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Abstract Is British society truly divided enough to warrant the claim of a US-style “culture 

war”? We explore two identity issues at the fore of British politics: immigration and ethnic diversity. 

We argue that in the post-Brexit Britain, the less often acknowledged conflicts over diversity loom 

just as large in the electorate as immigration, which became less salient after the referendum. We 

show that the British are divided by racial resentment and colour-blind ideology associated with the 

US party politics, making the parallel with the American “culture wars”, with their roots in racial 

divides, clearer. We conclude that the incentive to play up racial divisions evident in American 2016 

presidential election exists in Britain. Arguably, recent years have witnessed attempts at this from 

British politicians. While Brexit may help resolved some conflicts over immigration, it may also 

create an opportunity for politicians to mobilise other polarising identity divisions such as race.  
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Introduction  

 

The role of ‘culture wars’ driven by divisions over identity and values in American politics 

have been a source of intense debate since the 1960s. When we borrow this controversial title 

for our article, we risk provoking a strong reaction. Is British society truly divided enough to 

warrant the claim of a “culture war”, and if so, what are the differences that divide us so deeply? 

Pragmatic “Mondeo Man” and “Worcester Woman” voters of the 1990s and early 2000s have 

not disappeared, but new divides in the electorate have in recent decades grown in salience due 

to demographic change. Issues which mobilise and polarise voters over their identity 



attachments have come to the fore - in particular those of immigration and ethnic diversity. 

Both are inherently about groups, boundaries and belonging. They are unavoidably issues - 

related to basic aspects of psychology and the tendency to divide the world into ‘in’ and ‘out’ 

groups - that invoke questions of “us” and “them”. Here, we offer a glimpse of how they have 

affected and are likely to continue to affect politics and policymaking in post-Brexit Britain. 

These two issues have become politically potent because the British electorate is changing.  

A generation ago, a large majority of voters were white and had few qualifications, and all 

parties had to accommodate their views. Yet over the past decades, educational expansion and 

rising diversity have eroded this group’s dominance. When Tony Blair was elected in 1997, 

over six out of every ten English residents were white and left school with GCSEs or less. 

When Theresa May lost her majority twenty years later, less than four out of ten were. Over 

the same period the share of the English population who were university graduates, members 

of an ethnic minority group, or both, more than doubled from 17% to around 40%.1 

This shift in the electoral balance of power matters, because these groups have profoundly 

different views on identity issues. Graduates and ethnic minorities are generally open and 

liberal on immigration and ethnic diversity, while white voters with low qualifications tend to 

be closed and sceptical. There is also an overlapping generational divide: younger people who 

grew up in a more open and diverse Britain are more liberal than older voters socialised into a 

more homogenous society.2 In aggregate, these changes have moved British society in a liberal 

direction. For example, expressions of racial prejudice and discriminatory attitudes in surveys 

have declined sharply over the past few decades. Brexit will not reverse these structural shifts, 

which have powerful demographic momentum behind them: the voters who come of age in the 

next decade will continue to be more university educated, ethnically diverse and socially liberal 

than their parents and grandparents.  



But demographic change is slow, and large sections of the electorate are uncomfortable 

with identity change and rising diversity, ranging from anxiety about high migration to outright 

hostility to ethnic minorities. While large majorities of both “Leave” and “Remain” voters 

express tolerant views towards minorities on all measures, the divide between the two Brexit 

groups is substantial, with opposition to immigration and racial conservatism concentrated on 

the Leave side. The strong links between identity attachments and EU referendum choices 

mean the Brexit debate could further politicise and polarise these identity politics divisions, 

even as Britain continues its slow transformation into a more inclusive multicultural society. 

This is the “culture war” Britain risks in the wake of Brexit – a heated and divisive argument 

over immigration and diversity, with substantial electorates holding entrenched views on both 

sides.  

We will discuss in turn the divides over immigration and over ethnic diversity, and how 

they may develop in post-Brexit Britain. We foresee that both will play a role, but while 

immigration has long been recognised as politically potent, the less often acknowledged 

conflicts over diversity loom just as large in the electorate and may come to take centre stage 

in future. Here the parallel with the American “culture wars”, with their deep roots in racial 

divides, is clearer. The election of a first black President, which many saw as chance to move 

beyond racial division, instead inflamed it, as it intensified the sense of threat felt by 

ethnocentric white voters. There is a risk of similar dynamics playing out in Britain: while 

Brexit may help resolve some conflicts over immigration, the conflicts over it may also 

mobilise other polarising identity divisions.  

 

1. Immigration: An opportunity for a fresh start?   

 



Britain’s immigration system will change after Brexit. Immigration played a prominent 

part in the EU referendum debate, and the desire for greater immigration control was strongly 

associated with support for leaving the EU.3 This was not primarily the result of Leave 

campaigners’ focus on the refugee crisis and Turkey’s potential EU membership, but the 

product of long run trends. Public concern about immigration had been high since the early 

2000s, and the Conservatives’ failure to deliver on an election pledge to drastically reduce 

immigration collapsed public trust in the party. Voters increasingly saw the free movement of 

labour from the newer members of the European Union as a primary reason why governments 

could not deliver migration control. By the time of the EU referendum campaign, views about 

immigration and about the EU were already closely linked4, with many anti-migration voters 

already convinced, and not without reason, that leaving the EU was necessary to achieving 

national control over migration. The referendum “Leave” campaign mobilised such beliefs, but 

did not create them. However, the shock referendum result has changed the script on migration 

politics in several ways.  

 

The politics of immigration for the past fifteen years has been characterised by three 

elements: historically high migration inflows, high levels of public attention and concern and 

persistent failure by governments from both parties to deliver effective reforms which either 

brought down migration numbers or assuaged public concerns. Brexit has already changed two 

of these three elements and could change the third. Views about immigration have become 

markedly more positive since the Brexit vote, net migration has already fallen (particularly 

from Eastern Europe) and could fall further, and Brexit could weaken or remove one of the 

major external constraints on migration policy – European Union freedom of movement rules. 

However, the legacy of polarised debate over migration will complicate efforts to seize this 

opportunity, as politicians looking to build a sustainable and pragmatic new immigration 



system will need to reckon with low voter trust and deep public divides, with roots in different 

value systems and worldviews.  

 

Multiple pollsters have shown a sharp drop since the EU referendum in the share of voters 

rating immigration as one of the nation’s most pressing problems (see Figure 1a). While some 

of this is due to migration now being packaged up with Brexit in the public mind, the drop is 

nonetheless substantial and the salience of immigration is lower now than at any time since the 

early 2000s. At the same time, data from several sources document a positive shift in public 

views about the economic and cultural impact of migration, continuing a longer running trend 

(see Figure 1b). These trends have a complex range of drivers, including a marked shift in the 

terms of debate about immigration, with greater focus on the need for migrants in sectors such 

as agriculture and the NHS; greater awareness of the negative consequences of migration 

control policies due to stories such as the “Windrush” scandal; a belief among migration 

sceptics that Brexit will produce greater control; and longer run growth of demographic groups 

with more open outlooks. However, whatever the precise mix of causes, concern about 

immigration has declined, and sentiment on the issue has shifted markedly in a positive 

direction. The public mood on immigration is more benign than it has been for many years.  

 

Brexit obliges a major round of migration reform because some kind of framework for 

dealing with EU/EEA migration is needed to replace current EU free movement rules. But 

Brexit is also an opportunity to think more broadly, building a new set of migration rules from 

first principles, to apply to all potential migrants, without the distortions introduced by EU 

constraints. The overall logic which must govern any migration policy is clear: governments 

must decide who can come to Britain and on what terms. If migration is not unconditionally 

accepted or rejected, then some principles of selection must operate. Once such criteria are 



decided, governments can then decide whether to accept all migrants who meet them, or impose 

numerical quotas.  Once migrants have arrived, governments then must decide what rights and 

benefits are accorded to them, and on what terms.  

 

A close reading of public opinion on migration gives cause for optimism in many of these 

areas, as British citizens are more flexible and pragmatic on the specifics of migration than 

they are in the abstract. The selection criteria voters prefer are clear, with a strong focus on 

characteristics which predict economic contribution and social integration: knowledge of 

English, professional and technical skills, educational qualifications, and labour market 

demand.5 A system which integrated such factors into the selection process, as parts of the 

“points-based system” applied to non-EU migrants already does, would most likely enjoy 

strong public support. Indeed, such principles are a central part of both the Migration Advisory 

Council report published in September 2018 and the government’s own proposals announced 

in early October. Conversely, voters are more negative about the migration of workers with 

few or no skills, and more limited economic prospects.6 There are already strict controls on 

such migrants entering Britain from outside the EU. Extending some or all of these restrictions 

to EU migrants would likely be a popular move. It is unclear whether numerical quotas would 

need to form part of the migration rules in order to secure public support. The migration debate 

in Britain has focussed heavily on numbers, but it is not clear how pivotal overall numbers are 

to voters rather than perceptions of a lack of control. In addition, specific numerical targets 

bring their own problems, including measurement, accusations of failure if they are not met, 

and costs from inflexibility. 

 

Regarding the rights of migrants, there is broad public support for a system of ‘earned 

access’ – with full political, economic and social rights extended to migrants after a qualifying 



period of three to five years.7 The current system has no consistent rules on this, reflecting the 

conflicting legacies of different policy regimes. Some, such as Commonwealth and Irish 

migrants, have immediate access to full political and social rights. Others face formidable 

barriers to accessing such rights – long qualification periods, and high financial and 

administrative costs to acquiring status once qualified. Others, such as the British born children 

of many non-EU migrants, believe they have rights but do not, and face difficult legal and 

financial challenges when they become aware of this problem. A clear set of rules for the 

acquisition of long term residence, social and political rights, with low administrative and 

financial barriers to acquisition, would remove a lot of the potential for confusion and injustice 

in the current system, and would be consistent with public preferences on how settled migrants 

should be treated.  

 

Nonetheless, political polarisation on migration is likely to continue to produce tensions 

between internal party politics and broader electoral politics. Labour faces a trade-off between 

demands to enforce rules and controls from parts of its traditional working-class base and 

opposing demands from its increasingly liberal, diverse and university educated core vote and 

activist base, focusing on migrants’ rights. For the Conservatives, the tension is between a 

socially conservative but demographically declining core electorate that favours strict controls, 

and the growing socially liberal groups they need to attract by signalling comfort with a more 

open, diverse society.   

 

FIGURE 1a: Views of migrants’ economic and cultural impact, British Election 
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Figure 1b: Share naming immigration as one of the country’s most important 

problem since the EU referendum  

 



 

 

These tensions suggest that while a more sustainable immigration policy is possible, deep 

divides on the issue will endure, and political controversy over immigration is likely to recur. 

At its root, immigration is an issue about who belongs to a group and who gets to join it. It 

unavoidably divides an electorate between so-called ‘identity liberals’ and ‘identity 

conservatives’ who have very different views about national citizenship and boundaries. Yet 

even if the recent decline in attention to immigration is sustained following the negotiation of 

a more politically workable migration policy, other political conflicts between identity 

conservatives and identity liberals are likely to replace it.  We turn now to a fundamental one, 

which has received far less attention than immigration: attitudes towards racial and ethnic 

diversity.  

 

2. Racial and ethnic diversity: towards British culture wars? 

 



Britain’s rapidly rising racial and ethnic diversity is the cumulative result of the earlier 

post war wave of migration and the more recent one, along with the growth in the British born 

ethnic minority population, including an explosive growth in the mixed ethnicity population. 

Yet public reactions to rising diversity have been relatively under-researched, and the divisions 

it generates have mostly been ignored as a political issue. Few surveys include measures of 

attitudes towards diversity, and even fewer are asked frequently enough to discern long term 

trends. What we do have, however, suggests that disputes over diversity are rising up the 

agenda, both in terms of increasing polarisation of views about the equal opportunities agenda, 

and how such divides predict political behaviour.  

Racial attitudes are distinct from attitudes towards immigration and have distinct political 

effects. For example, only half of those who told the British Election Study at the time of the 

EU referendum that immigration undermines British culture also agreed that efforts to promote 

equal opportunities for ethnic minorities had gone too far. These attitudes do tend to correlate 

better on the positive side – migration scepticism does not line up consistently with diversity 

scepticism, but voters who are pro migration tend to be pro diversity too. As such, ‘identity 

liberals’ include openness to both diversity and immigration within their system of values and 

beliefs, while ‘identity conservatives’ include distinct strands of migration scepticism and 

diversity scepticism. 

Moreover, each of these views had a separate and significant impact on votes in the EU 

referendum. Figure 2 shows that voters who felt that immigration poses a threat to British 

culture, but thought that equal opportunities for ethnic minorities have not gone far enough, 

were considerably less likely to vote to Leave, than those who also believed that minorities’ 

rights have gone too far. In fact, for those anti-immigrant voters who felt very strongly that 

equal opportunities for minorities required further action, this was enough to make them more 

likely to vote Remain than Leave, despite their negative position on immigration. On the other 



side of the coin, those who felt strongly that equal opportunities had gone too far and saw 

immigration as a threat to British culture, voted Leave by an overwhelming 85-15 margin.  

 

Figure 2 Percentage of Leave and Remain voters who felt threatened by immigration, by 

attitudes to equal opportunity for ethnic minorities have gone too far/not far enough  

 

 

 

Source: British Election Study 2016, differences statistically significant. 

  

Such effects are unlikely to be limited to Brexit. A rather neglected aspect of the oft-made 

Brexit-Trump comparison helps to explain why. The core of many Brexit-Trump stories is the 

parallel between the revolt of working class white American voters with low education levels 

and that of the British ‘left behind’.8 Both Brexit and Trump drew their strongest support from 

less educated, older white voters resident outside of the large globalised cities that increasingly 

form the focus of economic growth, cultural activity and political influence in both countries. 

But analysts in the UK have tended to focus on these voters’ socio-economic woes and 
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opposition to immigration, while neglecting another important parallel between Brexit and 

Trump: the importance of negative attitudes about diversity and minorities.9 We contend that 

Britain is now - like the US - a racially divided society. White voters, like ethnic minority 

voters, have an ethnic identity which can be politically mobilised, and hold complex and 

politically consequential racial attitudes driven by these identity attachments. We need to learn 

from the US, where this phenomenon has been more widely discussed, how best to measure, 

analyse and interpret white identity politics, which will play a growing role in British voters’ 

choices. 

 

Parallels between British racial divisions and those in the US are stronger than one would 

expect given the profound differences in their recent histories on race. Britain has no equivalent 

to twentieth century America’s system of formalised racial segregation and political 

marginalisation, or to the Civil Rights movement which fought to overcome these. On the 

contrary, Britain granted full political and social rights to the majority of non-white immigrants 

upon arrival, on the basis of their earlier colonial linkages to Britain. As a result, despite 

enduring racial disadvantages, Britain has some positive stories to tell about the political and 

social integration of ethnic minorities, with non-white representation in Westminster rising 

sharply, London boasting Europe’s first minority-Muslim mayor of a capital city, and a 

generational shift towards more inclusive and racially tolerant attitudes.  

Yet it is often forgotten that the same is true of the US. President Obama is only one symbol 

of a non-white American overcoming racial disadvantage. The proportion of people opposing 

inter-racial marriage, a classic measure of prejudice, has fallen sharply in the US, as well as in 

the UK, particularly among younger generations. In fact, only a couple of years ago in both 

countries centre-right Republicans and Conservatives worried that their parties would struggle 

to win future elections without improving their appeal to ethnic and racial minorities.10 



However, the sustained shift towards more diverse societies and more positive views of 

diversity is seen as threatening by the declining but still substantial segment of the white 

electorate that holds racially conservative views. The emergence of UKIP and its success in 

pushing Britain towards leaving the EU, and the Trump victory in the US are both, in part, 

examples of this kind of defensive mobilisation by racially conservative voters. It is the 

common trends of rising diversity, rising identity liberalism, and growing feelings of threat and 

marginalisation among racially conservative whites that make the politics of white backlash 

similar in the UK and the US, despite the large differences in their political and social histories 

on race.  

So what are the potential fault lines that could mobilise racial conservatives behind either 

mainstream right parties such as the Conservatives, or any successor parties to the radical right 

UKIP? We want to make two observations here: first, that the substantial segment of the white 

British public with conservative attitudes on race and diversity makes playing the ‘race card’ a 

continuing electoral temptation; and second, that how this card is played in politics risks 

deepening existing identity politics divides and may introduce them into new policy areas, most 

notably welfare and redistribution. Thus, the first part of this argument deals with racial 

attitudes, and whether these can be made politically salient, and the second with how these 

attitudes can also alter social support for policies that traditionally rely on a sense of social 

solidarity and fairness.  

Firstly, looking into attitudes, it is important to underline some important differences 

between the two countries. While we believe the broad concept of white racial conservatism 

makes sense in Britain as in the US, its nature is different in the two contexts. The first measure 

is one widely used in America: “racial resentment”.11 This measures pervasive negative 

stereotypes of African Americans, and is a product of the United States political context, in 

particular the polarising process of desegregation and partisan realignment in the American 



South. As table 1 illustrates, the most widely used measures of racial resentment do not attract 

much public support in Britain, although it is present in a minority. 

Table 1 Racial attitudes in the UK: percentage of British public agreeing with racial 

resentment and colour-blindness statements 

 Racial resentment Ideological colour-blindness 

% If only black and Asian 

people tried harder*  

Nearest US 

comparable 

figure 

Black and Asian 

people do not face 

discrimination ** 

Nearest US 

comparable 

figure 

Strongly agree 4.3 16 4 6 

Agree 12 19 12 15 

Disagree 18.5 14 44 30 

Strongly disagree 23.5 22 14.5 31 

Undecided  34.5 28 18 17 

*UK: “If black and Asian people would only try harder, they could be just as well off as white people”; US “It’s 

really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if blacks would only try harder they could be just as well 

off as whites”. 

** UK: Item reversed as original wording was in a positive direction: “In Britain today, black and Asian people 

still face plenty of discrimination because of their race.”; US: “racial problems are rare, isolated situations”. 

Source: UK: authors’ data collected by YouGov, March 2018; US YouGov USA (resentment), April 2018 and 

the Cooperative Congressional Election Study 2016 

 

Another measure of racial conservatism travels somewhat better from the US to Britain: 

ideological colour-blindness.12 Those who are ‘ideologically colour-blind’ do not express 

explicitly negative views of minorities, or use racial caricatures to explain their disadvantage. 

They instead reject the argument that racial discrimination exists as a significant social problem 

which shapes lives unequally, and argue that all individuals regardless of race have equal 

chances to succeed. People who reject the notion of discrimination as a structural disadvantage 

in this way tend also to reject targeted policies designed to offer redress for racial disadvantage. 

In the US it has been shown that people holding such views are less likely to self-categorise as 



racist, and often self-categorise as liberal. As a result, these individuals are less likely to self-

police their prejudices and more likely to interpret any dislike they feel towards minority 

individuals not as racial prejudice, but judgement of the individual.13   

 

As we see in Table 1 this attitude is similarly widespread in Britain than the US. While in 2016 

data shown in this table fewer British people agree with the statement “there is no racial 

discrimination”, only a minority of British people (15%) strongly reject it. By contrast, in the 

US more than 30% strongly reject the proposition that racial discrimination does not exist – 

and this figure has risen sharply since Donald Trump’s election, as Pew Global figures from 

August 2017 (not shown) show that the percentage of Americans agreeing ‘racism is not a 

problem’ is at an all-time low of 12 percent and percent strongly rejecting colour-blindness is 

at an all-time high at 60. It thus highlights that acceptance of racism as a structural problem in 

the US responded to the politicisation of race following Donald Trump’s 2016 victory, and are 

not fixed, unchangeable opinions. Importantly, these racial attitudes, together with the opinions 

on race equality discussed earlier, are polarised by party in Britain in a similar way to the US, 

where racial attitudes are one of the main differentiators between Republican and Democrat 

partisans (Table 2) and as a result are likely to be as sensitive to current political context and 

politicisation.   

Table 2 Racial conservatism by voters’ party support* 

% Equal 

opportunities 

gone too far# 

Nearest US 

comparator 

Racial 

resentment 

US 

resentment 

comparator  

Ideological 

colour-

blindness 

US colour-

blindness 

comparator 

Conservatives/ 

Republicans 

44 62 21 59 22 34 

Labour/ 24 24 10 22 11 11 



Democrats 

Liberal 

Democrats 

18 - 9 - 10 - 

UKIP  65 - 22 - 35 - 

*Strongly agree and somewhat agree responses combined. 

#UK: “Do you agree or disagree: equal opportunities for black and Asian people have gone too far, not far enough 

or just about right?”; US: “Do you generally favour of oppose affirmative action for racial minorities?” 

Source: UK: British Election Study Online Panel 2015, authors’ data collected by YouGov March 2018; US: 

Gallup July 2015; YouGov USA April 2018 and the Cooperative Congressional Election Study 2016. 

 

 

British parties, like their American counterparts, have electoral incentives to respond to these 

differences in outlook by playing up or playing down race as an electoral strategy. Yet, for both 

parties it also creates unsolvable tensions. On the left, the emergence of a growing identity 

liberal electorate has presented Labour with a long-term opportunity, as demographic change 

builds support for the pro-diversity positions it has embraced. However, this has not been cost 

free in the short term. The growth of this liberal electorate has increased tensions with socially 

conservative traditional Labour supporters, many of whom continue to express degrees of 

discomfort with diversity. The result has been a vicious circle, with ambiguity over 

immigration, and latterly over Brexit, seemingly the only solution available to Labour – but 

one that is not sustainable indefinitely. 

 

The Conservative Party faces a related tension. It has traditionally benefitted from the 

mobilisation of nationalism and social conservatism, so a backlash against diversity could boost 

its support. Yet the demographic and cultural changes producing the backlash also make 

mobilisation of identity conservatism unsustainable in the long term, as it alienates young and 

ethnic minority voters even further. Already in 2017 the Conservatives discovered that 

embracing the pro-Brexit, nationalist identity voters was not cost free – as their gains among 

this electorate were offset by losses among the large and growing racially liberal electorate. As 



a result, as individual Conservative politicians give into the temptation to place the race card, 

the Party as a whole often distances itself from these attempts. A good example of this is the 

recent case of Boris Johnson, who likened Muslim women wearing burkas to letterboxes, and 

who experienced a significant back lash from his own party, including Prime Minister Theresa 

May.  

 

Racially conservative attitudes in the US also drive opposition to both racial equality policies 

and broader welfare policies perceived as benefitting minority groups, over and above 

Americans’ objective economic interests.14 It is not clear whether this is an inevitable pattern, 

but we see from existing research on British support for welfare state policies that presenting 

these as being targeted at, or even just benefitting, ethnic minorities reduces public support.15 

Given that the partisans of the main parties feel differently about these issues it presents another 

electoral incentive to politicise this area of policy making. This has not happened yet, but the 

temptation to politicise race remains, and even if mainstream parties do not succumb to it, a 

resurgent UKIP, or a party with a similar agenda, could in future exploit divides over race and 

race conscious policy.    

 

Conclusions  

 

New divides in identity attachments and social values are emerging in Britain as a 

result of growing ethnic diversity and the sustained expansion of higher education. We have 

examined two issues with the potential to mobilise such divides, producing the politics of 

‘culture wars’: immigration and race. Conflicts over immigration had disrupted British politics 

for over a decade before the EU referendum, and played a major role in the choices voters 

made. Yet post-Brexit, policymakers will have a rare opportunity to craft policy in line with 



the public mood, which has become less hostile in the wake of the Brexit vote. Nevertheless, 

voters remain deeply divided over immigration, so the potential for new conflicts will remain.    

While the main political parties have devoted much time and effort to wrestling with the 

problem of immigration, another serious and potentially growing problem has yet to attract 

attention: that Britain is also divided on its attitudes to race and racialised policies. While 

immigration is an issue where Brexit opens the door to new policy compromises, the issue of 

diversity is more complex and goes closer to the heart of the value divide between the identity 

conservative right and the identity liberal left. Any compromise on these issues aimed at 

winning back socially conservative white voters – a declining but still large and vital group - 

will risk antagonising cosmopolitan graduates and ethnic minorities - whose electoral influence 

is already large and will continue to grow. Politicians from all parties will need to think deeply 

about diversity and address the distinctions between xenophobia, racism, and racially 

conservative attitudes more deeply. The conflicts which emerge over these more fundamental 

aspects of identity politics may prove more intractable than anything they have thus far faced.  

The playing out of this dynamic will be a central feature of post-Brexit politics, even if 

immigration is (to a degree) tamed as an issue. 
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