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Is Brexit a wash? The ques-
tion is not as absurd as it 
once might have been, not 

since the European Union heads 
of state agreed on April 10 to 
once more extend the date for 
the UK leaving the EU.

The chaos in London, which 
has caused so much headshaking 
and frustration on the Continent 
in recent weeks, has an upside: 
the nonsense of Brexit and the 
full extent of its consequences 
has once again been laid bare 
before the eyes of Britons. Now 
ever more British citizens are 
asking: What in the world are we 
doing?

No one wins when their coun-
try becomes a laughingstock. But 
this is exactly what’s happening. 
The Oxford historian and jour-
nalist Timothy Garton Ash sheds 
some light: “Brexit has made 
everyone crazy. It’s a national 
nervous breakdown.” 

So it’s good that the EU special 
summit has approved an exten-
sion of the UK’s departure date 
to Oct. 31, 2019. The six extra 
months give British politics some 
time to come to its senses. 

European Council President 
Donald Tusk and German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel entertained 
an even longer delay, but French 
President Emmanuel Macron 
would hear nothing of it. He fears 
that the poisonous British debate 
could cross the Channel and con-
sume the Continent; but most of 
all, he would like to refocus on 
other, supposedly more impor-
tant topics. 

But a half-year is plenty of time 
to confront Britons – politicians 
and citizens alike – with the ques-
tion: What is truly in the best 
interest of the country?

Without the lies UK citizens 
were served before the first ref-
erendum in June 2016 – and with-
out the broad disinterest among 
young voters at the time – the 
first plebiscite would have turned 
out quite differently. Today’s level 
of understanding of the issues 
is much greater, the lies have 
cracked and many of those who 
wearily declined to vote in 2016 
are now highly motivated by the 
dysfunction of government and 
parliament. 

The nation has peered into the 
abyss – and shuddered. Who 
today still harbors future dreams 
of a “global Britain”? 

One great disillusionment has 
settled in. And perhaps this is 
just the right precondition to 
jolt some rational policy. Prime 
Minister Theresa May has needed 
almost three years to stumble her 
way onto the obvious path, which 
is to seek a compromise with the 
opposition over an issue of such 
fateful significance. 

The radical principle of major-
ity rule in British politics – 
winner takes all – has met with 
dramatic failure over Brexit. The 
Tories and Labour only ever 

search for consensus within 
their own ranks, never between 
the parties. But this time, the 
deep divide among conservatives 
could not be bridged. 

At its root, Brexit was the result 
of the relentless power struggle 
between Tory opponents and 
Tory proponents of the EU. To 
resolve this conflict once and 
for all – in favor of the pro-EU 
contingent, so he hoped – David 
Cameron scheduled a referen-
dum for June 2016. It was a colos-
sal, historic and indeed irredeem-
able mistake. 

Only now, much too late, has 
Theresa May sought a conversa-
tion with Labour, whose chief, 
Jeremy Corbyn, has his own 
agenda. Unlike a large segment 
of his party, he would also like 
to leave the EU, but to spare the 
country’s economy from suf-
fering too gravely and losing 
too many jobs, he would like to 
remain in a customs union with 
the EU. 

And Theresa May is now cau-
tiously indicating that she could 
imagine the same. The “soft” 
Brexit that this would represent, 
supported by a majority of MPs 
on both sides of Commons, is 
thus theoretically a possibility. 
May could thereby still achieve 
the mandated exit from the EU 
that she has desperately been 
seeking for months on end, 
maybe by as early May 22. This 
would save the UK from having 
to participate in the European 

Parliament elections that begin a 
day later on May 23. 

However, the political calculus 
of Labour runs counter to this 
eventuality. Why should Corbyn 
and his people help to victory a 
prime minister they disdain, even 
despise? And – as May has prom-
ised to resign subsequent to the 
UK’s departure from the EU – 
why should they help install at 10 
Downing Street a different Tory 
who in all probability will emerge 
from the hardliner camp? Given 
these questions, it’s nigh impos-
sible to imagine Labour helping 
the prime minister attain the 
majority she needs in Commons.

The stalled negotiations 
between the government and 
Labour are now accompanied 
by a political development that 
neither May nor Corbyn is happy 
to see. For the first time at least 
since the 2016 referendum, some-
thing resembling a pro-Europe 
movement is gaining steam in 
the UK. Around a million people 
took to the streets of London 
recently to demonstrate against 
Brexit. And an online petition 
requesting Parliament to revoke 
Article 50 so that the UK may 
remain in the EU gained more 
than six million supporters in just 
a few days. 

MPs in favor of remaining in the 
EU have combined to form a new 
party in the House of Commons, 
The Independent Group, which 
includes eight former Labour 
deputies and three ex-Tories. The 

Independent Group is striving to 
cast the European elections – in 
which the UK must participate 
if it hasn’t yet exited the EU by 
May 22 – as a “soft referendum.” 
The pro-Europeans in the UK are 
mobilizing – finally.

At the other end of the political 
spectrum, the right-wing popu-
lists are also organizing anew. 
Nigel Farage, the founder of the 
UK Independence Party (UKIP), 
has introduced his new Brexit 
Party, raging that the political 
establishment has deliberately 
thwarted the British people’s 
decision to leave the UK. 

Many Europeans on the Con-
tinent have grown weary of the 
Brexit chaos. They think the idea 
of a country participating in an 
election to a body they will soon 
vacate is a farce. But in fact, it 
represents an opportunity for 
something positive for the UK 
and Europe alike. 

This election is without prec-
edent. In the past, European citi-
zens have found the EU elections 
to be a bore; but this time they 
sense there’s a lot at stake. Right-
wing forces are mobilizing like 
never before, and across national 
borders to boot. Yet, the advance 
of populism and nationalism in 
the EU is driving centrist citizens 
to the ballot box in greater num-
bers than ever before. 

British participation would 
heighten the importance of this 
election even more. It would dra-
matically underscore what the 

election is actually about: assert-
ing Europe’s position in global 
power circles alongside China, 
Russia and Donald Trump’s 
America. In the election, both 
politicians and voters must come 
to terms with the harm caused 
by populist agitators and char-
latans in all the countries of the 
EU, not only the UK. Seen in this 
light, the election could become a 
moment of truth for Europe.

After the delay of the UK’s 
exit date was agreed upon at 
the EU special summit on April 
10, European Council President 
Donald Tusk warned the Brit-
ons that they now must use the 
time. The danger is just too great 
that the government and opposi-
tion – now that the time pres-
sure has been lifted – will return 
to the trench warfare they have 
indulged in over the past months. 
That would be devastating. 

A half-year is too little time to 
remedy the deficiencies of British 
political culture that the chaos of 
the Brexit debate has laid bare. 
But six months is indeed enough 
time for another calm evaluation 
of the pros and cons of exiting 
the EU. Many if not most Britons 
will soon realize the exorbitant 
price the country will have to pay.

All polling indicates that the 
majority-minority relationship 
between proponents and oppo-
nents of Brexit has flipped since 
the 2016 referendum. Would a 
second referendum – a “confir-
matory vote” – deepen the divide 
in British society even further? 
Perhaps. But the vote would be 
the culmination of a much more 
thorough debate than was the 
case three years ago, and the 
public would now be informed 
to a degree incomparable to that 
in 2016. A second referendum 
would thus benefit from a politi-
cal legitimation that is almost 
beyond reproach.

A British reconsideration 
would be in the best interest of 
Europe. Not only does Russian 
President Vladimir Putin wish to 
see a weakened EU; the Trump 
administration has engaged in a 
policy of open hostility towards 
Brussels. With a prime minis-
ter like Boris Johnson, Trump 
would have a united front in his 
campaign against the despised 
multilateralism emanating from 
Brussels. The international con-
glomeration of nationalists would 
gladly welcome the UK into its 
fold. 

The Europeans have given the 
Britons a respite, and we should 
all be thankful that they mus-
tered the patience to do so. For, 
as Philip Stephens wrote in the 
Financial Times, “Exasperation is 
not a strategy.” There’s nothing 
more that Europe can do for the 
Britons. The decision is theirs 
alone. 

Brextravaganza
More time is a blessing – for the UK and the EU both

nomic relationship.” To change 
the current balance, they propose 
10 actions. These range from pro-
moting reciprocity and opening 
up procurement opportunities in 
the People’s Republic, to calling on 
China to deliver on existing joint 
EU-China commitments – clearly 
a reaction to the fact that China 
has been generous in making 
announcements and signing agree-
ments but very hesitant to really 
take action; it loves to repackage 
undelivered old promises as new 
concessions. Action 10 envisages 
the unveiling “of security risks 
by foreign investment in critical 
assets, technologies and infrastruc-
ture.”

Such unaccustomed candor 
must have taken the Chinese 
aback. It was an inauspicious 
backdrop to the 21th EU-China 
summit. Small wonder that it 
took the delegations in Brussels 
50 hours to smooth over the dif-
ferences. Looking back, President 
of the European Council Donald 
Tusk described the negotiations 

as “difficult but ultimately fruitful.” 
Any close analysis of the seven-

page final statement does not 
necessarily bear this out. While a 
breakdown was avoided, it is hard 
to say whether a breakthrough was 
achieved. It all depends on how lax 
or loyal China will be in following 
through this time.

The commitments made by both 
sides are more about future talks 
than about specific actions. Bland 
formulations abound – such as the 
EU and China “commit to ensure 
equitable and mutually benefi-
cial cooperation in bilateral trade 
and investment”; they “agree to 
maintain communication”; they 
“welcome future exchanges”; they 
“agree to intensify efforts”; and 
they “agreed to forge synergies.”

What would a win-win look like? 
I suggest the following:
M Diplomatic wins for China: The 
EU did not make any references 
to China as a systemic rival, nor 
did it call Chinese trade practices 
unfair. Moreover, the EU agreed 
to forge synergies between China’s 

Silk Road Project and its own Con-
necting Europe and Asia program. 
And Premier Li could take away 
the assurance that Huawei will not 
be excluded from participating in 
the installation of the G5 network 
in the EU.
M Diplomatic wins for the EU: 
China vowed to boost trade with 
the European Union by provid-
ing a level playing field. Premier 
Li Keqiang promised to broaden 
market access, oppose forced tech-
nology transfers and to cooperate 
on WTO reform concerning indus-
trial state subsidies. Most impor-
tant, however, China pledged to 
sign an investment deal with China 
“by the end of next year, or ear-
lier.” It’s been a bone of contention 
between them for several years.

The Europeans certainly liked 
Premier Li’s statement that Beijing 
was by no means trying to divide 
the European Union: “We emphat-
ically support the European inte-
gration process in the hope for a 
united and prosperous Europe,” 
he wrote in Handelsblatt, Germa-

ny’s leading economic newspaper. 
The proof in the pudding is in the 
eating, of course. Li traveled from 
Brussels to Dubrovnik for a meet-
ing with the 16+1 Group founded 
by the Chinese in 2012, comprising 
11 EU members and five non-EU 
Balkan states. It has become the 
extension of China’s Silk Road Ini-
tiative into Europe – and a source 
of worry that China would use it 
to drive a wedge into the EU. Li 
rejected this allegation forcefully. 
He also no longer spoke of 16+1, or 
1+16, as the Chinese chose to call 
it, but more modestly of “Coop-
eration of China with Central and 
Eastern European countries.” It 
remains to be seen whether that 
is anything more than verbal cos-
metics. The same goes for Europe’s 
future relationship with the Silk 
Road Initiative. Is Beijing really 
willing to relinquish absolute con-
trol over its worldwide infrastruc-
ture crusade?

The Brussels summit could 
become a true turning point. And 
whatever differences remain, 

Europe and China have redis-
covered that they have not only 
problems with one another but 
also many significant common 
interests. For example, they stand 
shoulder to shoulder in the fight 
against climate change. Upholding 
free trade and averting protection-
ism is another shared interest, as is 
saving the Iran nuclear deal. 

In the looming new world order, 
China is going to play a momen-
tous role. Like other great powers, 
it will at times be a partner, at other 
times a competitor and occasion-
ally even an antagonist. But it is not 
an enemy. While its relationship 
with Europe may remain ambiva-
lent, precarious and arduous, the 
two parties can achieve many posi-
tive objectives if they concentrate 
on their commonalities rather than 
on their differences. Cooperation 
should be the motto, not confron-
tation. 

Theo Sommer is executive 
editor of The German Times.
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Trading up

Matthias Nass is an 
international correspondent  
for Die Zeit.

European patriot, London, April 8, 2019
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