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According to one poll, immigration, 
sovereignty, and money (i.e. freedom 
from paying contributions to the EU) 
were the most important drivers for 
Brexiteers, while for pro-EU “Remain-
ers” the economy, employment rights, 
and environmental protection along 
with a sense of commitment to the EU 
and European neighbors were the main 
reasons not to leave. Influence is argu-
ably a part of the Remainer argument, 
but the articulation is clearly different.

Although it may not have often cap-
tured the public imagination, influence 
was clearly important to politicians and 
commentators, i.e. those (including the 

author) with a professional interest in 
Britain’s role in the world. Many Re-
mainer commentators argued that the 
UK would be diminished outside the 
bloc. This view was endorsed by many 
foreign statesmen and stateswomen from 
Carl Bildt to Hillary Clinton. When chal-
lenged, Brexiteers argued the opposite: 
that the UK would be freer to pursue its 
own objectives outside the EU, exercising 
the influence that its history, economy, 
military, and other assets enabled it to do.

While influence was discussed in 
the Financial Times and Econo-

mist, it was not only the relative lack of 
salience that limited its profile in public 
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URING the 2016 referendum 
campaign, one of the arguments 
against what has become known 

as “Brexit” was that, outside the European 
Union, the United Kingdom would lose 
substantial international influence. The 
loss would be far greater than merely ab-
sence from internal EU deliberations. If in 
1999 Tony Blair was right that the UK had 
the potential to be “the bridge between 
Europe and America,” London’s number 
would move down in Washington’s ad-
dress book. If the United States were less 
interested in Britain, the rest of the world 
would likely follow suit. During the cam-
paign, Prime Minister David Cameron 
went further, questioning whether peace 
and stability in Europe were “assured be-
yond all reasonable doubt,” causing a fren-
zied media to report that he had claimed 
that Brexit “could lead to World War III.”

For their part, supporters of Brexit 
(“Brexiteers”) argued that outside the EU 
Britain would be freed to pursue a more 

active “global Britain” policy. This argu-
ment was primarily expressed in economic 
terms, in particular the opportunity to 
conclude more favorable free trade agree-
ments and benefit from the higher growth 
potential of Asia and Africa. This explains 
the decision by Cameron’s successor The-
resa May in July 2016 to establish a new 
Department for International Trade to 
negotiate such agreements. Brexiteers also 
argued that leaving the EU would prevent 
the UK coming under pressure to sup-
port greater European defense integration 
at the expense of NATO. But they talked 
relatively little about specific foreign policy 
opportunities, not only because the UK 
had clearly exercised its own foreign policy 
while an EU member, but also because 
they did not agree among themselves 
about the detail of the foreign policy an 
“independent” Britain should pursue. 

In any case, polling provides little 
evidence that influence or security 

arguments weighed heavily on voters. 

David Landsman is a former British Ambassador and senior corporate executive. He now 
is now Chairman of Cerebra Global Strategy (www.cgstrategy.org). You may follow him on 
Twitter @David_Landsman.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson taking questions in the House of Commons on “global Britain”
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