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Britain and Western Europe

The present crisis of British membership of
the EEC — loss of the established right to
veto Common Market decisons that are
contrary to Britain's nationa interests, the
failure to obtain any substantial long term
solution to its disproportionately large pay-
ments to the EEC budget, the largest ever
rise in EEC farm prices — is bound to rein-
force the labour movement's case for with-
drawa. Nevertheless, it is important to
discuss the issues involved since it is quite
obvious that the argument has not yet won
wholehearted conviction either within the
movement as a whole or on the Left, while
the political forces within the country for
staying in the EEC are very strong.

| thought the best part of Bob Rowthorn's
informative article (Marxism Today, May
1982) was hisattack on the 'bizarre combina
tion of imperid nogtalgia and revolutionary
romanticism' which infests some thinking
about an aternative foreign policy for Brit-
ain. He rightly stressed the importance of
our own trading relationship with the rest of
capitalist Europe (though he exaggerates in
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talking about economic integration) and,
while being positive about the potential for
trade with Third World and socidist coun-
tries, redidticaly pointed out its limited
quantitative importance in the immediate
future. He aso made a vdid point about the
need to evaluate British-Western European
trade and its different components of manu-
factures, services and primary products as
an integral and interacting part of Britain's
total world trade, athough he relied too
heavily in his anadlysis on a single, rather
untypical year of balance of payments sur-
plus due to the recesson and North Sea oil
exports.

| want however to take issue with Row-
thorn's conclusion (which, surely, is drawn
chiefly from his view of Britain's close rda
tionship with Western Europe and not just
from Mitterrand's election victory) that the
demand for British withdrawa from the
EEC 'has lost some of its original force'. His
caxe basicdly is that Britain's increasingly
large manufacturing deficit with the other
EEC countries is not a problem because it is
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offset by surpluses elsewhere, on other items
in the baance of payments; that import con-
trols would cause damaging retaliation from
the other EEC countries; and that, because
of economic integration, ‘cooperation
between the countries of Western Europe' is
essential in tackling the economic crisis and
exerting some control over the
multinationals.

In fact the manufacturing deficit with the
other EEC countries is an extremely impor-
tant problem for the British economy
because Britain is ill a mgor industrial
nation and should be able to compete in its
main regional markets. If it cannot compete
there, it will find it increasingly impossible
to compete in other world markets where its
chief competitors now are the same multi-
nationals against which it has to compete in
the EEC. Britain no longer has the imperid
option of the post-1913 period, when, as
Rowthorn explained, it switched its manu-
facturing export trade to its captive colonia
markets and put barriers up around its home
market in the face of French and German
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industrial competitiveness in Europe.

As Rowthorn himsdlf says, Britain's eco-
nomic situation is quite desperate, and its
longstanding manufacturing deficit with the
mgor industrial nations of Western Europe
seemsto meto beacritical symptom of this.
Should import controls be used therefore to
correct the deficit? Rowthorn is somewhat
ambiguous on this matter. He says it would
be suicidd to attempt to 'roll back' the tide
of EEC imports and yet says that import
controls might be ussful as aweagpon against
themultinationals— which arethe principal
‘carriers' of trade in the EEC. However |
share entirely his concern that it would be
unrealistic to make any Canute-like attempt
to shift trade away from the EEC as a solu-
tion, in itsdf, to the problem of the deficit.
There is neverthdess a very strong case for
using specific import controls, not for the
shortsighted kind of protectionism that sm-
ply preserves the profits of inefficient com-
panies but as part of an economic plan to
improve industrial competitiveness.

If import controls, and other aternative
economic strategy measures which are not
dlowed under the Treaty of Rome, are
needed, then how can Britain day in the
EEC, despite the close economic relation-
ship and need for cooperation with other
European industrial nations? This touches

Discussion

on the larger questions which Rowthorn has
usefully raised of whether membership of
the EEC is on baance good for 'Britain' (or,
in terms of this discussion, the 'British econ-
omy"). Unfortunately in attempting an
answer, Rowthorn describes some cloud-
cuckoo-land in which 'France' and 'Britain'
act together for socidist objectives within
the EEC seemingly, regardiess of the fact
that France (pace Mitterrand) and Britain
(vivaThatcherism and socid democracy) are
capitalist countries and likely to remain soin
the foreseegble future.

In discussing the merits of EEC member-
ship it is in fact essentid to make clear
whether oneis asking: is membership of the
Common Market good for British capital-
ism and its multinationals, or whether oneis
asking the very different question: is the
implementation of an aternative socidist
policy for the British economy feasible
within the EEC? This seems to me to be an
important point which often causes confu-
sion in the debate on withdrawal.

Findly with regard to the question of
retdiation if Britain were to impose import
controls and indeed withdraw entirely from
the EEC. This raises in a new world stua-
tion the old question of whether 'socialism
in one country' is feasible. The evidence so
far, from the Soviet Union to Cuba, suggests
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that it is feasible for countries in entirely
new historical situations to make the bresk-
through to socidism. The crucial factor in
the case of Britain as a mgor industria
nation would be not to ‘remain on good
terms with capitdist countries if by this is
meant refraining from taking necessary
sociais measures, but to strengthen the
British economy by taking whatever meas-
ures are necessary. In this way it would be
possible to conduct an expanding trade with
Western Europe on a negotiated basis.
Naturally, not only European capitalist
countries but dso the US which till exer-
cses some nec-imperidist  hegemony
(through the IMF for example), would put
bully-boy pressures on a socidising Britain,
but the currently fashionable, old-fashioned
scenario of ‘capitdist encirclement and
intervention' seems to me politically defeat-
ist rather than redlistic. The evidence ds
suggests that, because of the uneven devel-
opment of politica advance, the break-
through to 'socialism in one country' in an
entirely new historical situation is inevi-
table, as the internal pressure for change
inexorably builds up. .

'See also his article with John Grahl on 'Tackling
the problem of Europe in New Socialist, May/
June 1982.
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