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T
he divide between the Leave 
and Remain sides in the 2016 EU 
referendum has become central 
to our understanding of British 

politics. The last two general elections saw a 
movement of voters, or rather a realignment 
of the electorate, along these lines. At the 

2019 General Election around four in five of 
those who had voted to leave the European 
Union voted for parties with a clear pro-
Brexit stance, while three in four of those 
who had voted to remain opted for parties 
which either wanted to remain or had 
promised a second referendum. 

Post-Brexit British 
Politics: A Reunited 
Kingdom?
Brexit has fundamentally divided the British electorate into Leavers 

and Remainers. Or has it? Paula Surridge reports on new analysis 

that suggests that British voters are increasingly fragmented, but in 

unpredictable ways. 

Despite formally leaving on 31 January 
2020, the final Brexit deal did not come 
into effect until the start of 2021, and much 
uncertainty remained, right up until the 
eleventh hour, around the shape of a deal 
or even if one would be struck. With the 
Brexit deal now done, is British politics and 
the British electorate ready to move on 
from Brexit or are the divides laid bare, the 
identities formed, and the new coalitions 
of voters forged through the Brexit process 
here to stay? In more theoretical terms, is the 
realignment temporary, partial or ‘critical’?
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Political realignment?
That Brexit polarised British politics, has 
become conventional wisdom. Indeed, 
during the COVID crisis, ‘lockdown’ 
scepticism has emerged as a political 
position, particularly among a segment of 
the political commentariat who were also 
strongly pro-Leave in the EU referendum 
(Wager and Bale, 2020). However, there 
is little evidence, beyond pointing to 
an overlap in the public commentators 
involved, to suggest that differences 
around attitudes to the Coronavirus crisis 
fall neatly along the same faultline as Brexit 
identities, and the relationship between 
this divide and other political divides, may 
play an important role in disrupting the 
latter. 

Alongside this debate about the divides 
within the electorate, have been several 
attempts to map groups in the British 
electorate defined by the combination 
of their positions on various issues. This 
has sought to contrast the complexity of 
the patterns of people’s political beliefs, 
with the simple binaries of Leave/Remain 
polarisation. The premise of these analyses 
is that values, core beliefs and identities, 
provide a better way of mapping the 
differences within the British population 
than demographics, Brexit vote or party 
choice; and at the same time reveal where 
there are shared identities and aspirations 
across groups which can protect British 
politics from the polarisation seen 
elsewhere, particularly in the US. However, 
a key limitation of these approaches for 
those interested in political divisions, is 
that they rely on bespoke data, making 
it difficult for others to apply the same 
analytical frameworks.

As described in an earlier piece in 
Political Insight (Surridge, 2018), it is 
possible to create a simple grouping 
of the electorate based on economic 
and social values. These produce values 
groups within the electorate akin to those 
produced by the bespoke data used 
elsewhere, but defined in advance rather 
than emerging from the data. They also 
have the advantage of using questions that 
are widely available on open access data 
sources such as the British Election Study 
(BES) (Fieldhouse et al, 2020). The groups 
thus identified, had distinctive patterns of 

voting behaviour in the EU referendum, the 
2017 election (Surridge, 2018) and the 2019 
election. They can also help us think about 
how British politics might develop in the 
period before the next general election.

Economic and social values 
We can think of the electorate as 
positioned within a two-dimensional 
value space defined by their economic 
and social values, and divide each of these 
dimensions into three broad groups, 
creating nine values groups: left/centre/
right and liberal/moderate/authoritarian. 
For example, a voter who was broadly 
supportive of economic redistribution and 
stiffer sentences for lawbreakers, would 
probably be found in the ‘left-authoritarian’ 
group, while one who was similarly in 
favour of economic redistribution but who 
was against stiffer sentencing, would be in 
the ‘left-liberal’ group, and someone who 
was in favour of stiffer punishments but 
preferred free market economic solutions, 
would be in the ‘right-authoritarian’ group, 
(Surridge, 2021, for a longer discussion of 
these values and their relationship to socio-
demographic positions). In the bespoke 

analyses previously described, these groups 
are given names such as ‘progressive 
activists’, ‘progressive cosmopolitans’ and 
‘global green community’ (all broadly the 
same as the ‘left-liberal’ group used here). 

The largest combinations are those in 
the ‘centre-moderate’ positions and the 
‘left-authoritarian’ positions, while the 
smallest groups are those found on the 
right of the economic values scale. The 
precise distribution of the electorate 
among these groups varies depending on 
where the boundaries are drawn, the items 
used and the mode of the data collection. 
They should not be taken as ‘objective’ 
groupings with clear boundaries, such as 
a party or Brexit vote, but rather as looser 
configurations of voters with shared ideas 
about the kind of society they wish Britain 
to be. 

Using these groups, we can consider how 
different sections of the electorate view 
specific issues (See Figure 1 on page 10). 
Here, it becomes clear that there is broad 
agreement on some issues and deeper 
divisions on others. If we take issues that 
are totemic of the two dimensions of British 
politics, redistribution and immigration, we 
can see that the former unites the groups 
on the left against those on the right (in 
party terms, Labour vs Conservative) while 
the latter unites the liberal groups against 
the authoritarian groups (in Brexit terms, 
Remain vs Leave). Other issues are more 
complex, for example attitudes to the 
environment, which show broad levels of 
agreement across all groups, except for a 
distinctive, more pro-environment position 
among the ‘left-liberal’ group.

 
Attitudes to lockdown
The data from wave 20 of the British 
Election Study Internet Panel was collected 
when the UK was emerging from its first 
national lockdown. It allows the views of 
the electorate on the Coronavirus crisis 
and lockdown, to be interpreted through 
the lens of these values groups. This adds 
further weight to the existing polling data 
showing that lockdowns are generally 
viewed as a positive step to control the 
virus. This does not vary systematically 
between groups, with all the values groups 
having a mean score of seven out of ten 
or higher when asked to rate their support 

That Brexit polarised 
British politics, has 
become conventional 
wisdom. Indeed, 
during the COVID 
crisis, ‘lockdown’ 
scepticism has 
emerged as a political 
position, particularly 
among a segment 
of the political 
commentariat who 
were also strongly 
pro-Leave in the EU 
referendum.
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Figure 1: Average Positions of Values Groups on 0-10 Scales

Redistribution: Some people feel that government should make much greater efforts to make people’s incomes more equal. Other people feel that 
government should be much less concerned about how equal people’s incomes are. Immigration: Some people think that the UK should allow *many 
more* immigrants to come to the UK to live and others think that the UK should allow *many fewer* immigrants. Environment: Some believe that 
protecting the environment should have priority even if that reduces economic growth. Others believe that economic growth should have priority even if 
that hinders protecting the environment. Reduce infections: Some people think that the government should do everything it can to **reduce the number of 
Coronavirus infections**, even if it greatly damages the economy. Others think that the government should try to **save the economy**, even if it increases 
the number of Coronavirus infections. 
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for lockdown (not shown). However, 
a more nuanced question, which asks 
people to balance the trade-off between 
controlling infection rates and protecting 
the economy, produces a slightly different 
pattern, where those on the right of the 
economic spectrum lean a little more 
towards protecting the economy than 
reducing infections.

The balance of support in all groups is 
towards reducing infections (low values 
on the zero to ten scale) but there is some 
evidence that those with more right-wing 
economic views, are more likely to set the 
balance a little closer to protecting the 
economy. What is clear from these data, is 
that there is little evidence that support 
for lockdown, or the desire to protect the 
economy over infection rates, is related 
to the value dimension underpinning 
the Brexit divide in the public, despite 
overlapping among some MPs and political 
actors. In this respect, the British electorate 
are much more united than on other issues, 
and where divides exist, these lay along 
the economic dividing lines associated 
with the differences between the Labour 
and Conservative Parties pre-Brexit, and 
not along the dividing lines associated 
with Leave and Remain. We might expect 
economic divides to play a greater role in 
‘post-crisis’ politics, as the country emerges 
from the immediate health crisis.

Fragmentation
What might this mean for the divides in the 
British electorate? Britain’s Choice, a recent 
report by the think tank More in Common, 
used the analogy of a kaleidoscope to show 
how these different groups may be brought 
together in different configurations; 
a twist of the lens and a new pattern 
emerges. However, this is too whimsical 
for the deeper structural divisions which 
connect and divide these groups within 
the electorate. The configurations are not 
merely a collection of different views that 
can be brought into focus with a twist 
of the lens but have clear and distinct 
faultlines, with socio-demographic roots 
running through them. For this reason, the 

multiple divides are perhaps better thought 
of as fragments and the core process of the 
last decade of British politics being one of 
fragmentation rather than polarisation. 

The rise of new issues on the political 
agenda; the rise and fall of ‘new’ political 
parties; the surge of nationalism in 
Scotland; and the factionalism within 
the two main Westminster parties, are all 
symptoms of this fragmentation, which 
has its roots in a changing social structure 
and in an electorate that is increasingly 
untethered from political parties. Critically, 
this untethering is occurring in a political 
space that is defined by the interaction 
of political values which is not reducible 
to a single dimension. If we consider the 
levels of party identification, as measured 
in the BES data, we find that almost one in 
three voters in the ‘left-authoritarian’ group 
do not have a party identification. This 
compares with 19 per cent among the ‘left-
liberal’ group and 13 per cent among the 
‘right-authoritarian’ group. 

Despite current polling suggesting that 
we are witnessing the return of two-party 
politics in England, the turbulence of 
the last decade reflects this underlying 
tension. The lack of strong ties between 
voters and parties, suggests that the 
current equilibrium seen in headline voting 
intentions is likely to become unstable. 
Voters are not connected to political 
parties as they once were, and this creates 
difficulties for parties seeking to please 
broad coalitions stitched together from 
groups that may agree on key issues at one 
moment but disagree fundamentally on 
others. 

The 2019 General Election demonstrated 
both the challenges and opportunities for 
political parties faced with an unanchored 
and fragmented electorate. The 
Conservative Party was able to build a new 
electoral coalition by uniting the fragments 
of the Leave vote with fragments of the 
Remain vote that were not economically 
left-wing. The difficulty with anything 
assembled from fragments is that the 
faultlines remain; weaknesses along which 
splits can reopen. Conservative efforts to 

keep ‘culture war’ issues in the limelight 
are a symptom of an economic divide 
among their ‘Leave’ voters that is not easily 
bridged. Meanwhile, the Labour Party’s 
desire to move on from Brexit and focus 
on the economic costs of the COVID 
crisis for families, reflects efforts to unite 
a coalition on the left that was split apart 
along a divide in social values by the 2016 
referendum. 

So far, stubbornly ‘cross-cutting’ divides 
in British politics have helped to inoculate 
Britain from the worst of the culture wars 
seen in the US, where issues are much 
more closely arranged on a single divide. 
We do not yet know how the pandemic 
and the attendant economic aftershocks 
will reconfigure the fragments of the 
electorate or even if it will create new 
ones, either by forging new common 
ground or by further disrupting these 
groups. We do know however, that so 
far, responses to the pandemic have not 
simplistically split along the existing binary 
divides, and that this gives scope for new 
configurations which disrupt the Leave/
Remain and Conservative/Labour binaries 
in unpredictable ways.
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