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Has Brexit done Irreparable Damage to 

UK politics? 
 

The short, and most obvious, answer to the question posed is ‘No.’ In my mind, the likelihood 

of there being irreparable damage dealt by the relatively tame issue of Brexit is negligible when 

we consider that Germany has, a mere seventy years after the terrors of Nazism, become a 

pivotal member of the EU and an advocate for cautious democratic government the world over. 

‘Irreparable’ is a big word, and not one that should be bandied about lightly. However, whether 

or not it is irreparable, damage has undoubtably been dealt both by the referendum and by the 

attempts of the political establishment to carry out what was at best a vague instruction from 

the electorate. First, it acted as an opportunity to whip up anger against immigrants, whose 

presence in the country was conflated with stagnating wages, a housing crisis, and a lack of 

space in schools and hospitals; second, it split the country along tribal lines, between the 

‘enemies of the people’ and the  ‘Brexshitters’, in so doing triggering the formation of what 

the political philosopher Hannah Arendt in her book The Origins of Totalitarianism terms ‘the 

mob’ – a ‘residue of all classes’ which ‘hates the society from which it is excluded’; and, 

finally, caused many dangerous precedents to be set both by parliamentarians seeking to exert 

their sovereignty and the executive, which sought to curb it.  If we ask whether Brexit has 

damaged the political system in this country, the answer is undoubtably ‘Yes’; the real question 

is the extent of the damage.  

Two key issues in the Brexit vote were immigration and the refugee crisis: these were already 

subjects that the right-wing press had weaponised in the years leading up to the referendum, 

but they were concerns effectively exploited by the Brexit campaign in order to swing 

momentum their way, with a YouGov poll immediately before the vote finding that 56% of 

Britons named ‘immigration and asylum’ as the biggest issue facing the country1. Headlines 

like ‘Migrants Rob Young Britons of Jobs’ and ‘Britain’s 40% Surge in Ethnic Numbers’ 

stalked the national press, with the Daily Mail and Express running a combined total of 301 

anti-immigrant front page articles between 2010 and 2016. Criticism from many, including the 

Guardian’s Zoe Williams, focussed on the capacity of the press to dehumanise the migrants 

who were being reported, saying that, ‘human beings have no innate value in this [the Sun’s] 

worldview’, and that ‘refugees, arriving with nothing, are worth nothing [to the tabloids]’. 2 A 

single day before a people-traffickers’ boat carrying about 700 migrants overturned, killing all 

but 28 of them, Katie Hopkins composed an article for the Sun advocating sending out gunboats 

to deter the migrants, whom she described as ‘like cockroaches … built to survive a nuclear 

bomb.’ The prevalence of similes such as this and the lack of focus upon the humanitarian 

aspects of the crisis (only 9.1% of the coverage in the Sun and the Sun on Sunday  was focussed 

 
1 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/aug/27/immigration-panic-how-the-west-fell-for-manufactured-

rage 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/apr/19/katie-hopkins-migrants-vermin-darkest-history-

drownings. This (almost certainly unintentionally) echoes the concerns voiced in Paulo Freire’s opening to his 

book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, written fifty years beforehand, which seeks to place the problem of 

dehumanisation at the heart of his ‘critical pedagogy’, aiming to prevent its occurrence. ‘While the problem of 

humanisation has always, from an axiological point of view, been humankind’s central problem, it now takes on 

the character of an inescapable concern.’ Much of the rest of the book deals with how to recognise oppression and 

dehumanisation and how to combat them through an education in the formation of which the oppressed participate.  

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/aug/27/immigration-panic-how-the-west-fell-for-manufactured-rage
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/aug/27/immigration-panic-how-the-west-fell-for-manufactured-rage
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/apr/19/katie-hopkins-migrants-vermin-darkest-history-drownings
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/apr/19/katie-hopkins-migrants-vermin-darkest-history-drownings
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upon this, compared to 27.3% devoted to the effect upon British coffers in the form of benefits3) 

undoubtably contributed to a lack of empathy towards migrants. Of course, it could be argued 

that it was absolutely correct for the British press to focus on the effect that the crisis would be 

having upon the British treasury – news is of far more interest and use if it is vaguely relevant 

to those reading it – and upon the ‘pull factors’ like benefits and humanitarian efforts, but 

nevertheless they failed to devote many pages to the humans behind the statistics, and, 

intentionally or not, helped the gradual process of dehumanisation. This problem preceded 

Brexit, but is of the utmost relevance to it, as it laid the ground for much of the later significance 

and damage of the vote, which looks to reverberate for the foreseeable future.  

 

Source: Liz Gerard www.sub-scribe.co.uk 

As a consequence of such stories, 

migration had grown into the biggest 

issue in politics by 2016, and Brexit-

supporting politicians capitalised upon 

this, employing migrants as a scapegoat 

for many existing domestic problems. 

Possibly the best example of this is 

Nigel Farage’s infamous ‘Breaking 

point’ poster, which shows a large 

number of wretched-looking refugees 

queuing at (we are left to assume) the 

EU’s border and a ‘Leave.EU’ slogan beneath. In this we see them being blamed as a source 

of our problems and thus a reason to leave the EU – if they were viewed as making a positive 

contribution to the economy, the slogan would probably have read ‘ECONOMIC 

PROSPERITY POINT’ or something similar. We also see this in former Labour MP Frank 

 
3 Source: UNHCR report: 

file:///C:/Users/stroy/OneDrive/Documents/School/Specialists/refugee%20press%20UN%20report.pdf 

Nigel Farage with his poster  

file:///C:/Users/stroy/OneDrive/Documents/School/Specialists/refugee%20press%20UN%20report.pdf
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Field declaring (himself echoing many other prominent figures) that migrants are driving down 

the wages of the low-paid4, in Chris Grayling saying that they are responsible for the difficulty 

of young people getting on the housing ladder5, and in Theresa May announcing that 

immigrants were the reason for the shortage of school places6. Such statements are at best 

tenuous and at worst fraudulent: a Bank of England assessment of immigration recently found 

that it takes a 10% increase in rates of immigration to decease wages by just 0.3%7, that 

immigrants, because they are less likely to migrate with children, are less likely to be a burden 

on the education system, and, because they are mostly working age, higher contributors in 

terms of taxes (and thus to a potential house-building fund if the government so wished). 

Politicians may say that they are merely voicing what the ‘ordinary man on the street’ thinks, 

but we have reached a point where, with little evidence, migrants can be scapegoated for all 

our ills, and this cannot but harm our political system. Hannah Arendt8 says that democracy 

starts to be in trouble when ‘terror is no longer used as a means to exterminate and frighten 

opponents, but as an instrument to rule masses of people who are perfectly obedient’, and we 

are well on the way to achieving this in this country. When hate is so whipped up around 

political discourse that Jo Cox is murdered because of her beliefs and hate crimes rise 57%9 in 

the aftermath of a vote, our politics is undeniably in trouble.  

Sadly, referenda have a quality in them that always favours division and lack of nuance, a black 

and white streak that splits the people of a country, favouring ‘the mob’10. The fact that there 

are only two answers (a ‘yes’ and a ‘no’) automatically strips the question of much of the 

blurred common ground that we see in elections: you are either for us or against us; with the 

people or against the people. One group formed in plebiscites was represented by Hannah 

Arendt11 as ‘the mob,’ which ‘hates the society from which it is excluded’, and ‘always will 

shout for the “strong man”, the “great leader”’; the other group was represented as ‘the people’, 

who ‘fight for true representation’ and parliamentary democracy.  In modern terminology, the 

labels have been altered substantially, with Arendt’s ‘mob’ taking on the garb of ‘the people,’ 

and ‘the people’ being characterised as ‘liberal elites.’ This is not saying that the Brexit vote 

was wrong – it may well have been correct (‘the mob’ can swing behind good causes just as 

much as bad) – but it is undeniable that a ‘mob’ has been produced who are fighting against 

the society ‘from which they are excluded.’ There are striking parallels with a textbook case of 

the ‘mob’, the Anti-Dreyfusards of the French Dreyfus Affair12, who clamoured for ‘a republic 

 
4 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-36139282 
5 https://www.theguardian.com/politics/live/2016/jun/01/eu-referendum-live-vote-leave-remain-

immigration?page=with:block-574e8f60e4b098522011d622#liveblog-navigation 
6 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/theresa-may-immigration-policies-speech-conference-2015-

tory-conservative-party-views-a7209931.html 
7 https://www.commercepk.com/impact-of-immigration-on-uk-economy/ 
8 In The Origins of Totalitarianism 
9 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-racism-uk-post-referendum-racism-hate-crime-eu-

referendum-racism-unleashed-poland-racist-a7160786.html 
10 Please note that ‘the mob’ is not being used in a derogatory manner: it is a term that political philosophers, 

Arendt in particular, use to denote a certain group of the electorate. It is not saying that their votes don’t count: it 

is a category, and should be approached in the same way it would be approached if this section of the electorate 

were named ‘β2’ or suchlike.  
11 In The Origins of Totalitarianism 
12 The Dreyfus Affair, which triggered this, essentially involved a Jewish army officer (Dreyfus) being falsely 

accused of espionage for Germany by the army establishment via a forged letter and sentenced to deportation to 

Devil’s Island. Subsequently, there was a large cover-up. Despite this and despite being in a minority, Georges 

Clemenceau, Emile Zola, and a few other ‘Dreyfusards’ began their fight for justice. It split the country down the 

middle and being for or against Dreyfus was characterised by the Catholic press as being ‘with the army or against 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-36139282
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/live/2016/jun/01/eu-referendum-live-vote-leave-remain-immigration?page=with:block-574e8f60e4b098522011d622#liveblog-navigation
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/live/2016/jun/01/eu-referendum-live-vote-leave-remain-immigration?page=with:block-574e8f60e4b098522011d622#liveblog-navigation
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/theresa-may-immigration-policies-speech-conference-2015-tory-conservative-party-views-a7209931.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/theresa-may-immigration-policies-speech-conference-2015-tory-conservative-party-views-a7209931.html
https://www.commercepk.com/impact-of-immigration-on-uk-economy/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-racism-uk-post-referendum-racism-hate-crime-eu-referendum-racism-unleashed-poland-racist-a7160786.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-racism-uk-post-referendum-racism-hate-crime-eu-referendum-racism-unleashed-poland-racist-a7160786.html
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through plebiscite’13 if they wanted a republic at all, who brandished slogans such as ‘death to 

the Jews’, and who viewed the military as superior to ‘the politicians.’14 The public debate 

about L’affaire became framed in questions that were unrelated to the matter at all: the Catholic 

Newspaper La Croix even said that ‘it is no longer a question of whether Dreyfus is innocent 

or guilty but only of who will win, the friends of the army or its foes.’  There are striking 

parallels between l’affaire and the current Brexit turmoil: where the Anti-Dreyfusards fought 

for ‘a republic through plebiscite’, Britain has achieved a Kingdom through plebiscite, with 

local and European elections all being fought by the Brexit Party as mini-referenda on Brexit, 

and, where the Anti-Dreyfusards diverted an issue of justice down the road of ‘for or against 

the army’ and ‘for or against Jews’, the Brexiteers have diverted an issue chiefly of economic 

prosperity down the road of ‘for or against the people’ and ‘for or against immigrants.’ If 

anything, the British have gone further than the French, with the recent suspension of 

Parliament conforming with Arendt’s description of the mob’s hate of ‘Parliament where it is 

not represented.’ Hannah Arendt, one of the greatest political philosophers of the twentieth 

century, viewed the formation and weaponisation of the mob as a significant step on the road 

to despotic government. If ‘the mob’ really has formed, as it seems to have done, this is 

necessarily a dangerous step for Britain’s politics.  

And ‘the mob’ seems to have seized the reins of power: Boris Johnson’s government is 

probably the most compelling argument for the existence of a British mob15, and its trampling 

over precedent could echo down political history far further than the economic effects of the 

UK’s departure from the EU. Admittedly, it is not only Johnson who has broken with precedent 

– Remainer MPs, John Bercow in particular, have broken (recent) precedent by recalling arcane 

procedures from the 17th century16 - but Johnson has done far more than the Remainers. When 

the Remainers did so, they did so in ways that would only apply in a hung Parliament (itself a 

rare occurrence), and not when the government has a majority; arguably they were abiding by 

the ‘greater’ Parliamentary precedent of Parliament voting on issues that concerned it. By 

contrast, Johnson has undoubtably breached precedent in his prorogation, and breached it in 

the most serious manner – by restricting the say that Parliament – the representative of both the 

British nation and British democracy – can have upon events. This is the only possible 

interpretation of his actions: to quote the FT editorial of the day after, ‘the prime minister’s 

protestations that he is doing nothing abnormal are … disingenuous … proroguing parliament 

ahead of a Queen’s Speech is established procedure, but for one or two weeks, not five. A 

temporary recess during September’s party conferences is normal — though some 

parliamentary business continues even then. A brief prorogation could have been timed to 

coincide with conference season.’17 If he could have, abiding by precedent, allowed Parliament 

to sit and vote, we are left with the pressing question: why didn’t he? There is only one 

 
the army’, but eventually a Presidential pardon was issued to Dreyfus. Hannah Arendt gives a very good 

explanation of it in part 1 chapter 4 of The Origins of Totalitarianism, around which I am basing my argument.  
13 Paul Déroulède, founding member of the ‘Ligue des patriotes’ and a leading Anti-Dreyfusard, was a notable 

opponent of Georges Clemenceau whose recommendation for a presidential republic with a cabinet responsible 

to the president forms one of the bases of the modern Fifth Republic. Hannah Arendt calls him ‘one of the more 

intelligent … Anti-Dreyfusards.’ He made the above remark.   
14 All quotes from this point onward in the paragraph, unless cited otherwise, are from Arendt’s The Origins of 

Totalitarianism.  
15 Although Johnson’s cabinet is composed of mostly upper-class individuals, it is still representative of the mob. 

To quote Arendt, the mob is ‘a residue of all classes.’ 
16 To stop May’s 3rd vote on her Brexit deal. Also in allowing amendments and votes by the opposition that the 

government was absolutely set against and had small chance of passing.  
17 https://www.ft.com/content/9dbc7852-c9b2-11e9-af46-b09e8bfe60c0 

https://www.ft.com/content/9dbc7852-c9b2-11e9-af46-b09e8bfe60c0
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explanation, which is that he didn’t want representative democracy interfering. However, there 

is no British law to say that the ‘direct democracy’ of a referendum supersedes Parliament – 

we are a parliamentary democracy and Parliament is core to Britain’s government– so that 

excuse should not be used. Whether or not Johnson has good intentions, we live in a country 

with an unwritten constitution that relies on precedent. Let us not forget that Johnson and his 

advisers do not have a democratic mandate from an election, so when he breaks a precedent 

with next to no democratic mandate, he is setting a new and dangerous one. While Johnson 

probably does not intend to dismantle democracy, he may be setting the scene for abuses of 

power by others. In the 1930s, it was only because Bruening had broken precedent by ruling 

without the Reichstag that Hitler was able to take control without its support. Breaking 

precedent is damaging with an unwritten constitution; breaking Precedent of Parliamentary 

sovereignty doubly so.  

To conclude, the Brexit referendum has seriously damaged Britain and her politics. Only time 

can tell how serious this damage is and whether or not it is reparable, but I at least believe that 

the shadow it is forming over Britain will last a lifetime – my lifetime. The petty, pointless 

demonisation of immigrants by the press will of course subside, as they are already doing – 

they can’t stay with a single story for too long18 – but the attitudes that underline them will take 

longer to disappear, which means that politicians will continue to prey on this, scapegoating 

and feeding the hatred. The one thing that will hopefully subside once the whole debacle is 

over, will be the division and ‘the mob’ will hopefully become less prevalent. However, what 

‘the mob’ has achieved, namely the complete destruction of constitutional and governmental 

norms19 seems to be permanent. Precedent, once set, does not become ‘unset’ once things are 

over. Our constitution, which is based on it, is taking a battering, and British politics will be 

damaged for a very long time by its current disturbances.  

 

 
18 Interestingly, though, the Express seems to be able to. They published the same story about a Roma benefit 

scrounger living in a ‘mansion’ on two separate occasions six years apart, on March 30th 2010 and November 23rd 

2016. http://www.sub-scribe.co.uk/2016/09/the-press-and-immigration-reporting.html 
19 Even as I write this conclusion, news has emerged of Dominic Cummings’ single-handed sacking of Sonia 

Khan, a special adviser to Sajid Javid, who was not consulted in her dismissal, and how it was for ‘betraying’ the 

government and their Brexit strategy by the damning evidence of … having deleted messages on WhatsApp sent 

to a Phillip Hammond aide. This is just one example of Cummings’ contempt for norms and the establishment 

(which, incidentally, fits absolutely with Arendt’s description of a member of the mob). In his own words, he ‘told 

him [Damian Collins MP] to get lost’ when asked to testify before a parliamentary committee following the 

Cambridge Analytica scandal. He also hopes that ‘the rotten civil service system will be replaced.’ On his blog, 

he often patronises MPs, using the phrase ‘my dear MPs’ when he disagrees with them. He has been found in 

contempt of Parliament, which I think is quite a good description of his attitude towards the institution.  

http://www.sub-scribe.co.uk/2016/09/the-press-and-immigration-reporting.html
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