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Introducing Brexit Time

In a referendum held on 23 June 2016, voters in the United

Kingdom (UK) agreed with the proposition that the UK

should leave the European Union (EU). The UK government

has acted on that referendum result by beginning the process

by which the UK will withdraw from the EU. So begins

a process known as ‘Brexit’.

The argument advanced in this book is that Brexit

was not the UK’s ‘manifest destiny’. It was a choice. Like all

choices it was a product of a variety of forces and the

structures that mediate those forces. One of those structures

is time.1

The word ‘Brexit’ has its own place in time. It derived

from the use of the term ‘Grexit’ to describe the potential

withdrawal of Greece from the eurozone during its sovereign

debt crisis. Its transformation into ‘Brexit’ is attributed to the

founder and director of the think-tank British Influence, Peter

Wilding. By December 2016, the word had entered theOxford

English Dictionary. Over time, the language of Brexit has been

adapted and supplemented as a means of characterising

responses to the referendum result. When used as a way of

describing pro-withdrawal supporters – especially in the form

1 SJ Bulmer, ‘Politics in time meets the politics of time: historical

institutionalism and the EU timescape’ (2009) 16(2) Journal of European

Public Policy 307.
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of ‘Brexiteer’ – it conjures up imagery of individuals battling

to restore control to British institutions, to be contrasted with

the ‘Remoaners’ unwilling and apparently unable to accept

the outcome of the referendum.2

The aim of Brexit Time is to explore why, how and

when is the UK leaving the EU. These questions are organised

by reference to: a ‘Time before Brexit’, a ‘Time of Brexit’,

a ‘Time for Brexit’ and a ‘Time to Brexit’.

As to ‘why’ the UK is leaving the EU, as one of the

leading protagonists of the 2016 referendum campaign cap-

tures, it is tempting when confronted by decisions that pro-

duce big outcomes to try and locate a big cause rather than

drilling down into the ‘branching histories’ which create the

possibilities and potentials for certain choices to be made.3

In the ‘Time before Brexit’ the choice of the UK to

become a Member State of the then European Economic

Community and the reasons behind that choice are explored.

The background to the 2016 referendum is revealed focusing

on the ambition of the then Prime Minister, David Cameron,

to seek reform and renegotiation prior to the referendum.

In a ‘Time of Brexit’ the explanations turn to how a balance

2 I Katz, ‘Victory of the swashbucklers. Did the word “Brexiteer” help the

Leave campaign win?’, The Spectator [print version] (24 September 2016).

The three key ministers – and Leave campaigners – whose portfolios are

inextricably linked to Brexit were, unsurprisingly, termed ‘The Three

Brexiteers’: S Heffer, ‘Meet the Three Brexiteers: the men who could

change how we exit the EU’, New Statesman (13 September 2016).
3 D Cummings, ‘On the referendum #21 Branching histories of the 2016

referendum and the “frogs before the storm”’, www.dominiccummings

.wordpresss.com (9 January 2017).
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between the forces of nationalism and internationalism chan-

ged and a new nationalism and new internationalism sur-

faced. More specifically, the success of the campaign for the

UK to leave the EU was its capacity to persuade voters to ‘take

back control’ from the EU. Through an exploration of the key

campaign themes of ‘control over borders’, ‘control over

money’, ‘democratic control’, ‘control over laws’ and ‘control

over trade’, the chapters in a ‘Time of Brexit’ reflect on how

the sorts of concerns which had been around throughout the

UK’s membership of the EU came together during the refer-

endum campaign.

The ‘how’ of exiting the EU reveals the economic,

political, legal and institutional complexity of untangling

the UK from over forty years of EU membership. In a ‘Time

for Brexit’ the chapters look to how the result of the refer-

endum has been translated by a new Prime Minister,

Theresa May, and her government into a manifesto for

change that is not just about defining a new relationship

between the UK and the EU but is also about redefining

Britain both at home and globally. At the same time, this

process of extracting the UK from the EU poses fundamen-

tal questions about the capacity of the UK as a multinational

state to not just work together but hold together, not least

given the strong preference amongst voters in Scotland for

the UK to remain in the UK and the desire of the Scottish

National Party to keep the dream of an independent

Scotland in the EU alive.

The ‘how’ and ‘when’ of leaving the EU are brought

together in the chapters that form a ‘Time to Brexit’. In 2009,

the Treaty of Lisbon introduced a new Article 50 into the
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Treaty on European Union (TEU). For the first time, the EU

had a specific mechanism to allow a Member State to with-

draw from the EU. Yet the process of triggering that mechan-

ism was a matter of controversy and of litigation, with UK

courts becoming a focal point for contestation of who had the

authority to pull the Article 50 trigger. Much of the problem

lay with legislation enacted in 2015 that had made provision

for a referendum but not for its consequences in 2016.

As Thaler argues, the ‘choice architecture’ created in 2009 at

EU level, and in 2015 at UK level, shaped and moulded post-

referendum legal and political choices.4

The conclusion of the Supreme Court that legislation

was needed before Article 50 could be triggered brought

Parliament back in as a participant in the Brexit process.

However, the principal institutional changes were those

within the UK government as Whitehall geared up for

Brexit. Meanwhile, an expectant European Union awaited

the UK’s notification of its intention to withdraw while also

pondering what the future of the EU might be.

In different times and in different locations, choices

are made that shape Brexit. These choices have causes

and they have consequences. These are choices in time,

and of time. This book tracks those choices up to the

point of the UK’s notification of its intention to withdraw

from the EU.

It is not a book about whether withdrawal from the

EU is a good or a bad thing. It is objective in its presentation of

4 R Thaler, ‘Britain pays the price for a badly designed Brexit choice’,

Financial Times (17 August 2016).
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data and arguments, but necessarily subjective in its interpre-

tation of their significance.

Brexit Time is ongoing. Further reflections on the

UK’s withdrawal from the EU will be offered on a companion

blog brexittime.com.

This is Brexit Time.
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