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Commandments from Mont Pélerin – 

A review of Daniel Hannan’s What Next: How to Get the Best from Brexit  

(London: Head of Zeus, 2016). 

It must be hard being Dan Hannan. There you are, brain the size of a planet, and your 

publisher can’t even get the required question mark in your handiwork’s title. And every time 

you get the chance to preach from the Book of Hayek, life seems perversely determined to 

thwart your exhortations and prophecies. Yet still you persist. See, that’s not just for the 

feminists.  

To be fair, this book must have been assembled in a hurry. The referendum of course was in 

June 2016, so for this book to have come out the same year it must have been sent to print by 

September at the latest. So perhaps it’s no surprise that it gets so much wrong. As a reviewer, 

I have the benefit of writing this in late 2017, but on reflection perhaps that’s for the best. 

Hannan’s book is an ideological tract masquerading as a pragmatic workable blueprint for 

reform of the UK, so it’s useful for me to be able to show based on real-world events, as well 

as abstract reasoning, why he gets so much wrong.  

Let’s start with the good bits, for yes, there are some. Hannan is deliciously, if often almost 

sotto voce, bitchy about Nigel Farage and Arron Banks. There may be party politics animus 

here; there may be political sleight of hand, since Hannan tries to distance himself and the 

Leave campaign from the charge of racism that has so often been laid at its door (on which 

more comes below); and there may just be personal dislike, since Hannan clearly finds 

Farage boorish and embarrassing.  

On a different head, Hannan is clear that the margin of victory in the referendum was small, 

and that rebuilding the UK after Brexit will require the interests and concerns of the 48% to 

be taken into consideration. And he also is absolutely right to argue that repatriating powers 

from Brussels cannot just mean they are all retained in London – he calls for a Constitutional 

Convention to rethink the balance between centre and periphery in the UK. These are 

necessary and worthwhile contributions to the debate on Britain’s future, and I applaud 

Hannan for making them.  

But that’s your lot. Après ça, as Dan might put it (since on the last page of the book he quotes 

himself speaking in French to the EP plenary), le déluge. 

Let’s start at the very beginning. As we know, it’s a very good place to start. On page X of 

the Preface, Dan says that to get Brexit right there are three things that the UK must do 

correctly: get a deal with the EU-27; strike deals with the other states of the world; and 

reform domestically. He says the first of these is the easiest. Hmm. 

This, you see, is because Britain is ‘likely’ to become ‘the leading member of an outer circle 

of Europe’ built on free trade, not political integration (p. XI). Brexit will be a clarion call; 

the EFTA states will join us; some of the existing EU states (the Danes, the Dutch, the 

Swedes) will join us; Turkey will throw its lot in with us; and Bob’s your uncle, Fanny’s your 

aunt, European organisation sorted. And all before tea, with lashings of honey and a wistful 

musing about Rupert Brooke. 
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And we ‘must’ reform the UK economy with ‘lower, flatter and simpler taxes’, ‘streamlined 

welfare’, ‘cheaper houses and energy’, and ‘a different approach to regulation’ (p. XII). We 

should, he says on page XIV, join both NAFTA (the North American Free Trade Area) and 

EFTA (the European Free Trade Association). And we should keep the Common Travel Area 

in the British Isles (his term), and ‘impose no land border with the Irish Republic’ (p. XV). 

He gets into more detail later on, but this is the heart of the book’s message, together with the 

Constitutional Convention idea (page XV). 

Before I get into the analysis, let me quote a passage from page XVI. I swear to God (and 

yes, I believe in Her, so my oath means something), I am not making this up: 

 ‘After forty-three years, we have pushed the door ajar. A rectangle of light dazzles us, 

and as our eyes adjust, we see a summer meadow. Swallows swoop against the blue sky. We 

hear the gurgling of a little brook. Now to stride into the sunlight.’ 

Doubt not, Reepicheep; there is the Utter East. 

 

Have you recovered? Then read on. 

Why did we have to have a referendum on our EU membership? On page 73, we are told that 

the EU aspires to unitary statehood, and that this is why we needed to leave, unlike the G20 

or NATO. No, Dan. It does not. At most, it aspires to being a federal state, which as you must 

know means a state in which powers are constitutionally separated both vertically (between 

the centre and periphery) and horizontally (between institutions at the centre). Dan says he’d 

be happy to have a federal UK, so presumably federalism isn’t a problem as such. There is of 

course a huge literature on the ways in which the EU resembles, and does not resemble, a 

federal state, but most scholars feel it’s not there yet, and may never be. So at best, this is 

mistaken, and at worst, it’s a deliberate lie. 

British membership of the EU is blamed wholly on Ted Heath, as if he single-handedly 

kidnapped the nation and forced it to sign up. None of the reasons why the UK joined are 

mentioned. And Lord knows there is plenty of material available out there on this, much of it 

written by those involved; but then truths are more than inconvenient, aren’t they? They kind 

of, I don’t know, like, matter? Instructions to join from Washington, our clear superiors since 

Suez; economic failures; the inadequacy of the Commonwealth as a trading system; the fear 

we’d be left out of a world divided between the US, the USSR, and the EEC; all of this, and 

more, reduced to poor Ted’s whim.  

We are glibly told that ‘ceasing to be Citizens of the European Union is a substantive rather 

than a symbolic gain’ (page 93). Really? Tell that to those who need the protection of an 

embassy in a country where the UK doesn’t have one, or the pensioners in Spain who can’t 

afford to come back to the UK – not to mention the EU citizens here, threatened with 

deportation, attacked by louts, and imprisoned (yes, Dan – imprisoned because of a traffic 

offence). EEA states outperform those of the EU both economically and in almost every way, 

says Dan (page 85), although the UK mustn’t join them – too supranational, you see. EFTA 

will do for us.  

One of Hannan’s stresses is the idea that the vote to Leave was in any way motivated by 

racism or anti-immigrant feeling. The parts of the book that deal with this are outrageously 
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callow. It is true, as Hannan says, that Farage and Banks led the charge on this score, and that 

their rants, poster campaigns, and incitements to hatred were not shared by every Leave 

voter. But my God, Dan, they were shared by many of them. The rates of crimes against 

immigrants, BME Britons, and LGBTQ+ people have increased since the Referendum. You 

may not have called for this, but you willingly campaigned alongside people who did, Mr 

Hannan, and you must take your share of responsibility. It is not enough to say, like Nasser in 

My Beautiful Laundrette (Stephen Frears, 1985), that ‘There is no question of race in the 

enterprise culture.’ Are you racist, Dan? Or are you criminally naïve? Either way: J’accuse. 

The question of immigration matters in another way in this book too: Hannan argues that it 

was the wrong focus for David Cameron to have chosen in his quest to renegotiate British 

membership, and that he would have been better advised to focus on sovereignty. Sadly, on 

this, Hannan is quite wrong; for one thing, given the climate created by his fellow travellers, 

it was impossible for Cameron as a right-wing politician to do otherwise; second, Cameron 

did secure the UK an opt-out from ‘ever closer union’, which reinforced the UK’s hold on its 

sovereignty, had its location been considered in doubt; and third, as Hannan’s own party, IN 

GOVERNMENT, has stated in black and white, British sovereignty was never lost. Oh dear. 

Hannan says we need to distinguish between access to, and membership of, the single market. 

This is a fair point; goods and services from beyond the EU are sold here after all. But 

laughably he says the distinction is whether or not we share common standards with the EU 

(page 125). Rubbish. To sell in the EU market, you have to abide by its standards. Hannan 

admits as such later in the book, airily suggesting a little of this sharing is OK, so long as it 

doesn’t go too far.  

Hannan also says we need to trade with other countries based on mutual recognition of 

standards, not the pursuit of common norms, and that this is one of the key things the EU gets 

wrong. I have a shock for him. It’s a surprise he doesn’t know about it, since he’s all about 

the ECJ being a source of European integration. But in 1979, it ruled in Cassis-de-Dijon that 

all the EU required was mutual recognition based on a shared minimum standard. It’s how 

the single market was built. Perhaps they didn’t teach that at Oxford in the early 90s? I’d be 

surprised. I can tell you that they did at Bristol 😊. 

This matters to his tax strategy and so on, although bizarrely his models for the UK turn out 

later to be Singapore and Hong Kong, both of which, he cheerfully admits, basically import 

everything they need. There’s a little thing, Dan, called globalisation. It means that we can’t 

really distinguish that way any more. A cabbage from Lincolnshire could just as easily be 

exported as sold in Yorkshire. A person in Kent – let’s assume she’s British born for the sake 

of argument – who lives by making jewellery and selling it on the web might find her buyers 

are in London. But her website means she can sell to China or Estonia too.  

The point about mutual recognition of standards comes back a couple of pages later. 

Unbelievably, Hannan takes the pharmaceutical industry as his example, stating that when we 

leave the EU we can set up our own regulatory body but even once we have it, we should just 

accept anything that’s been approved by the US, the EU, or any comparable country/body. 

So, we take back control from the EU (sic) just to hand it over to regulatory bodies elsewhere 

that we have no control over whatsoever? Ah, but you see this is OK because we have 

capitalism to rely on: no pharma company would want to sell anything that’s not safe, would 

they?  
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This is where the mask really slips, and we see the Prophet emerge. We get the gospel 

reading, explicit at last: ‘Free commerce is always – always – beneficial to both parties. 

Otherwise it wouldn’t happen.’ (page 128; his emphasis). In fact, the nation state Dan 

professes to be defending isn’t up to much, it seems: ‘(c)ountries don’t really trade with other 

countries at all – businesses trade with businesses.’ Tell that to the controlled economies of 

China, oh, and Singapore. And the UK, Dan, whose Empire was based on controlling other 

countries’ economies and deciding what they could trade, with whom, and how much. What, 

you didn’t know the East India Company was a tool of the UK government? What’s that, Dan 

– history’s not a perfect guide to the 21st century economy? Really? Welcome, belatedly, to 

the club.  

But hold! Countries may matter after all. They make global regulations (blissfully 

unexamined by Dan, who is however all about trashing lobbying at the EU level, which he 

laughably characterises as corporatism), and, after Brexit, Britain will have more influence 

over them because we will once again have a seat at the table. Hurrah. 

Now we reach Peak EU Perfidy. The financial crisis since 2007, says Dan, has been pinned 

maliciously by Brussels on capitalism, the UK, and the City. Would that were true. This is 

where we see the complete absorption of the fundamentalist in alt-reality. The EU is led by 

the centre-right Juncker and Tusk, with a centre-right majority in the EP, and with most 

national governments led by the Centre-right or far-right (Poland; Hungary). Yep, these are 

the girls and boys who hate capitalism. They’re the same boys and girls who forced austerity 

on Greece, Ireland, Portugal, and Spain. But, you know, facts. Pesky. Let’s just not, OK? 

What matters is we can spin this tale, because nobody in the UK media elite seems to want to 

question it, for some unknown reason (ignorance? Being Hannan’s fellow travellers? 

Couldn’t possibly be that, could it?), and we can use it to bolster our case. 

And there is an escape! We can boldly re-join EFTA, that we helped set up and then left in 

1972 because we didn’t think it was fit for purpose. And we can join NAFTA, because that’s 

all about free trade and involves no sovereignty loss (page 163). Ahem. Tell that to Canada. 

And Mexico. And, even, to the US, since NAFTA has its own versions, albeit more limited, 

of primacy of EU law and implications for national autonomy in terms of ruling in or out 

particular policy choices. But you know that, don’t you, Dan? I’m sure you’ve read 

something about it. Once. Maybe. 

What counts is that we can now unleash the full power of British ingenuity, held back by 

Euro-socialist regulation, and deliver on the Revolt of the Masses against the establishment 

that was the Leave vote (I’m not making this up – he says it on pages 257-9), because the EU 

is like the French ancien regime, an ‘oligarchy…based on the legal and systematic 

expropriation by the rich of the poor’ (page 259). Dan and his friends, you see, will set us 

free, and ‘(a)s the rainforest surges with power, so does the unlimited force of human 

ingenuity expressed through a free market’ (page 188). We’re so lucky, Dan, to have you to 

guide us; lucky, lucky, lucky. I’m going to have to go have a pink bubblebath and then wear a 

crop top in the street while musing about my schoolboy crush. That’s how lucky, lucky, lucky 

I am.  

And as part of the plan, we can count on Dan to bring power to the people. Because, it turns 

out, that’s what the Constitutional Convention is really about. There’s talk of Scotland, and a 

bit about Ireland, not so much on Wales (yn rhy ddiflas, cariad?), and England, but really it’s 
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about the monsters of Whitehall, that must be slain in the interests of all that is good and true. 

Interesting, that. Whitehall, not Westminster. Bureau-maximisers. Pen-pushers. After Brexit, 

we can slim our state right down, cut the fat, and rely on the market to meet all the Leavers’ 

real concerns (cheaper food, housing, energy). It will be true people power. 

And so, at last, to Brexit: the negotiations and the real world of making it happen. I’ve left 

this bit until now because I wanted you to see where Hannan’s coming from, what he wants, 

how he thinks, and why he makes the dumb calls he makes. He has imbibed the Gospel of 

Hayek, and, just as many Marxists see everything through that prism, so he sees Brexit 

through the lens of free market fundamentalism, handed down to the privileged masses at 

Mont Pélerin, and imposed with Inquisition-like implacability ever since (we need to copy 

Chile, by the way; Dan devotes pages and pages of the book to that.) If you ever watched the 

last few series of SG-1, picture Dan as a Prior of the Ori, and you’re about there. 

Remember back in the prologue that Dan says negotiating Brexit will be the easiest part of 

his three part plan for the UK? Good luck with the rest, you might think. But on what does he 

base that claim? Solid foundations, surely. 

Perhaps not. In fact, I’ll just say it outright: absolutely not. He says nobody expects there to 

be tariffs between the UK and the EU in the future (page 132); he says the City, despite the 

horrendous and unfair attacks of the EU since 2007, will be fine, because it doesn’t really 

need ‘passporting’ to sell in/to EU markets (because passporting relies on ‘equivalence’, 

which the UK has, so that’s OK); Brexit will start a stampede of other member states towards 

the door, at the very least attracting them to be satellites in a new, Britain-led outer circle of 

Europe; once we leave, we can just get rid of all our tariffs and open key markets like 

agriculture, so prices will drop; and, after Brexit, we can privilege ‘our natural commercial 

interests’ (page 161) and ‘renew our relationship with the English-speaking world – that 

unique nexus of language and law, custom and kinship’ (page 267). The only way this can go 

wrong, says Dan, is EU ‘spite…it is at least conceivable that some in the EU will want to see 

the Brexit process as a zero-sum game’ (pages 143-4). 

Unforgivably, he gets the process for agreeing Brexit wrong (page 150). He thinks that 

because the European Council will vote on the agreement by qualified majority voting, this 

means there doesn’t have to be ratification at national level. He also doesn’t appear to know 

about his own institution’s veto power – the EP.  

Hannan is so blinded by ideology that he doesn’t see the real world. He also – utterly 

bizarrely for a man who holds elected office – seems unaware of how politics works. Nobody 

wants tariffs between the UK and the EU? Well, we’d need to stay in the single market to 

avoid that. We can manage on ‘equivalence’? Tell that to the banks etc who are already 

leaving; for God’s sake, ‘equivalence’ isn’t an objective standard, it’s a political agreement, 

and we’re about to piss off exactly the people we need to make the call in our favour. Time 

and again, Hannan resorts to his fundamentalism; since everyone gains all the time by free 

trade, we’ll get what we want from the EU, unless they’re stupid. None of this flies in the 

EU-27, who have rightly insisted we need to settle our bill, guarantee the rights of EU-27 

nationals in the UK, and settle the Irish border question before they will even talk about our 

future relationship. 
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The obtuseness of the self-blinded is displayed again and again: UK-India trade will flourish 

because it’s a ‘natural’ link. Really? Don’t you think we might have, I don’t know, a little bit 

of a chequered rep in India? Is it just Boris Johnson who overdosed on Flashman? And apart 

from all that, will trade with India, and all the other BRICS, and the Commonwealth, make 

up for what we will lose as part of the single market?  

No. And we knew that in 1972.  

Has the world stood still since our imprisonment in the EU began, I wonder? Could it be that 

former trade partners like the Australians and New Zealanders have just moped about waiting 

for us to call again like a loveable rogue of a boyfriend? Hey, Canberra, sorry about before, 

let’s start again, OK? Always kinda loved you, y’know? No. Australia has been making 

headroads in its region. You know what, Dan, it kinda likes regional integration, and has lots 

of ties to South East Asia as well as those around the Pacific.  

There’s also a little thing called the WTO. Dan has probably heard of this one, as he likes 

global regulation (funnily enough for a self-described, with gorgeous irony in the langue de 

Molière, souverainiste). It has a thing called MFN (most favoured nation) status. It’s not what 

it seems. It means if you’re a WTO member, you must treat all other members with which 

you do not have a WTO-accepted trading agreement, both equally and according to your 

state’s tariff schedules (which we don’t yet have, by the way, since we are part of the EU, and 

use its – how shall we calculate them, Dan?). So, all these trade agreements that you want us 

to make, and that you know we can’t even formally begin until we leave the EU (where do 

we get all the experienced trade negotiators, Dan? Will they appear, fully clad and 

smartphones in hand, at the top of Mont P?), will not be in place for years, if at all, and until 

then we’ll be slapping enormous tariffs on their goods. We can’t just not. Unless we leave the 

WTO. Do you want that too, Dan?  

By the way, Dan, Ireland is an English-speaking country, the only state with which we have a 

land border, in some goods our largest export market, and an EU member state, with which 

we are about to have a hard border and a whole heap of problems because of the stupidity of 

people like you, unless a miracle really does happen and/or Northern Ireland gets a special 

status and we have a hard border at its airports and seaports. But don’t let that trouble you. 

I won’t get into the omnishambles, ineptitude, rudeness, dilatoriness, and ignorance of the 

way HMG has conducted itself in the Brexit negotiations so far. There’s little to be gained, 

except to point out that Hannan expected none of it.  

This book is abjectly awful. But everyone interested in Brexit should read it, or at least be 

aware of what it says, because this is what drove the thinking of the more sophisticated 

Brexiteers, and it helps us understand where we will be headed if they get their way.  

I’ll close with a telling quotation, with which Hannan himself ends his book. Contrasting 

himself with the deliberately rude Nigel Farage, Hannan gave his first post-referendum 

speech in the EP in French. He tells our partners – with, it must be said, a germ of truth -that 

Brexit is in their interests. This is partly of course because we will show them the way to 

enlightenment, but also because we will finally be out of their hair. ‘Vous allez,’ says Dan, 

‘perdre un mauvais locataire. Mais vous allez gagner un bon voisin.’ ‘You’ll lose a bad 

tenant, but gain a good neighbour.’ 
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Perhaps that’s his problem, and now ours, in a nutshell. We aren’t EU tenants, Dan, with all 

that implies in terms of shame and ridicule in a ‘property-owning democracy’. We’re 

housemates.  

 

Alex Brianson 

1st October 2017 

 

 


