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‘BETRAYAL IS THE ONLY TRUTH THAT STICKS’
Arthur Miller


 

1


THE GREAT BETRAYAL


At about five o clock in the morning of 24 June 2016, I was woken by a woman shrieking excitedly in my ear: ‘We’ve done it, we’ve done it!’


Done what? I wondered dimly, dragging myself from a disquieting dream in which giant mechanical Michael Goves were terrorising the country, stamping people to death and firing bolts of electricity out of their rusted metal arms. Done what? Had sex? Surely not.


‘We’ve won!’ The voice came again. ‘We’re leaving the European Union!’


I immediately sat upright. Christ! I followed my wife lumberingly downstairs, where she’d been all night watching the referendum special on the BBC. As soon as I saw Dimbleby’s face I knew she wasn’t lying: he looked aghast. A pall of appalled outrage hung over the entire TV studio. Pollster Peter Kellner was there, trying to explain to the public why he’d got it wrong again. Why do they still employ that joker? He has all the psephological insight of a kohlrabi. One of those octopuses they use to predict World Cup winners would be more effective.


I made some coffee for us both – me and the wife, not me and Peter Kellner – and sat down in a state of mild euphoria for a while, until my wife said, shrugging her shoulders: ‘They won’t let it happen.’


I looked back at the TV screen, at the ranks of terribly transgressed BBC employees, at the utterly forlorn main party politicians giving their verdicts and already saying ‘we must respect the result of the referendum, BUT . . .’ And I nodded. ‘No, they won’t let it happen.’


Later that day I put up a one-line post on my Facebook page. ‘Betcha we don’t leave.’ Oh, yes. The sad sweet pleasure of being proved right. I should have started this book right there and then, but part of me still clung to a faint hope that a clear majority verdict on the part of the British people would be honoured and acted upon, because that would be the right, democratic, thing to do. The politicians were mandated to extricate ourselves from the European Union – not bits of it, all of it. How, then, would they be able to renege on that mandate? I could envisage very clearly that they would renege upon it, but the question was how.


This book explains the how. It’s the stuff I didn’t foresee at the time, that glad bright morning when everything seemed rather good with the world: the process, the narrative, the chicanery, the bare-faced lies, the subversion of direct democracy by every possible unaccountable institution, the welter of propaganda from our neutral broadcasters, the staggering political ineptitude, the lack of will, the duplicity, the betrayal. The betrayal. Because that is what it is, regardless of whether you are a leaver or remainer. A grotesque and unprecedented betrayal of the country by our parliament, a betrayal of that majority which voted in good faith, which trusted in democracy and perhaps never will do so again. The people voted to leave the European Union. We will not be leaving the European Union. At the very best we will be staying in it to all intents and purposes, except without voting rights. Headed towards this anomaly, some kind of ‘deal’ that makes us worse off than if we’d merely remained EU members.


The maths should have made it evident on that day, three years ago. Yes, the House of Commons was mandated to deliver Brexit. But it was more than six to one in favour of remain. Not only that, but of the parties represented in the House of Commons, only one – the tiny Democratic Unionist Party – was in favour of Brexit. The others were all, by a majority – a large majority in most cases – against. The Conservatives, Labour, the SNP, the Liberal Democrats, the Greens, Plaid Cymru. The same was true of the House of Lords and, still more crucially so, the rest of our liberal establishment – the people with the power, the influence, the money. But it was still a question of: how? The result was straightforward enough. Every area of England and Wales, except for London, voted to leave. How could the establishment work its way into a position where it could offer the pretence of delivering that mandate while actually not doing so? Through what tortuous manoeuvrings would it need to turn?


It began with a very swift change to the narrative. Within a day of the victory politicians and commentators had been talking about a ‘hard Brexit’ and a ‘soft Brexit’, whereas hitherto we had simply been talking about ‘Brexit’. At first, a ‘hard Brexit’ was leaving with no deal at all – although that changed as time progressed. A ‘soft Brexit’, it became quickly apparent, would not be much of a Brexit at all and was utterly dependent upon the good will – ha – of the European Union. Another narrative, however, stayed basically the same, but increased in intensity, in fury. This had been seemingly the main plank of the remainer argument – that those who were in favour of leaving were firstly racists and xenophobes. The remainers conflated a distaste for the EU among leavers with a distaste for Europe, and a worry about unrestricted immigration with a dislike of foreigners – a woeful misrepresentation of the majority of the country. They were also stupid, these leavers – uneducated thickos. They were not wealth creators, they did not have degrees. They lived in awful places – Sunderland, Middlesbrough, Mansfield, Boston, Clacton and so on. They were underachievers. This trope played its part in allowing the MPs to renege upon the decision of the electorate. The allegations that leave voters were all racists enabled MPs, and Labour MPs in particular, to feel better about themselves for gainsaying the democratic will of the people – because the ‘people’ were bad. And if they were not bad, just dense.


This latter trope was of huge importance to the establishment as, within days of the referendum, the BBC and other news organisations scrabbled around trying to find people who had voted leave but now regretted the decision because they hadn’t ‘understood properly what it meant’. (They never tried to find people who had changed their minds in the other direction, although there were plenty.) Because these thick bastards hadn’t understood what was really meant by Brexit, perhaps the kindest thing to do would be to let them have the vote again, so that they can get it right? A confirmatory vote, if you will. Or better still, hilariously, a ‘People’s Vote’ – because the first one was won by troglodytes, not people. And as the Prime Minister struggled through her witless negotiations with the European Union, so this fugue for a people’s vote grew – because the thickos hadn’t understood how complex it all was, had they? And look – see how complex it is now, how labyrinthine? You hadn’t bargained for this, had you? And yet all the way along it was not Brexit that was the problem but the government’s handling of Brexit. But this stereotype, of the decrepit moron leave voter, was crucial to the cause of not delivering Brexit. They knew not what they had done, these poor deluded bastards. So another vote was needed, or maybe no vote – just stop the process in its tracks.


Labour MPs could convince themselves that in opposing Brexit they were doing the best for their constituencies, despite what their constituencies actually had to say about the business. Conservative MPs did the same. And so parliament began to follow the narrative of the soft Brexit, the nice Brexit, the Brexit that wasn’t Brexit at all, something that might be offered as a sop to the idiots but which actually kept us in the EU in all but name.


Oh, and the elderly. It was elderly people who voted leave. Destroying the future of the younger generation. And their votes shouldn’t really count because they’ll all be dead soon – a familiar theme among that extremist tranche of absolutist remainers.


Never have so many blameless people in this country been held in such contempt, or been subject to such vilification, by an elite. A transgressed elite.


Another narrative. The vote was invalid. It was not ‘binding’ – despite the promise of the Prime Minister that it would indeed be binding and the absence on the polling cards anywhere of the word ‘advisory’. Sheer chicanery. Only 52 per cent voted leave – a proper vote would have insisted upon a 60–40 majority. Would it? Why would it? Those were the rules – a simple majority sufficed. Everybody knew that when they went to the polls, remainers and leavers alike. A football match won one-nil has still been won – the opposition don’t demand that it’s not a win at all because the score wasn’t five-nil.


The majority of people in the UK didn’t vote leave – another wholly asinine objection from that rump of infuriated remainers. No, indeed, they didn’t. But we have a habit, in this country, and in most democracies, of counting up the votes of PEOPLE WHO HAVE VOTED – not the ones who didn’t. An odd arrangement, but there we are.


Or the vote was invalid because the leave campaign – always the leave campaign, never the remainers – told fibs. Well, heaven forefend. If we nullified elections every time a politician told a porkie, we wouldn’t have a democracy at all.


But all this epic, disingenuous, non-sequitur shit, this flailing around in pursuit of a bunch of Aunt Sally arguments, helped to grease the wheels of the remain lobby and assuaged the MPs in their confected anguish over not, actually, respecting the vote at all. The voters thick, misled and racist and not even a true majority, the vote suspect.


So this book is an attempt to describe how that all happened, how Brexit was defeated – in part by people who always wanted it defeated and did not really care a jot about the aspirations of those who voted leave. But partly also by sheer staggering ineptitude. Because that stuff played its part, too. Not only the ineptitude of the Prime Minister, although that is probably worth a book by itself, but also of those who genuinely believed in Brexit and wished – or seemed to wish – to make it happen.


We are left, at time of writing, in a kind of limbo. Theresa May tried three times to get her deal through parliament and failed on each occasion. Her deal did not actually involve leaving the EU in a meaningful sense. She is now gone. But the same problem faces the incoming Prime Minister, that the mathematics of the House of Commons will not allow a no deal exit from the European Union (a point that has already been made very clear by MPs) and, given the make-up of the House of Commons, is more likely to insist upon a deal that is even less effective at extricating ourselves from the clutches of the EU: permanent membership of the customs union, for example. And always looming in the near distance the prospect of a second vote – but this time gerrymandered so we get it right. A choice between a disastrous deal and remaining, for example. The establishment will not make the same mistake again.


May’s deal? Here’s how Martin Howe QC, Chairman of Lawyers for Britain, saw it:




If the deal goes through, the next day we will not have left the EU in anything but name. For at least 21 months of ‘transition’ – extendable up to four years – we will have to obey the EU’s laws and rules, and be subject to the Commission and the ECJ as now. The big difference is that we will no longer have a vote or voice in the EU institutions. So no vote or veto against EU law changes which damage the City, or against the Commission’s use of State Aid controls to suppress our competitiveness.





So it’s that, or something worse, or nothing. Betcha we don’t leave. It was said with sadness back then in June 2016. It’s said today with real anger.
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WHO VOTED LEAVE?


I voted to leave the European Union, but it was a close call. There were several remainer arguments that seemed to me to have a lot of force. The first and most obvious was the state of peace that had existed on our fractious and often violent continent for the past sixty years. Was this a consequence of the Common Market, the EEC and the EU? I did not quite buy the insistence from those who wanted to leave that mere trade deals would have sufficed to bring tranquillity to a continent in which the perpetually shifting states had been at war with one another, on and off, for the best part of a thousand years and, most destructively of course, in the last century.


I felt a cultural pull towards the mainland of Europe too, even if I thought that this was trumped, if you’ll pardon the pun, by a cultural pull towards the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand and indeed our Commonwealth, for reasons both linguistic and historic.


I worried too about the future for British scientific research and development. Between 2007 and 2013 the UK received £8.8 billion from the EU in funding for research, development and innovation. It is true that each year the UK is a net contributor to the EU of £9 billion and so, according to leavers, we could henceforth spend that money we had saved on science and technology, if we chose to. It was that ‘if we chose to’ that worried me. I suspected we wouldn’t choose to. Undemocratic it may well be, but there is a benefit to having crucial funding ring-fenced from the five-year British parliamentary cycle, when manifesto pledges insist that every last penny of available spare cash must be siphoned directly into the gaping, ravenous maw of the National Health Service (as indeed the Vote Leave campaign implied). I was interested, too, in the work being done at the Culham Centre for Fusion Energy, with the Joint European Taurus (JET), an attempt after all these failed years to produce almost unlimited clean energy from the process of nuclear fusion. We have led the world in this research, with substantial backing from the EU. Such expensive projects are necessarily collaborative and bounded by treaties (such as Euratom); would we still be able to afford the same resources if we left the EU? Would we have the same access to scientific institutions on the continental mainland? And would we have the far-sightedness to spend for the future? I had my doubts. A year after the referendum I visited JET and mentioned to its boss, Professor Ian Chapman, that 93 per cent of British scientists had voted remain. He looked utterly askance. ‘Who the hell were the other seven per cent?’


So, there was that – and then the impact that leaving the EU might have on my own area, the north-east of England. From 2014 to 2020 the EU bunged the north-east more than half a billion quid, funnelled through the North East Local Enterprise Partnership. It is an area of the country that, like one or two others, has been starved of government cash and comes way down the list of priorities for incoming governments, even incoming Labour governments. Further, a lot of jobs in the north-east are dependent upon ready and immediate access to the EU markets – something in the region of 100,000, according to the (Newcastle) Chronicle. Added to which is the £1.1 billion of inward investment that has come from companies in EU member states. Would all this not be put at risk if we left? The counter-argument, of course, is that the EU has also cost an awful lot of jobs in the north-east as well, the most obvious being the 3,000 or so kicked out of work when the Redcar blast furnace and associated steel slab plants were shut down because, so the government insisted, under EU rules they could not be subsidised, which may well have been a convenient excuse.


And then there was Project Fear. Hell, it got to me too, the killer bees and locusts, death and destruction. What if Osborne and Carney and the CBI are right, and our homes will become worthless and we’ll all be out of work? It was only the shrill hyperbole of these claims that made me smell a rat. But I did wonder if voting leave might be an extravagance that I could afford, being on a decent wage, but which might have a thoroughly nasty impact upon the very poorest of us.


These arguments, largely about money, seriously worried me, as I know they worried many others. For me, they were just about eclipsed by the arguments in favour of getting out.


Quite a few of my reasons for wishing to leave the EU could be classed as ‘Lexit’, that awful nonce word coined to describe those who had left-wing doubts about the EU. First and foremost of these is unrestrained immigration, unrestrained freedom of movement. I can see absolutely why a Conservative government would applaud the continued, untrammelled influx into our country of millions of low-paid workers from EU countries, for the short-term fillip it gives to the economy and the undoubted benefits it bestows upon British businesses. But for the life of me I cannot understand why the left wing would go along with this grotesque exploitation of labour: the means, as Marx had it, by which the rich get richer. I fully understand that EU migrants contribute more to the exchequer than they take out: that is not the point. I have no animus whatsoever against the hundreds of thousands of Poles, Slovaks, Czechs and Lithuanians labouring on building sites, serving you coffee, driving you around London in taxis, picking your Brussels sprouts, or acting as nannies to your privileged brats. Or worse, subcontracted out by big firms to a complex network of agencies and with the status, effectively, of slaves, even to the point of being denied their passports. But the squalid conditions in which they are often forced to live should shame us all. Here’s a description, from the Guardian on 11 January 2005, of exactly what I mean, regarding Polish workers employed by a factory that supplied Sainsbury’s:




The house the Poles had been taken to, in an anonymously respectable cul-de-sac in a quiet Exeter suburb that forms part of the Labour minister Ben Bradshaw’s constituency, was unremarkable outside. Inside there was no furniture, just mountains of rubbish, piles of syringes, soiled mattresses on the floor, and a terrible smell. They slept on the bare mattresses that night and were taken by the minivan to their 2–10pm shift the next day.


Twenty Poles were in the house the night the Guardian visited, 10 of whom were sleeping there, three and four to a small room, with the other 10 in another small house nearby. It was after 11pm and they had just been driven back from their late shift putting Sainsbury’s chicken portions on plastic trays at the state-of-the-art Lloyd Maunder meat factory near Tiverton.





Yet it is not just these workers being exploited, of course, horrible though that is on its own. The influx of extremely cheap foreign labour exerts a downward pressure on the wages of the very poorest of British workers, something confirmed by reports from both the House of Lords and Migration Watch. It could not but do so. Therefore in an already low-waged economy at the bottom end, British unskilled (and some semi-skilled) workers saw their wages reduced still further. ‘Not by much’, remainers would insist. But when you are low-waged in the first place, not much can be crucial.


There are also the associative problems of pressure on infrastructure in such a crowded island, particularly housing. But that is not my principal complaint. I simply do not wish to be part of a supranational organisation that treats the most vulnerable of us as chattels. I think it disgusting. The British left used to think the same, but two things have happened to shift its perspective.


First, any opposition to immigration became conflated with racism. People who railed against immigration of any kind were castigated as racists and xenophobes – a continual screech from the remain supporters throughout the campaign, ‘vile and uneducated racists’, culminating in Diane Abbott’s characteristically asinine observation that people who intended voting leave want ‘to see less foreign-looking people on their streets’. You stupid, stupid, woman.


The second thing that has changed is that the Labour Party has now cocked its hat towards the affluent liberal middle class, especially in London, which quite likes its basement kitchen excavations done at half the price, and which cloaks economic self-interest in a supposed appreciation of multiculturalism.


So immigration was an important factor, as it was for many. But it didn’t quite clinch it. For me the stuff that really compelled me to vote leave was the nature of the EU and its aspirations, and my belief that the nation state is a preferable means of government – for us – to any other. I quite understand why my affection for the nation state is not entirely mirrored on the other side of the North Sea, where national boundaries change every few generations as the consequence of wars propagated largely by overweening, er, nation states. Sure, I get that. I understand that if you have misgivings about the previous behaviour of your own nation state (Germany) or the military vulnerability of your own nation state (France) you may take a different view and quite like the idea of your nation state being subsumed in some pacific supranational organisation, as a kind of expensive sedative or palliative. So, too, those nation states that have been nation states for a comparatively brief length of time (Germany, Italy, Croatia, etc.) and those nation states that are fissiparous and held together by a fairly weak bond (Belgium, Italy, Spain). Or indeed those nation states that may have great antiquity but are too small to stake their claims individually in the world (Luxembourg, Malta). But these countries are not the UK. Our boundaries have not much shifted over the years and nor have we bullied other European countries in some fascistic, expansionist reflex. We have a successful history as a nation state dating back three hundred years and arguably longer: it seems to work for us.


But then there are my misgivings about the EU itself, no longer simply a trading bloc, but a political entity that seeks at every turn to extend its power over the sovereign nations within it. I have some reservations, for example, about a political and economic union with countries whose economic and political culture is markedly different to the rest – Greece, most obviously, invited into the EU without seemingly a thought as to how its fragile economy could be successfully co-opted and which, as we have seen, resulted in an economic catastrophe worsened by the EU’s egregious bullying. And, for that matter, Turkey, even if the prospect of its membership has mercifully receded of late. Much of what the EU has done has been ill-conceived and witless; its single currency, half-baked and fragile, its Central Bank utterly incapable of providing stability in times of crisis. Its ludicrous plans for a military role, thus jeopardising the hugely successful NATO alliance (which, incidentally, required pooled sovereignty, but to a clear, specific and finite end). Where would such a force be deployed and how long would it take the member states that it could be deployed? As Lord (David) Owen put it, the EU is ‘the weak nerve centre of a flabby semi-state, with almost defenceless frontiers, where humanitarian rhetoric masks spinelessness’.


But more even than this, as a clincher, is the EU’s increasingly authoritarian bullying of member states on political issues. If ever you wanted proof of the German sociologist Robert Michels’s ‘Iron Law of Oligarchies’, then the EU provides it. Michels, writing in 1911, was referring to the inbuilt tendency of complex organisations to become both bureaucratic and undemocratic, no matter how well-intentioned they may have been at the outset. Elect a government of which the EU disapproves, be it too far to the right or the left, and the unelected bureaucrats of the EU will threaten you with all kinds of sanctions, including fines, embargoes and the withholding of voting rights. In Poland, for example, the people of the country elected the Law and Justice party with a massive majority and entrusted them to enact the conservative and populist policies that they had promised in their manifesto. This included reforming the judicial system by ridding the courts of unelected communist-era judges who were inclined to block the new reformist agenda. The EU came down swiftly and severely: you will not do that, we will stop your money and take away your voting rights. ‘We expected that our arguments would not convince the Commission – not because they are weak but because the Commission is acting in a political way and not as an institution charged with protecting respect for European law and treaties,’ Deputy Justice Minister Łukasz Piebiak was quoted as saying by the PAP news agency.
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