
     Introduction: the beginning of a 
‘very exciting time’     

  On 1 January 1973, the United Kingdom joined the European 
Community (EC).  1   After the troubled course of Britain’s relationship 
with the process of European integration since 1945, and especially 
since the failures of the membership applications in 1961 and 1967, 
entry marked an historic achievement. Personally involved in that 
history, Edward Heath  –  arguably Britain’s most ‘European’ prime 
minister since the Second World War –  declared that ‘A very exciting 
time is now beginning’.  2   Th e nation was treated to a two- week cele-
bration called ‘Fanfare for Europe’. Events included a football match 
at Wembley Stadium and a gala at the Royal Opera House. For those 
who had willed Britain into Europe, it was a moment of celebration. 

 Heath’s euphoria in particular was understandable. He had devoted 
much of his political career to securing the UK’s participation in the 
European integration project. It was indeed the subject of his maiden 
speech in the House of Commons in 1950.  3   During the UK’s fi rst 
application for European Economic Community (EEC) member-
ship he was the chief negotiator at ministerial level, representing 
Harold Macmillan’s government. Th en, as prime minister, he presided 
over the 1971– 72 negotiations that secured the UK’s entry to the 
Community. As he signed the Treaty of Accession in Brussels on 
22 January 1972, Heath thus secured a professional and personal goal 
which, he believed, would transform Britain’s future and lead Europe 
to the next stage of its unity. 

 His sense of success and optimism was not universally shared 
in the country. In the same front- page story that reported Heath’s 
excitement, the  Financial Times  explained that the ‘latest opinion 
poll showed 38 per cent of Britons positively welcomed EEC entry 
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while 39 per cent were unhappy about it’.  4   Dark clouds continued 
to gather and by the end of the fi rst year of membership Britain’s 
Permanent Representative to the EC Sir Michael Palliser described 
the atmosphere in the Community as having changed from ‘hope to 
uncertainty’. Th e main cause, he judged, was a series of international 
crises.  5   In March 1973 the European economies were thrown into 
disarray as a result of the devaluation of the US dollar. One month 
later, US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger made his now infamous 
intervention into European politics when he declared that 1973 was 
to be the ‘Year of Europe’. Th is provoked a crisis in Anglo- American 
and EC– American relations, as powers on both sides of the Atlantic 
engaged in a struggle over defi ning Europe’s identity and role in 
the world. Above all, Palliser’s report indicated that the primary 
driver of the Community’s deterioration was the oil crisis. It began 
in October, caused by the fourth Arab- Israeli war and the subse-
quent decision taken by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) to increase costs and limit production in order to 
put pressure on Israel and its allies.  6   

 Th e international context compounded the problems that the 
government faced at home. Th e 1971 Industrial Relations Act had 
sparked a confrontation with the trade unions that culminated in the 
fi rst miners’ strike of the postwar period. Undeterred, Heath proposed 
closing unprofi table coal mines and tried to impose legal constraints 
on the power of trade unions to initiate labour disputes. In the 
middle of 1973, the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) passed 
resolutions for large pay increases. Further demands for wage increases 
were made in November and an overtime ban was implemented. Th is 
defi ed the government’s policy and squeezed already short energy 
supplies. Matters became so bad that the government had to reduce 
electricity usage and thus coal consumption. Consequently, Heath 
announced the ‘Th ree- Day Work Order’, which came into eff ect on 
1 January 1974. After further negotiations, NUM members rejected a 
pay rise off er and voted by 81 per cent in favour of a strike.  7   

 Industrial action began on 5 February and two days later Heath 
called a general election. Believing that the public would side with 
the Conservative government on the issue of trade union power, 
Heath fought the February 1974 general election on the slogan ‘who 
governs Britain?’. Yet, the public had grown impatient with Heath’s 
inability to manage industrial confl ict and by election day the country 



INTRODUCTION 3

had experienced two months of the three- day week and an even 
longer period of instability.  8   Th e British people had had enough; on 
28 February Heath lost offi  ce and on 4 March the Labour leader, 
Harold Wilson, returned to 10 Downing Street to lead a minority 
government. 

 Since the 1960s the Labour Party had become increasingly 
divided over whether the UK should join the Community. Wilson 
seemed to embody the confl ict and it is diffi  cult to determine the 
extent to which he was in favour of the second membership appli-
cation, submitted during his 1964– 70 premiership.  9   Historians see 
Wilson in many ways: as a prime minister responding to ‘collapsing 
alternatives’; a leader ‘obsessed with domestic politics’ and lacking 
‘strategic vision’; and as having ‘obscured his intentions for domestic 
reasons’.  10   Describing Wilson’s enigmatic persona, his former prin-
cipal private secretary Sir Robert Armstrong recalled that despite the 
fact they ‘got along very well’ he was ‘diffi  cult to read’.  11   

 Labour’s internal confl ict over European integration came to a 
head during the accession negotiations and the party positioned itself 
as in favour of the principal of membership but against ‘Tory terms’. 
When the critical vote came on 28 October 1971, 69 Labour MPs, 
led by the prominent Labour pro- Marketeer Roy Jenkins, defi ed a 
three- line whip.  12   Heath described it as his ‘greatest success as Prime 
Minister’:  the 39 Tories who voted against the government were 
substantially outnumbered by Labour’s rebels.  13   Although the vote 
revealed splits in both parties, for Labour the divisions were stark. Th e 
February 1974 general election threatened to tear the party further 
and so, to quell the divisions, Wilson made manifesto commitments 
to a fundamental renegotiation of Britain’s terms of membership and 
a national vote on whether to remain in the EC. 

 Labour’s six objectives  –  changes to the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP); fairer methods of fi nancing the EC budget; rejection 
of the proposals for economic and monetary union (EMU); reten-
tion by Parliament of the powers needed to pursue regional, indus-
trial and fi scal policies; safeguards for the economic interests of the 
Commonwealth and developing countries; and no harmonisation 
of Value Added Tax (VAT)  –  were negotiated between 4 March 
1974 when the government took offi  ce and the Dublin Summit on  
10– 11 March 1975.  14   In the end, Wilson secured a better deal for 
food imports from New Zealand and a rebate mechanism that would 



INTRODUCTION4

be triggered to ease the burden on any member state should the size 
of its budget contribution become disproportionate to its share of 
Community Gross National Product (GNP). Many scholars see the 
renegotiation and referendum as a clever strategy devised to manage 
the party and argue that Wilson achieved only superfi cial changes 
to the terms of membership.  15   However, at the time, Wilson was 
able to represent the new terms as a substantially better deal for the 
United Kingdom. Th e Cabinet and Parliament voted in favour of the 
renegotiated terms on 18 March and 9 April, respectively. 

 Victory came at a price. Th e Cabinet was split; 16 votes to seven. In 
Parliament a majority of Labour MPs voted against the deal, including 
38 ministers. Th ese divisions played out over the coming months 
during the campaigns that led up to the UK’s fi rst- ever national ref-
erendum on 5 June 1975. In order to manage the growing division 
Wilson announced that there would be an ‘agreement to diff er’ –  a 
temporary suspension of the Cabinet’s collective responsibility over 
Europe.  16   In this way, dissenting ministers would be allowed to cam-
paign against membership. Although the main pressure groups –  for 
‘yes’ Britain in Europe (BIE) and for ‘no’ the National Referendum 
Campaign (NRC) –  had begun to organise in 1974, their activities 
peaked in the period between April and June 1975. Th e result of the 
referendum was a decisive victory for BIE and the pro- Marketeers. In 
total, 67.2 per cent of voters said ‘yes’ to Europe, on a turnout of 64.5 per 
cent. Every part of the United Kingdom voted in favour of continued 
membership, except for Shetland and the Western Isles. On 5 June 
1975, two- and- a- half years after joining the European Community, 
the UK confi rmed that relationship with a decisive ‘yes’ to Europe.  17   

 In a wishful proclamation, Wilson hailed ‘the end of 14 years of 
national argument’.  18   Britain’s EC partners were also hopeful and ‘in 
no doubt that the Labour Government will now play a more con-
structive role in Brussels’.  19   Such optimism in time would prove to 
be mistaken but it did exist in 1975. Th e hopeful mood of the 1973 
Fanfare seemed to have returned to Britain and Europe. Th is time, 
however, it appeared less fragile. Th e public endorsement of the EC 
through the ballot box removed the uncertainty that had dampened 
the celebration of accession. Something of a transformation had taken 
place from the diffi  culty which characterised Britain’s membership of 
the EC from January 1973 to the referendum in June 1975. Th is book 
examines how it was achieved and what it meant. 
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  From entry to referendum 

 Th e consensus of the studies that emerged in the immediate after-
math of the vote was that, despite appearances, no major change took 
place. David Butler and Uwe Kitzinger’s  Th e 1975 Referendum  was 
and remains one of the key texts on the period.  20   It suggests that the 
UK’s fi rst year of EC membership must be understood in the context 
in which it took place. Th e weakness of the US dollar, the Year of 
Europe aff air and the rise in the price of oil all contributed to the sense 
of uncertainty that Palliser identifi ed at the end of 1973. Wilson’s 
renegotiation was not necessary because ‘of the ostensible purpose of 
fundamentally improving the terms of entry, but in terms of rather 
wider political functions’. Butler and Kitzinger’s fi nal judgement is 
that the vote ‘was unequivocal but it was also unenthusiastic. Support 
for membership was wide but it did not run deep … Th e referendum 
was not a vote cast for new departures or bold initiatives. It was a vote 
for the  status quo ’.  21   

 More recent scholarship upholds this view. Th e image of the UK’s 
relationship with European integration in the period after 1973 
is often dominated by the ‘awkward partner’ narrative.  22   Stephen 
George’s seminal study, published in the 1990s, was and remains 
important. Yet, as other scholars acknowledge, there has until recently 
been a lack of original research which draws on primary sources to 
explore Britain’s relationship with Europe in 1970s.  23   Th is book 
does not deny that the UK was at times an awkward partner for 
Europe. Yet, as Piers Ludlow argues, the story is much more complex, 
characterised by fl uctuating and even competing periods of coopera-
tive and active partnership alongside what could be termed awkward-
ness.  24   Furthermore there are other member states, not least France, 
which have at times been diffi  cult partners in the EC.  25   Instead, 
the narrative here rejects the idea that the UK was predisposed to 
becoming any particular kind of member state. Instead, it seeks to 
understand the European policies of Heath and Wilson in the wider 
political and economic context of the 1970s, and in relation to the 
development of UK– EC relations prior to accession. 

 One of the most comprehensive accounts of 1973– 75 is the second 
volume of the offi  cial history of the UK and the EC. Written by the 
former UK diplomat Sir Stephen Wall, it describes the fi rst year of 
membership as the ‘year of living dangerously’, a reference to the 
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successive challenges facing Britain and the EC. Th e renegotiation and 
referendum are described by Wall as the ‘life- raft that kept a workable 
policy on Europe alive within the Labour Party’.  26   In his discussion 
of the outcome of the vote, Wall defers to Butler and Kitzinger’s con-
clusion.  27   In short, 1973 was a turbulent year because of a series of 
unfortunate events; the renegotiation was a thin veil behind which 
Wilson managed his party; and the referendum did little to enthuse 
the British public about membership of the Community. 

 Wilson’s European policy is the subject of growing interest. 
Studies have looked at the lessons off ered by 1975 and the extent 
to which the period from entry to the referendum was one in which 
anti- EC sentiment gathered pace in Britain. From this perspective, 
the 1975 referendum marked the beginning of the battle for the anti- 
Marketeers: ‘in their minds, it would be a long- time before the war 
was over’.  28   Others, such as Aoife Collins and Mathias Haeussler, have 
revisited but ultimately upheld the claim that Wilson was motivated 
by a desire to manage the division in the Labour Party. However, 
both authors explore other issues such as the strategies adopted by 
Whitehall for managing the competing visions of the renegotiation 
held by the pro-  and anti- Marketeers and the impact of the renegoti-
ation on the UK’s reputation in the EC, respectively.  29   

  Yes to Europe , the excellent account by Robert Saunders, stands 
apart from past and recent scholarship for its refreshing take on 
Wilson and on the various ways in which ‘Europe’ was debated in 
the months leading up to the 1975 referendum. Th e renegotiation, 
Saunders argues, should not be judged on its outcome. Wilson’s 
objective, which he achieved, was ‘not a fundamental overhaul of the 
Community … but a deal that would give Labour voters permission 
to change their minds’. Wilson’s achievements made it ‘plausible to 
believe that a new Europe was emerging, that was more Atlanticist, 
more intergovernmental and more outward- looking to the poorer 
countries of the world’.  30   In this way, the renegotiation is reframed 
as a success. 

 Th e main subject of  Yes to Europe  is not the diplomatic context 
of UK– EC relations but the domestic debate surrounding the vote. 
Rather than focus on the so- called ‘high politics’ of UK– EC relations, 
Saunders ‘uses the referendum as a window into the political and 
social history of the 1970s, exploring how the European debate 
intersected with –  and was shaped by –  other issues and controversies 
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in the period’. One of the most prominent themes in the book is the 
‘powerful sense of domestic crisis’ that dominated the 1970s. Th e ref-
erendum is also recast as an important event in the history of British 
democracy. It was the country’s fi rst- ever national referendum; ‘the 
fi rst time that a front- rank political question had been taken out of 
the hands of Westminster and passed directly to the electorate’. In 
the months leading up to the vote, women’s organisations, churches, 
trade unions and businesses all took part in making the argument for 
and against Europe by explaining it to diff erent groups and in rela-
tion to concrete issues of the day.  31   Importantly, this was not a debate 
isolated to political elites but a truly national conversation.  

  Reassessing Britain’s entry to Europe 

 Th is book owes much to these studies of Britain and Europe. 
However, it diff ers from them in four important respects. First, this 
book questions the idea put forward by Butler and Kitzinger and Wall 
that the fi rst year of membership was disrupted solely by a series of 
unfortunate events. When that argument is viewed alongside the his-
toriography of the pre- accession period (something to be discussed in 
the  next chapter ), this explanation leaves some unanswered questions. 
Given the diffi  culties experienced by successive British governments 
in securing membership prior to 1973, why would entry to the 
Community have been a smooth process only to be pushed off - course 
by challenging events? Th us this book considers other factors, such as 
the government’s expectations for membership, which contributed to 
the diffi  culties of 1973. 

 Second, this book re- evaluates the renegotiation in light of the 
Heath government’s attempts to change key EC policies. It does 
not discount the idea that Wilson’s renegotiation was politically 
motivated or the argument that it was designed to give Labour 
voters a reason to vote ‘yes’. Indeed, Wilson’s conduct during the 
renegotiation reinforces the argument that he had to manage the 
party- political challenges he faced and that he did so in ways which 
would ultimately keep Britain in the Community. Yet the renego-
tiation can also be seen as part of a long- term strategy whereby 
the UK attempted to change the EC to suit its national interests. 
Neither Heath nor Wilson began their premierships absent experi-
ence of the EC and their policies were infl uenced by the past. When 
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the Heath government came to offi  ce in 1970 it was presented with 
and utilised the same negotiating briefs that had been drawn up for 
what would have been the Wilson government’s attempt to revive 
the 1967 application. As Pine suggests, ‘Wilson’s actions and those 
of his government between 1967 and 1970 were therefore funda-
mentally important to Britain’s eventual entry into the European 
Communities on 1 January 1973’.  32   

 One of the central contributions of this book is to demonstrate 
that a similar continuity can also be found between Heath’s policies 
once Britain was a member and those of Wilson in 1974– 75. Heath 
and Wilson were very diff erent in their views on British membership 
of the EC –  the former a clear pro- European, the latter a politician 
whose views are much more diffi  cult to discern. It may, therefore, 
seem strange to suggest coherence in their European policies. Yet, 
as will be argued, they both pursued a long- established strategy of 
attempting to transform the EC. Over the course of 1973 the Heath 
government aimed to reduce Britain’s contributions to the EC budget 
by reforming the CAP and creating a regional policy. Th e Wilson 
government sought to address the same issues through the renegoti-
ation. In this way, both governments tried to put an end to the div-
isive domestic debate over Europe. 

 Connected to this, the third way in which this book sets itself apart 
from the literature on Britain and Europe is by integrating two areas 
of UK– EC relations that are not often discussed together: diplomacy 
and domestic debate. In particular, it explores how the European 
policies pursued by Heath and Wilson were shaped by the domestic 
discourse about Britain and Europe. Th e fi nal contribution of this 
book also concerns domestic debate but focuses on the result of the 
referendum. Butler and Kitzinger argue that the outcome was an 
‘unenthusiastic … vote for the status quo’.  33   Saunders, by contrast, 
calls it ‘the most full- throated endorsement the public have ever 
given of membership of the European project’.  34   Th ese two accounts 
paint very diff erent pictures of the campaigns. Butler and Kitzinger 
claim that BIE won the vote because of their organisation, fi nancial 
resources, political appeal and media support. Th e NRC, by contrast, 
was disorganised, controversial, poorly funded and backed only by 
the Communist  Morning Star .  35   Th is suggests that the public was 
convinced by a superior campaign machine, rather than by the merits 
of the arguments. Saunders also sees the main campaign groups in 
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this way, but he focuses more on the substance of the debate, how it 
spoke to issues of the day and engaged people across the country.  36   
Th e argument here is that these two positions are not necessarily 
opposed. While the two campaign groups encouraged people to con-
sider a wide range of issues, they also contributed to the sense of 
uncertainty that pervaded the referendum. 

 Th e fi rst and second contributions of this book are closely linked 
to the history of Britain and Europe. Th ey are informed by debates 
about UK– EC relations prior to accession, which are laid out in the 
 next chapter . Th e third and fourth contributions engage with debates 
and literatures beyond those concerned specifi cally with Britain and 
Europe and are worth a brief discussion now. Butler and Kitzinger’s 
characterisation of BIE and the NRC fi ts into Wyn Grant’s typ-
ology of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ pressure groups. Insider groups are 
recognised by the government as ‘legitimate spokespersons for par-
ticular interests’; they are ‘allowed to engage in a dialogue’; and fi nally, 
‘they implicitly agree to abide by certain rules’. Outsiders, by con-
trast, are ‘heterogeneous’, not subject to the same rules and can be 
either outsiders by necessity or by choice.  37   Although Grant’s argu-
ment is criticised for over- simplifying pressure groups and for not 
being applicable to twenty- fi rst- century politics, it provides a useful 
framework for analysing BIE and the NRC and helps to explain why 
Britain in Europe won the vote in 1975.  38   

 Th is book builds on Grant’s model and argues that while BIE 
had important structural advantages, this does not fully explain their 
success. Th e pro- Market campaign did not emerge in 1975, but rather 
built upon previous organisations that had been making the case in 
favour of the EEC since the 1960s. Th ey were not unopposed in that 
period and the anti- Market case had also been made by a variety of 
groups since the fi rst EEC application. However, the pro- Marketeers 
were able to embed themselves within government and thus benefi ted 
from an entrenched insider status, established before the campaigns 
began. Not only was BIE a clear insider group in 1975, the success of 
the renegotiation allowed pro- Marketeers to begin the referendum 
campaigns from a position of strength. 

 In addition to these structural advantages, the arguments they made 
resonated with people. Th ere is considerable debate among political 
scientists about the extent to which voting behaviour is infl uenced 
by attitudes, endorsements by political parties and campaigns, 
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satisfaction with national governments or some combination of 
these and other factors.  39   Older studies suggest a lack of engagement 
with, or understanding of, the issues relevant to voting decisions.  40   
Yet recent research tends towards a more optimistic view of electors. 
Analysing 19 referendums between 1972 and 2008, held in Denmark, 
France, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway and Spain, 
Sara Hobolt argues that intense campaigns, which provide high 
levels of information, result in large turnouts and encourage voters 
to engage with the issues. She concludes that citizens ‘do think about 
the broader issues’ and ‘seek to weigh up the benefi ts associated with 
accepting the ballot … against the potential costs’.  41   As the refer-
endum in 1975 seems to meet these conditions, this book also adopts 
this position and, using contemporary opinion polling, it shows 
how voters were not only engaged with an assessment of the cam-
paign organisations, they also responded to the specifi c arguments 
they made. 

 As Saunders points out, the campaigns were permeated by messages 
about the domestic ‘crisis’ facing Britain, a term about which there is 
considerable debate. It is often used to describe the impact of a wave 
of rising infl ation, soaring oil prices, industrial unrest and a sense 
that ruling elites could do little to stem the tide.  42   Lawrence Black, 
Hugh Pemberton and Pat Th ane contend that this understanding 
‘embodies an important (but often unacknowledged) set of politicised 
assumptions’, which they challenge by recasting the sense of crisis as 
‘disproportionate’ to reality. In their view, the role of strikers and ‘inept 
governments’ is over- emphasised. Th ey point out that contemporary 
comparisons with the affl  uence and lively culture of the 1960s led 
to shock at events, particularly those taking place in 1973, and thus 
disappointment with British life. Furthermore, Margaret Th atcher’s 
self- styled image as ‘a stalwart warrior against the apparent failings 
of “the postwar consensus” ’, reinforced the impression that, by 1979, 
Britain needed to be saved.  43   

 Any narrative that only emphasises the sense of crisis inevitably 
ignores certain events. Th e 1970s saw progress towards détente in the 
Cold War, epitomised by the signing of the Helsinki Accords and 
the SALT I and SALT II treaties.  44   Th e same decade also brought 
legislation to create a more inclusive society: the Equal Pay Act was 
passed in 1970; the Sex Discrimination Act in 1975.  45   It was not all 
doom and gloom.  46   Yet there was near unanimity from commentators 
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at the time that the UK was facing a crisis. In 1975, the political 
 analyst Anthony King wrote that ‘it was once thought that Britain 
was an unusually easy country to govern, its politicians wise, its 
parties responsible, its administration effi  cient, its people docile’.  47   
Th at deferential atmosphere was gone. Instead, Britain was blazing 
‘the trail towards democratic failure’.  48   Lawrence Freedman lamented 
that Britain was viewed internationally ‘as an object of pity but not 
of respect’.  49   New terminology was necessary to explain the state of 
the British economy. Th is period of ‘stagfl ation’ was characterised by 
low rates of economic growth and infl ation running as high as 17 per 
cent by the end of 1974.  50   In the same year the prospect of rationing 
was not unrealistic when there was a shortage of sugar imports into 
Britain. As Saunders argues, it was in this context that a ‘no’ vote in 
the referendum was framed as a major economic risk. ‘For a gener-
ation that had lived through rationing, seen oil prices quadruple in 
1973 and queued for sugar in 1974, the prospect of economic catas-
trophe was not something abstract.’  51   

 It cannot be doubted that this sense of crisis impacted upon the 
domestic debate about Europe. However, this book diff ers from 
Saunders’ account by exploring how the sense of crisis was connected 
to debates about ‘decline’, which had in part motivated the decision to 
seek EC membership in the 1960s. Th e term decline, like crisis, often 
appears in inverted commas. Th e reasons for this are worth brief dis-
cussion. Jim Tomlinson defi nes ‘declinism’ as the idea that the British 
adjustment to the economic and political pressures of the post- 1945 
period, ‘has been as weak as to indicate pathological failings’. He 
argues that the dominance of declinism in the discourse has distorted 
reality and contends that it is a concept ‘at odds with the best histor-
ical analyses and should now be lain to rest’.  52   It is not the position 
here that Britain was, in measurable terms, in a state of decline in 
either a relative or absolute sense. Rather, this analysis points out that 
the sense of decline had a signifi cant impact on UK– EC relations and 
the domestic debate about membership. After all, the 1970s were a 
‘period of maximum and major impact’ for declinism, where the con-
cept fi gured prominently in debates about Britain’s ‘present perform-
ance and future prospects’.  53   

 Debates about decline, and the inherent assumptions about 
how the UK and the EC would continue to develop, infl uenced 
the approaches of successive British governments to European 
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integration in the 1960s and 1970s. For Macmillan’s government, one 
of the primary drivers behind the decision to launch the fi rst mem-
bership application in 1961 was the concern that the Community 
would become the dominating economic and political infl uence in 
Europe.  54   Wilson was pushed towards membership following the 
July 1966 sterling crisis and the unravelling of the National Plan 
targets.  55   By the time Edward Heath became prime minister in 
1970, it can be broadly stated that he and Britain’s pro- Marketeers 
hoped that joining the Community would reinvigorate the economy. 
Accession would allow Britain to catch up to the superior economic 
performance of the Six: between 1960 and 1973 the average annual 
growth rate of GDP per capita was higher in the Community than it 
was in the UK.  56   For pro- Marketeers, the UK could regain political 
infl uence by joining the Community which was rapidly becoming 
an important global player. International cooperation, they argued, 
served to strengthen British sovereignty, one of the most controver-
sial elements of the European debate.  57   Two of the most prominent 
anti- Marketeers, Tony Benn and Enoch Powell, also saw it as a pri-
mary consideration. For the latter Community membership was the 
‘great renunciation of British power’ while for the former the nature 
of the Common Market’s institutions diminished the sovereignty of 
Parliament by eroding ‘the importance of the vote for people in this 
country’.  58   

 Th e decision to seek membership was presented to the public in a 
way which emphasised what Britain would suff er from staying out. 
In 1961, the  Daily Mirror ’s support for membership was based on the 
potential for the EEC to remedy Britain’s decline.  59   By the time the 
Heath government negotiated entry, experts in the government iden-
tifi ed public opinion as one of the largest obstacles to membership, 
yet they believed ‘a wholehearted public information campaign could 
make a diff erence’. Th e Foreign and Commonwealth Offi  ce (FCO) 
played a crucial role in constructing the information campaign which, 
from 1971 to 1972, encouraged the public to consider the risks to 
Britain of being excluded from the Community.  60   

 Th e period 1973– 75 was one in which the long- term debate 
about decline became more acute, the economy faced consider-
able challenges and Britain’s global role and political institutions 
were called into question. Both ‘decline’ and ‘crisis’ are therefore key 
components of the domestic debate about and diplomatic context of 
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UK– EC relations. Th is is important for understanding the arguments 
about EC membership, as they were presented at the time. For pro- 
Marketeers, the Community was the only remaining forum through 
which Britain could hope to recover international infl uence and eco-
nomic stability. Yet for their opponents, membership would reduce 
Britain’s sovereignty and global standing. In the long term, successive 
British governments grappled with establishing Britain’s place in the 
postwar world. In the short- term, the crisis of the 1970s made the 
need to resolve that debate more acute. Th e European policies pursued 
by Heath and Wilson, the campaigns in 1975 and the outcome of the 
referendum were fundamentally shaped by this background.  

  Methods and sources 

 In terms of its approach, this book contributes to two trends in 
the study of Britain and Europe and in international history more 
broadly:  the fi rst is about sources and the second is about public 
opinion. Historians have not denied the role of UK governments 
in the history of Britain and Europe. Th ey have been crucial actors, 
with considerable, but not absolute, power, to determine the course 
of UK– EC relations. However, in recent years the study of Britain 
and Europe has focused on a wider range of actors and drawn on 
sources outside the state archive.  61   Nevertheless, the state remains 
an important actor with considerable scope to change the course of 
domestic politics and international relations. It was, after all, govern-
ment ministers and offi  cials that navigated the challenges of the fi rst 
year of membership and the renegotiation. 

 Th is study uses a wide range of international sources both inside 
and outside the archive. Th e UK’s National Archives, the papers 
of key European Commissioners and the wider Commission, the 
Labour Party Archive and the Conservative Party Archive were used, 
as are the offi  cial records of BIE and the NRC. Privileged access to 
some of the private papers of Sir Robert Worcester, private pollster to 
the Labour Party in the 1970s, has also produced new insights. Th is 
project draws on material outside of archives including coverage in 
the BBC,  Daily Express ,  Daily Mail ,  Daily Mirror ,  Daily Telegraph , 
 Economist ,  Financial Times ,  Guardian ,  Morning Star  and  Times . 
Diaries, memoirs and biographies were also useful for revealing the 
preoccupations, motivations and refl ections of individual actors. Th is 
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combination of sources is crucial for exploring both the diplomatic 
context of UK– EC relations but also the domestic party- political 
debates that infl uenced both Heath and Wilson. 

 Th e second trend this book speaks to relates to public opinion, 
something that few historians have integrated into their discussions 
of Britain’s relationship with Europe. Th is may be the result of a lack 
of accessible sources about public opinion and the importance placed 
(not incorrectly) on rigorous archival research within the fi eld.  62   As 
Dan Hucker argues, the study of the relationship between foreign 
policy and public opinion remains under- developed. Given that this 
book focuses on a period in which a major public vote on European 
integration took place, it seems all the more important to understand 
public opinion as it was in 1973– 75 and the way it was perceived by 
elites. Th is is done in the knowledge that even using the broadest 
range of sources ‘cannot prevent our understanding of public opinion 
from being imperfect’. Opinion polling is notoriously diffi  cult to 
interpret, not least because ‘people are reluctant to express opinions 
that are contrary to prevailing sentiments’. Furthermore, it is hard to 
pinpoint causation and attempting to disentangle whether govern-
ment is leading opinion or opinion is shaping policy is more often 
than not a ‘chicken or egg’ conundrum. Nevertheless, it is widely 
accepted that ‘the public’ is an important actor, ‘frequently evoked as 
a causal factor in policy- making’.  63   

 In order to present new fi ndings about public opinion in 1975 this 
study draws on a wide range of polling data. Th e British Election Study 
(BES) survey of the 1975 referendum and a study of the referendum 
conducted by the London School of Economics (LSE) are important 
sources. In addition, this analysis also draws on polling conducted by 
Worcester for the Labour Party and a series of surveys conducted by 
Louis Harris International for BIE during the campaigns. Although 
these sources contain a wealth of information, it is diffi  cult to estab-
lish the impact of the campaigns on public opinion or on the outcome 
of the referendum. Even more diffi  cult to measure are levels of enthu-
siasm among the public about the Community. Th is is partly because 
the available data are incomplete. Th e author of the LSE study 
reported a large number of missing cases in the post- referendum 
stage of the research  –  only 570 of the original 1,360 participants 
returned the second questionnaire. However, by using a combination 
of the available data, a reasonably accurate picture of public opinion 



INTRODUCTION 15

can be developed. In order to avoid the impression that ‘the public’ 
had (or indeed, can have), a single viewpoint, distinctions will be 
drawn between ‘yes’ and ‘no’ voters. Although other distinctions –  age, 
class, education, income, party affi  liation, sex, etc.  –  could be, and 
were, made by pollsters in the 1970s, such detailed analysis is beyond 
the scope here.  

  Structure 

 Following a brief introductory chapter that sets out the context of 
UK– EC relations from 1950 until the end of 1972, this book is 
divided into three parts. Part I explores the fi rst year of Community 
membership.  Chapter 2  starts by examining the events that took place 
during 1973 and the extent to which they disrupted the fi rst year of 
membership.  Chapters 3  and  4  then set out an alternative explanation 
for the change from ‘hope to uncertainty’. During the accession nego-
tiations Heath argued that entry to the EC would improve Britain’s 
economy and boost its international infl uence. Yet the government 
accepted what offi  cials believed would become fi nancially burden-
some terms, resulting from the UK’s high budgetary contributions. 
Th is was done because of the expectation that membership would 
boost the economy and that it would be easier to join and change the 
Community from within. As a result, the Heath government pursued 
changes to the CAP and attempted to create the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF) in order to alleviate the fi nancial burden 
of membership. Th e government hoped that success in these areas 
would encourage public support for membership. However, at the 
end of the year, the CAP had not been changed and the ERDF did 
not exist. Th e negotiations in both areas, and their ultimate failure, 
contributed to the disruptive fi rst year of membership. 

 Part II examines the Wilson government’s renegotiation. It does 
not dispute the idea that renegotiation and referendum were polit-
ically expedient moves by a prime minister who prioritised holding 
his party and government together. It does, however, explain Wilson’s 
strategy anew to argue that it is not evidence of his doubts about 
Europe. As set out in  Chapter  5 , government machinery and a 
renegotiation strategy were developed which minimised the infl u-
ence of the anti- Marketeers and focused the government’s eff orts 
on gaining what were seen as achievable rather than fundamental 
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changes to the Community, which would also be met with approval 
by the public. Offi  cials with established knowledge of the EC played 
an important role in shaping and executing this strategy. While it is 
clear that Wilson’s approach to European aff airs did little to boost 
Britain’s reputation in the Community, offi  cials played an important 
role in minimising the damage that was done. 

  Chapters 6 ,  7  and  8  turn to the details of the renegotiation and 
the signifi cance of the renegotiated changes for addressing the fi nan-
cial problems created by the accession agreement. As one govern-
ment offi  cial pointed out, some of those terms were ‘already subject to 
review by the British Government before the February Election’ that 
returned Wilson to Downing Street.  64   Both Agriculture Minister 
Fred Peart and Foreign Secretary James Callaghan saw in the renego-
tiation an opportunity to reduce the UK’s contributions to the budget 
by securing reforms to the CAP and creating the ERDF. Furthermore, 
offi  cials and Callaghan negotiated to change the budget directly, 
something which they believed would be important for securing the 
public’s approval of the renegotiation. Wilson, by contrast, saw a deal 
for New Zealand as the key to gaining public support. In the end, the 
terms of membership were not fundamentally overhauled, but the 
Wilson government did achieve some small victories, the foundation 
for which was laid by the Heath government. 

 Part III explores the referendum campaigns and public opinion 
on the question of Community membership.  Chapter 9  presents the 
history of the two main campaigning groups, BIE and the NRC, 
and the strategies they adopted in 1975. It questions the accepted 
narrative that BIE’s ‘insider status’ was the key ingredient to the 
group’s success. Building on Grant’s typology of pressure groups, this 
chapter shows that BIE had an entrenched insider status prior to the 
referendum. Furthermore, their status was confi rmed by the outcome 
of the renegotiation. Th ese advantages were then mobilised to create 
an impressive campaign. 

  Chapter 10  extends this argument further by examining the main 
themes of the debates in 1975 and the ways in which decline and 
crisis permeated the discourse. Rather than portraying ‘the public’ 
as being led to vote in a particular way by a powerful organisa-
tion, this chapter uses contemporary opinion polling to show how 
voters engaged with and understood the arguments made in 1975. 
Furthermore, this chapter seeks to demonstrate that although voters 
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were engaged with the arguments, the campaigns and the context in 
which they took place also contributed to a sense of uncertainty that 
underpinned the fi nal vote. 

 Although the research and writing of this book took place 
during the lead- up to the 2016 EU Referendum and its aftermath, 
it is written without reference to ‘Brexit’ and takes no stance on 
the arguments about ‘leave’ or ‘remain’. Although it can be done 
well, ‘historians of the twentieth century are often confl icted 
about the idea of writing “current” or newsworthy history’. Th ere 
are no ‘straight lines connecting any given past moment with the 
present’.  65   Th e past has to be understood fi rst in its context, and 
without a presentist perspective. Th at is the approach taken here to 
the history of Britain’s entry to Europe, its fi rst year of member-
ship, the renegotiation and the fi rst occasion when the public was 
asked to make a decision about it. It is hoped that the reader will 
consider the arguments in the following pages and draw their own 
conclusions about the implications of 1973– 75 for the debates 
that have unfolded since.   
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