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 The European Union’s future is as uncertain now as it has been at any time since its 

founding with the Treaty of Rome 60 years ago. For many years, the EU appeared to enjoy 

success and economic stability. Europe was able to rebuild quickly in the decades after the 

destruction of the Second World War and prosperity returned to member states and as a result 

other states wanted to join. Economic integration was soon followed by political and social 

integration and the EU began to take its place on the world stage. With the adoption of a (nearly) 

borderless economic region and the use of a common currency Europe was demonstrating to the 

world what was possible with 20th Century nation-states and international cooperation. After the 

fall of communism and the breakup of the Soviet Union, the states of the European Union 

arguably undertook their most important and difficult task by opening their membership to the 

states of Central and Eastern Europe. In fact, the EU had been such an unqualified success that 

by 2007 John McCormick (2007) was entertaining the idea of the EU as a superpower to rival 

the United States. His argument was that it “relies upon soft power to express itself to achieve its 

objectives, and that finds itself at a moral advantage in an environment where violence as a 

means of achieving influence is increasingly detested and rejected and at a strategic advantage 

because its methods and priorities fit more closely with the needs and consequences of 

globalization” (McCormick, 2007, 6). 

 With such optimism as late as 2007, it is remarkable that seven years later another 

leading European scholar, Anthony Giddens, was compelled to write: 

Europe is no longer mighty but has again become turbulent  

as conflicts and divisions spring up across the continent, as  

well as alongside its borders. Unemployment has risen to a  

new high and is especially pronounced among younger  

people… Under the impact of the crisis, support for the Union  

began to corrode, above all in the countries in the South. The  

findings of Eurobarometer, the survey carried out by the  

European Commission every six months, showed increasing  
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disillusionment with the EU almost everywhere. (2014, 3)  

 

It is important to note that Giddens was writing this dire description of the fate of the European 

Union, two years before a disastrous 2016. While neither of these opinions were uniformly 

agreed to at their time of publication the change is striking. So, what changed? One obvious 

answer is that for arguably the first time in its existence the EU became a financial liability for 

many states in the wake of the 2008 global economic collapse. The Eurozone crisis that followed 

shook the union to its core with the Greek bailout negotiations and referendum seeming to 

highlight the inherent flaws in the organization.  

 Unfortunately for the member states and the institution itself, the bad news continued 

after Giddens’ warning as the European Union has struggled with a variety of issues that threaten 

its long-term survival. The EU has faced an enormous number of refugees from Syria, 

Afghanistan and North Africa that has strained the resources of many of the economically 

struggling southern states, caused friction among the various members and has led to internal 

strife within receiving states. There has been ongoing friction between the EU, NATO and 

Russia regarding Ukraine and other security issues, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe 

(Johns, 2015). Many of the member states have been plagued by ISIS organized or inspired 

terrorist attacks which has further fueled some to turn against immigrants and refugees from 

North Africa and the Middle East. In short, the EU has faced economic, political and social 

uncertainty, and all of this was before June 23, 2016 when the United Kingdom voted in a 

referendum to leave the union. The Brexit vote was in many ways indicative of the problems 

plaguing the EU over the past decade. It proved impossible for those in the remain camp to 

convince a majority of voters that the benefits of the European Union, including accessing the 

single market and mobility across the other member states, outweighed to negatives of an overly 
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bureaucratic, expensive organization that limited the country’s sovereignty. During the “Brexit” 

referendum campaign and the negotiations that preceded it, one issue stood out as being a factor 

in the British decision to leave the EU- the free movement of workers. The United Kingdom has 

struggled with the influx of intra-EU migrants since the expansion into Central and Eastern 

Europe. Due to a variety of reasons many Poles, Latvians and others chose to move to the UK to 

work. Some stayed a short period of time and left, others have come and gone several times and 

others have chosen to remain in the country. While many were drawn to the larger cities of 

London, Edinburgh and Manchester, hundreds of thousands on migrants settled in small towns 

and villages across England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.  

If the issues surrounding the free movement of workers were contained to the United 

Kingdom then the European Union could simply ignore them. They could be dismissed as 

problems associated with the EU’s most difficult and soon to be former member and it could 

move forward addressing the other issues outlines above. Unfortunately, the problems associated 

with the free movement of people will remain after Brexit is formalized. It is tied to concepts of 

European citizenship and the pressures faced in the United Kingdom exist elsewhere. This paper 

will examine the question of free movement of people in the EU. The paper argues that beyond 

the economic and security threats currently facing the EU, the most pressing issues are the 

growing levels of xenophobia and Euroscepticism found in the various member states. Where 

these two issues intersect is around the EU’s fundamental freedom of movement of people and 

intra-EU migration. After introducing the concept of free movement of people the paper will 

then examine the growing levels of xenophobia and Euroscepticism across Europe and how the 

two issues have become linked. The paper will briefly use Brexit as an example to illustrate these 

problems as it relates to free movement, how the European Union has decided to emphasize free 
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movement as a key negotiating point in the Article 50 discussions and delve into the issue more 

generally across the union. As this is an early draft the paper will then conclude with some 

introductory thoughts on what the EU needs to do to address this growing problem if it hopes to 

weather the Brexit storm and move forward effectively as 27 members.      

Free movement of people in the European Union 

 It is important to note that due to the length and nature of this paper it is not the intention 

here to provide a complete overview of the development of the concept of free movement of 

people in a case by case basis. More thorough analyses on this topic exist elsewhere (see for 

example: Johns, 2014, Geddes, 2008, Recchi, 2015) but it is important by way of introduction to 

spend some time considering how this developed. The concept of free movement of persons 

within the European Union dates back to the very beginnings of the organization dating back to 

the Treaty of Rome in 1957 and is considered one of the ‘fundamental freedoms’ (along with 

freedom of movement of goods, services and capital) of the EU that comprise, as Recchi (2015) 

describes, the “engine for the construction of a united Europe” (2). While the four freedoms are 

all vital for this engine, the free movement of workers across national boundaries has always 

been the most problematic. Geddes (2008) identifies the scope of this problem in noting that to 

enforce this right “required the establishment of supranational legal and political competencies” 

which meant that “member states could no longer control migration by nationals of other 

member states moving primarily for the purposes of work” (43). Spaventa (2015) agrees noting 

that the “European ambition in establishing the free movement of workers was (and to a certain 

extent still is) great: it is not only eliminated immigration restrictions in the participating 

Member States, but also deprived Member States of direct control over fluctuations in their 

labour market, so that protectionist and ad hoc policies could no longer be adopted at the expense 
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of EU Migrants” (458). While this has been the result, it is difficult to argue this was the full 

initial intent of the founding fathers of the EU when the concept was introduced. In fact, it could 

be argued that of the four fundamental freedoms outlined in the Treaty of Rome, freedom of 

movement of persons may have been the lowest priority. The free movement of people was in 

fact described in the English version of the Treaty of Rome (Title III, Chapter I, Article 48) as 

the free movement of workers. Specifically, it’s intent was to allow for individual citizens from 

member states to cross borders freely to take on employment that was offered (under conditions) 

and stay in the state only during the time they are employed in the specific job they were hired 

for. By this reading, the freedom of movement of workers was meant to complement the other 

fundamental freedoms as it would allow very specific people, who had unique skills to be hired 

for specific jobs to help increase production and trade for a limited period. It was not a carte 

blanche allowing an individual to decide where they would live and look for work and stay 

whether they had employment on not. The initial interpretations of this freedom of movement 

did not even include the families of the worker who was allowed to cross international borders 

for employment.  

 After freedom of movement of workers was established in Article 48 of the Treaty of 

Rome subsequent European Commission directives and regulations as well as rulings by the ECJ 

rapidly expanded and clarified the definition of who had the right to move freely. As Recchi 

notes “the ECJ has performed a key role in extending the scope of the general principle by 

shifting entitlement to the free movement right from workers to persons” (2015, 24, italics in 

original). While the concept started as one worker free to move to one specific job for the 

duration of time they were in that job, it quickly (by 1968) moved to one worker and their family 

being allowed to move. This made sense for if the goal is to ensure that the best people were 
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occupying jobs it is necessary to ensure that those people want to stay. Allowing individuals to 

take positions knowing that they were not going to have to leave their loved ones behind was 

both compassionate and economically prudent. If workers were able to bring their families then 

it naturally followed that those non-workers would require access to health, education and social 

services. They also would require the ability to seek employment. Eventually, this was expanded 

again to allow all family members to receive residency in the country. Later it was expanded 

again to allow for a worker to not only change jobs but to be without work and remain in the 

country. From here it was not long to allow all European citizens to move between member 

states at their discretion to work, to establish residency and to eventually qualify for the social 

benefits available to citizens of the country itself. These rights can now be found throughout the 

Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union. As set out by Blitz (2014) these include: 

Article 18: prohibits discrimination based on nationality 

Articles 20 and 21: European Citizenship rights including free movement 

Articles 45-48: free movement of workers and social security 

Articles 49-53: freedom of establishment for the self employed (41) 

The end result of these changes from the Treaty of Rome through to today is that it became the 

expectation that free movement included all EU citizens. Moreover, these EU citizens could be 

mobile for the duration of their lives. They could move from one EU country to another for 

work, school or for other reasons basically unencumbered. These ‘citizen-migrants’ would be 

able to eventually access health and educational services for the time they were in the country. 

The movement from freedom of movement for workers to people provided EU citizens with 

rights not found elsewhere in the world. 
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 While much of this movement from the narrow interpretation freedom of movement of 

workers to people had been accomplished through European Commission directives and ECJ 

rulings by the late 1970’s, the reality was very few people initially used these rights. By the 

1970’s only approximately one million people were living in a different EU (European 

Community at the time) country. By the end of the 1980’s that number had doubled to two 

million but this represented less than 1% of the entire population of the EC (Hantaris, 2007). 

Menz (2002) suggests that the similarities in levels of unemployment and GDP, coupled with the 

difficulties of learning a new language would help explain why so few Europeans decided to use 

their new-found rights.  

 While there was generally apathy toward the right to free movement in Western Europe, 

there was fear, much like when the EC was expanding into Southern Europe, that this would 

change after the European Union decided in the late 1990’s to expand its membership starting in 

2004 into Central and Eastern Europe. Many believed that with this eastward expansion there 

was the possibility of mass migration into Western Europe. Unlike the relative equality in GDP 

and levels of unemployment found in the pre-expansion EU, the addition of ten (soon dropped to 

eight for 2004) poor, economically vulnerable former communist states represented the real 

possibility of newly-minted EU citizens using their right to move and look for better 

opportunities. As McDowell (2009) explains, if this was to occur the fear was that “they would 

either swell the unemployment figures or take jobs of poorly qualified natives, as well as 

constitute a politically-awkward enclave” (20). In France, the possibility of a massive influx of 

East and Central Europeans competing against their own citizens for jobs and lowering wages 

was known, rather ineloquently, as the ‘Polish Plumber Problem’. Adding to this concern was a 

series of studies and polls that indicated that many of the potential new EU citizens did plan to 
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move. The most alarming of these predictions came from Bauer and Zimmerman (1999) who 

based on polling and models concluded that while the period of movement by citizens from the 

A8 countries (the eight Central and East European states poised for accession to the EU in 2004) 

would be relatively short, the number of people who would move initially was predicted to be 

staggering. They concluded that in the period immediately after accession up to 2 or 3% of the 

entire A8 population could move into Western Europe (Bauer and Zimmerman, 1999). Faced 

with this information many of the pre-2004 member states wanted to impose restrictions on the 

citizens of the incoming members, at least those from the A8 countries. This was seen by many 

in the West as a necessity but to the incoming EU citizens it was viewed as a “quarantine” on 

their membership (Johns, 2014) and only further illustrated the double standard in treatment the 

East and Central Europeans faced compared to other states who had gained accession earlier 

(Johns, 2003). The European Commission allowed the member-states to set conditions on 

citizens from the incoming country for a period of seven years. As Boeri and Brucker (2005) 

summarize, the various states chose one of four alternatives: 1) treat the new EU citizens the 

same as current intra-EU migrants, 2) impose work visas for monitoring migrants and limit 

benefits to those who work, 3) implement a quota system for new member states or 4) treat the 

new EU citizens the same as any immigrant from a non-member country (638). Not surprisingly, 

the states closest to the incoming members chose the more restrictive policies while countries 

such as the United Kingdom and Ireland opted for the less restrictive second option and allowed 

the intra-EU migrants to come relatively unrestricted. The seven year ‘quarantine’ is now long 

since expired and there is (generally) free movement for EU citizens across the union. In part due 

to their early acceptance of intra-EU migrants from Eastern Europe, along with other factors 

including the growing population of Europeans who speak English, the United Kingdom became 
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the destination of choice for hundreds of thousands of East Europeans after the 2004 expansion. 

Some have stayed, some have left. Some of these migrants have moved back and forth between 

the United Kingdom and their home country (or a third EU member state) in a form of circular, 

or what Engbersen and Snel (2013) refer to as “Liquid” migration. This influx of East European 

migrants and the free movement generally of EU citizens would prove decisive for many voters 

in the 2016 UK referendum on leaving the European Union. There may be no better example 

than the city of Boston in Northern England. The city has long struggled with the influx of 

Central and Eastern European migrants after 2004. It became the focal point for many anti-EU 

advocates and pro-Leave news outlets. In particular, the anti-EU Daily Mail has been particularly 

obsessed with the city as it struggled with intra-EU migration with headlines such as “The town 

that’s had enough: We visit the town with the largest influx of Eastern Europeans” in 2013 

(www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2272195/The-town-thats-We-visit-town-countrys-biggest-

influx-East-Europeans.html) or “Now foreigners in Britain’s most segregated town get their 

OWN police officer: Boston in Lincolnshire to dedicate half-Polish bobby solely for east 

Europeans” in 2016 (www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3549430/Most-segregated-town-UK-

gets-police-officer-deal-exclusively-foreigners.html) to name but two. It may not be surprising 

that it was Lincolnshire that recorded the highest Leave vote in the referendum 

(www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-36616740). 

 While the free movement provisions of the European Union obviously only apply to 

intra-EU migration, it is important to acknowledge that discussions of intra-EU migration are 

now tied to other forms of movement. While the EU lacks a common immigration policy for 

non-EU citizens, immigration from outside the EU is a concern for many states in Europe. With 

an ageing population, the continent simply needs workers from elsewhere to fill jobs. While 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2272195/The-town-thats-We-visit-town-countrys-biggest-influx-East-Europeans.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2272195/The-town-thats-We-visit-town-countrys-biggest-influx-East-Europeans.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3549430/Most-segregated-town-UK-gets-police-officer-deal-exclusively-foreigners.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3549430/Most-segregated-town-UK-gets-police-officer-deal-exclusively-foreigners.html
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many of these jobs are low-paying, manual labour, the future of Europe is also tied to its ability 

to attract the best and the brightest from around the world as well. As McLaren (2015) notes 

while there is a need for these immigrants there has been growing resentment towards them as 

“many European publics have been concerned about immigration and have felt uncomfortable 

with the presence of immigrants at least since the early 1990s and in some cases, the 1980s” 

(57). Further complicating this issue is the recent wave of refugees and non-traditional migrants 

who have arrived in ever growing numbers from Syria, Afghanistan, North Africa and elsewhere. 

With thousands of desperate people from very different ethnicities and religions arriving by boat 

to Greece, Italy and elsewhere and then making their way to Germany, France, the United 

Kingdom and other states, the response of the far-right and many other more politically 

traditional citizens has been concern, fear and hostility. These feelings have only been amplified 

by the terrorist attacks in Belgium, France and Germany. While it is true that Freedom of 

Movement “is not an immigration policy but a legal right” (ukandeu.ac.uk) and should be 

considered differently than immigration or refugees arriving from outside the EU, it is not 

possible to do so. For those interested in questions of social cohesion and for those politicians 

who are pushing anti-EU and xenophobic positions, they are all part of the same issue. For many 

in Europe who are becoming increasingly concerned about their safety, their financial security 

and their national identity these three issues are linked and thus Euroscepticism and Xenophobia 

are becoming tied in countries such as the United Kingdom, France and elsewhere.  

Euroscepticism and Xenophobia in Europe 

 Since it was first envisioned, there have always been those who have been skeptical of 

the experiment which became the European Union. The specific reasons behind the varying 

levels of Euroscepticism are unique to each individual, but for most, whether on the left or the 
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right they tend to believe that the elites of the institutions in the EU are not acting in the best 

interests of ‘the people’ (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017, 13). For farmers, it may come from the 

Common Agricultural Policy, for others it may be a specific regulation that harms their business. 

For others, it is the scope and size of the EU bureaucracy or the additional costs of membership. 

Euroscepticism may result from simple prejudices against past foes or overt racism. Regardless 

of the reasons, as Usherwood and Startin (2013) explain, it has been a “persistent problem” and 

has manifested itself in the media, political parties and through the rejection of EU policies in 

referenda around the continent. As it is individual in nature and the EU is so broad in its 

influence, Usherwood (2016) correctly identifies that the entire subject is difficult to study. He 

notes: 

Eurosceptic groups of any kind operate within an ideological paradox.  

On the one hand, the label of Euroscepticism has become one of the  

most visible and widespread in European public debate: the plethora of  

groups that have adopted (either directly or indirectly) the title sometimes 

 makes it hard to find anyone who doesn’t have some sympathy with it.  

On the other, Euroscepticism is a non-ideology, totally absent any positive  

core belief or intellectual coherence. Precisely because so many do claim it,  

so thin is its substance (Usherwood, 2016, 16). 

 

In their seminal works, Szczerbiak and Taggart (2000, 2008) delve further into the idea of 

Euroscepticism to try to find some clarity by identifying two forms, hard and soft. They describe 

the difference as:  

[h]ard Euroscepticism involves outright rejection of the  

entire project of European political and economic integration and  

opposition to their country joining or remaining members of the  

EU. Soft Euroscepticism, on the other hand, involves contingent  

or qualified opposition to European integration and can, in turn be  

further sub-divided into ‘policy’ Euroscepticism and ‘national- 

interest’ Euroscepticism. (Szczerbiak and Taggart, 2000, 6).  

 

Interestingly, people who would be classified as both hard and soft Eurosceptics can be found 

across the political spectrum, but as Ray (2007) identified, on average when looking at the 
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ideologies of political parties on the right to far-right of the spectrum were more likely to be 

found in the hard Eurosceptic camp while leftist parties were more likely to have specific issues 

with the EU and therefore would be considered soft Eurosceptics (163). This finding would seem 

to indicate a continual threat to the future of Europe if public opinion shifted to the right, for 

years this did not manifest itself as a problem. While Mudde (2016) has described the far-right 

radical populist parties as the most “successful new party family in postwar Western Europe” 

(13) he does so with faint praise. He correctly states that the parties who based their platforms on 

Euroscepticism were considered on the fringes of politics and not a threat to gain power as they 

were associated with xenophobia and were not politically viable (Mudde, 2016). Parties such as 

Front National in France, the Lega Nord in Italy, the British Nationalist Party in the UK, the 

Austrian Freedom Party and others had long tried to make electoral breakthroughs but most often 

failed to register in the minds of the average voter or be anything more than junior members in 

governing coalitions.   

Regardless of when the electoral success of these parties began, Europe unfortunately has 

a long history of xenophobia across its borders and this has been accompanied by the presence of 

far-right parties. While the obvious example of Nazi Germany springs to mind, it is sadly does 

not exist inside a vacuum. It is not the purpose of this paper to trace the history of xenophobic 

episodes across Europe but it is important to note that this is a problem that the continent has 

long struggled with and continues to do so. As Mammone et al. (2012) accurately surmise “right-

wing extremism remains a hot topic for the media and public opinion … as it continues to 

appear, reappear or progress in virtually every European democracy and in the remotest corners 

of the continent (1). With this constant undercurrent of xenophobia there have also been political 
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movements, parties and individuals willing to try to exploit this for their own gain. Fortunately, 

they have rarely been successful.  

If there has always been a long history of both xenophobia and Euroscepticism the 

question could be asked- what has changed to bring the EU to the precipice of such danger? For 

Usherwood and Startin (2013) the Maastricht Treaty was the moment that helped moved the far 

right into the mainstream. Tillman (2013a) expand on this thought by noting that for the far-right 

the “early years of European integration posed no particular threat to social cohesion or state 

sovereignty, but the EU increasingly does in the post-Maastricht era. European integration 

constitutes a threat to the social cohesion of the national community by promoting intra-EU 

migration”. It should be acknowledged, however, that there were some electoral successes before 

that, most notably the Front National in France starting in the 1970’s (Veugelers, 2012) and 

Vlaams Blok in the Netherlands in the 1980’s (Baker and Schnapper, 2015, 117) but these 

successes were often temporary. Maastricht brought greater bureaucracy, closer economic ties, 

immigration reforms and shortly after, the plans for Eastern expansion. This represented an 

opportunity for far-right parties that were either mainly anti-EU or anti-immigrant to be both. 

The looming “Polish Plumber problem” of further expansion only increased the concerns for 

many and caused them to begin to consider non-traditional political parties. This created a cycle 

in which far-right parties were able to achieve greater electoral success and as a result they had a 

larger forum in which to stoke people’s fears, leading to even more success. Moreover, they 

could shape the national dialogue and even impact legislation as they began to occupy more seats 

in various legislatures. As Knutsen (2016) describes since the late 1990’s and early 2000’s “far-

right parties have used their increasing electoral power to press governments into adopting more 

strict citizenship policies” (25). Van Spanje (2017) agrees and found that “the electoral success 
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or failure of anti-immigration parties has a contagion effect on the immigration stances of other 

parties” (486). These policies have included restrictions on immigration from outside the EU and 

more recently, restrictions on the rights of refugees and asylum seekers from Syria, Iraq, North 

Africa and elsewhere. One area that these parties have not been able to influence is the free 

movement of people in the EU. This, along with other aspects of European Union policies have 

provided the far-right with further ammunition in their fight against traditional, main-stream 

parties. They are able to argue that it is not only the national governments that are soft on 

immigration and national identity, Brussels is also to blame. As support for the EU falls around 

Europe, far-right parties use the combination of anti-EU and anti-immigrant rhetoric to move 

further and further into the mainstream. For Tillman (2013b), this has created a perfect storm for 

those with autocratic tendencies to coalesce around a combination of xenophobia and 

Euroscepticism and view both as an existential threat to the state and therefore the nation. As 

mentioned above while the issues surrounding asylum policies, immigration policies and free 

movement are all fundamentally different, these parties and their supporters do not make a 

distinction. For the far-right and their growing numbers of supporters there are citizens and there 

are outsiders threatening the economy and national identity of a state and the subtleties of 

national versus EU responsibilities are of no consequence- they can campaign against both at the 

same time.  

This problem does not appear to be going away. Across Europe Euroscepticism is 

growing. Not surprisingly it is increasing in economically struggling states such as Greece and 

Italy. It is also found in states with large refugee and immigration flows such as Hungary and 

Poland. Interestingly as well, Euroscepticism has exploded in some of the oldest members of the 

union with support for the EU falling in the past few years by double digit percentages in France 
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and Spain and in large numbers in Germany, Italy and elsewhere 

(www.pewglobal.org/2016/06/07/euroskepticism-beyond-brexit/). These also happen to be some 

of the states that have seen the largest influxes of intra-EU migrants. A recent Eurobarometer 

study (2015a) on European citizenship across the union is illuminating: in 2015 citizens from all 

member-states were asked what the greatest accomplishment of the EU was. The free movement 

of people was listed first by the most number of respondents at 57%. What is important is which 

countries had the lowest response rate for free movement. Germany, France, Italy, Belgium were 

all in the bottom half. The country with the lowest score in this survey as well as a near-bottom 

ranking when asked specifically on support for free movement (Austria was slightly lower) is 

also the country presently with the largest number of intra-EU migrants- the United Kingdom 

(Eurobarometer, 2015b).        

What We Can Learn from Brexit 

 It is also not the intention of this paper to provide a full examination of the Brexit 

referendum and the current state of the Article 50 negotiations or what the end of the United 

Kingdom’s participation in the organization will mean politically or economically. That said, it is 

important to understand what can be taken from the Brexit situation and applied to the remaining 

EU members moving forward regarding free movement of people. While there are lessons to be 

learned it is important to add a caveat when trying to compare the United Kingdom with the rest 

of Europe- the UK has always had a troubled relationship with the continent. As Gowland notes, 

the United Kingdom on the one hand has always attempted to define itself against the 

“otherness” of the continent while at the same time “Britain has long featured as a leading actor 

on the European stage” (2017, 26). Spiering (2015) goes further in saying “more often than not 

in British discourse Europe and the Europeans stand for something negative, alien and even 
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dangerous” (20). This situation where the United Kingdom has had one foot in and one foot out 

of Europe has existed for centuries and continued after it was finally able to gain membership 

into what would become the EU in the 1970s. Almost immediately the British government held a 

referendum to leave the European Economic community and became the organization’s most 

difficult member. As Friedman (2016) accurately described, the British role in Europe from that 

point on as “the cold-blooded pursuit of their self-interest without regard to promises and 

commitments” (241). This meant that the UK would not be a part of the Eurozone or the 

Schengen Agreement and bristled at the concept of the ever-closer union (Gowland, 2017). 

While some British governments were more open to being a full member of Europe (notably the 

Blair Labour government) generally the country remained on the outside of the organization. 

This was particularly true of the Conservative government of David Cameron. While Cameron 

was never pro-European he and his party became more Eurosceptic as time went on. Facing a 

more organized threat on the far right from the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) 

compared to its more openly xenophobic British National Party (BNP) precursor and sensing a 

further public shift away from the policies of the EU Cameron began to demand a new deal for 

the UK. This corresponded with another controversial Cameron government policy- a demand 

for net negative migration for the country. This included those from inside the EU and out. By 

2014 Cameron went further in the lead up to the General election and called for changes to the 

nature of free movement in the EU itself to restrict the benefits intra-EU migrants could receive, 

how long they could stay in the new country without a job and to place a cap or as he called it an 

“emergency brake” on the movement of people from across the EU 

(http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-29642604). If the intra-EU migrants thought they would 

find an ally against this criticism in the Labour Party those hopes were dashed in when Ed 
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Milibrand announced that in the next election they would run on a platform that would make it 

harder to hire non-British EU citizens to prevent British workers from being locked out of jobs 

currently held mostly by intra-EU migrants (https://www.theguardian.com/uk-

news/2015/apr/28/labour-changed-immigration-ed-miliband-promise). Eventually the 

Conservative government made the campaign promise that if elected they would hold a 

referendum on leaving the European Union. With the Conservative government winning a 

majority government in the 2015 General election Cameron began his attempts at negotiating a 

new deal for the UK before he went to the people with the referendum question. Despite initial 

resistance, not surprisingly mostly from the leaders of Central and East European states, an 

agreement was found. Cameron was able to secure a variety of concessions for the United 

Kingdom to secure it a special status with the EU. These concessions included an 

acknowledgement that the UK was not tied to the concept of the “ever closer union” as a way of 

protecting European sovereignty and protections for the British pound. The bulk of the 

agreement focussed on free movement however. Cameron was able to secure the British use of 

the “emergency brake” to restrict benefits for intra-EU migrants for the first four years of their 

time in the country if the numbers of migrants got too high. Once pulled, the brake could be used 

for seven years (Gowland, 2017, 317). Cameron was also able to secure restrictions on automatic 

free movement of non-EU migrants who married an EU-migrant (as a way to curb sham 

marriages for immigration) and changes to child benefits for children not living in the UK 

(Gowland, 2017 317-318). With these concessions secured Cameron felt confident that he would 

be able to return to the UK and win a referendum on EU membership. 

  Obviously, in hindsight Cameron had made a career-ending mistake. In particular, he did 

not understand that the concessions he managed to get from the EU were insufficient. While the 



19 
 

factors that influenced each voter to make their decision is unique Portes (2016) notes, few 

“would have predicted the centrality of free movement in the Brexit debate; its importance was 

certainly not anticipated by either supporters or opponents of the EU even a decade ago, let alone 

at the time of British entry” (21). Cameron had the difficult task of selling the British public on 

the merits of the EU and free movement after having campaigned in the previous election as a 

Eurosceptic (Glencross, 2016). He grossly misjudged the public’s view of the European Union 

generally and in particular their dislike of free movement. Those wanting to leave the EU 

continually focussed on arguments around free movement and how these intra-EU migrants were 

taking British jobs and were overwhelming social services. While the macro-level evidence 

indicated that these concerns were unfounded (http://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/media/BB-2016-

Brexit_UK_Labour_Market) and that if the UK was to leave the EU the impact on the number of 

intra-EU migrants would be negligible (www.ukandeu.ac.uk) analysis of the referendum results 

indicate that for many free movement and immigration generally were deciding factors in their 

decision to vote to leave (Becker et al., 2016, 39).  

 It is clear that free movement of people was an important aspect of the pre-referendum 

discussions and the referendum debate. It is therefore not surprising that as the Article 50 

negotiations begin, once again it has become a focal point of the early negotiations. While there 

have been those in the United Kingdom that have argued that absolute control over their borders 

is non-negotiable, others have tried to strike a balance so that the intra-EU migrants already in 

the country would be able to stay but all further migration is curbed. For the European Union, its 

position is more concrete. On 5 May, 2017 the European Council (the remaining 27 members) 

released a document outlining the Brexit negotiation directives that they will be using during the 
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Article 50 talks. The free movement of people, as part of the rights of citizens was paramount. 

The directive notes: 

The first priority for the negotiations is to agree on guarantees to  

protect the rights of EU and UK citizens, and their family members,  

that are affected by Brexit. The EU27 insist that such guarantees  

should be reciprocal and based on equal treatment among EU27  

citizens and compared to UK citizens. This should cover, among 

others, the right to permanent residence after five years of legal  

residence, including if this period is incomplete on the date of  

withdrawal but is completed afterwards.  

(www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/05/22-brexit-negotiating-

directives/) 

 

By placing free movement as a priority over even financial considerations the EU has sent a clear 

message. Any hope the United Kingdom has at negotiating a deal that allows it to access the 

common market may be conditional on accepting the continued free movement of EU citizens 

into the country. As this has been such a contentious issue before and during the referendum this 

condition might make the prospects of a ‘Hard’ Brexit even more likely. 

 The Brexit example illustrates the dangers the European Union faces regarding free 

movement of people moving forward. In many ways, the United Kingdom was a (if not the) 

success story of free movement of people immediately after the 2004 EU expansion in Central 

and Eastern Europe. Britain needed the workers and hundreds of thousands of people were 

willing to use their newly acquired European citizenship rights to move to find work. Jobs that 

were going unfilled now had workers and towns that needed revitalization received an influx of 

hard working and tax paying residence (Johns, 2014). Unfortunately, the twin problems of 

xenophobia and Euroscepticism brought an end to this success. Almost immediately the intra-EU 

migrants were targeted by xenophobic political parties and their polling success brought them 

into mainstream politics already filled with Eurosceptics. Eventually none of the major political 

parties were willing to fully advocate for them and the other member states of the EU, many of 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/05/22-brexit-negotiating-directives/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/05/22-brexit-negotiating-directives/
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whom also have large intra-EU migrants of their own with similar pressures, were more than 

willing to negotiate restrictions on them in the name of preserving the Union. It was only after 

the Brexit vote and the difficult negotiations had begun did the EU make the rights of intra-EU 

migrants a priority. If the UK was alone in facing any of these problems then the rights 

surrounding the free movement of people would be secure moving forward. As the other member 

states are dealing with both Euroscepticism, xenophobia and the need for immigration both from 

within and outside of the EU, this is not the case. The UK’s experience with intra-EU migration 

must serve as a warning that more needs to be done after it leaves the union. 

Conclusion: Free Movement, Euroscepticism and Xenophobia 

Free movement matters in the European Union. It is tied to a variety of other aspects of 

social cohesion, most notably as discussed above- European citizenship. Its development and 

expansion from the narrowly interpreted fundamental freedom of movement of workers to its 

current form has both benefited the EU and helped place it at risk. In times of economic and 

political uncertainty people become frightened for their future and look for someone to blame. 

Historically, immigrants and minorities have become scapegoats. The fact that the states of 

Europe need migrants in all their forms does not seem to matter. As the Brexit vote illustrates, 

the reality that the intra-EU migrants were an economic benefit to the country, not a burden was 

irrelevant (Vargas-Silva, 2015). In the United Kingdom, a county with an ageing population 

desperately in need of migrants, the rhetoric coming from UKIP, the BNP and others seeped into 

mainstream politics and affected public opinion. Blinder (2016) noted, when surveyed 

approximately three-quarters of all British respondents felt that immigration needed to be 

reduced and this applied to both EU and non-EU migration (2). Again, if this polling was unique 

to the United Kingdom then the EU would be fine, but they are systemic across the union (see 
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McLaren 2015 above). Intra-EU migrants using their free movement rights represent the perfect 

storm particularly for the far-right. Their rights are protected by their European citizenship which 

makes them a target for those already sceptical of the entire European experiment. They can be 

blamed for taking jobs and overloading social services and the EU can be blamed for preventing 

anyone from stopping them from entering the country. Free movement has become the link for 

competing threats to the EU and the Brexit vote may be the final warning the member states 

have. The European Union and its member states must do a better job in countering anti-EU and 

xenophobic rhetoric. The EU must remind the public of the good the right of free movement has 

had for local economies. Political parties must resist the hard Eurosceptic politicians in their 

midst and look for constructive ways to improve EU policies without the threat of exit. The 

Brexit vote was a reminder of the dangerous times that could be ahead for the European Union 

and its citizens. A few elections in 2017 where the anti-EU candidate did worse than expected is 

not reason to celebrate. Rather, the fact that it was assumed far-right, xenophobic, anti-EU 

politicians could be in positions to win should be a concern. Once the Brexit negotiations are 

concluded, the member states of the EU must take a hard look at the issues surrounding the free 

movement of people and work toward strengthening the bonds of the people to the concept. If 

one of the fundamental freedoms of the European Union is at risk then the institution is at risk 

and it is the responsibility of the member states and the EU bureaucracy to work to protect both 

the idea and the people who live it.  
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