Fifty years on, UK’s 1975 EEC vote echoes Brexit’s overlooked Irish border dilemma
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Fifty years ago, on June 5, 1975, the United Kingdom held a pivotal referendum on its membership in the European Economic Community (EEC), a decision that set the course for years of contentious debate about the UK’s position in Europe. Unlike the tumultuous Brexit vote in 2016, which saw a deeply divided electorate and political landscape, the 1975 referendum occurred against a backdrop of cautious political manoeuvrings that obscured the implications for the Irish border—a theme that, as history would show, would recur in the later vote.
At the crux of the 1975 campaign was a similar promise from Labour's Harold Wilson, echoing David Cameron's later assurances in 2015. Wilson had declared he would renegotiate the UK's terms of EEC membership before putting the issue to a public vote. This ultimately resulted in a decisive victory for the ‘Yes’ campaign, which won by a substantial majority, largely due to the promise of renegotiation and the backing of key political figures, including Margaret Thatcher. Her fervent advocacy for remaining in Europe starkly contrasts with the divisions that characterised the Conservative Party during the 2016 referendum, showcasing how the political landscape can shift dramatically over time.
The 1975 campaign was marked by a notable split within the Labour Party, with prominent figures such as Tony Benn leading the charge against EEC membership, while Roy Jenkins sought to unify pro-European sentiments. This internal division forced Wilson to adopt a somewhat neutral public stance, allowing the British in Europe (BIE) group to spearhead the campaign for a ‘Yes’ vote. The support of the Conservative Party, as well as significant portions of the British media, created a cohesive front favouring the EEC—a sharp contrast to the vehement opposition that characterised the 2016 Brexit campaign, particularly among right-leaning publications.
In terms of political alliances, the stance of nationalist parties in Scotland and Wales diverged significantly between the two referendums. In 1975, both the Scottish National Party (SNP) and Plaid Cymru opposed EEC membership, a far cry from their pro-Remain positions in 2016. This shift illustrates the evolving political narratives across the UK’s regions in relation to European integration.
Throughout both referendums, the implications for Northern Ireland, particularly concerning the land border with the Republic of Ireland, received minimal consideration. In 1975, Sinn Féin spoke out against the EEC, illustrating its historical opposition to perceived external control—yet by 2016, it had reversed its position to advocate for Remain. The Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) consistently opposed European integration in both contexts, reflecting a long-standing scepticism towards the EU, while the social democratic parties in Northern Ireland showed a similar consistency in favouring European association.
Ultimately, Northern Ireland’s result in 1975, with only a slight majority (52% to 48%) supporting membership, underscores a pattern of ambivalence that would carry through to the Brexit vote, which resulted in a tighter national margin. Yet even in the discussions surrounding both referendums, the complex issues related to the Irish border were conspicuously overlooked, despite their eventual ramifications, especially upon the UK's departure from the EU. 
The stark similarities—and stark divergences—between the 1975 and 2016 referendums prompt a significant reflection on the political and social landscape of the UK and Ireland. The legacy of those decisions, particularly in relation to the Irish question, continues to influence not just policy but the very fabric of relationships across the islands. As Ireland's position remains front and centre in discussions about the future of UK-EU relations, the need to confront past oversights becomes ever more critical.
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