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“Great Britain is with Europe, but not of it .” 

W. Churchill 

  

hresa May’s speech on 22nd September 2017 
in Florence reminds of the British position on 
non-participation in the European project 

from nearly seven decades ago. The main message 
in May’s speech was clearly stated at its very 
beginning – Great Britain leaves the EU, but it 
doesn’t leave Europe. This message very much 
reminds of the phrase formulated by Churchill – 
Britain is with Europe, but not of it, reflecting 
London’s attitude to the European project after the 
end of the Second World War. On the one hand, this 
formula justifies the refusal of the United Kingdom 
to participate in this project, from the position of a 
global power whose rank is many times that of the 
continental states, and on the other hand – outlines 
the relationships between the United Kingdom and 
the European Community as early as at the first 
attempts of its creation. It is reflected in Churchill’s 

speech in Zurich in 1946 dedicated to the need for 
creating United States of Europe. 

 

Then, the British Prime Minister clearly stated his 
state’s will to be a friend of the community of the 
united European states – from the position of a 
global great power managing its own community of 
nations – the British Commonwealth. Now, May 
declares her state’s will to be the EU’s most stable 
friend and partner.  

 

Then, Churchill proposed an active support for the 
European security and defence on the basis of the 
concept that Great Britain has the status of a leading 
power in the international relations, which has 
global responsibilities so that it is one of the pillars of 
peace together with the USA, with which it 
maintains “special relations”. Now, May proposes 
London’s support for the EU’s security, emphasising 
on the powerful defensive capacity and broad 
diplomatic network the state has at its disposal. 
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To these highlights of Churchill’s speech at that time 
can be also added the specific post-war attitudes in 
the British society, which are a result of the different 
war-time history of the state. Great Britain is a 
winner in the Second World War, which at that has 
never lost sovereignity during its centuries-long 
history. The British people don’t seem to be prone to 
accepting such a loss in contrast to the political elites 
of the continental states. Now, it was as if May 
reminded of these historically conditioned 
differences stating that Great Britain hasn’t felt at 
home in the EU, and the British people haven’t 
perceived the Union as part of their history.  

 

Only around a decade after the Churchil’s speech 
Great Britain was forced to reconsider its attitude 
towards the European project and to apply for a 
membership in 1961. After it was compelled to bear 
the humiliation of two denials for its request to be 
satisfied  (1963, 1967), the state agreed to 
unfavourable (according to the British opinion) 
conditions for membership. Then, most of the 
members of the conservative government headed 
by E. Heath, accepted the delay for “the European 
bus”. They didn’t have the illusion that they would 
have great options to control its motion from the 
position of someone catching up and  endured the 
blows caused from jumping out from a moving bus. 
Great Britain agreed with the Common Agricultural 
Policy which didn’t correspond to its economic 
profile, as well as with paying unproportionally high 
installment in the community budget. And as late as 
after that London provided for exceptions, such as 
the British budget rebate or non-participation in the 
euro area. 

 

Now, after more than four decades of membership, 
after the majority of the British citizens voted for 
leaving the Union 15 months ago, the negotiations 
for the leaving conditions have got into a “dead-end 
street”. To a great extent this condition is due not 
just to the refusal of the conservative government 
led by May to accept the payment of the due budget 
installments and to discuss the instruments for 
guaranteeing the rights of the European citizens 
after the leaving, but also to to the strenuous 

attempts for the negotiating of the Brexit conditions 
in such a way that they can be accompanied by the 
negotiating of these concerning the relations 
between the United Kingdom and the EU after the 
Brexit. While the Union’s position was 
unambiguously stated from the very beginning of 
the negotiations – the relations between Great 
Britain and the EU aren’t going to be discussed 
before negotiating the Brexit conditions. 

 

May’s speech in Florence to a great extent continued 
this strategy. She ensured that her country would 
pay the whole due amount to the Union’s budget 
and would guarantee the rights of the European 
citizens. At the same time, going back to the 
European past, she called her European partners for 
more “creativity and ambition” in the negotiations, 
which probably means devoting more attention to 
the future of the relations between Great Britain and 
the EU. Except that she outlined her state’s will to be 
a friend and a strategic partner in Churchill style, she 
recalled the British position on forming special trade 
relations that can possibly be some exception in 
comparison to those the Union has with Canada and 
Norway. 

 

This packaging of the British positions on the Brexit 
conditions with those relating to the period after 
that (or the exceptions to go together with the price 
of Brexit) suggests that May’s government admits 
the possibility of a possibility for control on the way 
the negotiations will pass. If we put it in other words, 
it is possible the place for jumping out of the 
European bus to be chosen in advance in such a way 
that the jump out not to be “a jump in the unknown”. 

 

Although this British approach recalls of the time 
after the Second World War, the current situation is 
radically different. The British Empire has remained 
in the past; moreover, the itegrity of the United 
Kingdom itself is put under pressure since Scotland 
declared its intention to conduct a second 
referendum for independence. Under Trump’s rule 
the special relations with the USA are with effects 
that are difficult to foresee. In the context of the 
historical experience with the accession of Great 
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Britain to the European Community, as well as with 
the often strained relations between the British Isles 
and the rest of the EU countries and also due to the 
British exceptions, as well as to the Union’s 
categorical position – this strategy seems 
inadequate and doesn’t inspire optimism for a recent 
exit of the negotiations “dead-end street”. It even 
creates the impression that although the two parties 
are on the same street, they don’t look in the same 
direction…     

 

 


