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British Euroscepticism has puzzled even the
most well-informed observers,  including various
US secretaries of state. Dean Acheson’s remark in
the early 1960s that Britain had “lost an Empire
and not yet found a role” has acquired particular
prominence, but George W. Ball in fact offered an
even  less  flattering  judgment  in  his  memoirs.
Britain had “not yet adjusted to reality,” he wrote
in 1982, “no longer an empire, it was now merely
an island nation on which the sun not only set,
but set every evening—provided one could see it
for the rain.”[1] Both of these judgments fit neatly
into a  familiar  picture of  Britain’s  postwar elite
caught  up  in  imperial  nostalgia,  failing  to  con‐
front the harsh new realities of being a medium-
sized  European  power.  Yet,  while  the  link  be‐
tween the end of empire and the rise of Euroscep‐
ticism has frequently been evoked in the public
debate, there has not been any systematic attempt
by historians to connect these two seemingly sep‐
arate yet distinctly intertwined phenomena. This
is precisely what Benjamin Grob-Fitzgibbon, for‐
mer professor of history at the University of Ar‐
kansas and now Foreign Service officer for the US
Department of State, sets out to do in his timely
study Continental Drift: Britain and Europe from
the End of Empire to the Rise of Euroscepticism. 

The  book’s  main  argument  is  clear  and ap‐
pealing, if somewhat familiar: it was the experi‐
ence of decolonization and declining internation‐
al influence that stimulated the rise of British Eu‐
roscepticism.  In  the  late  1940s,  Grob-Fitzgibbon
argues, “politicians, civil servants and the public
at large viewed British identity as both an imperi‐
al one and a European one,” since they saw “no
contradiction between being an imperial power,
part of the English-speaking Atlantic world and a
European nation” (p. 6). Indeed, as the book right‐
ly  points  out,  from the seventeenth century on‐
ward “to be European was to be imperial” (p. 8).
Yet,  as  Britain’s  retreat  from empire  during the
1950s and 1960s coincided with the establishment
and  consolidation  of  the  European  Economic
Community  (EEC)  on  the  continent,  these  two
strands of British identity were increasingly seen
as incompatible or even contradictory, triggering
a  “Euroscepticism  ...  that  became  impossible  to
separate  from  nostalgic  neo-imperialism”  (p.  7).
Aptly enough, the book’s seventeen chapters are
therefore  divided into  two main  parts:  the  first
part  (“Imperial  Europeans”)  covers  the  period
from the end of the Second World War in 1945 to
the founding of the EEC in March 1957; the second
part  then  looks  at  the  rise  of  post-imperial  Eu‐



rosceptics  from  the  late  1950s  onward  to  the
mid-1990s. 

Rather than focusing exclusively on the inter‐
relations  between  decolonization  and  European
integration,  Grob-Fitzgibbon  seeks to  offer  a
broader overview of postwar British foreign poli‐
cy, embedding the “European story” firmly within
the wider  contexts  of  Anglo-American relations,
decolonization, and the Cold War. In so doing, the
book offers a wide-ranging narrative history, fo‐
cusing mainly on the thoughts and actions of key
political  actors—an  approach  particularly  effec‐
tive when Grob-Fitzgibbon explicitly seeks to un‐
cover the interrelations of the two seemingly sep‐
arate areas of Europe and empire in the mind-sets
and “mental maps” of British politicians and offi‐
cials. With regard to the late 1940s, for example,
he skillfully shows how Winston Churchill’s and
Ernest Bevin’s views on the European (and Ger‐
man) question were remarkably similar, thereby
also  revealing  the  many  different  ideas  and
schemes for postwar European cooperation that
were floating around at the time. Combined with
Grob-Fitzgibbon’s skilled writing and hand for the
amusing historical detail, the book makes for an
entertaining and vivid read; its use of biographi‐
cal case studies to reveal the importance of cultur‐
al  narratives  and  ideas  is  particularly  effective.
Indeed, the methodological set-up is not entirely
dissimilar  to  Hugo  Young’s  critically acclaimed
and  highly  influential  1998  study  This  Blessed
Plot: Britain and Europe from Churchill to Blair—
which, surprisingly, is not listed in the bibliogra‐
phy. 

The  downside  of  such  a  broad approach to
the topic,  however, is  that Grob-Fitzgibbon does
not really follow through the main theme of inter‐
relations between Europe and empire consistent‐
ly. Instead, the reader is presented with a much
more general narrative of Britain’s postwar rela‐
tionship with European integration, many parts of
which already are well known to scholars of post‐
war British history and bear little direct relevance

to the (post)imperial  dimension.  To be sure,  the
book  makes  excellent  observations  and  argu‐
ments in those instances where links between em‐
pire and Europe are discussed explicitly. The di‐
vergent attitudes toward the proposed European
Defence  Community  between  British  and  Com‐
monwealth leaders in the early 1950s, for exam‐
ple, are highly interesting, as is Grob-Fitzgibbon’s
analysis  of  the  ideological  assumptions  behind
Margaret  Thatcher’s  infamous  Bruges  speech  in
1988. Other sections, by contrast, are less strong.
Most of the discussion of Britain’s first application
to the EEC in 1961-63, for example, retells much of
the well-known evolution of  British policy from
“Plan G” to the Free Trade Area proposal and then
to the eventual application in August 1961. Simi‐
larly, the Thatcher chapters get buried in lengthy
discussions of economic policies, the fallouts over
Britain’s contributions to the European Communi‐
ty (EC) budget, and simply intra-party politics. In
this regard, it does not help that the book’s narra‐
tive  relies  mainly  on  primary  sources:  while  it
makes for a lively and engaging read, many sto‐
ries and events will already be familiar to readers
of previous works on “Britain and Europe,” some
notable ones of which are missing from the bibli‐
ography.[2] 

Given  that  most  of  the  book  offers  a  much
more general history of British attitudes toward
European integration since 1945, it is also surpris‐
ing  that  its  main  argument  then  attributes  so
much  importance  to  the  role  of  post-imperial
mind-sets  in  shaping  British  policy.  An  almost
causal—and  somewhat  deterministic—link  be‐
tween the end of empire and rise of Euroscepti‐
cism is assumed from the very beginning, draw‐
ing  mainly  on the  prominence of  such ideas  in
contemporary British political discourse. Yet it is
by no means certain that these two phenomena
were in fact as inextricably and necessarily inter‐
twined as the introduction postulates. Numerous
historians  have in  recent  years  investigated the
various historical  junctions  and  turning  points
where  different  roads  could  have  been  taken—
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roads that may well have led to very different out‐
comes both at the time and for subsequent British
attitudes toward Europe.[3] The same applies to
the alleged importance of “empire” in the minds
of British politicians and policymakers. While im‐
perial  legacies  certainly  shaped  perceptions  of
Britain’s past and future international role, sever‐
al works in recent years have revealed how the
actual policymaking process toward European in‐
tegration was in fact  a  highly elaborate process
shaped by myriad other international,  domestic,
political, and economic factors as well.[4] Indeed,
another  prominent  historian  of  the  British  Em‐
pire,  Bernard  Porter,  has  recently  claimed  that
there were “no logical reasons why ex-imperial‐
ists had to be anti-European,” suggesting at least
“a  dozen  other  possible  explanations  too.”[5]
None of the explanations that follow necessarily
contradict  Grob-Fitzgibbon’s  central  thesis,  but
closer  engagement  with  at  least  some  of  them
might have made for a more balanced argument
—one that  pays  greater  attention to  the  role  of
contingency and agency, as well as to the ways in
which  post-imperial  narratives  frequently  inter‐
acted and clashed with various other competing
narratives floating around at the time. 

Overall, the book offers a vivid, well-written,
and entertaining general narrative of British atti‐
tudes  toward  European  integration  since  1945.
But it does not really deliver on its central prom‐
ise to explain “how the British evolved from being
a nation of imperial Europeans to one of post-im‐
perial Eurosceptics” (p. 7). A tighter focus on the
specific connections between Europe and empire,
as well as closer engagement with previous works
on British policies toward European integration,
might  have  helped  to  turn  this  into  a  more  fo‐
cused and thus ultimately more compelling book.
Nonetheless,  many  of  Grob-Fitzgibbon’s  argu‐
ments  are  intriguing  and  suggestive;  they  may
well provide a fresh impetus for future research
on Britain’s postwar relationship with Europe and
the wider world. 
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