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This article examines how the Brexit slogan “Take Back Control”
was constructed as a narrative of ontological repair in elite Leave
campaign communication. While existing explanations of Brexit
have emphasized economic inequality, institutional tensions,
Euroscepticism, and cultural backc%ash, they do not fully explain
why the language of control became so emotionally and
politically resonant. Drawing on social constructivism,
ontological security theory, and populism, the article argues that
“Take Back Control” functioned as a connecting frame that linked
identity insecurity, loss of control, elite betrayal, and popular
sovereignty. Methodologically, the study uses theory-guided
qualitative content analysis of 45 public political texts produced
by prominent Leave campaigners between 2012 and 2016. The
findings show that control was not framed merely as a legal or
administrative demand, but as a condition of democratic agency,
national continuity, and collective self-government. Economic
claims were present in the campaign, but they gained persuasive
force mainly when embedded within broader narratives of
fairness, sovereignty, and democratic ownership. The article
contributes to Brexit scholarship by showing how Brexit was
made meaningful as a restorative political project rather than a
narrowly economic or constitutional choice.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

This article examines how the Brexit slogan “Take Back Control” was
constructed as a narrative of ontological repair in elite Leave campaign
communication. The decision of the United Kingdom to leave the
European Union has generated extensive academic debate, with
existing explanations often emphasizing economic inequality, regional
decline, austerity, globalization, immigration, Euroscepticism, party
politics, and cultural backlash. These explanations remain essential for
understanding the broader conditions that shaped the referendum.
However, they do not fully explain why the language of “control”
became so emotionally powerful and politically persuasive during the
Leave campaign. The slogan did not operate merely as a technical
demand for legal sovereignty or as a simple expression of economic
dissatisfaction. Rather, it condensed multiple grievances into a broader
narrative of loss, recovery, and democratic restoration.

2. Aims

The central argument of the article is that “Take Back Control”
functioned as a narrative of ontological repair. In this sense, the slogan
promised to repair a perceived disruption in Britain’s political identity,
democratic agency, and national continuity. It linked identity
insecurity, loss of control, elite betrayal, popular sovereignty, and
democratic self-government into a coherent political story. Brexit was
therefore made meaningful not simply as withdrawal from an
international institution, but as a restorative project through which
Britain could recover its capacity to act, decide, and recognize itself as
a self-governing political community. This interpretation does not
claim that such repair was actually achieved after Brexit. Instead, it
examines how Leave campaign communication represented Brexit as a
solution to perceived uncertainty, displacement, and democratic loss.

3. Methodology

The article develops an integrated theoretical framework combining
social constructivism, ontological security theory, and populism. Social
constructivism provides the foundation for understanding sovereignty,
control, and democracy as politically constructed meanings rather than
fixed or self-evident concepts. From this perspective, sovereignty is not
treated only as a formal legal condition, but as a claim whose meaning
is produced through public language and shared interpretation.
Ontological security theory explains why narratives of loss, uncertainty,
and restoration can become emotionally resonant, especially when they
are tied to collective identity and national continuity. Populism adds a
further dimension by showing how these meanings are moralized
through the opposition between “the people” and distant,
unaccountable, or corrupt elites. Together, these theoretical lenses
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make it possible to understand “Take Back Control” as a symbolic
frame that joined constitutional, economic, cultural, and emotional
concerns into a single narrative of national recovery.

Methodologically, the study uses theory-guided qualitative content
analysis. The empirical material consists of 45 public political texts
produced between 2012 and 2016 by prominent Leave campaigners,
including speeches, interviews, and public statements. The selected
texts were produced by key figures associated with the Conservative
Party, UKIP, and Labour Leave. The corpus was selected purposively
because the study aims to examine recurring meaning patterns rather
than produce a statistically representative sample. The texts were
chosen because they directly engaged with themes of sovereignty,
control, identity, immigration, democratic accountability, and Britain’s
relationship with the European Union.

The coding frame was developed deductively from the article’s
theoretical framework and refined through close reading of the texts.
The main analytical categories included identity insecurity, loss of
control, popular sovereignty, elite betrayal, sovereignty and control
framing, economic grievance, and restorative narratives. Codes were
applied to meaningful text segments, and overlapping codes were
allowed where a segment performed more than one interpretive
function. The article does not use discourse analysis as a formal
methodological approach. Although it examines political language and
meaning-making, its analytical procedure is based on systematic
qualitative content analysis, coded themes, and recurring interpretive
patterns across the selected texts.

4. Findings
The findings show that “Take Back Control” operated as a connecting
frame within Leave campaign communication. First, EU membership
was repeatedly framed as a condition of lost control. Control was linked
to borders, law-making, immigration, public money, regulation, and
democratic accountability. This framing turned institutional criticism
into a broader anxiety about political agency and national self-direction.
Britain was represented as unable to act fully as a self-governing
political community while authority remained tied to EU institutions.
Second, sovereignty was moralized through populist framing. Leave
campaigners repeatedly represented sovereignty as something that
properly belonged to “the people” but had been taken away,
surrendered, or ignored by distant elites. EU institutions, domestic
political leaders, experts, and bureaucratic authorities were often
positioned as obstacles to democratic self-government. This people—
elite opposition transformed sovereignty loss into a narrative of betrayal
and democratic exclusion. Brexit was therefore framed not merely as a
policy change, but as the correction of an injustice and the restoration
of rightful popular authority.

4644 6 ON ‘¢ 1OA ‘Saipmig saLpuno)



Countries Studies, Vol 7, No ?, 22??

4 Taking back control as ontological repair: A qualitative content analysis in ...

Third, the slogan linked insecurity, sovereignty, identity, and
betrayal into a restorative narrative. Economic claims were present in
Leave campaign communication, but they gained persuasive force
when embedded within wider meanings of fairness, democratic
ownership, and national recovery. Money was not only about spending;
it became a symbol of democratic control. Borders were not only about
immigration policy; they became symbols of security and national
agency. Laws were not only legal instruments; they became indicators
of whether the British people truly governed themselves.

5. Conclusion

The article contributes to Brexit scholarship by showing how economic,
institutional, cultural, and populist explanations can be connected rather
than treated as separate or competing accounts. Its main contribution is
to explain how “Take Back Control” resonated beyond economics by
condensing material grievances, identity concerns, democratic claims,
and emotional anxieties into a single political symbol. The slogan made
Brexit appear as restoration rather than rupture, recovery rather than
risk, and democratic self-repair rather than simple withdrawal from the
European Union. In doing so, the article also contributes to broader
debates on political communication, populist mobilization, and the
emotional politics of sovereignty.

Conflict of interest
The authors declared no conflicts of interest.

Ethical considerations

The authors have completely considered ethical issues, including
informed consent, plagiarism, data fabrication, misconduct, and/or
falsification, double publication and/or redundancy, submission, etc.
This article was not authored by artificial intelligence. In the final
writing of the article, ChatGPT Plus was used only for linguistic
enhancement and editing and to assist in the translation of parts of the
text. The scientific responsibility, data analysis, accuracy of references,
and final content of the article rests with the authors.

Data availability
The dataset generated and analyzed during the current study is available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Acknowledgements

This article is taken from Farima Nazari Safarzadeh's thesis titled
Brexit, Identity, and Meaning-Making in Elite Political
Communication, which was compiled and defended in 2026 as a
master's degree student in the Department of Britain Studies,
Department of European Studies, Faculty of World Studies, University



Nazari Safarzadeh F, Saeidabadi MR. 5

of Tehran, under the guidance of Dr. Mohammad Reza Saeidabadi.

References

Agnew J. (2020). “Taking back control? The myth of territorial sovereignty and the
Brexit  fiasco”.  Territory,  Politics,  Governance.  8(2):  259-272.
https://doi.org/10.1080/21622671.2019.1687327.

Anderson B. (1983). Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism. Verso.

BBC News. (2016). “Priti Patel: Government is focused on delivering Brexit”. October
16. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=02vcVNTsKeM.

Becker SO, Fetzer T, Novy D. (2017). “Who voted for Brexit? A comprehensive
district-level analysis”. Economic Policy. 32(92): 601-650.
https://doi.org/10.1093/epolic/eix012.

Berger PL, Luckmann T. (1966). The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the
Sociology of Knowledge. Anchor Books.

Blaikie N. (2010). Designing Social Research. 2nd ed. Polity Press.

Born B, Miiller GJ, Schularick M, Sedlacek P. (2019). “The costs of economic
nationalism: Evidence from the Brexit experiment”. The Economic Journal.
129(623): 2722-2744. https://doi.org/10.1093/ej/uez020.

Colantone I, Stanig P. (2018). “The trade origins of economic nationalism: Import
competition and the 2016 U.S. presidential election”. American Journal of
Political Science. 62(4): 936-953. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12358.

Daddow O. (2015). “Interpreting the outsider tradition in British European policy
speeches from Thatcher to Cameron”. Journal of Common Market Studies. 53(1):
71-88. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12204.

Eatwell R, Goodwin M. (2018). National Populism: The Revolt against Liberal
Democracy. Pelican.

Evans G, Menon A. (2017). Brexit and British Politics. Polity Press.

Ewing KD. (2017). “Brexit and parliamentary sovereignty”. The Modern Law Review.
80(4): 711-726. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2230.12281.

Farage N. (2016). “Nigel Farage tells MEPs: Most of you have never done a proper
job video”. The Guardian. June 28.
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2016/jun/28/nigel-farages-full-
speech-to-meps-most-of-you-have-never-done-a-proper-job-video.

Giddens A. (1991). Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern
Age. Polity Press.

Gordon M. (2016). “The UK’s sovereignty situation: Brexit, bewilderment and
beyond Y King’s Law Journal. 27(3): 333-343.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09615768.2016.1250465.

Hobolt SB. (2016). “The Brexit vote: A divided nation, a divided continent”. Journal
of European Public Policy. 23(9): 1259-1277.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2016.1225785.

Hobolt SB, Leeper TJ, Tilley J. (2021). “Divided by the vote: Affective polarization
in the wake of the Brexit referendum”. British Journal of Political Science. 51(4):
1476-1493. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000125.

Igwe PA. (2022). “The paradox of Brexit and the consequences of taking back
control”. Societies. 12(2): 69. https://doi.org/10.3390/s0c12020069.

Inglehart R, Norris P. (2016). Trump, Brexit, and the Rise of Populism: Economic
Have-Nots and Cultural Backlash. Harvard Kennedy School Faculty Research
Working Paper Series, RWP16-026.

Johnson B. (2016). “Boris Johnson’s speech on the EU referendum”.
ConservativeHome. May 9. https://conservativehome.com/2016/05/09/boris-
johnsons-speech-on-the-eu-referendum-full-text/.

Keating M. (2021). “Taking back control? Brexit and the territorial constitution of the

4644 6 ON ‘¢ 1OA ‘Saipmig saLpuno)


https://doi.org/10.1080/21622671.2019.1687327
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2vcVNTsKeM
https://doi.org/10.1093/epolic/eix012
https://doi.org/10.1093/ej/uez020
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12358
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12204
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2230.12281
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2016/jun/28/nigel-farages-full-speech-to-meps-most-of-you-have-never-done-a-proper-job-video
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2016/jun/28/nigel-farages-full-speech-to-meps-most-of-you-have-never-done-a-proper-job-video
https://doi.org/10.1080/09615768.2016.1250465
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2016.1225785
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000125
https://doi.org/10.3390/soc12020069
https://conservativehome.com/2016/05/09/boris-johnsons-speech-on-the-eu-referendum-full-text/
https://conservativehome.com/2016/05/09/boris-johnsons-speech-on-the-eu-referendum-full-text/

Countries Studies, Vol 7, No ?, 22??

6 Taking back control as ontological repair: A qualitative content analysis in ...

United Kingdom”. Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies Research Paper
No. RSCAS 2021/28. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3821636.

Kinnvall C. (2018). “Ontological insecurities and postcolonial imaginaries: The
emotional appeal of populism”. Humanity & Society. 42(4): 523-543.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0160597618802646.

Mitzen J. (2006). “Ontological security in world politics: State identity and the
security dilemma”. European Journal of International Relations. 12(3): 341-370.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066106067346.

Mudde C. (2004). “The populist Zeitgeist”. Government and Opposition. 39(4): 541-
563. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2004.00135 .x.

Onuf NG. (1989). World of our Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and
International Relations. University of South Carolina Press.

Schiitze R. (2020). “Britain in the European Union: A very short history”. Common
Market Law Review. 57(4): 1063-1085. https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.13063.

Smith AD. (1998). Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories
of Nations and Nationalism. Routledge.

Sobolewska M, Ford R. (2020). Brexitland: Identity, Diversity and the Reshaping of
British Politics. Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108562485.

Suckert L. (2023). “Economic nostalgia: The salience of economic identity for the
Brexit ~ campaign”. Socio-Economic ~ Review. 21(3): 1721-1750.
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwac037.

Taggart P, Szczerbiak A. (2018). The Routledge Handbook of Euroscepticism.
Routledge.

UK Chamber of Shipping. (2015). “Brexit: ‘A threat or an opportunity for British
business?”. Rt Hon Dr Liam Fox. September 11.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V32yP1ADI00.

Wendt A. (1999). Social Theory of International Politics. Cambridge University
Press.

--------------- . (1992). “Anarchy is what states make of it: The social construction of
power politics”. International Organization. 46(2): 391-425.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2706858.



https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3821636
https://doi.org/10.1177/0160597618802646
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066106067346
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2004.00135.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.13063
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108562485
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwac037
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V32yP1ADl00
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2706858

