
Brexit, 31st January 2020 
 
Today, some of my friends will be weeping; others will be still spittingly angry. Some may be 
getting drunk (on European wine or beer); others putting on their favourite pieces of European 
music, or reading their favourite passages of Euopean literature. I think I shall be ignoring it, 
treating it as another normal day, even though that isn't so. This isn't denial or indifference. I regret 
and mourn our departure from Europe as much as anyone; I think it an act of deluded masochism. 
But I also believe that history is cyclical; further, that my own fascination with and admiration for 
Europe is shared by half the country and will endure whatever further foolishness our government 
inflicts upon us. I was a 27-year-old Europhile when we joined the Common Market in 1973; and, 
forty-six years on, am an even stronger Europhile. My only resolution for this first year of our 
defection is to spend even more of it in Europe than I normally do. 
    The French writer Barbey d'Aurevilly (1808-1889), commenting on the puritanical moralism of 
early Victorian Britain, wrote: 'England, the victim of its own history, having taken a step towards 
the future, has now gone back to squatting in its past.' The phrase is true of today as well. Many of 
those who encouraged and voted for Brexit referred to Britain's glorious past, some going back to 
the Battle of Crecy in 1346; but many specifying how, in 1940, 'We stood alone', an isolation that 
showed us at our best as a nation. Well, we stood 'alone' apart from the manpower of the entire 
Commonweath – India, Canada, Australia, New Zealand...But then, as another wise Frenchman, 
Ernest Renan, put it, 'Getting its history wrong is part of being a nation.' This is profoundly true: we 
all know about the foundation myth that every country needs. Renan is saying something more 
unsettling: that each country needs a delusional mythology to keep it going. 
   General de Gaulle twice vetoed Britain's entry to the Common Market on the grounds that we 
were not communitaire - not community-minded. And he was largely right. For the last forty-seven 
years few British politicians have ever argued the moral case for Europe, or dared advance the 
straightforward truth: that it has been the greatest political achievement of our lifetimes. British 
governments have instead argued the economic case, based on self-interest. In 1998 I wrote a novel, 
England, England, set in the future (round about now), in which the United Kingdom votes to leave 
Europe, and succeeds by 'negotiating with such obstinate irrationality that they were eventually paid 
to depart.' 
   If asked, on this melancholy day, to make a new prophecy, I would say: we'll be back (if you'll 
have us). Half the country is not going to stop being Europhile because the other half has decided to 
go back to squatting in the past. Today we have stopped being Remainers and started being 
Returners. When I first went to Europe, in the late 1950s, it was to an alien and faintly alarming 
place. My parents took my brother and me on annual motoring trips to provincial France. On the 
very rare occasions when we saw another British car, we would wave to it, fellow-strangers in a 
strange land. But Europe is no longer strange, and the younger generation, who will come to power 
in due course, are very well-travelled. You cannot unknow knowledge; nor can you unfeel emotion. 
So it's really just a question of when we come to our senses; and after that, whether you'll have us 
back. I hope you will. 
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