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he United Kingdom’s vote 
to leave the European 
Union sent political and 
economic shock waves 
throughout the country 

and the rest of Europe.
The decision transformed the po-

litical landscape in Britain, with Da-
vid Cameron announcing he would 
step down as prime minister. “The 
will of the British people is an in-
struction that must be delivered,” 
said Cameron, who backed the Re-
main campaign.

Speaking outside of 10 Downing 
Street, the prime minister said: “I 
will do everything I can as prime 
minister to steady the ship over the 
coming weeks and months but I do 
not think it would be right for me to 
try to be the captain that steers the 
country to its next destination.”

Britain’s second and third parties, 
which also backed the Remain cam-
paign, will also undergo significant 
changes. Scottish First Minister 
Nicola Sturgeon, head of the Scot-
tish National Party, announced she 
intends to keep Scotland in the Eu-
ropean Union, promising another 
referendum on Scottish independ-
ence from the United Kingdom.

A vote of no confidence was 
called against Labour Party leader 
Jeremy Corbyn, with many mem-
bers of parliament frustrated he 
did not campaign hard enough for a 
Remain victory. Traditional Labour 
strongholds in Wales and northern 
England ignored the party’s pleas to 
vote Remain.

The June 23rd referendum was 
won by the Leave campaign with 
17,410,742 votes (51.9%) with 
the Remain campaign securing 
16,141,241 votes (48.1%). Voter turn-
out was 72.2%, lower than expected 

but it was not thought to have sig-
nificantly affected the results.

Immigration was one of the main 
issues of the election. The Leave 
campaign was criticised for scare-
mongering tactics, raising fears 
about mass migration and its ef-
fects.

Brexit could boost the political 
fortunes of right-wing and anti-im-
migrant parties in Europe and cause 
concern for immigrants there. 

Leaders of such parties in the Neth-
erlands, Denmark, Sweden and 
France have demanded referen-
dums on EU membership. France’s 
National Front party leader Marine 
Le Pen celebrated the Brexit vote. 
“Victory for freedom!” she said.

With the European Union set to 
enter an uncertain period following 
the Brexit vote, questions are being 
asked as to how this will affect the 
union’s response to the issue of mi-
grants seeking to cross the Mediter-
ranean from North Africa, particu-
larly as British boats had played a 
major role in patrolling the area.

Arab countries expressed con-
cern that inter-EU turmoil could 
result in a lack of focus regarding 
vital development projects and 
diplomatic initiatives in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

The Brexit vote had a significant 
effect on the economy. The British 
pound plummeted to a 31-year-low 
and the FTSE 100 stock index in 
London was down more than 8% in 
the first minutes of trading on June 
24th — its biggest fall since the 2008 
global financial crisis.

More than $148 billion in share 
value was wiped off the index the 
first day of trading after the vote. 
The Bank of England intervened 
to stop the free fall, announcing it 
would make an extra $370 billion 
available to banks.

Speculation is rife about who will 
replace Cameron as head of the 
Conservative Party and prime min-
ister, with former London mayor 

Boris Johnson and Justice Secretary 
Michael Gove — both high-profile 
members of the Leave campaign 
— tipped as favourites. Home Sec-
retary Theresa May, who backed 
the Remain campaign, is also being 
mentioned as a leadership candi-
date.

It will be the task of the next 
prime minister to trigger Article 50 
of the Lisbon Treaty to leave the 
European Union and negotiate the 
terms after Cameron said he would 
leave that to his successor.

The article is triggered after the 
British prime minister officially 
notifies the union of Britain’s inten-
tion to leave, following which there 
is a two-year period during which 
the terms of Britain’s exit are ne-

gotiated. During this time, Britain 
would not take part in EU decision-
making.

In addition to negotiating Brit-
ain’s access to the single market and 
bilateral trade deals, issues such as 
security, intelligence-sharing and 
counterterrorism will be discussed. 
Europol Director Rob Wainwright 
warned of the effect that Brexit 
could have on British national se-
curity.

“[Brexit] has the potential to 
harm the UK’s ability to fight terror-
ism and crime because of the extent 
to which police cooperation infor-
mation systems and other capabili-
ties in the EU become embedded 
in the [British] police community 
and, to a lesser extent, the intelli-

gence community,” he told Britain’s 
Guardian newspaper ahead of the 
vote.

“There will be a negative impact, 
it is just a question of how big or 
small. It is really about damage 
limitation.”

British foreign policy in the Mid-
dle East could significantly change, 
depending on who takes over the 
Conservative Party. Johnson wrote 
a controversial article last Decem-
ber calling on Britain to work with 
Syrian President Bashar Assad and 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria. That would represent a large 
shift in Britain’s stance on Syria, 
where it is part of a US-led, anti-ISIS 
coalition.

Brexit vote sends shock waves in Britain and beyond
Mahmud el-Shafey

British Prime Minister David Cameron speaks to the press in central London, on June 24th.
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The tabloid case for Brexit

T
he world changed 
dramatically with 
Britain voting to leave 
the European Union 
after 43 years as a 
member. The chief 

shock is not the international 
horror — like a long scream in 
slow motion — the falling stock 
markets, plummeting British 
pound and the fact that Brexit 
happened at all. It is this bald 
truth: The main trigger of this 
tragic and complex divorce was a 
deep fear of immigration.

Those who campaigned for Brit-
ain to leave the European Union 
stoked anxiety by falsely claiming 
that the country risked being for-
ever changed by floods of refu-
gees. They hinted at a dark EU plot 
to fast-track Turkey’s membership 
application and swamp Britain 
and other parts of Europe with 
70 million Turks. They suggested 
that British towns and villages 
would start to look like those in 
Romania and Syria. They warned 
that scarce jobs and government 

services would have to be shared 
with undeserving foreigners.

It worked. The emotional ap-
peal or what might be called the 
tabloid case for Brexit resulted 
in a decisive vote. The Leave 
campaign won by a margin of 
four percentage points, which 
can justifiably be said to be a 
plain instruction from the British 
people. It is important to be clear 
what they were saying and why. 
The British decision was not about 
square tomatoes or other absurd 
parodies of EU over-regulation. It 
was about fear of the other.

We should have seen this com-
ing.

On June 16th a British member 
of parliament was killed — the 
first such incident in more than a 
quarter century — allegedly by a 
man who shouted “Britain first” 
before and after the attack. It was 
a bloody illustration of the toxic 
consequences of a political cul-
ture of migrant and Muslim-bash-
ing. The political consequences 
would become apparent a week 
later with the Brexit vote.

Britain First is the name of a 
British political group. It opposes 
what it calls the Islamisation of 
the country and says that it is “a 
patriotic political party and street 
defence organisation”, with all the 
unsubtle and violent implications 
of such a self-description.

The group has denied links 
to Thomas Mair, who has been 
charged with killing MP Jo Cox. 
Britain First, however, is exactly 
the sort of sectarian outfit that 

is aggressively at work radicalis-
ing white people in the United 
Kingdom.

The group, which viciously 
rejects Muslim participation in 
British public life, responded to 
Sadiq Khan’s election as mayor of 
London by complaining that the 
result showed there are “far too 
many Muslims (and a) shrinking 
number of Britons”. During the 
mayoral vote count, Britain First’s 
leader conspicuously and humili-
atingly turned his back on Khan.

So, too, the EU referendum 
campaign. Britain First and the 
UK Independence Party (UKIP) 
turned it into a hate-filled plebi-
scite on immigration and Mus-
lims, while adopting a threatening 
tone towards those who advocate 
engagement.

Cox was an advocate of an in-
clusive and multicultural Britain. 
She was well known for her ad-
vocacy of refugees and migrants 
and, in particular, for her embrace 
of Syria’s harried children. She 
was campaigning for Britain to 
vote “remain” in the EU referen-
dum.

Both issues were cynically 
conflated by politicians peddling 
paranoia. Consider the public 
pronouncements of some of the 
Leave campaigners. Business-
woman Arabella Arkwright, who 
served on the “vote leave” board, 
promoted anti-Muslim mate-
rial on social media as the prime 
reason to decouple from the 

European Union. This included an 
image of a white girl in the middle 
of a group of people wearing bur-
qas with the stark tagline: “Britain 
2050: Why didn’t you stop them 
Grandad?”

Some advertisements for leaving 
the European Union borrowed 
from 1930s Nazi propaganda. Just 
days before Cox was killed, UKIP 
leader Nigel Farage put out posters 
showing a long line of impov-
erished, dark-skinned refugees 
shuffling to somewhere with the 
following headline: “Breaking 
point.”

Might that sort of dark insinu-
ation about a ceaseless tide of 
refugees possibly bound for Britain 
serve as a trigger for violence?

It was denounced as “a step too 
far” by Baroness Sayeeda Warsi, a 
prominent Muslim politician who 
once led the governing Conserva-
tive Party and defected from the 
Leave campaign saying she was 
appalled by the “lies… hate and 
xenophobia”.

That tactic proved dreadfully 
effective for all that there appears 
to be a thin dark connecting line 
between a political campaign of 
bigotry, Cox’s brutal death and the 
fear-ridden surprise decision to 
leave the European Union.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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