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2 Cultural Trauma, Populist Grand Narratives, and Brexit 

Introduction 

Recently, increased academic attention has been paid to the 
ways in which narratives relating to trauma and humiliation 

are constructed by right-wing populist politicians and move- 
ments. Homolar and Löfflmann (2021 , 2), for instance, 
have examined the role that humiliation- and trauma-based 

narratives have played in contemporary political projects. 
According to them, such methods are effective because of 
their resonance amongst white working-class communities 
and function to build a politically useful sense of relative de- 
privation ( Homolar and Löfflmann 2021 , 3–4). This then 

allows these narratives to be used as a way of building a 
common “prejudice” against those constructed as not be- 
ing “true” members of the nation (Homolar and Löfflmann 

2021 , 9). Meanwhile, Giurlando (2020 , 66) has argued that 
populist politicians can capitalize upon feelings of humili- 
ation and betrayal among the electorate by promising the 
restoration of dignity, and the punishment of those respon- 
sible for the humiliation in the first place. Such a dynamic 
was previously described by Mudde (2007 , 65–66), who iden- 
tified humiliation- and trauma-based narratives as being a 
fundamental part of the “thin ideology” of populism, which 

creates a hostile dichotomy between an idealized “pure peo- 
ple” on one hand, and a corrupted elite who, along with 

their internal and external minions, seek to undermine and 

subjugate the true members of the nation at every turn. Ac- 
cording to this formulation, the “true” representatives of 
this idealized group seek to do battle against the corrupted, 
cosmopolitan elite, and to return the nation to an often 

unspecified, and perhaps even mythical, Golden Age which 

supposedly existed in the past ( Elçi 2022 , 699). 
While articles identifying the fact that populists use nos- 

talgic or traumatic narratives to legitimize their messages are 
numerous, discussions about how and why these specific nar- 
ratives are constructed are relatively understudied in the lit- 
erature. Indeed, much of the literature analytically focuses 
on the “demand-side,” or bottom–up, elements of populist 
messaging, and particularly examines how political elites 
craft narratives in response to the demands of their repre- 
sentatives. Löfflman (2019 , 118), for instance, follows up his 
identification of the humiliation-based rhetoric of Donald 

Trump and Steve Bannon by arguing that these narratives 
largely reflected the beliefs of those who would go on to 

support Trump in the 2016 election. Likewise, Hochschild 

(2016 , 220) has described how Donald Trump’s messaging 

in the lead-up to the 2016 US Presidential election capital- 
ized on the feelings of humiliation and betrayal experienced 

by her study participants (and presumably, a wider section of 
the American populace). Generally speaking, research on 

populism often tends to focus on how populist politicians 
respond to this volonté générale of the electorate. While this 
is an important and valuable contribution, it sometimes ne- 
glects an examination of the extent to which such feelings, 
and even the humiliations and traumas underpinning them, 
may be actively cultivated and constructed by right-wing 

politicians and media figures in the first instance ( Freistein 

et. al. 2022, 4-5). 
The major contribution of this article, thus, is to con- 

tribute to a broader understandings of the emergence of 
populist narratives by placing our analytical focus on the 
“supply-side,” or top–down, construction of cultural trauma 
by political elites, and the implications of this. Specifi- 
cally, we build upon previous research by Toomey (2018) , 
( Freistein et. al. 2022) , and Browning (2019) , by examin- 
ing how narratives surrounding cultural trauma and humil- 
iation were constructed during campaigns surrounding the 

United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union (EU), col- 
loquially known as “Brexit.” This article addresses the follow- 
ing research questions: 
� How might traumatic narratives and discourses surrounding the 

loss of national independence and status be constructed from the 
top down by political elites? 

� How were such narratives and discourses employed within the 
context of Brexit debates? 

� How did these narratives inform, shape, and facilitate the politi- 
cal strategies and successes of the Conservative Party after 2016? 

Brexit has been a dominant issue in British politics since 
David Cameron’s “Bloomberg Speech” in January 2013, 
when he announced his support for holding a referendum 

on British membership of the EU. Since then, and even af- 
ter the official departure of the United Kingdom from the 
EU on January 31, 2020, Brexit continued to have a decisive 
impact on developments and debates in British politics. As 
late as the summer of 2022 (following Boris Johnson’s res- 
ignation as Prime Minister), Brexit was a prominent issue 
in the contest to become the new Conservative Party leader 
and, therefore, Prime Minister. 

What is notable about the process of Brexit is that before, 
during, and after the campaign, leaving the EU has rarely 
been sold by its proponents as a project aimed at achiev- 
ing specific, concrete benefits. Certainly, claims that Brexit 
would supposedly allow the United Kingdom to recoup £350 

million a week it had been spending in EU budget contribu- 
tions ( BBC News 2018 ), or that it would allow the country 
to control immigration and to negotiate independent free 
trade deals, were offered as examples of the material ben- 
efits of Brexit. However, more commonly, the benefits of 
Brexit were elaborated in more abstract terms. Brexit was 
consistently portrayed by its advocates in the Conservative 
Party and elsewhere as being a project of national rejuve- 
nation, by which the United Kingdom would be restored 

to its rightful position of international prestige (cf. Johnson 

2018 ). The ubiquitous, and very effective, slogan “take back 

control,” for example, which was particularly associated with 

the Conservative-backed “Vote Leave” campaign organiza- 
tion, implies an impending restoration of British indepen- 
dence, power, prestige, and agency, when freed from the de- 
caying, decrepit EU ( Virdee and McGeever 2018 , 1804–5). 

More directly, Kemi Badenoch, in her maiden speech as a 
Conservative Member of Parliament in July 2017, described 

the Brexit vote as “... the greatest ever vote of confidence 
in the project of the United Kingdom” ( Badenoch 2022 ). 
Similarly, following the UK’s official exit from the EU in Jan- 
uary 2020, Boris Johnson claimed that this would lead to a 
revival of the United Kingdom’s “... power of independent 
thought and action... it is potentially a moment of real na- 
tional renewal and change” ( Stewart, Boffey, and Syal 2020 ). 
These narratives, emphasizing renewal, rejuvenation, and 

the restoration of agency and status, were central to the 
“leave” discourse on the UK’s relationship with the EU. Most 
importantly, they imply that the United Kingdom suffered a 
traumatic reverse during the twentieth century, one which 

was principally related to, if not caused by, joining the Euro- 
pean Community (EC) in 1973, and which required a deci- 
sive break with the UK’s prior political trajectories for it to 

be resolved. 
In this article, we seek to map out and explain how these 

historical myths and grand narratives of humiliation and 

trauma (and their resolution) have unfolded and devel- 
oped from the mid-twentieth to early twenty-first centuries, 
but especially since 2013. Theoretically, we argue that elite- 
constructed narratives of trauma and humiliation can serve 
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valuable political purposes, through their propensity to le- 
gitimize or delegitimize actors or causes, shape and manip- 
ulate generalized understandings of history, and even to give 
rise to the emergence of unifying “grand projects.” Empir- 
ically, we intend to show how these narratives were used 

by figures within the Conservative Party to create a unify- 
ing “grand project” focused on allowing the United King- 
dom to break free of the cultural trauma and humiliation 

of EU membership to forge a new, more prosperous future. 
This allowed them to consolidate their political power, while 
giving purpose and legitimacy to their rule. Through mo- 
nopolizing the pro-Brexit discourse they also became the 
guardians of a process of national rejuvenation, by undoing 

the trauma of EU membership. This, in turn, allowed them 

to deflect criticisms over Brexit’s process or manifestation as 
the bitterness of “Remoaners,” or as attempts to otherwise 
thwart or reverse Brexit. 

We begin by establishing the theoretical framework and 

methodology upon which the main analytical argument is 
based. This framework is one which is based primarily on 

Jeffrey Alexander’s work on cultural trauma ( 2004 ; 2012 ), 
Tapio Juntunen’s work on parachronistic reasoning in po- 
litical research ( 2017 ), and Berit Bliesemann de Guevara’s 
understanding of the political purpose of historical myths 
and narratives ( 2016 ). In this section, we illustrate how hu- 
miliation is a form of cultural trauma, and how narratives 
establishing a country’s humiliation can be elaborated by 
self-interested political elites, based upon politicized read- 
ings of historical events. Subsequently, we examine how the 
“humiliation” of the loss of British independence and pres- 
tige was interwoven with the UK’s relationship with the EU. 
We argue that this narrative of humiliation and trauma, em- 
bedded in elite discourse even before the United Kingdom 

joined the EC, became a recurring theme of longer standing 

Euroscepticism and a central pillar of the Leave campaign, 
particularly for Brexit-supporting members of the Conserva- 
tive Party. 

The article then goes on to discuss the ways in which 

EU membership has been framed by important factions 
within both the Labour and Conservative Parties as the em- 
bodiment of a historical trauma restricting UK sovereignty 
and undermining its international status. The article pre- 
dominantly focuses on Conservative Party rhetoric (particu- 
larly during Boris Johnson’s Prime Ministership), due to the 
party’s leading role in the 2010–2015 Coalition Government 
and their being the party of government since 2015. Addi- 
tionally, political benefits from Brexit (such as the demise of 
the UK Independence Party and the landslide election re- 
sult in 2019) were largely accrued by the Conservative Party 
(and by specific political figures within the party), and as 
such, it is particularly relevant to focus on their role in con- 
structing the narratives surrounding trauma and humilia- 
tion that supposedly necessitated Brexit as a corrective. Fi- 
nally, it concludes by discussing the implications these par- 
ticular constructions of history have had for contemporary 
British politics, how they functioned to facilitate the elec- 
toral successes of the Conservative Party prior to and after 
the 2016 referendum, and how they served to maintain the 
fractious voting coalition which delivered Boris Johnson’s 
dominant victory in the 2019 general election. 

We argue that the top–down way the humiliation and cul- 
tural trauma of the UK’s loss of international status was con- 
structed served several political purposes for the Conser- 
vative Party and for those other “carriers” of the trauma. 
First, it allowed those associated with the pro-Brexit wing 

of the party, particularly figures like Boris Johnson and Liz 
Truss, to outflank and outmaneuver their intra-party rivals. 

Secondly, it allowed Conservative pro-Brexiteers to build a 
defensive shield against criticism from domestic rivals, who 

could subsequently be dismissed as “Remoaners,” saboteurs, 
or enemies of the democratic will of the British people 
(as expressed through the Brexit referendum). Most im- 
portantly, however, it allowed the process of Brexit to con- 
tinually be asserted as an issue of key significance to the 
electorate, even after the referendum was concluded. This 
ensured that Brexit remained a central rallying point for 
British politics in the lead-up to and aftermath of the 2019 

election when the country had already left the EU and the 
matter, ostensibly, was resolved. 

Since the referendum on UK membership was an- 
nounced, a vast literature has emerged interrogating Brexit 
from a wide variety of perspectives: analyzing the referen- 
dum vote ( Hobolt 2016 ; Goodwin and Heath 2016 ; Swales 
2016 ); explaining the underlying dynamics of the vote to 

leave the EU ( Curtice 2017 ; Clarke, Goodwin, and Whiteley 
2017a ; Sobolewska and Ford 2020 ; Ford and Goodwin 

2017 ); examining implications of Brexit for UK politics, po- 
litical parties, and parliament ( Calhoun 2016 ; Bale 2023 ; 
Cutts, Goodwin, Heath, and Surridge 2020 ; Evans and 

Menon 2017 ; Heinkelmann-Wild, Kriegmair , Rittberger , 
and Zangl 2020 ; Martill and Staiger 2021 ; Quinn, Allen, 
and Bartle 2022 ; Russell and James 2023 ); exploring pop- 
ulism and Brexit ( Calhoun 2016 ; Freeden 2017 ; Tournier- 
Sol 2021 ); unpacking emotions, discourses and narratives 
of nostalgia, empire, and identity ( Browning 2018 ; Virdee 
and McGeever 2018 ; Campanella and Dassù 2019 ; Ward 

and Rasch 2019 ; Koegler, Malreddy and Tronicke 2020 ; 
Saunders 2020 ; Melhuish 2022 ; Melhuish 2023 ); and finally, 
situating Brexit within the long durée of United Kingdom–
Europe/EU relations ( Reynolds 2019 ; Wall 2020 ; Stephens 
2021 ; Tombs 2021 ). This article seeks to build on and con- 
nect some of the key themes from these literatures, includ- 
ing the drivers and discourse of Brexit, populism, nostalgia, 
and the history of Eurosceptic views in the United Kingdom. 
Its key contributions to this literature are to draw attention 

to the supply side, top–down aspects of populism that were 
evident in the Brexit campaign; and to bring a new concep- 
tual framework and perspective to bear—that of humiliation 

and cultural trauma—as a lens through which Brexit may be 
partially explained. 

Lastly, the article demonstrates how, as a narrative of 
trauma constructed without regard for historical accuracy or 
reality (but rather out of political expediency), Brexit may 
never be “done,” and the traumas supposedly necessitating 

it ameliorated. Indeed, the difficulty and instability of the 
process means that Brexit, itself, could potentially be con- 
structed in the future as a further cultural trauma for the 
United Kingdom. 

The Construction and Purpose of Traumatic Narratives 

One of the primary purposes of this article is to contribute 
to understanding of the manner in which narratives about 
trauma and humiliation are constructed and elaborated and 

the roles such narratives can subsequently play in politics. 
Cultural trauma can be defined as: 

“…a blow to the basic tissues of social life that dam- 
ages the bonds attaching people together and impairs 
the prevailing sense of communality. The collective 
trauma works its way slowly and even insidiously into 

the awareness of those who suffer from it, so it does 
not have the quality of suddenness normally associated 

with “trauma.”” ( Erikson 1976 , 153–154). 
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4 Cultural Trauma, Populist Grand Narratives, and Brexit 

Cultural traumas are often connected to catastrophes or de- 
feats which inflict a grievous sense of loss on a population, 
but may also be connected to a sense of having suffered 

humiliation. While it might be easy to conflate humiliation 

with similar feelings such as shame or embarrassment, there 
are crucial differences. Embarrassment is a milder emotion, 
unlikely to lead to the powerful feelings of grievance and 

loss associated with humiliation. Meanwhile, shame implies 
a sense that one has committed a wrong, for which they 
ought to atone; humiliation, in contrast, leads to a feeling 

that one has been wronged, and can contribute to a “... sense 
of permanent loss and feelings of impotence, frustrated 

rage, despair... ” ( Leask 2013 , 131; see also, Gerodimos 2022 , 
35; Trumbull 2008 , 644). Indeed, according to Klein (1991 , 
95–96), humiliation is one of the most powerful motivators 
of individual and collective human behavior. As such, at- 
tempting to create a distinction between a cultural humil- 
iation and a cultural trauma is not particularly useful, as hu- 
miliation is itself a form of trauma, perhaps one of the most 
severe traumas to suffer. 

Trauma narratives in populist messaging are commonly 
described in a manner that reflects a “bottom–up” under- 
standing of how societal or cultural traumas are realized. 
In this sense, traumas are constructed and given mean- 
ing through processes of common, mutual communication 

among and between members of the “traumatized” group or 
society ( Sztompka 2000 , 279–280). This focus often demon- 
strates an analytical emphasis on the demand-side of pop- 
ulism. Populists, and populist narratives, are commonly ex- 
amined as a reflection of a real set of demands, traumas, or 
fears from the voters, whether the significance of these par- 
ticular demands is subsequently inflated by the populist or 
not. 

However, in contrast to this bottom–up approach, cul- 
tural traumas can also be elaborated through an elite- 
driven, “top–down” process. According to Jeffrey Alexan- 
der, “traumas” are interpreted, elaborated, and (effectively) 
constructed by “carrier groups”, 1 who establish and dissemi- 
nate the nature and significance of these traumas in pursuit 
of their own goals and interests ( Alexander 2004 , 11–12). 
For such an elite-driven trauma to achieve cachet or accep- 
tance with the community in question, these carriers engage 
in the construction of complex symbolic myths and stories 
( Alexander 2012 , 17). In this sense, the elaboration and re- 
alization of a cultural trauma may be an elitist process as 
much as it may be grassroots-driven, and may just as easily be 
a reflection of the understandings and objectives of specific 
carriers and interest groups as a society at large. Accordingly, 
cultural myths and traumas may be as much of a supply-side, 
as opposed to a demand-side, phenomenon, and ought to 

be studied as such. Rather than merely being an impetus for 
a given actor to react to a set of grievances among the elec- 
torate, myths and narratives surrounding cultural trauma 
can instead be used by populist political figures to effec- 
tively construct the grievance in the first place. Succinctly 
put, populism (and the populist use of narratives surround- 
ing trauma and humiliation) is not merely about the dark 

reflection of electorate demands by opportunistic elites, but 
is a much more dynamic phenomenon than it is sometimes 
(perhaps inadvertently) portrayed as. Elites are often effec- 
tively responsible for the creation, elaboration, and/or reac- 
tivation of the “traumas” and “humiliations” they simultane- 
ously argue demand resolution and restitution. 

1 According to Alexander, there is not necessarily any specific characteristic to 
these carrier groups, who may be “... prestigious religious leaders or groups whom 

the majority has designated as spiritual pariahs... [they may] be generational... na- 
tional... [or] institutional... ” ( Alexander 2004 , 11). 

The concept of cultural trauma closely resembles Volkan’s 
concept of “chosen traumas.” According to Volkan, a cho- 
sen trauma is a collective understanding possessed by ev- 
ery large group of a jointly suffered traumatic past event, 
in which they suffered “... loss and/or experienced helpless- 
ness, shame, and humiliation... ” ( Volkan 2001 , 87). Over 
decades of intergenerational transmission of this trauma, 
the historical veracity of the event becomes blurred and 

even somewhat unimportant, while the overarching narra- 
tive becomes a crucial element in the construction and re- 
construction of the group’s identity ( Volkan 2001 , 88). For 
Volkan, chosen traumas are typically not heavily considered 

in times of peace and prosperity, and may only be recalled 

during anniversaries or similar occasions ( Volkan 2021 , 20). 
However, in times of stress and crisis, the chosen trauma 
may be recalled and a sense of “time collapse” may emerge, 
whereby the trauma is almost psychically re-encountered in 

the present, and its lessons and narratives applied to con- 
temporary events ( Volkan 2001 , 89). Volkan argues that cho- 
sen traumas are not events from recent history or even liv- 
ing memory, as the stories and narratives of more recent 
traumas are still “alive” in the possessions, memories, and 

experiences of survivors ( Volkan 2021 , 22). As a result of 
this, they are not as likely to be distorted and mythologized 

in the way that chosen traumas are. However, on that lat- 
ter point, we distinguish our claims from those of Volkan. 
We argue that it is possible for “recent” cultural traumas to 

be subject to the manipulation, fabrication, and even some- 
times wholesale manufacturing of historical myths and nar- 
ratives, although this is obviously less easy than in the case of 
the chosen traumas from outside living memory that Volkan 

describes. As a result of this, moving forward, while our ar- 
guments are influenced and informed by those of Volkan, 
we employ the concept of cultural trauma in our discussion 

rather than his concept. 
Historical myths and narratives are developed and elabo- 

rated within a given setting and can substantially shape the 
ways in which the individuals living in that setting perceive 
the world. They condition understandings of what actions 
or issues are acceptable and unacceptable, desirable and un- 
desirable, legitimate and illegitimate, and serious and trivial 
( Browning 2002 , 48; Bliesemann de Guevara 2016 , 19). For 
Leira, historical analogies are built on contemporary under- 
standings of the world, which provide these understandings 
with new meaning (while simultaneously creating a break 

in the original relationship between the “... signifier and 

signified” ( Leira 2017 , 82). Meanwhile, for Bliesemann de 
Guevara (2016 , 32–36), historical myths may be employed 

in four key ways: as ways of distorting language and knowl- 
edge in the service of creating or recreating a given hier- 
archy; as a series of coping strategies used by organizations 
for dealing with societal influences or dilemmas; as a way 
of structuring, and thus naturalizing, knowledge and hierar- 
chical structures; and as a way of constructing narratives and 

paradigms which themselves drive the construction of social 
“knowledge” in a given context. Alternatively, according to 

Juntunen (2017 , 62–63), historical myths can be used to re- 
place historically contingent and temporally specified nar- 
ratives, with sweeping and generalized “grand narratives.”
Problematically, this can result in the world being inter- 
preted as more static than it is, and can lead to the lessons 
drawn from these “grand narratives” being applied to cases 
and events that might be completely dissimilar ( Juntunen 

2017 ). 
While this may suggest that such errors are unintentional 

and are simply the result of faulty historical reasoning or 
analysis, it is crucial to note that political ideas may also be 
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knowingly and wilfully based on false readings of histori- 
cal traditions. In such cases, intentional “errors” are made 
in pursuit of developing politically suitable narratives. Even 

where these mistakes are unintentional, and where a gen- 
uinely “honest” account of history is being sought, having a 
vested interest in a narrative being interpreted in a certain 

way can lead to inaccuracies or falsehoods being ignored or 
glossed over. Political imperatives often sit uneasily with the 
examination and discussion of historical subjects ( Lazaroms 
and Gioielli 2012 , 656). Combined with the way in which cul- 
tural and social traumas are constructed through the elab- 
oration of historical narratives (as opposed to existing nec- 
essarily as a matter of fact), this highlights the importance 
of understanding the manner through which such discus- 
sions and discourses are established, and of understanding 

the political imperatives informing their establishment. 
This section has established a framework for understand- 

ing how narratives and myths about cultural trauma can be 
developed, elaborated, and used to enable and legitimate 
specific political strategies and tactics. The construction, re- 
alization, and interpretation of a cultural trauma can be 
a function of messaging from powerful elite-based carrier 
groups, such as political leaders and media outlets, just as 
much as they can be a function of grassroots, bottom–up in- 
terpretations of the (supposedly) traumatizing events. Elite- 
driven narratives can then be used as a political tool to legit- 
imize or delegitimize actors, entities, or causes, and can pro- 
vide a unifying understanding of history. It is important to 

note that in the case of cultural traumas, this unified under- 
standing of a traumatic and traumatizing past thus gives rise 
and legitimacy to the emergence of a “grand project,” pur- 
portedly aimed at resolving this trauma. Indeed, one of the 
significances of both cultural traumas and chosen traumas 
is that they create imperatives for the reversal of the trauma 
and the restoration of the group, through dramatic ideolo- 
gies or projects of restoration ( Volkan 2009 , 212; Volkan 

2021 , 22). 
It is equally important to remember that such narratives 

and projects do not necessarily need to be historically ac- 
curate. Elite-driven traumas can be based on faulty or in- 
accurate readings of history, and these inaccuracies may be 
intentional as much as they are unintentional. Nor do they 
even need to be contemporarily elaborated. They can be, 
and often are, based on parachronistic reasoning, whereby 
events of the past are interpreted in such a way as to serve 
the interests of the present, or more precisely, the interests 
of present-day actors ( Juntunen 2017 , 71). In such a set of 
circumstances, then, powerful political actors can effectively 
manipulate, create, and/or recreate (politically convenient) 
understandings of trauma. These can subsequently be used 

to justify a given political project or ideology as a neces- 
sity for the restoration of the nation’s dignity, and the res- 
olution of its “trauma.” In such cases, traumas may be in- 
vented wholesale; alternatively, phenomena and events that 
may once have been considered “necessarily humbling” may 
come to be reinterpreted as traumatic humiliations and vio- 
lations of dignity ( Lindner 2001 , 54). 

This framework has previously been applied to study how 

politically useful narratives surrounding the (supposed) ex- 
istence of a Hungarian cultural trauma regarding the Treaty 
of Trianon have been constructed by Viktor Orban and his 
Fidesz party ( Toomey 2018 ). This previous study found that 
the top–down construction of such narratives allowed Or- 
ban to cast himself as the agent of the restitution of this 
trauma on behalf of the Hungarian nation ( Toomey 2018 , 
101–102). This serves two purposes. First, it allows Orban 

to deflect criticism of himself from within and out with 

the country as being attacks on Hungary itself ( Jenne and 

Mudde 2012 , 153). Secondly, Orban can claim credit for 
having attempted to resolve this trauma through the intro- 
duction (and constant re-introduction) of various policies, 
without ever truly removing the specter of Trianon from 

Hungarian life ( Toomey 2018 , 103). This process allows his 
continued (and increasingly authoritarian) rule of the coun- 
try to be legitimated as being part of a grand project of na- 
tional rejuvenation and renewal, in defiance of the country’s 
supposed political enemies. 

Similarly, Brexit has been contextualized by key members 
of the British political elite (and particularly, members of 
the UK Conservative Party) as being a project of restitu- 
tion for the United Kingdom following its “traumatic” loss 
of status. The fruits of this endeavor are likewise similar for 
the Conservatives as they are for Orban and Fidesz. Over 
the next several pages, through the analysis of political dis- 
courses from senior politicians and Conservative Party mem- 
bers, we map out how the loss of the UK’s international sta- 
tus and membership of the EU has been constructed as a 
series of “traumatic” events. We conclude by explaining the 
significance of this to developments in British politics, from 

2015 to the present day. 

The Road to Brexit—Embedding Traumatic Narratives 
in the United Kingdom–EU Relations 

On June 23, 2016 the UK population voted to leave the EU. 
For many, including a large part of the Leave campaign, this 
came as a shock, yet it should not have been. The result was 
partly driven by social, cultural, political, and economic pro- 
cesses underway since before the United Kingdom joined 

the EC, not just by a few weeks of political campaigning. As 
Evans and Menon (2017 , xiv) state, “... the seeds of Britain’s 
decision were sown over a far longer period” than the ac- 
tual referendum campaign. Sobolewski and Ford (2020 , 2) 
argue the referendum “was not so much a moment of cre- 
ation, but rather a moment of awakening: when social and 

political processes long underway finally became obvious.”
However, these social, cultural, political, and economic pro- 
cesses were aggravated and then activated by over 50 years 
of elite-driven Eurosceptic narratives, and the crafting of a 
narrative of trauma and humiliation by influential figures 
in the Labour and (primarily) Conservative parties. These 
narratives emphasized the UK’s declining global status after 
Second World War (WWII), through the loss of empire, the 
Suez debacle, and (for some) its membership of the EC/EU 

and the subsequent diminution of its sovereignty and inde- 
pendence. 

At the outset of the “European project” in the 1950s, the 
United Kingdom declined to become fully involved, focus- 
ing instead on the Commonwealth and on its “special re- 
lationship” with the USA. This helped embed the narrative 
of, in today’s parlance, “Global Britain,” distinguished from 

continental Europe by virtue of geography, history, and psy- 
chology, but primarily through the careful curation and dis- 
semination of certain interpretations of geographical and 

historical facts. As Wall (2020 , 9) argues, and fitting with 

Juntunen’s (2017) arguments about parachronistic reason- 
ing, it is not that these interpretations “... lack truth, but that 
they airbrush out inconvenient facts or simply ignore cer- 
tain realities.” However, in the 1960s, when the United King- 
dom was beginning to actively pursue participation in the 
EC, statements linking potential membership in the project 
of European integration to humiliating losses of status and 

sovereignty began to emerge more directly. 
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6 Cultural Trauma, Populist Grand Narratives, and Brexit 

This is encapsulated by Hugh Gaitskell, former leader of 
the Labour Party, when he told his party conference in 1962 

that the Macmillan-led Conservative government’s negoti- 
ations to join the European Economic Community (EEC) 
would mean “the end of Britain as an independent nation 

state, the end of a thousand years of history” (Gaitskell 
quoted in Wall 2020 , 9). For the “Anti-Marketeers,” as they 
were known, joining the EC would mean the United King- 
dom would have both its sovereignty and status restricted 

( Grob-Fitzgibbon 2016 , 277). Others feared joining the EC 

would undermine the UK’s relationship with the Common- 
wealth, and thereby its global standing ( Grob-Fitzgibbon 

2016 , 277–8). Such discourses allowed the humiliation and 

trauma of events such as the loss of empire, the Suez de- 
bacle, and devaluation of the pound, to became transposed 

onto membership of the EC, and formed the basis for two 

central myths that would eventually shape the Brexit cam- 
paign: that participation in Europe implied a loss of sta- 
tus and sovereignty that was traumatic and humiliating, and 

stood in the way of a return to the UK’s past as a great global 
power. 

Losing sovereignty to supranational European institu- 
tions, and the UK’s declining global standing, have thus 
been key myths of national trauma disseminated by elites 
to construct a grievance in pursuit of their own goals and 

interests. As Saunders noted, these narratives, perpetuated 

by Eurosceptics throughout the UK’s membership and cul- 
minating in their articulation during the Leave campaign, 
framed EC/EU membership as either evidence of “... a mo- 
ment of national surrender, fuelling ‘a deep sense of loss of 
prestige’, when Britain abandoned a heroic, global identity 
for a diminished, Continental role,” or, worse, the primary 
cause of this decline ( Saunder 2020 ,1145). Contrastingly, 
many pro-Europeans argued that joining the EC would actu- 
ally enhance prestige, contribute to ensuring the UK’s status 
and power in the world, and enhance the UK’s Special Re- 
lationship with the USA. While this demonstrates that the 
declinist narrative was (and still is) contested, it reflected on 

both sides of the European debate “... a nostalgic obsession 

with boyhood memories of a Victorian golden age of unri- 
valled power which had never really existed” ( Tombs 2021 , 
31). 

In the face of this emerging narrative of decline, the 
United Kingdom successfully joined the EC in 1973, with 

membership being endorsed in the 1975 referendum by 
67.2 percent of the voters. However, this seemingly over- 
whelming victory masked trends that were to be common- 
place through the UK’s relationship with the EC/EU un- 
til 2016. First, while Europe was not a central concern for 
most of the UK population until the late 2000s, it was of 
paramount importance to the EC/EU’s most ardent oppo- 
nents ( Davies 2020 , 57–64). This illustrates the importance 
of highlighting the supply-side, or top–down, elements of 
populist messaging crafting “the other” and linking it to 

feelings of humiliation and cultural trauma. Second, this 
general lack of interest meant that the support in 1975 

was “... unequivocal but... also unenthusiastic. Support for 
membership was wide but it did not run deep” (Butler and 

Kitzinger cited in Clarke, Goodwin, and Whiteley 2017b , 
1). This partly explains how antipathy toward the EU could 

spread and take root so quickly once the 2016 referendum 

had been called. Third, opposition to the EC in the 1975 ref- 
erendum again featured elite-driven narratives of humilia- 
tion and cultural trauma centered on the loss of sovereignty 
(c.f. Young 1998 , 292), and which called for either the emer- 
gence of the Commonwealth as a “... surrogate for empire”
( Stephens 2021 , 174), or for the construction of an “Anglo- 

sphere” of English-speaking white former colonies alongside 
the USA. 

The humiliation of the loss of status was encapsulated a 
few years later by Margret Thatcher, who had supported EC 

membership in 1975, in her response to one proposal in the 
June 1984 negotiations on the UK’s budget rebate: “... how 

dare they treat Britain in this way? Have they forgotten that 
we saved all their skins in the war?” (Thatcher, quoted in 

Wall 2020 , 168). These negotiations, consolidated by the EC 

voting reforms introduced as part of the Single European 

Act and the emergence of “Social Europe” ( Dorey 2017 ), 
saw the Conservative Party (and Thatcher) shift to an in- 
creasingly (hard) Eurosceptic position. British Euroscepti- 
cism, and the narrative of humiliation and decline associ- 
ated with (or caused by) EC/EU membership, further inten- 
sified in the 1990s in the wake of the signing of the Treaty on 

European Union (TEU). This manifested itself in the hard- 
ening of anti-EU sentiment within both the UK’s main polit- 
ical parties (but especially parts of the Conservative Party), 
the launch of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) in 1993, 
and increasingly hostile coverage of the EU across much of 
the tabloid and right-wing press. 

During this time, both left and right-wing Eurosceptics 
perpetuated the narrative of the UK’s humiliating loss of 
sovereignty and status at the hands of the EU. An exam- 
ple of this was Labour MP Tony Benn’s claim during Parlia- 
mentary debates on the TEU that the House of Commons 
“... has lost confidence in democracy. It believes that it must 
be governed by someone else” (Benn, quoted in Evans and 

Menon 2017 , 11). However, while the EU became a more 
prominent feature of media and political debates through- 
out the 1990s and early 2000s ( Usherwood 2018 ), such argu- 
ments remained primarily an elite issue. The EU continued 

to be of rather less interest to the majority of the popula- 
tion ( Davies 2020 ). Even the debates in Westminster over 
the failed EU Constitutional Treaty of 2005 and the 2007 

Lisbon Treaty scarcely resonated among the general public 
( Wall 2020 , 265). What these political arguments did con- 
tribute to was a continued top–down elaboration of pop- 
ulist Eurosceptic narratives of humiliation and trauma sur- 
rounding the UK’s ebbing sovereignty and status, a dynamic 
supplemented through the 1990s and 2000s by UKIP’s in- 
corporation of anti-establishment and anti-immigration nar- 
ratives within its Euroscepticism ( Tournier-Sol 2021 , 381). 
Crucially, this development began the linkage of European 

integration, a low salience, second-order issue, to immigra- 
tion, a high salience, first-order political issue ( Tournier-Sol 
2021 , 381), and thereby sowed the seeds of hard Euroscepti- 
cism in key parts of the electorate which were later activated 

by David Cameron’s promise of an in–out referendum on 

EU membership. 
Cameron’s promise was significantly driven by two inter- 

related political shifts; growing support for UKIP, and the 
increasing number of Eurosceptic MPs in the Conserva- 
tive Party from 1997 onwards (which, after the 2001 elec- 
tion, constituted 90 percent of the party’s MPs) (Bale, cited 

in Dorey 2017 , 34). As such, by the time Cameron be- 
came leader of the Conservatives in 2005, the party was no 

longer divided between pro-Europeans and Eurosceptics, 
but between “soft” and “hard” Eurosceptics ( Dorey 2017 , 
36). Hardline Euroscepticism became “... the dominant dis- 
course among the 2010 Conservative intake” ( Smith 2012 , 
1289). This would lead to the Conservative-Liberal Demo- 
crat coalition government’s introduction of the 2011 Euro- 
pean Union Act, designed to limit the United Kingdom’s 
further engagement with European integration (despite the 
Liberal Democrats’ pro-European ethos) ( Wall 2020 , 267). 
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This intended to appease the views of many Conservative 
MPs who had grown up with Thatcherism, and who cher- 
rypicked her speeches for their trauma-based narratives of 
an encroaching European Superstate undermining British 

sovereignty, reach, and status. 
What this section has illustrated is that these 40 years of 

top–down populist grand narratives led to the construction 

and elaboration of a British cultural trauma, linking mem- 
bership of the EC/EU to the humiliation and trauma of the 
United Kingdom’s decline through its loss of status and in- 
dependence. This put in place the foundations of a broader 
Eurosceptic sentiment, which allowed these narratives to be 
successfully linked to a wider set of public frustrations af- 
ter Cameron’s 2013 Bloomberg Speech. This was aided, as 
Volkan suggests, by a sense of crisis with and across the EU 

regarding the Eurozone crisis, democracy and legitimacy, 
and, from 2015, the refugee crisis. In other words, it was not 
that the EU was suddenly seen as a source of humiliation 

and trauma; this was sown in the public subconscious for a 
long time but remained, until the 2010s, a lower salience is- 
sue. Once successfully connected to a range of first-order, 
high-salience issues, notably immigration but also identity, 
sovereignty, and economic circumstances, it flourished and 

drove the Leave vote in 2016. 

David Cameron’s Referendum Promise: from 

Bloomberg to Brexit 

The aspiration to reassert Britain’s status as a global power, 
as well as its semi-detachment from Europe and the need 

to redefine its relationship with the EU, permeated David 

Cameron’s 2013 Bloomberg speech that formally made the 
promise of a referendum on UK membership of the EU. 
The speech identified three key issues challenging the EU: 
problems in the Eurozone, EU competitiveness, and the 
democratic deficit. While the speech made the case for con- 
tinued EU membership on revised terms, its opening five 
minutes were imbued with discourses connected to histor- 
ical grand narratives on sovereignty, status, and exception- 
alism. Cameron contrasted the United Kingdom with con- 
tinental Europe, arguing “... it’s true that our geography 
has shaped our psychology. We have the character of an 

island nation—independent, forthright, passionate in de- 
fence of our sovereignty” ( Cameron 2013 ). He differenti- 
ated the United Kingdom further, arguing its approach to 

the EU “... is more practical than emotional,” and that the 
EU “... is a means to an end... not an end in itself” ( Cameron 

2013 ). He also invoked historical and nostalgic narratives of 
the United Kingdom’s sacrifices to help continental Europe: 

“Over the years, Britain has made her own, unique 
contribution to Europe. We have provided a haven 

to those fleeing tyranny and persecution. And in Eu- 
rope’s darkest hour, we helped keep the flame of lib- 
erty alight. Across the continent, in silent cemeteries, 
lie the hundreds of thousands of British servicemen 

who gave their lives for Europe’s freedom” ( Cameron 

2013 ). 

Elsewhere, his speech resonated with many of the top–down 

populist narratives that have permeated the UK’s relation- 
ship with the EU for almost 50 years. He argued the British 

people resented “interference in our national life” by EU 

rules, regulations, and legal judgments, that the degree of 
political integration was moving beyond “Britain’s comfort 
zone,” and that the United Kingdom people had not been 

given a say in these developments through a referendum 

( Cameron 2013 ). These arguments continued the elite- 

driven narratives of a traumatic loss of sovereignty and status 
to the EU suffered by the British people. Cameron’s speech 

again recalls Volkan’s (2001 , 88) arguments, with their em- 
phasis on decades of intergenerational trauma transmission 

at a time of stress and crisis, shaping the overarching narra- 
tive about the UK’s identity in relation to the EU. Crucially, 
20 years on from the entry into force of the TEU, these nar- 
ratives were finally capable of reigniting (or even igniting) 
this trauma among the wider population in large part due 
to the continually (and increasingly) Eurosceptic media cov- 
erage, the successful linkage by prominent Eurosceptics of 
the EU with the high salience issue of immigration, and the 
genuine problems facing the EU. Cameron concluded his 
speech arguing that “... democratic consent for the EU in 

Britain is now wafer thin” and, therefore, that he was in fa- 
vor of a referendum ( Volkan 2001 ) 

The promise of a referendum after the 2015 election, fol- 
lowing a renegotiation of Britain’s relationship with the EU, 
was largely driven by Cameron’s desire to placate the very 
vocal and rebellious hardline Eurosceptics within his own 

party and to take the wind out of the sails of UKIP, who 

were steadily gaining support in national opinion polls. De- 
spite this, UKIP shocked the political establishment by win- 
ning the 2014 European Parliament election with 27.5 per- 
cent and returning 24 MEPs, the first time one of the two 

largest political parties had not won a national-level election 

( Hawkins and Miller 2014 ). This ensured that the promise 
of a referendum on EU membership was enshrined in the 
Conservative Party manifesto for the 2015 UK parliamen- 
tary election. Following a narrow victory, Cameron reached 

an agreement with the EU on its future relationship with 

the United Kingdom in February 2016, and subsequently 
set a date for a referendum on British membership of the 
EU. While the agreement touched on the high salience is- 
sue of sovereignty, by securing an opt-out from the ambi- 
tion for an “ever closer union,” and also provided guaran- 
tees that the United Kingdom would not be required to con- 
tribute to a Eurozone bailout, the agreement was widely de- 
rided as a failure and a climbdown by the Eurosceptic press 
(c.f. Slack, Stevens, Doyle, and Calderwood 2016 ; Heffer 
and Gutteridge 2016 ). During the actual referendum cam- 
paign, the deal barely featured. Instead, the more abstract 
arguments of sovereignty, status, independence, and rejuve- 
nation, encapsulated by the slogan of “Take Back Control”
dominated the Leave narratives. Cameron’s decision to al- 
low a referendum moved beyond the purely rhetorical con- 
struction of a narrative of trauma to more actively implying 

the existence of said trauma. Ironically, he was unable to 

reap any political benefits from this. His decision to position 

himself as a supporter of Remain meant that while he prac- 
tically functioned as one of the “carriers” of this trauma, he 
would be unable to effectively position himself as an agent 
of this trauma’s restitution. 

Throughout the referendum campaign, the Leave camp 

deployed a continuous stream of trauma-based narratives in- 
voking 50 years of humiliation inflicted on the United King- 
dom by its membership of the EU, and the need to resolve 
this trauma through the reinstitution of independence from 

the EU. For instance, writing in the Sunday Telegraph, Boris 
Johnson argued that the EU was another attempt to cre- 
ate a European superstate, and that Brexit “... will be vindi- 
cated by history... they [the EU and the Remain campaign] 
are fighting for an outdated absolutist ideology, and we are 
fighting for freedom” ( Ross 2016 ). Theresa Villers, a cabinet 
minister who opted to support the Leave side in the referen- 
dum, argued “... joining the EU in the 70s was an admission 

of defeat based on the perception that Britain was destined 
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for chronic decline” ( Villiers 2016 ). Similarly, Nigel Farage, 
leader of UKIP, stated 

“…a few days after the EU referendum it’s the 100 

th 

anniversary of the Battle of the Somme. We should 

never forget just how much generations have sacri- 
ficed. Our democracy is precious and our right to self- 
determination is one which has been given away by the 
political class to the EU…we must seize this chance, 
this opportunity to take it back” ( Farage 2016 ). 

The referendum, according to Farage, was “... a once in 

a lifetime opportunity to get back the independence and 

self-governance of this nation” (Farage, quoted in Dathan 

2015 ) 2 . 
These narratives of humiliation and the loss of 

sovereignty and democracy combined with several others 
focusing on immigration and the economic costs of mem- 
bership. Through this, the Leave camp conducted a highly 
effective campaign based on multiple and diffuse grievances 
and tropes of historical, political, and societal decline, which 

could only be reversed by leaving the EU. Gove summarized 

this when arguing, “... (f)or Britain, voting to leave will be 
a galvanizing, liberating, empowering moment of patriotic 
renewal” ( Gove 2016 ). Such narratives marked the apex of 
a historically careless and presumptuous campaign to cast 
the EU as the embodiment or even the cause of Britain’s 
twentieth-century humiliation and decline. It was presump- 
tuous, as it asserted that the country’s status within the EU 

and on the global stage was of pressing concern to British 

people in the twenty-first century (when in reality, as demon- 
strated throughout this piece, European issues were rarely 
of interest to a sizeable body of the electorate prior to the 
2010s). They were parachronistic, as they presented a sim- 
plified and context-free grand narrative of British history 
(that participation in the EC/EU was solely and perpetu- 
ally an exercise in abject humiliation and subjugation for a 
once-proud and powerful nation) to serve the interests of 
present-day factions within the Conservative party and as- 
sociated political actors. 3 However, they were also tremen- 
dously effective in allowing the Leave campaign to build a 
convincing message. Using these grand narratives of trauma 
and humiliation (and the need for national restitution in 

the face of this) to great effect, the Leave campaign won the 
referendum, with the UK public voting by 52 percent to 48 

percent to leave the EU. 

From May to Johnson and the Narrative of “Get Brexit 
Done”

In the aftermath of the result, it was quickly claimed that 
the Leave vote was largely driven by the so-called “left be- 
hinds,” the “pensioners, low-skilled and less well-educated 

blue-collar workers and citizens who have been pushed to 

the margins... ” ( Goodwin and Heath 2016 ). However, it be- 
came increasingly clear that the Leave vote was more com- 
plex in both who voted to leave, and why they did so. In- 
deed, according to Swales (2016 , 2) and Bhambra (2017 , 
215), Leave voters were more likely to be middle class and 

affluent, and located in the country’s prosperous core of 

2 While Farage was not a member of the Conservative Party and as such falls 
somewhat outside of the scope of this paper, his statements on Brexit and on the 
UK’s global status frequently mirrored the declinist, trauma-infused narratives of 
Conservative pronouncements on EU membership and Brexit. 

3 It ought to be noted that while there were individual Labour MPs who sup- 
ported Brexit, the vast majority of the party’s parliamentary representatives, and 
its broader membership, supported remaining in the EU (albeit sometimes unen- 
thusiastically). 

Southern England (59 percent of the vote and 52 percent, 
respectively); and while the older working class and eco- 
nomically disadvantaged anti-immigration voters were sup- 
portive of Brexit, just 24 percent of Leave voters were from 

the lowest two social classes. Perhaps even more complex 

than working out the core constituents of the Leave vote 
was what the result entailed for the UK’s future relationship 

with the EU. Many difficult questions that had been largely 
swept aside in the simplistic arguments of the referendum 

campaign now had to be addressed, the most significant of 
which was what kind of Brexit the United Kingdom would 

pursue, and what the UK’s future relationship with the EU 

would be modeled on. 
The arguments over these two interrelated meta- 

questions became as visceral as the referendum campaign 

itself and reflected the trauma-based narratives of the cam- 
paign. A primary element of this was the demand that Brexit 
embody a full restoration of British sovereignty, and a deci- 
sive break from the humiliation of being shackled to the EU. 
For the new Prime Minister, Theresa May, “Brexit mean[t] 
Brexit,” meaning a relatively hard Brexit of leaving the Sin- 
gle Market and the Customs Union. This had quickly be- 
come the preferred option of the Brexiteers, despite pro- 
nouncements by many of them (c.f. Hannan 2015 ) prior to 

the referendum that this would not be the outcome of a 
leave vote. Now, however, they argued a hard Brexit would 

be the only way to fully restore the UK’s sovereignty that had 

been eroded through EU membership and to achieve a truly 
independent “Global Britain.” In October 2016 May argued 

“... we are not leaving the European Union only to give up 

control of immigration. We are not leaving to only return 

to the jurisdiction of the European court of Justice... We 
are leaving to become, once more, a fully sovereign and in- 
dependent country” ( May 2016 ). At the 2017 Munich Se- 
curity Conference Boris Johnson (then Foreign Secretary) 
spoke of the UK’s “liberation from the EU,” claiming “... I’m 

afraid it’s an undeniable fact that we, the UK, has been un- 
able to do, to run its own trade policy for 44 years” ( Boffey 
2017 ). Later that year Johnson warned that mirroring EU 

rules under May’s original Brexit negotiations, even if only 
in the transition period, would mean the United Kingdom 

“... would have gone from a member state to a vassal state”
( Watts 2017 ), again rooting his arguments in the narrative 
of EU membership representing a cultural trauma which re- 
quired resolution. 

These narratives continued throughout the almost 4 years 
it took the United Kingdom to fully leave the EU. The depth 

of the divisions on what kind of Brexit was needed, how that 
could be achieved, and what kind of relationship the United 

Kingdom would have with the EU, saw both the Conserva- 
tive and Labour parties turn on themselves. In 2016, the 
leader of the Labour Party Jeremy Corbyn survived a lead- 
ership challenge, while May, damaged by poor election re- 
sults and a backlash to her 2018 deal with the EU, was re- 
placed by Boris Johnson in 2019. Johnson set out to rene- 
gotiate May’s Brexit deal and “get Brexit done” by the de- 
layed deadline of 31 October 2019. When putting his new 

Brexit deal to the House of Commons on 19 October, John- 
son argued: “... this agreement provides for a real Brexit, tak- 
ing back control of our borders, laws, money, farming, fish- 
eries and trade, amounting to the greatest single restoration 

of national sovereignty in Parliamentar y histor y” ( Johnson 

2019 ). He went on to argue the deal would allow the United 

Kingdom to “... believe in ourselves once again as an open, 
generous, global, outward-looking and free-trading United 

Kingdom” ( Johnson 2019 ). The narratives of the humilia- 
tion and trauma of the loss of sovereignty to the EU and 
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the return of the UK’s status as a global power were again at 
the heart of his reasoning, and were central to the Conser- 
vatives’ resounding election victory in December 2019. 

“Not an End But a Beginning”—The Continuing 

Trauma of Brexit 

The Conservative victory in the 2019 election and the sub- 
sequent ratification of the Withdrawal Agreement did not, 
as promised, mean a clean break from the EU for the coun- 
try and a new adventure as “Global Britain.” Instead, it sig- 
naled a new phase in the UK’s long process of growing and 

hardening Euroscepticism, based on a set of populist grand 

narratives and the elaboration of an elite-driven cultural 
trauma. 2020 was dominated by the negotiations on final- 
izing the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA), which 

would set out the UK’s future relations with the EU, with 

sovereignty again resonating throughout the narratives of 
the government and the pro-Brexit media (c.f. Frost 2020 ). 
The TCA was finally signed on 30 December 2020 and the 
United Kingdom left the transition period at 11 p.m. on 31 

December 2020. The United Kingdom leaving the transition 

period meant, Johnson argued, that Brexit was done. 
Again, however, Brexit was not and is not done. Indeed, 

Menon (2021) refers to this as the “never-ending Brexit.”
There remain a plethora of processes, negotiations, reviews, 
and transitions in political, social, and economic terms. Mul- 
tiple transitional arrangements with the EU run until 2026, 
while negotiations and reviews in some cases will carry on 

until well beyond 2030 ( Usherwood 2021 ). Even the TCA 

has not been fully implemented, with new checks contin- 
uing to be introduced until July 2022. Most contentious 
in all these agreements is the Northern Ireland Protocol, 
agreed by Johnson, that effectively put a customs border 
between Great Britain and Northern Ireland—something 

both May and Johnson had previously rejected as a possi- 
bility ( ITV News 2020 ). The arguments over the Northern 

Ireland Protocol unleashed renewed trauma-related narra- 
tives of being subjugated to EU laws, rules, and courts. For 
instance, a report from the Conservative-backed Centre for 
Brexit Policy argued that “... the entire Withdrawal Agree- 
ment and Northern Ireland Protocol are incompatible with 

UK Sovereignty,” while its Director General, John Long- 
worth, wrote that the United Kingdom remained in “Teu- 
tonic chains,” paying “reparations” and facing a “Dunkirk”
moment ( Grey 2021 , 231). 

At the time of writing, both sides had agreed the “Windsor 
Framework” amending the functioning of the protocol, in 

particular differentiating goods that are destined for North- 
ern Ireland only and those possibly entering the Single Mar- 
ket ( European Commission and UK Government 2023 ). But 
this was not before the United Kingdom had violated some 
of the protocol’s provisions and even threatened to sus- 
pend it, with the EU threatening legal action in response. 
Once again, the arguments have been driven by the narra- 
tive of infringements on, and the subjugation of, the UK’s 
sovereignty. In 2022, discussing a piece of UK legislation to 

unilaterally change the Northern Ireland Protocol, Bill Cash 

(a hardline Eurosceptic Conservative MP) argued that EU 

legislation affecting Northern Ireland was made by “... the 
27 countries in the European Union, made in the Council 
of Ministers of the EU, and made behind closed doors and 

without even a transcript. That is how the United Kingdom 

was being subjugated by the EU since 1972” ( Cash 2022 ). 
Beyond this technical (often economic) “never-ending 

Brexit,” 31 January 2020 was also the beginning of a polit- 

ical Long Brexit. This is evident in the emergence of a form 

of identity politics, flowing through parts of the UK elec- 
torate, which pits “true,” patriotic, Brexit-supporting Britons 
against a cosmopolitan “elite” seeking to undermine them. 
These discourses partially recall the grand narratives of hu- 
miliation and the loss of status and sovereignty, through the 
construction of a message that the UK’s newly found in- 
dependence is being chipped away at by those wanting a 
closer relationship with the EU. Similarly, identity politics 
are linked to the trauma narratives about changes in, or loss 
of, identity in the wake of immigration from the EU (and 

further afield), and nostalgic reflections on a rose-tinted his- 
tory of status and power. This was evident in Boris Johnson’s 
remarks in March 2022, when he controversially equated 

Ukraine’s resistance to Russia’s invasion with the UK’s vote 
to leave the EU: 

“…I know that it’s the instinct of the people of this 
country, like the people of Ukraine, to choose free- 
dom, every time. I can give you a couple of famous 
recent examples. When the British people voted for 
Brexit, in such large, large numbers, I don’t believe it 
was because they were remotely hostile to foreigners. 
It’s because they wanted to be free to do things dif- 
ferently and for this country to be able to run itself”
( Helm and Boffey 2022 ). 

This ongoing manipulation of Brexit as a point of libera- 
tion from the political, economic, and cultural trauma of 
EU membership reinforced a series of grand narratives that 
Johnson hoped would allow him to serve as Prime Minister 
for at least 10 years ( Skopeliti 2021 ). Even after his fall from 

power in the summer of 2022, the continued centrality of 
Brexit was evident in statements made during the Conserva- 
tive leadership campaign. Each candidate tried to outdo the 
others on how stridently they would work to “Keep Brexit 
Done,” or in the words of Penny Mordaunt, “... get Brexit re- 
done” (quoted in Wood 2022 ). After winning the leadership 

campaign, Liz Truss, in her brief tenure as PM, championed 

the Brexit Freedoms Bill to amend, repeal, or replace all EU 

legislation by the end of 2023. 
Lately under PM Rishi Sunak, Brexit rumbles on, partic- 

ularly in the debates on the Windsor Framework and the 
retained EU law bill, but also more widely in UK politics. 
Recent newspaper headlines have expressed fears that a 
Labour government would “... go soft on Brexit” ( Beckford 

2023 ). Indeed, the ongoing ructions associated with the 
Brexit process, including the divisions within UK society so 

clearly exposed by the EU referendum, the volatile and trau- 
matic years of negotiating the UK’s withdrawal from the 
EU, and the continuing narratives of getting Brexit done 
or undone, mean that Brexit itself risks becoming a cultural 
trauma. This is true for both sides of the political divide. Re- 
main voters continue to believe that Brexit has grievously 
harmed the United Kingdom economically, politically, cul- 
turally, and in terms of its standing on the international 
stage. Meanwhile, Leave supporters fear that Brexit has not 
been fully achieved and/or that Brexit is at risk of being 

undone by “Remoaners.” In this sense, while Brexit was par- 
tially built on supply-side populist grand narratives of humil- 
iation, efforts to overcome that trauma by leaving the EU 

may themselves spawn a new trauma—Brexit. 

Conclusion 

The analysis above shows that the top–down use of histori- 
cal myths and grand narratives relating to trauma and hu- 
miliation surrounding Britain’s supposed loss of status and 
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independence in the world following the end of the WWII 
have long been, and continue to be, central planks of the 
Conservative Party’s messaging surrounding the country’s 
relationship with the EU. Drawing on Juntunen’s arguments 
about parachronistic reasoning, we argue this is based on 

an oftentimes partial, one-sided, and even inaccurate inter- 
pretation of the country’s history. Through these top–down 

trauma narratives constructed by what Alexander calls “car- 
rier groups,” the UK’s post-WWII experience is depicted as 
being one of constant and repeated humiliation, a humilia- 
tion and decline compounded and epitomized (and some- 
times caused) by the country’s membership of the EU. 

Meanwhile, Brexit has been rhetorically constructed by 
elite groups as providing the ultimate tool for finally al- 
lowing the United Kingdom to break free of this cultural 
trauma and humiliation to forge a new, more prosperous fu- 
ture. According to such discourses, the subsequent and con- 
tinued ructions over the Withdrawal Agreement, the TCA, 
and the Northern Ireland Protocol are portrayed as the re- 
sult of an embittered and scorned EU seeking to artfully 
and cynically undermine both Brexit and the UK’s poten- 
tial prosperity. Thus, disagreements over the Northern Irish 

protocol, the “divorce bill,” fisheries, and so on, all become 
part of a never-ending showdown between the United King- 
dom and the EU to realize a “true” Brexit. 

These discursive strategies served a number of purposes 
for Boris Johnson, his successors, and the Conservative 
Party. First, the Conservatives, broadly speaking, functioned 

as the carriers for the development and elaboration of these 
humiliation narratives. As described by Alexander, through 

their repeated assertions that the United Kingdom had been 

humiliated and otherwise subjugated through participation 

in the EC/EU, and their advocacy of Brexit as a panacea 
for this, the Conservatives effectively elaborated the cultural 
trauma they subsequently sought credit for seeking to re- 
solve. Then through their monopolization of the pro-Brexit 
discursive space in British politics, they also became the 
guardians of a process of national rejuvenation by undoing 

the trauma of EU membership. Using this top–down pop- 
ulist construction, Johnson and his supporters in the Con- 
servative Party were then able to claim to have been the 
ones to take the pivotal steps towards achieving this reju- 
venation, through having “gotten Brexit done” (a linkage 
which they themselves have created). Additionally, this also 

allowed them for several years to deflect any criticisms from 

opponents within or out with the Conservative Party over 
any aspect of the Brexit process, or of how Brexit has actu- 
ally manifested itself. These criticisms became represented 

as being the sour grapes of the Brexit referendum losers, 
or even the cynical attempts of the vanquished to selfishly 
undermine and prevent the United Kingdom from achiev- 
ing its post-Brexit place in the sun (c.f. McBride 2022 ). 
Thus, opposition movements and politicians found them- 
selves somewhat delegitimized and politically boxed in. 4 As 
such, the elaboration of these traumatic narratives allowed 

Brexit to be deployed as a defensive shield against criticisms 
of Conservative Party leadership figures. 

However, this defensive purpose was just one aspect of 
these narrative strategies, and it represented only one func- 
tion of the Conservatives’ approach. A more important el- 
ement of them is the role they played in facilitating the 
Conservative government’s sense of purpose. In truth, as 

4 Given that, following the collapses of UKIP and the Brexit Party, no notable 
opposition party remains that supported Brexit (outside of a few fringe mem- 
bers), it is likely that switching to a pro-Brexit stance would be viewed by the 
voters as pandering. 

a response to a top–down and elite-driven trauma, Brexit 
in many ways is a solution in search of a problem; as has 
been discussed throughout this paper, while rarely popular, 
British membership of the EU was a low-salience, second- 
order political issue. However, through the construction of 
this narrative of humiliation, the stakes of the Brexit refer- 
endum, and Brexit as a project, were continuously escalated 

to the electorate as matters of crucial national rejuvenation. 
Given the somewhat artificial nature of this trauma, it al- 
lowed voters to project their own meanings of this national 
rejuvenation onto Brexit. 

Through this, Boris Johnson and the Conservatives con- 
structed a successful and powerful voter coalition, com- 
bining traditional Conservative voters in the English heart- 
lands with pro-Brexit voters in traditionally Labour-voting 

constituencies in Wales and Northern England. The seem- 
ingly endless debates and discussions surrounding the on- 
going disengagement of the United Kingdom from the EU 

served the purpose of keeping relevant the single issue that 
brought this coalition together. However, the consequence 
of this was that the debates and divisions Brexit spawned 

were also perpetuated. Thus, Brexit itself is becoming a cul- 
tural trauma that elites (on both sides) seek to resolve in or- 
der to achieve the ever-sought-after national rejuvenation. 
For those who see Brexit as incomplete, the humiliation is 
the continuing influence of the EU through various aspects 
of the Withdrawal Agreement, TCA, and Windsor Frame- 
work. For those who see Brexit as having grievously damaged 

the United Kingdom, the humiliation is in the economic, 
political, and cultural diminution of the UK’s national and 

global standing. Given these entrenched and diametrically 
opposed positions, the issue of Brexit is likely to persist for 
years to come, and may itself become a cultural trauma 
passed down through intergenerational discourse and pop- 
ulist grand narratives. 

Acknowledgments 
The authors would like to thank Satgin Hamrah, Nicholas 
Ross Smith, Anwen Elias, Rhys Crilley, Bernhard Reinsberg, 
Sophia Dingli, Ty Solomon, Alister Wedderburn, Patrick 

Shea, Malte Riemann, Petar Bankov, and Alan Gillies for 
their invaluable comments and assistance. They would also 

like to thank Brent Steele and two anonymous peer review- 
ers for their tremendously helpful, thought-provoking, and 

insightful comments in bringing this paper through the 
peer-review process. 

References 

ALEXANDER , JEFFREY C. 2004. “Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma.” In Cul- 
tural Trauma and Collective Identity , edited by J.C. Alexander, R. Eye- 
rman, B. Giesen, N.J. Smelser and P. Sztompka, 1–30. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press. 

———. 2012. Trauma: A Social Theory . Cambridge: Polity Press. 
BADENOCH , KEMI. 2022. “Kemi Badenoch—2017 Maiden Speech in the 

House of Commons.” UKPol.co.uk . https://www.ukpol.co.uk/kemi- 
badenoch-2017-maiden-speech-in-the-house-of-commons/ .Accessed 
on 1/10/2023. 

BALE , TIM. 2023. The Conservative Party after Brexit . Cambridge: Polity. 
BBC NEWS . 2018. “£350m Brexit Claim was ‘Too Low’, Says Boris John- 

son.” BBC.co.uk . https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-42698981 . Accessed 
on 3/10/2023. 

BECKFORD , MARTIN. , 2023. “Host of prominent Remainers advising Keir 
Starmer raises fresh fears that a Labour government would go soft 
on Brexit.” Daily Mail, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article- 
12236081/Prominent-Remainers-advising-Starmer -raises-fears-Labour - 
government-soft-Brexit.html. Accessed on 1/10/2023. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/3/4/ksad055/7321978 by guest on 01 N

ovem
ber 2023

https://www.ukpol.co.uk/kemi-badenoch-2017-maiden-speech-in-the-house-of-commons
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-42698981
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-12236081/Prominent-Remainers-advising-Starmer-raises-fears-Labour-government-soft-Brexit.html


MI C H A E L TO O M E Y A N D AL I S TA I R J .K. SH E P H E R D 11 

BHAMBRA , GURMINDER K. , 2017. “Brexit, Trump, and ‘methodological white- 
ness’: on the misrecognition of race and class.” British Journal of Sociol- 
ogy , 68 (1): 214–232. 

BLIESEMANN DE GUEVARA , BERIT. 2016. “Myth in International Politics: 
Ideological Delusion and Necessary Fiction.” In Myth and Nar- 
rative in International Politics: Interpretive Approaches to the Study 
of IR , edited by B. Bliesemann de Guevara. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

BOFFEY , DANIEL. 2017. “Boris Johnson Accused of Bad 
Taste for Calling Brexit ‘Liberation’.” The Guardian . 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/22/boris-johnson- 
accused-of-bad-taste-for-calling-brexit-liberation . Accessed on 
3/10/2023. 

BROWNING , CHRISTOPHER S. 2002. “Coming Home or Moving Home? 
“Westernizing’ Narratives in Finnish Foreign Policy and the Rein- 
terpretation of Past Identities.” Cooperation and Conflict 37 (1): 
47–72. 

———. 2018. “Brexit, Existential Anxiety and Ontological (In)Security.” Eu- 
ropean Security 27 (3): 336–55. 

———. 2019. “Brexit Populism and Fantasies of Fulfilment.” Cambridge Re- 
view of International Affairs 32 (3): 222–44. 

CALHOUN , CRAIG. 2016. “Brexit Is a Mutiny against the Cosmopolitan Elite.”
New Perspectives Quarterly 33 (3): 50–8. 

CAMERON , DAVID. 2013. “EU Speech at Bloomberg.” Gov.uk 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/eu-speech-at- 
bloomberg .Accessed on 1/10/2023. 

CAMPANELLA , EDOARDO , AND MARTA DASSÙ. 2019. “Brexit and Nostalgia.” Sur- 
vival 61 (3): 103–11. 

CASH , BILL . 2022. “Bill Cash—2022 Speech on the Northern Ireland Proto- 
col Bill.” UKPol.co.uk . https://www.ukpol.co.uk/bill-cash-2022-speech- 
on-the-northern-ireland-protocol-bill/ . Accessed on 1/10/2023. 

CLARKE , HAROLD D. , MATTHEW GOODWIN, AND PAUL WHITELEY . 2017a. “Why 
Britain Voted for Brexit: An Individual-level Analysis of the 2016 Ref- 
erendum Vote.” Parliamentary Affairs 70 (3): 439–64. 

———. 2017b. Brexit: Why Britain Voted to Leave the European Union . Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 

CURTICE , JOHN. 2017. “Why Leave Won the UK’s EU Referendum.” JCMS: Jour- 
nal of Common Market Studies 55 (1): 19–37. 

CUTTS , DAVID , MATTHEW GOODWIN, OLIVER HEATH, AND PAULA SURRIDGE . 2020. 
“Brexit, the 2019 General Election and the Realignment of British Pol- 
itics.” The Political Quarterly 91 (1): 7–23. 

DA THAN , MA TT . 2015. “Nigel Farage Calls for Ukip Unity as he Declares: 
‘We Want Our Country back.’” The Independent , September 25, 2015. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/nigel-farage-we- 
want-our-country-back-10516726.html . Accessed on 1/10/2023. 

DAVIES , STEPHEN. 2020. The Economics and Politics of BREXIT: The Realignment 
of British Public Life . Great Barrington, MA: American Institute for Eco- 
nomic Research. 

DOREY , P. “Towards Exit from the EU: The Conservative Party’s Creasing Eu- 
roscepticism since the 1980s.” 2017. Multidisciplinary Studies in Politics 
and Governance , 5 (2): 27–40. 

ELÇI , EZGI. 2022. “Politics of Nostalgia and Populism: Evidence from Turkey.”
British Journal of Political Science 52 (2): 697–714. 

ERIKSON , KAI. 1976. Everything in Its Path . New York: Simon and Schuster. 
EUROPEAN COMMISSION AND UK GOVERNMENT . 2023. “Wind- 

sor Political Declaration by the European Commis- 
sion and the Government of the United Kingdom.”
Gov.uk . https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/ 
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1139420/Political_Declaration_ 
by_the_European_Commission_and_the_Government_of_the_United_ 
Kingdom.pdf. Accessed on 1/10/2023. 

EVANS , GEOFFREY , AND ANAND MENON . 2017. Brexit and British Politics . Cam- 
bridge: Polity Press. 

FARAGE , NIGEL. 2016. “Why We Must Vote LEAVE 
in the EU Referendum.” The Express . 
https://www.express.co.uk/comment/expresscomment/681776/nigel- 
farage-eu-referendum-brexit-vote-leave-independence-ukip . Accessed 
on 3/10/2023. 

FORD , ROBERT , AND MATTHEW GOODWIN . 2017. “Britain after Brexit: A Nation 
Divided.” Journal of Democracy 28 (1): 17–30. 

FREEDEN , MICHAELL. 2017. “After the Brexit Referendum: Revisiting Populism 

as an Ideology.” Journal of Political Ideologies 22 (1): 1–11. 

FREISTEIN , KATJA , FRANK GADINGER, AND CHRISTINE UNRAU . 2022. “It Just Feels 
Right: Visuality and Emotion Norms in Right-Wing Populist Story- 
telling.” International Political Sociology 16 (4): 1–23. 

FROST , DAVID. 2020. “David Frost Lecture: Reflection in 
the Revolutions in Europe.” No 10 Media Blog . 
https://no10media.blog.gov.uk/2020/02/17/david-frost-lecture- 
reflections-on-the-revolutions-in-europe/ . Accessed on 3/10/ 
2023. 

GERODIMOS , ROMAN. 2022. “Humiliation, Shame, and Violence: Honor, 
Trauma, and Political Extremism before and after the 2009 Crisis in 
Greece.” International Forum of Psychoanalysis 31 (1): 34–45. 

GIURLANDO , PHILIP . 2020. ““This was Not Supposed to Happen!’: Betrayal, 
Populism, and the Demand for Control.” Populism 3 (1): 65–86. 

GOODWIN , MATTHEW , AND OLIVER HEATH . 2016. “The 2016 Referendum, Brexit 
and the Left Behind: An Aggregate-level Analysis of the Result.” The 
Political Quarterly 87 (3): 323–32. 

GOVE , MICHAEL. 2016. “The Facts of Life Say Leave.” Vote Leave , 
http://www.voteleavetakecontrol.org/michael_gove_the_facts_of_life_ 
say_leave.html . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

GREY , CHRIS. 2021. Brexit Unfolded: How no One Got What They Wanted (and Why 
They Were Never Going to . London: Brightback Publishing. 

GROB-FITZGIBBON , BENJAMIN. 2016. Continental Drift: Britain and Eur ope fr om the 
End of Empire to the Rise of Euroscepticism . Cambridge: Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press. 

HANNAN , DANIEL. 2015. “Daniel Hannan on Channel 4 
News Discussing Britain’s EU Referendum.” YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zzykce4oxII&t=308s . Accessed 
on 3/10/2023. 

HAWKINS , OLIVER , AND VAUGHN MILLER . 2014. “European Parliament Elec- 
tions 2014.” House of Commons Library Research Paper , 14 (32): 1–
59. https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/rp14- 
32/ (Accessed on 1/10/2023). 

HEFFER , GREG , AND NICK GUTTERIDGE . 2016. “Cameron’s Climbdown: Farage 
Blasts ‘Pathetic’ EU Deal as PM Caves in on Migrant Benefits.”
Daily Express . https://www.express.co.uk/news/politics/645597/EU- 
renegotiation-David-Cameron-Brussels-summit-referendum- 
Brexit .Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

HEINKELMANN-WILD , TIM , LISA KRIEGMAIR, BERTHOLD RITTBERGER, AND BERNHARD 

ZANGL . 2020. “Divided They Fail: The Politics of Wedge Issues and 
Brexit.” Journal of European Public Policy 27 (5): 723–41. 

HELM , TOBY , AND DANIEL BOFFEY . 2022. “Fury Greets Boris John- 
son’s Claim Ukraine Fight is like Brexit.” The Guardian , 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/mar/19/pms- 
comparison-of-ukraine-resistance-to-uk-brexit-vote-criticised-as-crass . 
Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

HOCHSCHILD , ARLIE RUSSELL . 2016. Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and 
Mourning on the American Right. New York: The New Press. 

HOBOLT , SARA B. 2016. “The Brexit Vote: A Divided Nation, a Divided Conti- 
nent.” Journal of European Public Policy 23 (9): 1259–77. 

HOMOLAR , ALEXANDRA , AND GEORG LÖFFLMANN . 2021. “Populism and the Affec- 
tive Politics of Humiliation Narratives.” Global Studies Quarterly 1 (1): 
1–11. https://doi.org/10.1093/isagsq/ksab002 . 

ITV NEWS . 2020. “Johnson Says Irish Sea Trade Border ‘Over My 
Dead Body’.” ITV News . https://www.itv.com/news/utv/2020-08- 
13/irish-sea-trade-border -over -my-dead-body-says-johnson . Accessed 
on 3/10/2023. 

JENNE , ERIN K. , AND CAS MUDDE . 2012. “Hungary’s Illiberal Turn: Can Out- 
siders Help?.” Journal of Democracy 23 (3): 147–55. 

JOHNSON , BORIS 2018. “Uniting for a Great Brexit.”
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/foreign-secretary-speech- 
uniting-for-a-great-brexit . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

———. 2019. “PM Statement in the House of Commons.” Gov.uk . 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-in-the- 
house-of-commons-19-october-2019 . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

JUNTUNEN , TAPIO. 2017. “Helsinki Syndrome: The Parachronistic Renaissance 
of Finlandization in International Politics.” New Perspectives 25 (1): 55–
83. 

KLEIN , DONALD C. 1991. “The Humiliation Dynamic: An Overview.” Journal of 
Primary Prevention 12 (2): 93–121. 

KOEGLER , CAROLINE , P A VAN KUMAR MALREDDY, AND MARLENA TRONICKE . 2020. 
“The Colonial Remains of Brexit: Empire Nostalgia and Narcissistic 
Nationalism.” Journal of Postcolonial Writing 56 (5): 585–92. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/3/4/ksad055/7321978 by guest on 01 N

ovem
ber 2023

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/22/boris-johnson-accused-of-bad-taste-for-calling-brexit-liberation
file:Gov.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/eu-speech-at-bloomberg
https://www.ukpol.co.uk/bill-cash-2022-speech-on-the-northern-ireland-protocol-bill/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/nigel-farage-we-want-our-country-back-10516726.html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1139420/Political_Declaration_by_the_European_Commission_and_the_Government_of_the_United_Kingdom.pdf.
https://www.express.co.uk/comment/expresscomment/681776/nigel-farage-eu-referendum-brexit-vote-leave-independence-ukip
https://no10media.blog.gov.uk/2020/02/17/david-frost-lecture-reflections-on-the-revolutions-in-europe
http://www.voteleavetakecontrol.org/michael_gove_the_facts_of_life_say_leave.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zzykce4oxII\&t=308s
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/rp14-32
https://www.express.co.uk/news/politics/645597/EU-renegotiation-David-Cameron-Brussels-summit-referendum-Brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/mar/19/pms-comparison-of-ukraine-resistance-to-uk-brexit-vote-criticised-as-crass
https://doi.org/10.1093/isagsq/ksab002
https://www.itv.com/news/utv/2020-08-13/irish-sea-trade-border-over-my-dead-body-says-johnson
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/foreign-secretary-speech-uniting-for-a-great-brexit
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-in-the-house-of-commons-19-october-2019


12 Cultural Trauma, Populist Grand Narratives, and Brexit 

LAZAROMS , ILSE JOSEPHA , AND EMILY R. GIOIELLI 2012. “The Politics of Contested 
Narratives: Biographical Approaches to Modern European History.”. 
European Review of History: Revue Européenne d’histoire , 19 (5): 653–658. 

LEASK , PHIL. 2013. “Losing Trust in the World: Humiliation and Its Conse- 
quences.” Psychodynamic Practice 19 (2): 129–42. 

LEIRA , HALVARD. 2017. “Political Change and Historical Analogies.” Global Af- 
fairs 3 (1): 81–8. 

LINDNER , EVELIN GERDA . 2001. “Humiliation-Trauma that Has Been 
Overlooked: An Analysis Based on Fieldwork in Germany, 
Rwanda/Burundi, and Somalia.” Traumatology 7 (1): 43–68. 

LÖFFLMANN , GEORG. 2019. “America First and the Populist Impact on US For- 
eign Policy.” Survival: Global Politics and Strategy 61 (6): 115–38. 

MARTILL , BENJAMIN. , AND U. STAIGER 2021. “Negotiating Brexit: The Cultural 
Sources of British Hard Bargaining.” JCMS: Journal of Common Market 
Studies 59: 261–77. 

MAY, , THERESA. 2016. "Theresa May - her full Brexit speech 
to Conservative conference." The Independent, 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/theresa-may- 
conference-speech-article-50-brexit-eu-a7341926.html Accessed on 
17/10/2023. 

MCBRIDE , CATHERINE. 2022. “Don’t Blame It on Brexit.” Briefings for 
Britain . https://www.briefingsforbritain.co.uk/dont-blame-it-on- 
brexit/ .Accessed on 1/10/2023. 

MELHUISH , FRANCESCA. 2022. “Euroscepticism, Anti-Nostalgic Nostalgia and 
the Past Perfect Post-Brexit Future.” JCMS: Journal of Common Market 
Studies 60 (6): 1758–76. 

MELHUISH , FRANCESCA . 2023. “Powellite Nostalgia and Racialised Nationalist 
Narratives: Connecting Global Britain and Little England.” The British 
Journal of Politics and International Relations , 00 (0): 1–21. 

MENON , ANAND. 2021. “The Never-Ending Brexit: The True—
and Mounting—costs of Leaving the EU.” Foreign Affairs . 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-kingdom/2021- 
12-30/never-ending-brexit . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

MUDDE , CAS. 2007. Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe . Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press. 

QUINN , THOMAS , NICHOLAS ALLEN, AND JOHN BARTLE . 2022. “Why was There a 
Hard Brexit? The British Legislative Party System, Divided Majorities 
and the Incentives for Factionalism.” Political Studies 00 (0): 1–22. 

REYNOLDS , DAVID. 2019. Island Stories: Britain and Its History in the Age of Brexit . 
London: William Collins. 

ROSS , TIM. 2016. “Boris Johnson: The EU Wants a 
Superstate, Just as Hitler Did.” The Telegraph . 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/14/boris-johnson- 
the-eu-wants-a-superstate-just-as-hitler-did/ . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

RUSSELL , MEG , AND LISA JAMES . 2023. The Parliamentary Battle over Brexit . Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

SAUNDERS , ROBERT . 2020. “Brexit and Empire: ‘Global Britain’ and the Myth 
of Imperial Nostalgia.” The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 
48 (6): 1140–74. 

SKOPELITI , CLEA . 2021. “Johnson Aims to Beat Thatcher’s 
Record with Another Decade in Power.” The 
Guardian . https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/sep/11/ 
johnson-aims-to-beat-thatcher -record-with-another -decade-in-power - 
reports . Accessed on 1/10/2023. 

SLACK , JAMES , JOHN STEVENS, JACK DOYLE, AND IMOGEN 

CALDERWOOD . 2016. “Call that a Deal, Dave?” Daily 
Mail . https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3455306/Drama- 
European-leaders-come-agreement-UK-marathon-Brussels-talks- 
threatened-end-humiliating-defeat-Cameron.html . Accessed on 
1/10/2023. 

SMITH , JULIE , 2012. “The European dividing line in party politics.” Interna- 
tional Affairs , 88 (6): 1277–1295. 

SOBOLEWSKA , MARIA , AND ROBERT FORD . 2020. Brexitland: Identity, Diversity and 
the Reshaping of British Politics . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

STEWART , HEATHER , DANIEL BOFFEY, AND RAJEEV SYAL . 2020. “Boris John- 
son Promises Brexit Will Lead to National Revival.” The Guardian . 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/jan/31/boris-johnson- 
promises-brexit-will-lead-to-national-revival . Accessed on 3/10/ 
2023. 

STEPHENS , PHILIP. 2021. Britain Alone: the Path from Suez to Brexit . London: Faber 
& Faber. 

SWALES , KIRBY. 2016. “Understanding the Leave Vote.”
What UK Thinks . https://whatukthinks.org/eu/wp- 
content/uploads/2016/12/NatCen_Brexplanations-report-FINAL- 
WEB2.pdf . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

SZTOMPKA , PIOTR , 2000, “The Ambivalence of Social Change: Triumph or 
Trauma?. ”Polish Sociological Review , 131 (3): 275–290. 

TOMBS , ROBERT. 2021. This Sovereign Isle: Britain in and out of Europe. London: 
Allen Lane. 

TOOMEY , MICHAEL . 2018. “History, Nationalism and Democracy: Myth and 
Narrative in Viktor Orbán’s ‘Illiberal Hungary’.” New Perspectives 26 (1): 
87–108. 

TOURNIER-SOL , KARINE. 2021. “From UKIP to the Brexit party: The Politiciza- 
tion of European Integration and Disruptive Impact on National and 
European Arenas.” Journal of Contemporary European Studies 29 (3): 380–
90. 

TRUMBULL , DIANNE. 2008. “Humiliation: The Trauma of Disrespect.” The Jour- 
nal of the American Academy of Psychoanalysis and Dynamic Psychiatry 36 
(4): 643–60. 

USHERWOOD , SIMON , 2018. “ The Third Era of British Euroscepticism: Brexit 
as a Paradigm Shift.” The Political Quarterly , 89 (4): 553–559. 

———. 2021. “Mapping the Next Period of Brexit.” Politics at Sur- 
rey , https://politicsatsurrey.ideasoneurope.eu/2021/01/07/mapping- 
the-next-period-of-brexit/ . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

VILLIERS , THERESA . 2016. “Vote Leave and Take back Control.” Theresa Vil- 
liers . https://www.theresavilliers.co.uk/news/vote-leave-and-take-back- 
control-speech-theresa-villiers . Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

VIRDEE , SATNAM , AND BRENDAN MCGEEVER . 2018. “Racism, Crisis, Brexit.” Ethnic 
and Racial Studies 41 (10): 1802–19. 

VOLKAN , VAMIK D . 2001. “Transgenerational Transmissions and Chosen Trau- 
mas: An Aspect of Large-Group Identity.” Group Analysis 34 (1): 79–97. 

———. 2009. “Large-group Identity, International Relations and Psycho- 
analysis.” International Forum of Psychoanalysis 18 (4): 206–13. 

———. 2021. “Chosen Traumas and Their Impact on Current Polit- 
ical/Societal Conflicts.” In Social Trauma—An Interdisciplinary Text- 
book , edited by A. Hamburger, C. Hancheva and V.D. Volkan Cham: 
Springer Press. 

WARD, S. , AND A. RASCH (Eds). 2019. Embers of Empire in Brexit Britain . London: 
Bloomsburg Academic. 

WALL , STEPHEN. 2020. Reluctant European: Britain and the European Union from 

1945 to Brexit . Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
WATTS , JOE. 2017. “Boris Johnson Warns UK Could Become a ‘Vas- 

sal state’ if It Accepts EU’s Brexit Plans.” The Independent . 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/boris-johnson- 
brexit-latest-vassal-state-philip-hammond-a8115041.html .Accessed on 
3/10/2023. 

WOOD , POPPY . 2022. “The Five Remaining Candidates and How Their 
Policies Compare to Tory Manifesto, from Net Zero to Immigra- 
tion.” inews . https://inews.co.uk/news/politics/five-conservative- 
leadership-candidates-policies-compare-tory-manifesto-net-zero-brexit- 
immigration-1746725 .Accessed on 3/10/2023. 

YOUNG , HUGO. 1998. This Blessed Plot: Britain and Europe from Churchill to Blair. 
London: Macmillan. 

Toomey, Michael, and Alistair J. K. Shepherd. (2023) “Cultural Trauma, Populist Grand Narratives, and Brexit”. Global Studies Quarterly , https://doi.org/10.1093/isagsq/ksad055 
C © The Author(s) (2023). Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the International Studies Association. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution License ( https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ ), which permits unrestricted reuse, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/3/4/ksad055/7321978 by guest on 01 N

ovem
ber 2023

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/theresa-may-conference-speech-article-50-brexit-eu-a7341926.html
https://www.briefingsforbritain.co.uk/dont-blame-it-on-brexit/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-kingdom/2021-12-30/never-ending-brexit
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/14/boris-johnson-the-eu-wants-a-superstate-just-as-hitler-did/
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/sep/11/johnson-aims-to-beat-thatcher-record-with-another-decade-in-power-reports
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3455306/Drama-European-leaders-come-agreement-UK-marathon-Brussels-talks-threatened-end-humiliating-defeat-Cameron.html
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/jan/31/boris-johnson-promises-brexit-will-lead-to-national-revival
https://whatukthinks.org/eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/NatCen_Brexplanations-report-FINAL-WEB2.pdf
https://politicsatsurrey.ideasoneurope.eu/2021/01/07/mapping-the-next-period-of-brexit/
https://www.theresavilliers.co.uk/news/vote-leave-and-take-back-control-speech-theresa-villiers
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/boris-johnson-brexit-latest-vassal-state-philip-hammond-a8115041.html
https://inews.co.uk/news/politics/five-conservative-leadership-candidates-policies-compare-tory-manifesto-net-zero-brexit-immigration-1746725
https://doi.org/10.1093/isagsq/ksad055
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Introduction
	The Construction and Purpose of Traumatic Narratives
	The Road to BrexitEmbedding Traumatic Narratives in the United KingdomEU Relations
	David Cameron's Referendum Promise: from Bloomberg to Brexit
	From May to Johnson and the Narrative of Get Brexit Done
	Not an End But a BeginningThe Continuing Trauma of Brexit
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References

