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The result of the British referendum in June 2016 was one of the most influential political decisions on UK politics in the 21st century. It brought down the UK Prime Minister, led to a wave of political resignations, shook up all of the UK political parties, led to a significant fall in the value of the British Pound, and may start an economic recession. It was a shock to the European Union and has generated fears that other member states might reconsider their relationships to the EU as well. How did all of this happen? And how will it affect the UK, European Union (EU) and the world? These are two of the most important political and economic questions of our time.

How did Brexit happen?
Brexit came about through a combination of larger more fundamental global and international factors, EU contradictions and crises, the tradition of UK ‘awkwardness’ towards Europe and the strategic miscalculation of the Prime Minister David Cameron. 

Globalisation and inequality
The most fundamental factor setting the stage for Brexit was the rise of globalisation and its linked increase in economic, political and social inequalities. Globalisation, both economic and social (driven by the rise of the internet) has led to incredible developments. New wealth has been created and a new and unimaginable level and type of human interactions are now possible. However, globalisation has a tendency (if not countered by state policies) to amplify economic inequalities and undermine the social and political coherence of societies. Following the financial crisis of 2007-08 and the election of the Conservative-Liberal coalition government, these economic divisions and inequalities were augmented by a clear policy of austerity and fiscal constraint by the new government. Mirroring this economic inequality was a growing division in identity. As John Curtice points out, 
Respondents to the 2015 British Social Attitudes survey conducted in May and early June 2016 found that no less than 49 per cent agreed that ‘being a member of the European Union is undermining Britain’s distinctive identity… Moreover, no less than four in five of those who agreed with that point of view indicated the they proposed to vote to Leave. (Curtice 2016, 6).

The 21st century EU contradictions
Intertwined with globalisation are the core contradictions at the heart of the EU and its continuing Euro and external migration crises. These contradictions rest on three main factors: increasing policy demands and responsibilities, decreasing political legitimacy and static organisational capacity (Figure One). 





The EU has gone through enormous changes since the 1980s. At that time it had recently expanded to 12 member states, was firmly entrenched in the Cold War division of Europe and was struggling to create the core elements of a single market. With the ending of the Cold War, reunification of Germany, and expansion in membership (eventually to 28 very different, economically and politically, member states), the EU kept taking on more and more policy responsibilities – the most important of which was the creation of the Euro.

At the same time as there was a growing development of EU policy competencies, the EU’s core political narrative became increasingly fragmented due to the growing diversity of its eventually 28 member states. A key moment for this growing political disenchantment was the collapse of the EU ‘constitution’ in 2005. Since that time, despite the continual growth of EU policy responsibilities public opinion support has been stagnant or declining. 

This weakening of the EU narrative and growing sense of distance from the various European member states and publics was further amplified by the 2007-08 Euro crisis and then augmented by the destabilisation of the Syrian conflict and the subsequent EU migration crisis. Both crises exposed the EU to criticisms that it was not ‘living up to’ its claimed value, and at the same time, that it was too incompetent and/or feeble to deal with the crises that were affecting the lives of millions of EU citizens. Unsurprisingly, polling data on support for the EU within Europe continued to decline. According to the Standard Eurobarometer 85 Spring 2016 survey, those who say they trust the EU has declined from the early 2000s from 50% to 30%, a similar profile emerges for those who say they have a positive image of the EU. Those feeling optimistic about the EU has also collapsed from 70% to 50%.

Finally, despite the EU’s growing policy responsibilities from the 1990s onwards and the periods of Euro and migration crises, the core organisational and institutional capacities of the EU have remained static. For example, the limits of the EU budget (1.25% of total EU GDP), set by the 1991 Maastricht Treaty, have remained firmly in place. Hence, its organisational capacity, despite increasing policy responsibilities and growing member state numbers and diversity, has remained unchanged.

For the EU, there are no easy answers to the contradictions of these three factors (increasing policy responsibilities, declining political legitimacy and static organisational capacity). 
· To manage its policy responsibilities it needs more organisational capacity, but that is blocked by declining political legitimacy.
· To improve its political legitimacy may require returning power to the member states, but that could undermine the EU’s organisational capacity and its policy responsibilities.
· To increase its organisational capacities it would need to radically increase its political legitimacy.
Clearly, there are no easy ways out of the current EU contradictions!

UK ‘awkwardness’ towards the EU
The UK has always had an ‘awkward’ relationship to the EU. In the 1980s, with the rise of an increasingly Euro-sceptic Conservative government, the UK seemed to be dragging its heels at all of the major EU policies. In the early 1990s, the EU debate within the Conservative party and government became ferocious and divisive and played a central role in the later downfall of the Conservatives in the 1997 election. With the success of the Labour Party and the new PM Tony Blair, it briefly looked like the UK may finally lose its ‘awkward’ reputation. However, not even so-called ‘New Labour’ could really challenge the euro-scepticism at the heart of the UK public. Subsequently, when the 2007-08 financial crisis hit, the UK acted cooperatively with international institutions to try to contain the crisis, but did little to aid the Euro-crisis and was quietly smug about not joining the Euro in the first place.

The strategic miscalculation of David Cameron
The fall of Labour in the 2010 election and creation of the Coalition government between the Conservatives and Liberal Democrat parties, led by the Conservative PM, David Cameron, laid the foundation for an agreement to hold three national referendums on key policy areas:
· 2011 referendum on the UK voting system
· 2014 Scottish referendum on independence 
· 2016 referendum on EU membership

The roots of the 2016 EU membership election were laid in early 2013 when David Cameron, under pressure from the ‘eurosceptic’ wing of the party, agreed to hold a referendum on EU membership if the Conservatives won a majority in the 2015 election (Goes 2014). Following the successful election, Cameron began a renegotiation process with the EU that resulted in some moderate changes to the benefits that EU migrants would receive when coming to the UK, but no major changes. Having done this (a tactic that had been used by previous UK prime ministers when trying to deal with earlier EU referendums or treaty negotiations), and having won two recent referendums, David Cameron and the majority of the Conservative party leadership felt confident that though the vote would be close, but it would result in a majority to stay in the EU. This would then ‘solve’ the EU issue for both the Conservative party and UK for the foreseeable future.

The debate and the result
The debate was an intensive and successful one in terms of democratic participation. The media was dominated by the discussion with both sides having ample opportunity to discuss and debate their positions. The ‘leave’ campaign focused on immigration, ‘regaining control’/sovereignty from the EU, EU waste and inefficiency and what could be done with the money that UK contributed to the EU (a falsely claimed £350 million a week). The ‘remain’ campaign focused on the threat to the economy, jobs and growth and compiled an impressive array of national and international experts to support their position.[footnoteRef:1] The majority of the Conservative party, Liberal Democratic and Labour Party leadership lined up to support the remain position (though the new Labour Party leader, Jeremy Corbyn was less committed and somewhat disorganised in his support). The opposition was dominated by the UK Independence party and its media friendly leader, Nigel Farage, and the Eurosceptic wing of the Conservative party, particularly Boris Johnson, Michael Gove and Ian Duncan-Smith. Distinctively, though all of them support the Conservative party, the main national UK newspapers supported the leave campaign and did all they could to attack and weaken support for the EU within the UK. Moreover, as noted by Denver and Garnett (2016), the referendum: [1:  This prompted, Michael Gove, a central ‘leave’ campaigner to claim that, the British people had, ‘had enough of experts’.] 

was marked by an asymmetry of emotional commitment. While leave supporters tended to be very hostile towards the EU, it would be difficult to trace many of their opponents who felt a passionate attachment to an institution whose workings were mysterious to most voters.

Figure 2 (reproduced from Denver and Garnett 2016)
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 As demonstrated in Figure 2, early expectations were for a ‘remain’ victory, but the ‘leave’ side quickly took over the lead. As the referendum day approached it was too close to call, but the majority of experts expected a remain vote. In the end, the shock result was 52% to leave and 48% remain on a high turnout of 72.4% (turnout was only 66.2% at the 2015 UK general election). England and Wales voting to leave (53% and 52%) while Scotland and Northern Ireland voted to remain (62% and 56%). In terms of voter turnout, according to Denver and Garnett (2016), the more well off economically, educated, elderly and white a voter was, the more likely they were to vote.  In England, (as opposed to Scotland and Northern Ireland) the leave vote was remarkably wide spread, every major region gave a majority for leave except London (Table 1).

Table 1

North East	58.0
North West	53.7
Yorks & Humber	57.7
East Midlands	58.8
West Midlands	59.3
Eastern	56.5
London	40.1
South East	51.8
South West	52.6

However, as reflected in the London vote, remain did well in the major cities: Edinburgh (74.4%),  Bristol (61.7%) , Manchester (60.4%), Leicester (51.1%) and Leeds (50.3%). Hence, there was a significant division between urban/city and suburb/rural areas. 

Some of the key lessons that emerged from the result were:
· Many less educated and poorer people felt threatened by the global economic forces and distant from UK national elites, though they knew little detail about the EU.  Voting against it was a way for them to send a message to the current UK political elite.
· For many elderly voters it was a chance to ‘regain control’ and push for a political system closer to what they remember in the past. 
· Outside of the main city centres, suburbs and rural areas felt threatened by ‘immigrants’ and the difference and diversity that they often bring. In the main urban areas, most people of used to higher levels of diversity and were much more supportive of the EU (particularly London).
· EU regional support and funding did not make a difference. For example, Wales had been a major recipient of EU regional support and funding, but that did not stop them from voting to Leave.

The aftermath: politics, economics and society
What followed the referendum were some of the most amazing and tumultuous weeks in the history of recent UK politics. Immediately after the referendum result was clear, David Cameron stepped down as prime minister, and announced a new leadership contest within the Conservative Party that would be decided by the membership of the Conservative Party. Following a convoluted internal Conservative party struggle, May was selected as Prime Minister on 13 July. She fully accepted the result of the referendum and quickly reshuffled her cabinet, abandoning the former chancellor’s economic ‘austerity programme’ and giving a number of prominent Leave supporters responsibilities for renegotiating Britain’s relationship with Europe and the world (Boris Johnson – Foreign and Commonwealth Office, David Davis – Exiting the EU, Liam Fox – International Trade). Overall, Brexit was a shock to the Conservative Party. However, once again the party demonstrated its traditional ability to quickly and efficiently reorganise and reinvent itself as the dominate party of power (Johnson, Garnett and Walker 2015). 

The UK Labour Party was largely absent from the Brexit debate due to its internal divisions and the general lack of interest in the EU by the new leader, Jeremy Corbyn. For Nigel Farage and the UKIP it was all a tremendous success. Following the result, Farage immediately announced that he would be stepping down as the leader of UKIP. This was a crippling blow to UKIP, because he was such a dominate feature within the party. Lacking its celebrity leader and having achieved its core goal, the future of UKIP remains unclear. Despite being on the losing side of the vote, one of the political winners was Nicolas Sturgeon, the leader of the SNP and Scottish Parliament. As noted above, Scotland had historically been much more pro-European and reaffirmed this by voting strongly to remain in the EU (62%). Sturgeon had worked tirelessly for the Remain position and came out of the referendum with her reputation greatly enhanced. 

For the general economy and society, the immediate impact was relatively muted. Economically, warnings continued to emanate from leading economic organisations and think tanks regarding the costs of Brexit and leaving the EU Single Market. Nevertheless, despite a few days of stock market jitters and a drop in the value of the Pound there was not an immediate impact. However, the dark clouds of uncertainty, poor business confidence, lower investment and inflation (induced by the weaker Pound) had yet to make themselves felt on the day to day lives of British citizens. In the broader UK society, the result was greeted with jubilation or despair. Immigration continued to be a core theme of the right-wing mainstream press and the police began reporting a significant increase in hate/race crimes. At a local level, individuals responded in a multitude of ways. UK citizens living in Europe began clamouring for European passports. 

The impact of Brexit on UK-EU-China relations
Brexit was a surprise to the EU and China. China’s foreign policy has long centred on the principle of ‘respecting national sovereignty’, ‘non-inference’ and refraining from engaging in the ‘domestic affairs’ of international partners. The Brexit debate was considered an internal affair of the UK and to some extent of the European Union, hence China did not comment directly on the referendum. However, the Chinese leadership did indirectly indicate their preference for a stronger UK in a united Europe when President Xi Jinping stated, during his October 2015 visit to the UK, that, ‘China hopes to see a prosperous Europe and a united EU, and hopes Britain, as an important member of the EU, can play an even more positive and constructive role in promoting the deepening development of China-EU ties.’ This was in marked contrast to the EU and US position of clearly siding with the ‘Remain’ campaign. 

In terms of Brexit’s impact on UK-EU-China relations, the picture is mixed largely due to the vast uncertainties of post-referendum procedures concerning UK’s relationship with the European Union. Brexit is an obvious challenge to the UK’s economic development, particularly in regards to the uncertainties over the negotiation of its trading frameworks with the new 27-member trading bloc and other countries. Moreover, despite the generally pro-Chinese position of the UK government (recently demonstrated by the agreement to the Hinkley Point nuclear power station) the position of the UK as the top destination for Chinese investors in Europe, as well as the dominant position of the City of London, is likely to be challenged by other European financial capitals such as Frankfurt and Paris. 

With the future relations between the UK and the EU hanging in the air, some European commentators are negative about its implications for EU’s engagement with China. Jan Gaspers from MERICS in Berlin called Brexit ‘bad news for European China policy’. UK’s political power (being one of two EU countries that are permanent members of the UN Security Council), economic weight in the world, military capability and soft power in culture, culture and sports are of great importance for the EU’s international role. The exit of the UK will undoubtedly diminish Europe’s capacity to operate and negotiate in a fast changing world and geopolitical climate. Moreover, as the EU often prides itself for its normative power and exemplary model of reconciliation and integration, the Brexit will most probably undermine the credibility of EU as a global actor. 

Conclusions
Brexit has generated a significant degree of shock and uncertainty and it is clearly more than just a new manifestation of internal UK ‘awkwardness’ towards the EU. It is also an indication of the deeper underlying tensions and contradictions within the wider processes of globalisation and Europeanisation. These are tensions and contradictions that are confronting many modern nation states. What is also important to note is that despite the shock and uncertainty, there has also been a notable degree of underlying stability due to a dense web of long term economic, social and political interdependence that has emerged over time in the EU. One of the indicators of this underlying resilience is the willingness of all key parties to manage the Brexit process in a peaceful and pragmatic fashion. By stretching out the response to Brexit and slowly negotiating the process, the UK and EU can relatively easily adjust to it. This does not mean that it will lead to the best possible outcome for the UK and/or the EU and may not lead to the future that many pro-Europeans would desire, but it may be a more flexible and sustainable one. 

For the UK-EU-China relationship, Brexit raises some complications but no major changes. In the short term, EU leaders will be preoccupied with the continuing crises (Euro, migration/refugee, Brexit) and the upcoming elections in Germany and France. Major new international political and economic initiatives are unlikely to be agreed at this time. As noted above, given a fast changing world, these internal distractions within the EU are not necessarily a benefit to China. A stable and united Europe fits well with China’s economic and political interests and its vision of a multipolar world. A significantly weaker and potentially destabilised UK-EU is certainly a major concern. However, until the details of the Brexit are finally negotiated, there is very little for external actors to do. A patient and pragmatic strategy of ‘watch and see’ is probably the best. 
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