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Since 52% of the British population voted to leave the European Union (E.U.) in June 2016, with a 72.2% turnout of eligible voters, Brexit has been at the forefront of the news and minds of the British population. The referendum reflected a broader societal division between those who were willing to embrace modern globalisation and those who were seemingly ‘left behind’ by the economic growth (Goodwin & Heath, 2016). With the two major parties, the left wing and right wing politicians holding opposing views and a divide in the conservative party, was Brexit a rebellion vote against authority and a way for the British public concerns to be heard, over their disgruntled attitudes towards the government, relative deprivation, immigration control, security, sovereignty, democracy, and devolution (Hobolt, 2016), or an expression of racism. An investigation into the relationship that voters age, economic situation, education levels, ethnic diversity levels amongst British populations and potentially modern prejudice played amongst the voting are some of the things that will be discussed. 

Whilst there may be many contributing factors that led to Brexit, one suggestion made by multiple studies after the referendum, is the mobilisation of unfavourable attitudes and prejudice towards ethnic minority groups and low feelings of wanting to remain in the international community (Clarke et al, 2016). A lot of voters believed that by leaving the E.U. this would restrict access to Britain, and limit immigration as a way to protect the nation (Hobolt, 2016). In an attempt to influence and mobilise individuals to vote for the Eurosceptic campaign, the conservative party placed their most popular political candidate at the forefront of their campaign, who emphasised the alleged threat to the country’s sovereignty, and heavily campaigned the threat that immigrants played. 

The dynamic which arose from this effect, caused an ingroup/outgroup situation, and led many Britain’s to attribute blame to ethnic minorities, for the struggles of this country, and increase immigration control. Contradictory to this, the remain party drew upon the potential economic disaster that would arise from leaving the E.U., however, when voters were asked if Britain would be worse off after leaving, despite experts confirming that this would be the case, only 4% of leave voters believed it, in contrast to 78% of Remainers (Hobolt, 2016).  

One explanation by Gilmore, Meeks & Domke, (2013) who suggest that media consumers tend to prefer messages that present their ingroup in a favourable light. Suggesting that confirmation bias may cause individuals to respond more to messages aligned with their political group or personal attitude (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015) and may foster political polarization (Towner, & Dulio, 2012). With the conservatives dominating media coverage on both sides of the campaign, with its leaders David Cameron the most popular ‘in voter’, and Boris Johnson the most popular ‘out campaigner’, totalling almost two-thirds of the referendum media coverage, the Labour party with its leader Jeremy Corbyn did not receive equal coverage, and was mentioned a lot less, resulting in its campaign to lack impact (Hobolt, 2016). Therefore, this would suggest that political polarization and confirmation bias, would be mobilised by dominating media coverage, and the group that individuals identify themselves with the most, would potentially gain the stronger vote. This may also expose a type of prejudice present amongst the U.K. 

Whilst prejudice has declined in Britain within the last 50 years, unconscious prejudice may still be at large, these Prejudices or pre-judgments can lead to social hierarchy (Hutchings and Sullivan, 2018). The types of prejudice, explicit prejudice which is prejudice that can be described here as an ingroup attitude, and would cause the ingroup to hold prejudiced attitudes towards an outgroup, which also leads to the portrayal of outgroups in a stereotypic and negative way. And implicit prejudice, which are not consciously accessible to individuals, however, still plays a vital role in behaviours, interpersonal relations, voting, medical decisions and employment decisions (Kite, & Whiteley, 2016). This would contribute to the justification of individuals personal attitudes and prejudices, and a strong sense of ingroup/outgroup dynamic.  

Social identity theory (Taifel & Turner, 1986) suggests that individuals categorise themselves and others, which is known as stereotyping. The group that individuals identify themselves with the most is referred to as the ingroup and anyone else is classed as the outgroup. Typically, the identification with an ingroup can cause an unearned favour state, can cause fear and anxiety towards the outgroup. Evidence suggests that communities that had little or low interaction with ethnic diversity had the highest rate of support votes to leave the EU (Lawton and Ackrill, 2016). Moreover, what was found was that areas that had experienced a sudden influx of immigrants into their community of above a 7% level also caused a higher average for a leave vote . However, contradictory to this Kaufmann & Harris (2015) found within their study, that areas with the highest number of immigrants were viewed more positively. Potentially indicating that the British public may have had difficulty adapting to a rapidly changing climate, and may offer an explanation why those are less likely to identify and European, affecting their sense if self-identity (Ruyter, & Nielsen, 2018). 

Furthermore, contradictory to popular belief net immigration within the U.K was actually lower than within other non-E.U countries (Office for National Statistics, 2016). Ethnographic research suggests that racist groups depict whites as being discriminated against and being the victim, using immigrants and welfare recipients as the source of strain and scarcity on resources and the economy (Blee, 2002).  Moreover, insinuating that racial minorities are capable of over throwing the majority group turning the true victims into victimisers. 

More interestingly, whilst no one can confirm that racist attitudes are to blame for the vote, it would be naïve not to acknowledge that it is a possibility. And whilst identity is individual, and many of these processes are on an individual level, they are fundamentally social, and embedded in social identity and collective decision making (Kite, & Whiteley, 2016). Different personality types have been categorised into prejudiced subtypes, and below have been used to describe individuals with varying combinations of implicit and explicit prejudice. The Social dominance orientation groups (SDO) are those who believe in maintaining social hierarchies, (Pratto, et al, 1994), and were suggested to be more likely to vote leave due to feeling threatened by immigrants. SDO’s hold views that the world is a competitive jungle, believing that individuals and groups need to fight for superiority, resulting in a prejudice attitude towards outgroups, creating concern and need for protection of the higher status of Britain.  

Authoritarians group, are those who uphold authority and social principles and reject rebels, (Altemeyer, 1988) both groups (SDO and authoritarians) have been implicated in voting for radical right wing parties because of this supposed threat from immigrants (Aichholzer & Zandonella, 2016). However, the right wing authoritarianism and SDO are linked with prejudice, it is a three faced attitude combining strong authority based submission, aggressiveness towards social deviants, support for conventionalism and a non-diverse environment (Altemeyer, 1988). This brings about an attitude and belief that the world isn’t a safe place, and potentially an aversion to change. 

Whilst collective narcissism (CN), another subgroup type, who believe in their nations greatness (Golec de Zavala, et al, 2009) provide evidence of a strong rejection of outgroups more systemically than national identification or attachment (Hermann, et al , 2009). Collective narcissists form a positive ingroup attitude, and are driven by prejudice and rejection of outgroups in order to ensure the ingroups safety (Golec de Zavala, et al, 2009). When applied nationally, it displays as a rejection of foreigners and ethnic minorities, (Cai & Gries, 2013) along with the rejection of foreigners vales and customs, as these may be perceived as undermining British sovereignty. 

However, Egalitarianism, contradictory to those described above, are individuals who score low on both implicit and explicit prejudice, show low bias concerning their ingroup over the outgroup, this subgroup type display empathy, and least likely to discriminate against the outgroup members, displaying understanding over issues that affect outgroup members (Son Hing, et al, 2008). Aversive racists, who are high in implicit prejudice but low explicit prejudiced, may not be consciously aware that they hold racist attitudes, but their conative actions display their subconscious attitudes and this may result in discrimination (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004). Whilst the AR might not actively dislike other groups, it has been suggested that they would feel uneasy around them, so may avoid interacting, however if suggested that they were racist, they would be horrified, however this is still a display of discrimination, and would have the same impact on an outgroup member (Hutchings & Sullivan, 2018). 

The principled conservative, another subgroup, are defined by high explicit prejudice but low on implicit prejudice. These individuals have beliefs that it is down to the individual to take responsibility for themselves, and have an issue with the state providing support to help those at a disadvantage or the outgroup, creating an unfair advantage or discrimination to the ingroup. However, no discrimination is being shown, and not all groups are equal, legal intervention concerns could be interpreted as prejudice. These subgroup types may offer an insight into whether prejudice increased the related political choices of the public that undermine diversity and harmonious intergroup relations, and potential rejection of a more globalised community. Evidence provided by Hutchings & Sullivan, (2018) shows that there is a significant relationship between political party preference and voting behaviour, and prejudice subtype.

Amongst the modern economy, an increasingly diverse and rapidly changing social environment is developing, and would appear to be extremely difficult for some individuals to adapt and prosper within the new climate (Goodwin & Heath, 2016). Various studies have shown a correlation between relative deprivation and prejudice (Pettigrew, et al, 2008: Smith, & Pettigrew, 2015) as there are fewer opportunities to get ahead. Between 2011 and 2014, nearly one-third of the UK population faced relative income poverty at least once (Goodwin, & Health, 2016). Additionally, on an individual-level, polling data suggests that several demographic factors have a significant impact on poverty (Ashcroft, & Bevir, 2016). Goodwin & Heath (2016) suggest that with their research, the local authorities with larger number of resident’s containing pensioner’s, low skilled workers, and less well educated individuals, tended to show a stronger leave vote. The realist conflict Theory (Campbell, 1965) suggests when resources are critical amongst society, the competition with the outgroups to draw on those resources will cause an impact on individuals attitudes. However, according to Dustmann, Frattini, & Preson, (2012), immigration only has modest and usually positive effect on the wages of natives. 

Goodwin & Heaths (2016) study suggests that pensioners, and low skilled workers were the groups that would be affected most by the countries welfare and internal stability. Households that earned less than £20,000 per year or those aged 65 and over, and whilst age received a lot of attention during the campaign, 65 year olds were reported to have 31% higher vote than 18-24 year olds to leave. Contradictory to this, Ruyter & Nielsen (2018) study provides evidence that the proportion of over 65 year olds, had no significant effect on voting, after controlling other factors such as lower education. This may suggest that education levels are pivotal for individuals to feel that they have the necessary skills to cope with the adapting environment. 

Therefore, if individuals should be concerned by the economic downturn of Brexit as suggested by the labour party, why were there so many in the majority leave group, and contradictory, to the 1975 referendum which obtained a 67% remain vote in comparison to the 2016 referendum, which obtained a 48% remain vote (Hobolt, 2016). However, Butler and Kitzinger (1976) warned against interpreting the remain vote as a broader public support for European membership. Additionally, What had caused the change of attitude during this time. One suggestion by Swami, et al, (2018) is the perceived threat from Muslims. Islamophobia in addition to outgroup treat may have also created a stronger ingroup identification amongst Britain’s. Islamophobic conspiracy theory suggests that Europe is becoming Islamised due to mass migration. This was particularly mobilised during the campaigns leading up to the referendum to raise concerns about boarder control. 

Furthermore, it was revealed that education levels are important, as this created a 30% increase for those who were at GCSE level and below, in comparison to those at degree level and above. In areas that have higher educated individuals and were classed as being able to prosper by having the advantage of being a skilled worker and able to take advantage of new opportunities, higher educated people provided the highest support for the remain vote (Goodwin, & Health, 2016). Contradictory to this, Ruyter & Nielsen (2018) study provides evidence that and those who obtained A-levels and those that left school at 16 years old were also not significant. This would suggest again that education plays an important role for individuals to adopt a more liberal attitude. 

In conclusion, what this shows is that the people who tended to fall in to the higher age bracket of 65 and over and those with lower education levels, that live in places with more deprived areas with less job opportunities tend to hold more conservative views, and held more support for the vote to leave. There was a divide between classes, of those who have higher education, are able to have better job prospects, and tended to hold more liberal views, these people voted to remain within the E.U. (Kaufman, 2016). What this also shows is that income and poverty do matter, being able to adapt and prosper in a new climate is vital, and education plays a large role in giving people the tools they need in achieving this, otherwise the divide causes people to feel “left behind” creating an ingroup and outgroup dynamic. 

The referendum actually exposed and expressed the geographical and national divide that is currently within Britain, and perpetuated the ingroup/outgroup theory as it would appear, or as we investigate the importance of subgroup types, was the referendum a way for individuals to display a modern type of prejudice. Are these prejudices being expressed less explicitly due to fear of punishment and being socially unacceptable, rightly so, it is not the holding of a stereotype that is important, but the endorsement of them that matters. However, this theory is hard to prove, and furthermore this is not only occurring within Britain but throughout other countries within the E.U. As the Eurosceptics parties are growing in strength, there has been a move away from the days where the ‘ordinary, decent people’ have failed to be heard by the political establishment, with no regard for the public. Finally, the reasons behind peoples choices may not be as straight forward as explained, and the European leaders need to find a way of acknowledging the concerns of many people who have not felt the benefit of belonging to the E.U. for free trade and globalisation, and those who feel that the national culture and identity is under treat from immigrants. 
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