation of the Charter of Fundamental Rights into a European Union
constitution as long as it would not be enforceable in British courts.” Nev-
ertheless, the Labour Party - as well as the Conservatives - strongly support
enlargement of the EU. The applicants in Eastern Europe are especially re-
garded as important partners in developing the European Union on an in-
tergovernmental basis and in stabilising young democracies both economi-
cally and politically.**

Generally speaking, the Tories also changed considerably in their atti-
tude towards the European integration process since 1973. In particular,
after Margaret Thatcher’s move to No. 10 Downing Street, Britain was of-
ten perceived as a self-conscious, and sometimes difficult partner to deal
with on the European level. Although European policy was often a contro-
versial issue, the majority of the party supported the way in which suprana-
tional issues were treated by the Conservative government. But in the end
misjudgements concerning far-reaching changes in world politics, namely
the collapse of the Eastern Bloc and the dawn of German unification, dam-
aged Margaret Thatcher’s reputation as an experienced stateswoman with a
well-developed instinct for political changes, and finally contributed to her
retreat from important posts in British politics.”® In contrast to his predeces-
sor, John Major tried to lead Britain to the ‘heart of Europe’. But restric-



188  Georg Weinmann

tions in domestic politics led to a very close connection between the ero-
sion of his power base and new steps towards further integration in Europe
- symbolised by the Maastricht treaty.” In his own party, as well as in the
British public, John Major’s European policy became increasingly an indi-
cator of his declining authority as party leader and Prime Minister.”’” Al-
though the successor of William Hague, lan Duncan Smith presently fol-
lows a defensive strategy in public statements on Europe, there is room for
doubt whether the Conservative Party’s European profile of the last 10 to
15 years will be changed substantially in the near future.

The debate on the ratification of the Maastricht Treaty in Britain is a
good example to illustrate how the parties use matters of European integra-
tion to weaken the political opponents. In the case of ‘Maastricht,” the Con-
servative Party’s majority in the House of Commons was - just - sufficient
to ratify the treaty and hence weakened Major’s leadership capability to a
considerable extent. In the parliamentary debates, Labour - as the largest
party in opposition - concentrated on the government’s ‘opt-out’ of the So-
cial Chapter and favoured a greater role of European social policy in Brit-
ain. By focusing on Britain’s image as ‘the odd man out’ in the EU the po-
larisation between government and opposition became very transparent for
the British public.

Tactical considerations also played an important role in the run-up to the
parliamentary elections in 1997 and 2001. But, both parties stuck to very
different courses in the treatment of European policy as a topic for their
election campaign. The Tories denied support for the introduction of the
Euro in Britain and accused the government of putting British interests at
risk by planning to make the country a part of the monetary union. For the
Labour Party, the common currency was not a high-ranking issue in the
election campaign. The party tried to draw the public’s attention to the suc-
cesses of its balance sheet like the reduction of employment and the offen-
sive for better education or a more effective National Health Service.” Re-
search indicates, however, that the preferences of the British population for
the decision at the ballot box does not reflect the enormous attention of the
media for questions on European integration. There seem to have been
problems that mattered more.”” The Tory concept for both elections was
specifically oriented towards the (elitist) ‘published opinion’ rather than
‘broad public opinion’. Some Observers argue that the extent of mispercep-
tion of the public mood contributed a lot to the Tories’ defeats in 1997 and
2001.%

As far as the Liberal Democrats are concerned, their traditionally clear
position in favour of deepening and broadening European integration -
even at the expense of national sovereignty - became clearly visible in their
manifesto for the European elections in 1999. They proposed a referendum
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on the Euro at the earliest possible date and supported a closer co-operation
in matters of defence within the European Union. Institutionally, the Lib
Dems favoured the greater use of Qualified Majority Voting in the Council
of Ministers in order to increase the supranational institutions’ effective-
ness. In financial terms, they were opposed to a rise of the British contribu-
tion to the EU budget and demanded an overhaul of the Common Agricul-
tural Policy.’' Many aspects of the European profile described belong to the
core of liberal ideas on British European policy. When the Labour Party
thought of leaving the European Communities during its next term in of-
fice, the party split at the beginning of the 1980s: the anti-integrationist
course could no longer be supported by the Europhile wing. Although the
Liberal Democrats are conceptually in a position to enrich the British de-
bate on Europe, the election system leads to its almost complete isolation
from the centres of power at national level. Therefore, the institutional set-
ting in Britain not only influences British attitudes towards Europe to a
great extent (‘Westminster model of government’), but also moulds the na-
tional debate in a way that makes it difficult for political minorities to ar-
ticulate their ideas of Europe in the British policy arena to an extent that
enables them to transform parts of their platform into policy.

Supranational developments and their impact on Britain are closely
interlinked with domestic politics. At the same time, the national contro-
versies on Europe have effects, which go far beyond the British public. EU
partners closely watch the British debate. Although official, governmental
European policy is still the main indicator for the country’s relationship
with the other EU member states, the discussion influences the perceptions
by foreign decision makers and politicians. But, sometimes the close link
between domestic politics and Britain’s attitude towards the European inte-
gration process is not transparent at first sight. The mixture of institutional
complexity, strategic considerations, and value-based ‘gesture politics’ is a
decisive factor for British European policy, which has to be ‘deciphered’
by careful analysis.

2.3. Interest groups

The range of interest group activity not only includes classic lobbying ‘be-
hind the scenes’ but also the use of the public sphere as a tool for rising
awareness for one’s own political, economic and social aims. The domesti-
fication of European issues by British politics caused a strategic and prag-
matic reorientation of many interest groups in Britain.’* Without adapting
to the new circumstances, they would not be able to influence British Euro-
pean policy in the way they do nowadays.”

In the past - similar to the big political parties - many interest groups
changed their attitude towards Europe numerous times. The Trades Union
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Congress, for example, decided on a ‘middle way’ in the 1970s and 1980s
in order to avoid severe internal conflicts on European issues. The close
connection with the Labour Party led to almost identical (anti-
integrationist) positions on Europe between 1981 and 1987. Since the be-
ginning of the 1990s, the attitude of the British labour movement towards
the European integration process became more positive. The loss of power
under Margaret Thatcher forced the unions to look for new channels of in-
fluence. By enforcing their activities in Brussels and Strasbourg, they tried
to by-pass the blockade in Britain and to influence domestic politics via
‘Europe’ to an extent unknown to British unions before. Alliances with or-
ganisations such as ‘Britain in Europe,” ‘European Movement,” ‘and Centre
for European Reform,”” Centre for Europe ‘or’ Labour Movement for
Europe’ became more common.”* As the Euro-debate intensified in the run-
up to the elections in 2001, the relationship between the Blair government
and the trade unions became more controversial. The Prime Minister relied
(and still relies) on TUC support for his plans to make Britain a member of
the Euro zone. The TUC, however, created a linkage between its support
for these plans and Blair’s willingness to give up his hostility to an exten-
sion of European-based regulation on workers’ rights to the United King-
dom.” Therefore, the TUC uses supranational regulation to strengthen its
position in domestic politics. The umbrella organisation for the unions also
regards itself as a Europhile organisation which has only little or even noth-
ing in common with the anti-integrationist approaches of organisations
such as ‘Business for Sterling,” ‘New Europe,” ‘European Foundation’ or
the ‘Bruges Group,” which are often supported by organisations such as the
‘Institute of Directors’ or the ‘European Research Group’.

Interest groups mainly follow two approaches in dealing with European
issues. Firstly, important political actors such as the TUC or the Confedera-
tion of British Industry (CBI) cannot ignore supranational developments in
order to strengthen their position in British politics. From a pragmatic point
of view dealing with ‘Europe’ became a conditio sine qua non for the la-
bour movement and the employers, although supranational issues are not
always at the very centre of their activities. In its lobbying, the CBI there-
fore mainly concentrates on the following aims: a) the creation of a busi-
ness-friendly environment in Britain and the European Union by attempts
to promote the further development of the Common Market, b) raising
awareness in the national government and EU institutions that - from the
CBI’s point of view - social regulations are a disadvantage for economic
growth and wealth, c¢) convince key actors in politics that trade barriers
within the EU and beyond not only harm the economy but also the positive
development of societies. An outspoken passive strategy is followed in the
‘Euro issue’. The CBI presently favours a neutral policy on the Euro in or-
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der not to threaten the organisation’s unity and wants the government to
take the initiative in one way or the other.’®

In case of the City as Europe’s most important finance centre, there is no
declared belief by officials that Britain would benefit from the Euro with-
out many risks. An extremely wary attitude becomes visible. Apart from a
pragmatic approach in day-today-business with partners in the Euro zone,
officials want the government to take the lead in the ‘single currency issue’
and to articulate its plans as soon as possible.”’ But although the question
whether Britain should join the monetary union is a very important one for
the City, it cannot always be at the centre of discussion in globally acting
financial markets.

Despite this fact, there are organisations with a very strong focus on
European affairs, some of which were mentioned above. But, these organi-
sations often lack finance as well as manpower. In quantitative terms, they
only play a subordinate role in shaping Britain’s public debate on European
integration. With regard to their membership, however, research shows that
many key decision makers are engaged in organisations of this kind. Many
of them belong to the political elite of the country and contribute to the or-
ganisations’ work by offering financial support and political experience.
However, David Baker concludes that the organisations with an anti-
European agenda are better equipped both in finance and personnel, than
interest groups of the pro-European camp. This seems to be also the case
with regard to their influence on the British media.™

Although the public plays a very important role for the work of interest
groups, traditional lobbying still is the second important pillar that their
work rests upon. But the process of consulting and briefing politicians
mostly takes place in a semi-public or non-public sphere.” This is why it
seems very difficult to say to what extent the public debate on European
integration is influenced by the non-public activities of interest groups.
Apart from that fact, one has to keep in mind that the political reality is of-
ten too complex to trace back the lobbying efforts of particular social or
economic groups. Nevertheless, the ‘twin-track-approach’ of using the pub-
lic and working ‘behind the scenes’ as tools for shaping British European
policy makes the activities of interest groups a very important factor in the
anatomy of the British debate on Europe. Compared to the broader public
they have big advantages in gaining information from the centres of power
and are also in the position to use various channels of consultation for their
own purposes. Whereas interest groups are able to take advantage of pub-
lic, non-public or semi-public ways to influence British European policy to
a certain extent the broader public’s possibilities seem more restricted and
less responsive to the long-term development of European integration.
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Large parts of the British public rather react to ‘day-to-day-politics’ and
pay less attention to the complex details of the ‘European project’.*’

2.4. The media

The media is an integral part of the British debate on Europe.*' In this
process, newspapers, broadcasting corporations, and television companies
not only spread information, but also function as opinion leaders and de-
termine, to a large extent, the ‘European consciousness’ of the population.
For politicians, they are an indicator for the moods and attitudes of the
people and trends concerning the political agenda. At the same time politi-
cal actors and their ‘spin doctors’ try to influence the media and use it for
their own purposes.

Research on the British press shows that newspapers and magazines deal
with issues of European integration very differently. Basically, two catego-
ries can be distinguished: the broadsheets and the tabloids. Anderson and
Weymouth point out that mainly the ‘Times’ represents the Eurosceptic
‘wing’ of the quality press. An equally anti-European bias can be identified
in the ‘Sun,’ the ‘Daily Express’ and the ‘Daily Mail’. All the papers men-
tioned have in common the opinion that the introduction of the Euro in
Britain would be an economic disadvantage for the country. The loss of
economic autonomy might be followed by the loss of sovereignty in other
fields such as financial and social policy. For them the only way to deal
with European issues is via an intergovernmental approach in order to resist
the maelstrom of complete supranational dominance.*

More europhile papers, such as The Independent, The Guardian, the Fi-
nancial Times, or the Daily Mirror, mainly emphasise the positive effects
of British EU membership. The European integration process is regarded as
flexible enough to take into account national interests by allowing ‘opt-out’
clauses. According to this perspective, the British government should play
a vital role in European integration in order to use the EU policy sphere for
the benefit of the country. An active part should be also be adapted for eco-
nomic reasons. Since many EU-partners are among the most important
trading partners of Britain, the country could not afford to stand aside when
the economic potential of the Union is strengthened by political integra-
tion.*?

Interestingly, research on the content of British broadcasts about Europe
comes to a different conclusion. A study by Semetko, De Vreese, and Peter
shows that broadcasts mainly concentrate on delivering high quality infor-
mation and pay more attention to balanced commentaries than many of the
newspapers. Especially with regard to the introduction of the Euro, broad-
casting corporations seem to support the more defensive strategy of the La-
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bour government rather than openly anti-European campaigns of the politi-
cal opponent.*

The Euro debate in Britain is a good example for the interdependence of
official government policy and the treatment of issues concerning European
integration by the media. According to some Observers, the Labour gov-
ernment has to pay special attention to the public discussion on the intro-
duction of the Euro in Britain for two reasons. Firstly, the public mood is a
decisive factor for strategic planning and, secondly, the retention of public
support. The other side of the coin, however, is the danger of adapting to
the logic of the media in a way which makes the public think that govern-
ment policy mainly aims at presenting rather than making policy. Tony
Blair, at the beginning of his first term, said in a number of speeches that he
was not ready to pay too much attention to what the media thinks was the
right policy. This was also true for Britain’s role in the European Union. It
is an open question whether the Prime Minister and his cabinet were able to
realise that aim.*

Although issues of European integration are regularly dealt with by the
British media, compared with problems of domestic policy or ‘classic’ for-
eign affairs, they are rarely a high-ranking topic. Nevertheless, many fac-
tors are important for the way the British public is informed about the
European integration process. Not all of them are closely interconnected
with the EU. For example, the highly competitive media market in Brit-
ain*, the ownership of newspapers, and the need to present complex issues
in a simple way influence reporting on Europe considerably.*” This is why
‘exogenous factors’ exert enormous influence on the British public’s views
about European integration.

3. The debate on Europe and the British public

3.1. British views on European integration

The public agenda on European integration in Britain is mainly dominated
by two elements. Firstly, there are supranational issues which are debated
more or less constantly in the public sphere. The question of sovereignty
and the benefits of EU-membership, for example, belong to that category.
Secondly, current problems and developments are also discussed by a
broader public. Interestingly, debates of that kind are often influenced by
stereotypes, which seem very hard to change. The Europhile wing of Brit-
ish politics and media have been paying attention to correct misperceptions
or misinterpretations of the European integration process right from the be-
ginning of Britain’s EU membership. ‘Euro myths’ are often the basis for
individual interpretations of what happens ‘in Brussels’ and how these de-
velopments influence everyday life of the people in Britain. In 1994 the
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European Commission in the United Kingdom published a collection of
‘Euro myths’ and tried to deliver reliable information on the cases men-
tioned.” It denied, for example, that the European Commission forced all
zoos and wildlife parks to publicise themselves by using the symbol of an
elephant, regardless of what the attractions inside might actually be.*

The reasons for putative threats to national identity of the kind men-
tioned above vary. Often incorrect information is spread among the public
because the source is sometimes not checked or news is (ab)used for tacti-
cal purposes.”® The ‘core message’ often is that ‘Brussels’ interferes in na-
tional affairs without any legitimacy. The British public thought that this
was especially true in the ‘BSE crisis’ of the 1990s.”' The issue was not
solely treated as an affair, which largely affects agricultural questions. It
‘emotionalised’ the British public to an extent that many people wondered
whether Britain’s future was closely interconnected with the European Un-
ion - an organisation that in their view not only violated the subsidiarity
principle, but humiliated the whole nation. On the political level, the tense
atmosphere was reflected by the fact that the Major government vetoed im-
portant decisions in the Council of Ministers.”

At that time, the BSE affair was only one aspect of Britain’s complex
membership in the European Union. Nevertheless, it was of symbolic im-
portance and had serious effects on the identification of the British people
with the European integration process. Politically, John Major tried to show
the ‘people at home’ that British interests were well looked after on the su-
pranational level. In short, the BSE crisis had a unifying effect in Britain
and contributed to the stabilisation of John Major’s power base for a certain
period.

According to opinion polls, Britain is more divided on the ‘Euro-issue’
than it used to be during the BSE crisis.”® The sterling still functions as a
symbol of national independence. In terms of party tactics, however, the
Conservative Party decided not to concentrate on the ‘Euro-question’ as the
centrepiece of its efforts to recover politically.”* Observers assume that the
rigidity of the anti-Euro campaign had - from the Tory perspective - a nega-
tive effect on the voting behaviour of the British people and the public im-
age of the party.”® In this respect, the new party leadership learns from the
mistakes of the past and presently tries to follow a moderate course on the
issue. The Labour Party equally undertakes efforts to ‘objectify’ the debate
on the introduction of the Euro in Britain for tactical reasons. For the Blair
government, Britain’s accession to the Euro-zone mainly depends on eco-
nomic prospects, the development of unemployment and Britain’s future
position on the world market.

Despite the attempts to ‘de-emotionalise’ the British debate on Europe,
it seems questionable whether the strategies are able to alter long lasting
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perceptions of European integration by the British public within a short pe-
riod. As Anderson and Weymouth point out, information on European in-
tegration is mainly offered by the national government, which tries to use it
for its own purposes.”® Beyond that, official statements on European policy
often refer to traditional perceptions of the European Union in Britain in
order to set the agenda of debates to come. In his Birmingham speech on
European integration Tony Blair, for example, said in December 2001 that
the term ‘sovereignty’ in Britain has to be redefined. According to this
statement, British sovereignty can only be secured by a stronger engage-
ment within the EU and not by isolating the country from important politi-
cal, economic, and social developments.57 The example illustrates that key-
words of European integration are a very important part of the public de-
bate on Europe. In terms of political communication between political el-
ites and the broad public, they build a bridge between different perceptions
of the European Union and create a certain kind of (superficial) identity.
However, different interpretations of the terms used remain possible.

3.2. The European integration process

The last chapter focused on two important dimensions for the British pub-
lic’s perception of the European Union: the long-lasting views of the EU as
well as the interdependence of tactical considerations by the political elites
and its effects on the people’s attitude towards Europe. These factors are to
a considerable extent also shaped by developments which are mainly de-
termined by the supranational institutions or the EU policy-cycle. As the
public perception of the regular summits and presidencies of the various
member countries indicate, the broader public pays more attention to Euro-
pean issues when the national government plays a predominant role in the
integration process. This is also true for Britain.

In 1998, Tony Blair presided over the Council of Ministers and was con-
fronted with high expectations at home and abroad. According to early
statements of the new Prime Minister a new age in Britain’s relationship
with the EU was about to start. That kind of co-operative approach towards
Europe was appreciated by the other EU member states and controversially
discussed by the British media. Europhile commentators thought that the
time had come to make Britain’s confrontational style an approach of the
past and to show a more positive attitude towards initiatives supposed to
deepen European integration. The Euro-sceptic wing of British ‘published
opinion’ rejected these proposals. The Conservative Party also articulated
fears of losing national autonomy in a number of statements. Many Tories
were of the opinion that British interests should not be sacrificed for sake
of becoming the ‘good boy’ of the European Union.
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The controversy also influenced the attitude of the broader public to-
wards European integration. However, it seems to be the case that the Brit-
ish government tried to steer this process in order to benefit from the presi-
dency in the national policy arena.”® Having preserved British interests on
the EU level was the ‘main message’ for the public at home. Mechanisms
of that kind are typical of multi-level policy-making in the European Un-
ion. For institutions such as the European Commission, strategic considera-
tions by the member states cause a ‘win-lose-situation’: national govern-
ments claim political and economic successes of supranational policy ini-
tiatives for themselves and usually blame the European institutions for pol-
icy failure in order to secure their position at home. The ‘scapegoat’ image
of the European institutions makes it difficult for them to create a more
positive reputation in the member states. Particularly in ‘high politics,” the
mechanisms mentioned belong to the repertory of diplomacy and national
self-portrayal. In ‘low politics,” the benefits of being a member of the
European Union are more transparent. However, the publicity of such pol-
icy measures (e. g. in regional or structural policy) is restricted. In most
cases, it influences the attitudes of the people, only locally or regionally, to
the European Commission’s advantage.

Anderson and Weymouth state that creating a better image of Europe
also depends on the support of the British government and the willingness
to spend more money on campaigns.” But, at this point the rationales of
national and European policy making go into different directions: EU insti-
tutions can only implement their concepts by using the institutional and
procedural framework of the member states as ‘transmitters’. From the per-
spective of national government policy, this circumstance is an opportunity
to function as a ‘bottle neck’. That means that supranational policy is fil-
tered by mechanisms of national policy making. Against this background a
fundamental paradox of the European integration process can be transferred
to the detection of the European Union in Britain:

‘A leading paradox is that while governance becomes multi-level, and multi-
dimensional, the elements of democratic representation, party loyalty and core
political identity remain deeply rooted in the traditional institutions of the nation
state. This is particularly true for Britain, where parliamentary sovereignty re-
mains the only fully legitimate source of sovereignty to important sections of the
political class and citizens alike.”®

Since there is no such thing as a ‘European public,” the debate on the state
and further development of the EU seems to be, and to remain, mainly ori-
ented towards the national frame of policy making. This process is sup-
ported by the national policy elites and the people of Britain because the
complexity of supranational policy making and its transformation into me-

dia contents are not transparent for the ‘ordinary man in the street’.®' Com-
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pared to the long tradition of international relations - with relatively clear
borders of national competence - positive gains from Europe are often in-
terconnected with the loss of independence and surrender to a power centre
beyond the single member states not legitimised to the degree that national
political institutions are. So the dynamics of European integration in Britain
is often publicly noticed but at the same time subject to the rationale of
power which concentrates on the national policy level.

4. Conclusion: Europe - a foreign affair?

To sum up, three aspects seem of major importance for the public debate
on European integration in Britain and the elites’ role in this process:

4.1. European policy is not a foreign policy issue in the classical sense

The accession of Britain to the European Union in 1973 made the country a
part of an institution which cannot be sufficiently described with the lan-
guage of international relations. The British political system had - and still
has - to adapt to a multi-level policy environment and a new strong centre
of power beyond the nation state. The European integration process with its
transfer of competence to ‘Brussels’ forces the EU member states to de-
velop their policies between intergovernmentalism and supranationalism.
National sovereignty may therefore be challenged by the legal framework
of European integration (aquis communautaire), ‘grass-roots legitimization’
of EU institutions (elections to the European Parliament) and the ‘triangle’
of the European Parliament, the European Commission and the Council of
Ministers.”” Because the domestification of European issues has already
reached a relatively high level in some policy fields (agriculture, Common
Market) it is almost impossible to talk of ‘external relations’ when we think
about the relationship between Britain and the European Union.

4.2. Political communication on Europe is complex and selective at the
same time

The awareness of the dichotomy of intergovernmentalism and supranation-
alism seems to be greater among members of the political elite than among
the broader public. It is almost impossible to grasp the ‘European project’
as an entity because the whole system is constantly in flux and influenced
by numerous factors. According to Hugo Young®, in the consciousness of
the British public, a ‘EU dimension of political awareness’ has - as in other
member states - not yet been developed to a great extent. So, politics are
still perceived on the basis of traditional categories such as ‘domestic’ and
‘international’ although there might be a strong integrationist bias. As a
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consequence, the European integration process is often ‘interpreted’ not
only incorrectly but also selectively. It is still an unanswered question
whether the EU will ever be in a position to develop a common political
culture characterised by a political debate, which goes beyond the boarders
of the member states. To this horizontal dimension should be added a verti-
cal one; a more intensive democratisation of European integration may
contribute to narrowing the gap between the ‘European awareness’ of the
political elites and the ‘ordinary people’.

4.3. Political communication on Europe is interdependent but domi-
nated by power-seeking actors.

The complexity of EU issues is only one reason for the fact that the debate
on European integration in Britain is as controversial as it is. Questions on
Europe are embedded in national party competition and the struggle for
power and influence. Therefore, it is important to consider the current
agenda in the British policy arena, the state of European integration and the
national as well as the supranational policy cycles, when we try to look
more closely at the interdependence of the British public, European issues
and the national political elites.

In the academic debate, there is no clear answer to the question of
whether key decision makers in British politics have to take into account
the broader public’s opinion in matters of European integration.** The dis-
cussion will continue as long as the tension between intergovernmental
politics and engagement in the European Union is an important factor for
the national policy arena and the distribution of power in Britain.
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