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their sovereign power to a central authority. It is argued 
that when states pool their sovereignty in this way 
they are better equipped to deal with global issues and 
therefore each individual member state is strengthened 
by the alliance. Second, functionalism, which is the idea 
that integration should be adopted for certain functions 
only, thus limiting the impact on sovereignty. Third, neo-
functionalism, which argues that initially there will be 
certain functions that should be fulfilled by regionalism 
(Box 1), but over time these may develop and therefore 
‘spill over’ into other areas, thus there is a mixed impact 
on sovereignty.T here are three main theories about how the 

EU should be integrated. First, federalism, 
which argues for the most significant level of 
integration, whereby states hand over some of 
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The extent of EU integration

Integration is considered to have both widened and deepened 
the EU (Box 2). ‘Widening’ refers to the expansion of the 
regional bloc, while ‘deepening’ refers to the increased level 
that states are involved with each other. It has been argued 
that the EU has become more integrated in both ways. 
This raises the question: has the EU seen too much or too 
little regionalism? We will explore this further in the next 
section by examining just how integrated the EU actually is.

One of the main debates about whether more integration 
is a good or a bad thing is centred on sovereignty. Those who 
are more eurosceptic have argued that the erosion of 
sovereignty is negative because sovereignty has been the 
fundamental organising principle of international relations 

since the Treaty of Westphalia (1648). Sovereignty 
has been significant to nationalist movements 
across Europe recently, and was fundamental to 
the Brexit campaign. ‘Leavers’ argued that the UK 
had lost its prominence and independence to the 
EU and this was detrimental to its world standing, 
while ‘Remainers’ argued that the UK was stronger 
economically and politically for its alliances within Europe.

Too much or too little regionalism?
There have been debates over the extent to which the EU can 
be seen as a federalist system. Ultimately this comes down 
to an assessment of how much sovereignty has been handed 
over to the EU. A massive consideration here is the extent to 
which the EU is supra-governmental or inter-governmental.

Supra-governmental organisations
There are six main organisations in the EU, four of which are 
supra-governmental:

 ■ the European Commission
 ■ the European Parliament
 ■ the European Court of Justice (ECJ)
 ■ the European Bank (ECB)

These organisations have significant powers — for 
example, the ECJ can make laws that have primacy over 
national laws and the ECB controls monetary policies 
for EMU members.

Furthermore, one could argue that increasingly there has 
been a move to supranationalism in the EU, as more powers 
have been handed to the supra-governmental institutions 
and the EU has become more political in nature. As part of 
its more political role the EU has acted on a global stage and 
been highly influential over some global issues, such as the 
environment. Over time various treaties and agreements 
have handed over more and more power to EU institutions 
and there is now a clear figurehead of the EU (Donald Tusk, 
President of the European Council). 

Inter-governmental organisations
However, the two organisations that are inter-governmental 
— the European Council and the Council of Europe — 
are generally considered to be the more influential 
organisations, as they are the decision-making bodies of 
the EU. These institutions steer the direction of the EU and 
ensure that national interests are represented and sovereign 
interests are maintained. 

The law of subsidiarity
Furthermore, the supranational institutions are limited by 
the law of subsidiarity (implemented under the Maastricht 
Treaty), whereby the EU can only act where individual 
nation-states are incapable of acting — in other words, they 
cannot otherwise impinge on state sovereignty. One of the 
most compelling arguments for state sovereignty remaining 
intact is that states can ultimately withdraw from certain 
agreements (e.g. not all states are part of the euro) and 
ultimately they can withdraw from the EU altogether 
under Article 50.

Box 1 What is regionalism?

Regionalism is the economic, political and/or security 
alliances of sovereign states in the same geographic area. 
These states have similar interests in one or all of these 
areas (economic, political and security). Regionalism is an 
increasingly common phenomenon, which is often seen 
as a process closely related to globalisation, given the 
emergence of many more regional blocs in recent history 
(Box 2). 

Box 2 Why is the EU such a good 
example of regionalism?

• It is unique in its level of integration and its expanding 
membership. 

• The EU is a good example of all three types of 
regionalism — economic, political and security:

– Economic: the EU has established a single market, 
which enables free trade among its members as part 
of the Economic Monetary Union (EMU) and the 
EU has a common currency (the euro, introduced in 
monetary form from 2002). 

– Political: the EU has enforced policies supranationally 
among its members, such as the Human Rights Act. It 
has agreed on common laws and policies, such as the 
freedom of movement of people, goods, services and 
money (enforced under the Maastricht Treaty). 

– Security: the EU improved relations between Germany 
and France, making war between EU members 
unthinkable. The Maastricht Treaty (1993) established 
a Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).

• The EU has gradually become more integrated. It 
started as a predominantly economic agreement and over 
time it has become much more political in nature. There 
has also been a greater emphasis on shared security 
interests.

• The EU has established its own identity, so there is 
a cultural integration with the associated cosmopolitan 
identity of its citizens.

INTEGRATION 
IS CONSIDERED 
TO HAVE BOTH 
WIDENED AND 
DEEPENED THE EU
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Increased integration vs nationalism
In terms of widening integration, clearly the EU has seen 
significant expansion since the ‘original six’ members 
formed the European Coal and Steel Community in 
1951 (widely seen as the beginning of the EU) to today’s 
28 members, with many countries still wanting to join. 
That said, we are probably about to see the first country, the 
UK, leave the EU. The EU has carefully considered allowing 
further expansion and many states have been waiting a 
long time to join.

There have also been nationalist movements 
in Europe that indicate there is also increased 
euroscepticism (Box 3). For example, the French 
election was centred on divisions over the EU. 
In terms of deepening integration, it is hard to 
argue anything other than that there has been 
a greater erosion of sovereignty than in the past. 
For example, there is now one currency and there 

are European laws with enforcement mechanisms. However, 
it could be argued that this was the original vision for the 
EU and that sovereignty ultimately remains intact and is 
unlikely to be further eroded. Furthermore, many states 
might benefit from this pooled sovereignty, making them 
stronger on the international stage.

Building block or stumbling block?
One further way we might consider the level of regionalism 
is by considering whether the EU can be seen as a ‘building 
block’ or a ‘stumbling block’ on the international stage. 
That is, has the EU acted as a global player, or has it become 
a more insular regional unit? If it is seen as more outward 
looking (building block) then it could be argued that the 
level of regionalism only enhances nation-states’ positions 
on an international stage. If states are considered more 
inward looking and the regional block is considered more 
isolationist (stumbling block) it could be argued that the 

HAS THE EU ACTED 
AS A GLOBAL 
PLAYER, OR HAS 
IT BECOME A 
MORE INSULAR 
REGIONAL UNIT?

Box 3 Political context: 
contemporary Europe

• The EU is currently undergoing a number of challenges, 
with many member states uneasy over the loss of 
sovereignty and therefore moving towards nationalism in 
a backlash against regionalism. 

• There is a schism between europhiles and eurosceptics, 
highlighted by the Brexit campaign. The UK was clearly 
very divided about leaving the EU. The snap general 
election in June 2017 also demonstrated the divisions over 
the EU, with the issue of how to implement Brexit being 
a pivotal factor. What is more, we have seen the debate 
over Gibraltar between Britain and Spain flare up again.

• Similar divisions can be seen in the recent French 
presidential elections, with the far right candidate Marine 
Le Pen’s very anti-EU position and centrist Emmanuel 
Macron’s pro-European stance. 

• Undoubtedly the EU will also be a key policy issue in the 
German elections later this year.

• There have also been interesting changes in Turkey, 
which had until recently long been keen to be a member 
of the EU, but in recent times we have seen President 
Erdogan moving away from European integration. 

A protest march against Brexit in July 2016

The French election debate between Marine Le Pen 
and Emmanuel Macron in May 2017 focused on 
divisions over the EU and immigration
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level of regionalism is too great and therefore detrimental to 
the international system.

The EU has done much to be considered as a building 
block, for example as a global actor it has been very involved 
in environmental agreements and human rights initiatives. 
This would suggest that there is not too much regionalism and 
that the EU is a positive building block on the international 
stage. Conversely, the EU also has some quite isolationist 
economic policies, for example it is protectionist in certain 
areas of trade, particularly agriculture. In this respect it could 
be argued it is a stumbling block on the international stage 
and therefore that there is too much regionalism.

Many would argue the EU is a supranational or federal 
institution because the level of integration has both widened 
with the expansion of members and deepened with greater 
levels of involvement from member states. However, the 
EU ultimately lacks the central authority of a truly federal 
system. It also lacks a cohesive foreign policy due to its 

diverse membership. Therefore one could argue that while 
sovereignty is indeed eroded by the EU, it is certainly 
not taken away. 

Is increased regionalism good or bad?
It is debatable whether greater integration or ‘regionalism’ 
is desirable. On the one hand, the EU has seen significant 
economic growth as a result of integration. The EU’s 
combined economic output is the greatest in the world. 
The pooled sovereignty of the EU means it has even been 
seen as a superpower. The EU has enjoyed the freedom of 
movement that has come with the alliance and there has 
been a clear emergence of a European identity as a result. 
Many European citizens have enjoyed the ability to travel, 
live and work across the EU. The EU has had significant 
impacts on an international stage. Furthermore, it has 
been able to act collectively in tackling common threats 
such as terrorism. 

However, there are also disadvantages. The EU suffered 
significantly from the global financial crisis and the 
so-called PIIGS (Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece and Spain) 
suffered significant economic hardship, which meant other 
EU member states had to take on this economic burden. 
It has also been argued that the freedom of movement has 
threatened security in light of a number of recent terrorist 
attacks. Many feel there is a democratic deficit, in that the 
EU erodes the sovereignty of the nation-state without the 
legitimacy of direct democracy. 

Conclusion
The EU’s level of integration has been debated both from 
the perspective of the extent to which it is integrated and 
the extent to which this is desirable. There is no denying 
that the level of integration has both widened and deepened, 
but arguably this is losing momentum. As to the desirability 
of increased regional integration, this is largely a matter of 
political opinion.

Europhiles argue that pooled sovereignty enhances the 
nation-state’s position on an international stage and enables 
the EU to act as an effective building block in international 
relations. Conversely, eurosceptics argue that the impact on 
sovereignty is negative, particularly for stronger member 
states which arguably do not benefit from alliances with 
weaker states. Furthermore, the EU is actually quite 
isolationist in certain areas and this means that regional 
integration can act as a stumbling block to globalisation. 

Josie Gadsby teaches politics at Godalming College.

1 Examine the criticisms of the EU as a good example of 
regionalism. (Edexcel-style)

2 Examine the extent to which the European Union (EU) 
has been an effective model for regionalism around the 
world. You must consider this view and the alternative to 
this view in a balanced way. (AQA-style)

Exam focus 
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The June 2017 general election results
An analysis of some key 
data from the June 2017 
general election

Turnout and share of votes  
and seats
At 68.7%, turnout in June 2017 increased by 
2.3% to the highest level since 1997 (Figure  1). 
Figures 2 and 3 show that, despite the two 
main parties being over-represented, the June 
2017 result was in line with the proportion of 
votes, with the notable exception of the SNP 
which remains dramatically over-represented 
due to its geographical concentration. 

Figure 4 shows that both the two main 
parties gained at the expense of smaller parties, 
particularly at the expense of the UKIP vote.

Voting by age, education, class 
and gender
Figure 5 shows that, not only did turnout 
increase with age, but so did the tendency to 
vote Conservative. The switch comes at the 
age of 47, with those below more likely to 
vote Labour and those above more likely to 
vote Conservative. 

Figures 6–8 reveal class made less of a 
difference than in the past, but that education 
is a key factor in how people vote, with the 
likelihood of voting Labour increasing 
with education. While the female vote was 
evenly split, men were slightly more likely to 
vote Conservative. 

The two main parties
Figure 9 indicates that June 2017 went against 
the decline in the share of the votes and seats 
won by the two main parties. Although 2017 
saw a dramatic increase in the share of the 
votes won by the two main parties, this did 
not translate into a similarly large increase in 
their total number of seats. Toby Cooper is head of politics at Caterham School and an experienced examiner.

Box 1 Election comparisons

Theresa May won more votes than David Cameron did in 2010 or 
2015, by at least 2.3 million.

At 13.6 million votes, the Conservatives’ June 2017 total was the 
highest number of votes the party had received since 1992 and was 
more than Thatcher’s ‘landslide’ in 1983 and more than the votes cast 
for Blair in 1997.

At 12.9 million votes, Labour’s 2017 total was the highest number of 

votes since 1997, 2 million more than the landslide result of 2001 and 
4 million more than in 2005.

At 42.4%, the Conservative share of the vote was the same as in 1983 
and the second highest since 1979, behind Labour’s 43.2% in 1997.

At 40% the Labour share of the vote was almost 5% more than that 
achieved by Blair in 2001 and, apart from 1997 and 2001, the highest 
share of the vote for Labour since Harold Wilson in 1970. 

Figure 1 General election turnout, 1992–2017

Figure 2 How people voted (%) Figure 3 How seats were allocated

Figure 4 Change in votes since 2015

Figure 7 Voting and turnout by social classFigure 5 Voting and turnout by age

Figure 8 Voting and turnout by gender

Figure 6 Voting and turnout by education
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John Curtice

In 1970, the equivalent figure was still almost 90%. But by 
2010 rather less than two-thirds of all votes were cast for 
one of the two largest parties, a proportion that only crept 
back up a little, to 69%, in 2015. Even that slight recovery 
masked the fact that, while the Liberal Democrats fell 
back heavily, two other third parties, UKIP and the SNP, 
registered record-breaking performances.

Impact of the EU referendum
The outcome of the 2016 EU referendum, in which the 
UK electorate voted narrowly in favour of leaving the EU, 
seemed set to bolster further the fracturing of British politics. 
The Conservative and Labour parliamentary parties were 

One of the apparently important long-term 
trends in British politics has been the gradual 
erosion of a two-party system that reached 
its height in the immediate postwar period. 

In 1951, nearly 97% of all votes cast across the UK as a 
whole were cast for either the Conservatives or for Labour. 

The June 2017 
general election

John Curtice explains the outcome of the June 2017 general election

Jeremy Corbyn, 
Leader of the 
Labour Party, 
on polling day

Edexcel: UK politics, Voting behaviour

AQA: The politics of the UK, Elections

WJEC: AS Unit 2, Voting behaviour
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internally divided over what Brexit should look like, while 
both sets of supporters had been divided in the way in which 
they voted in the referendum.

UKIP in contrast was clear it wanted a ‘hard’ Brexit 
that prioritised withdrawal from the freedom of movement 
provisions of the EU, while, in accordance with their long-
standing position as the UK’s most pro-EU party, the Liberal 
Democrats called for a second referendum once the Brexit 
negotiations were concluded. Given that Brexit was set to 
become the central focus of British public policy for the 
foreseeable future, there seemed to be every reason why 
voters might opt for the one or other of these relatively 
clear positions rather than continue to support one of the 
two big parties.

In Scotland, which had voted quite strongly 
in favour of staying in the EU, the outcome of 
the EU referendum resulted in a call from the 
SNP for a second independence referendum 
so that an independent Scotland could retain 
closer links with, and indeed membership of, 
the EU. Thus, north of the border the debate 
about independence, which had seemingly helped propel 
the SNP to 50% of the vote in Scotland in 2015, was now 
also back on the boil.

Return of the traditional two-party system?
Yet this was not the way that things turned out in the June 
2017 election. Far from fracturing, the traditional two-party 
system seemed to enjoy something of a revival. No less 
than 82.4% of votes cast across the UK as a whole went 
to a Conservative or a Labour candidate — the highest 
proportion at any election since 1970.

As Table 1 shows, support for UKIP collapsed, that for the 
Liberal Democrats was even slightly below the disastrous 
level to which it fell in 2015, while the SNP also suffered a 
substantial reverse. Just 37% of the vote in Scotland went to 
the SNP, down 13 points on 2 years ago. The Conservatives, 
in contrast, won their highest share of the vote since 1979, 
and while Labour’s tally was only its highest share since 
1997, it represented the biggest increase in support the party 
had enjoyed since 1945.

Not a return to the traditional two-party 
system?
That said, there are two features of the outcome that do not 
fit the model of a return to two-party politics. First, although 
down on 2015, there were still 70 MPs elected for parties 
other than Conservative and Labour. That compares with 
an average of just nine between 1950 and 1970. The House 
of Commons still contains more such MPs than it did at 
any time before 1997. Second, the election failed to deliver 
an overall majority to any party, something that never 
happened before February 1974, even though at 2.5 points 
the Conservative lead over Labour was larger than the lead 

Theresa 
May leaving 
Conservative 
headquarters 
the day after 
the general 
election

THE TRADITIONAL 
TWO-PARTY SYSTEM 
SEEMED TO ENJOY 
SOMETHING OF A 
REVIVAL

Table 1 Result of UK general election, June 2017

Votes (Great Britain) Seats (United Kingdom)

% share Change in % share since 2015 No. of seats Change since 2015

Conservatives 43.5 +5.8 331 –13

Labour 41.0 +9.8 232 +30

Liberal Democrats 7.6 –0.5 12 +4

SNP 3.1 –1.8 35 –21

UKIP 1.9 –11.0 0 –1

Greens 1.7 –2.1 1 0

Plaid Cymru 0.5 –0.1 4 +1

Others 0.7 –0.1 18 0

Turnout 68.8 +2.5 — —

Note: Speaker counted as Conservative.

Sources: Provisional results, House of Commons Library Briefing Paper CBP 7979 and BBC News.
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of the largest party over its nearest competitor 
in four of the seven elections that took place 
between 1950 and 1970.

Evidently the electoral system was not 
operating to keep power entirely in the hands 
of either the Conservatives or Labour as it did 
in the heyday of two-party politics. Instead, 

the outcome required a minority government to seek the 
support of Northern Irish unionists, just as a minority 
Labour government had been forced to do in the 1970s and 
a Conservative one in the 1990s.

A new demographic cleavage: Leave or 
Remain voters
But there are, in truth, other important reasons to question 
the claim that the June 2017 election simply represented a 
return to the two-party politics of the immediate postwar 
era. That was an era during which, as Peter Pulzer famously 
put it: ‘Class is the basis of British party politics, all else is 
embellishment and detail.’ Support for the Conservative 
Party was markedly higher among those in middle-class 
occupations while Labour secured most support among 
those in working-class jobs. That link had already often 
appeared to be weaker at recent elections, and especially so 
during the era of New Labour governments between 1997 
and 2010. But far from strengthening at this election, it has 
weakened yet further and has now been displaced by a new 
demographic cleavage that divides Labour supporters from 
their Conservative counterparts.

Although Brexit may not have occasioned a further 
fracturing of party politics in Britain, it does seem to have 
helped occasion some refashioning of those who voted 
Conservative in the 2017 election and those who backed 
Labour. In calling the election, the prime minister, Theresa 
May, indicated that she was seeking a mandate to pursue the 
kind of Brexit she had set out earlier in the year, that is, one 
in which the UK would no longer implement the freedom of 
movement provisions of the EU and thus would no longer be 
part of the EU single market. In contrast, although Labour 
accepted that the UK was leaving the EU it appeared rather 
more concerned to maintain the UK’s economic links with 
the EU than to control immigration. In any event, those who 
voted Leave swung markedly towards the Conservatives, 
whereas those who backed Remain were more likely to have 
switched to Labour.

This pattern is clearly evident in polling data collected 
just before and just after polling day by Lord Ashcroft. 
According to these data, no less than 60% of those who said 
they voted for Leave in the EU referendum voted for the 

Conservatives while just 25% supported Labour. In contrast, 
only 25% of Remain voters backed the Conservatives, while 
51% voted Labour. More importantly, however, the 60% 
level of support for the Conservatives among Leave voters 
represents as much as a 15 point increase since 2015, while 
the 25% backing for the party among Remain supporters 
represents a 5 point fall. In short, the Conservatives were 
more popular than they had been previously among Leave 
voters, whereas the party lost ground among those who 
had voted Remain. Meanwhile, and in contrast, although 
Labour support increased among Leave voters, at 5 points 
the increase was half that among Remain voters.

These survey data are also backed up by the pattern of the 
election results — at least within England and Wales. Outside 
of Scotland, the Conservative Party performed much better 
in constituencies where Leave were strong in 2016 than 
in seats where Leave were weak. On average Conservative 
support increased by 10 points in constituencies where it 
is estimated that over 60% voted Leave 12 months ago, 
while it fell by 2 points in seats where less than 45% did so. 
In contrast, Labour’s advance was rather greater (12 points) 
in strongly Remain constituencies than in strongly Leave 
ones (9 points). Not least of the reasons for this pattern is 
that the UKIP vote was typically highest in 2015 in seats 
where Leave were strongest in 2016, and according to Lord 
Ashcroft’s data, 57% of 2015 UKIP supporters switched to 
the Conservatives, while just 18% moved towards Labour.

Voting by social grade
Demographically, those who voted Leave had two key 
demographic characteristics — they were typically older and 
they tended to have few, if any, educational qualifications. 
Meanwhile, those with few, if any, educational qualifications 
are more likely to be in working-class occupations. Thus, 
the relative success of the Conservative Party among Leave 
voters suggests the party may well have advanced among 
working-class voters.

Table 2, which shows the level of support for Conservative 
and Labour broken down by the social grade schema 
commonly used in market research to measure social 
class, shows that this indeed was the case. Support for the 
Conservative Party was some 12–13 points higher than 
2 years ago among working class C2 and DE voters while 
it was up by only 4 points among ‘AB’ professionals and 
managers. Conservative support also increased most in 
constituencies with a relatively high proportion of working-
class voters. True, there is no clear link between social grade 
and change in Labour support, but all in all it appears that 
the link between social class and party support in 2017 was 

THOSE WHO 
VOTED LEAVE 
SWUNG MARKEDLY 
TOWARDS THE 
CONSERVATIVES

Table 2 Conservative and Labour support in 2017 and change in support since 2015 by social grade

Social grade % Con Change since 2015 % Lab Change since 2015

AB: professional and managerial 44  +4 35  +7

C1: supervisory/clerical 41  +7 41  +10

C2: skilled manual 44  +13 39  +8

DE: unskilled manual/welfare dependent 34  +12 46  +7

Sources: Lord Ashcroft Polls 5–7.5.15 and 6–9.6.17.
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as the abolition of university tuition fees. But how far these 
patterns were a cause or a consequence of younger voters’ 
support for Labour is more difficult to discern. In truth, why 
so large an age difference emerged in 2017 can be expected 
to be the subject of further academic research in the weeks 
and months to come.

Scotland and the issue of independence
There is one further way in which the two-party politics of 
Britain were not replicated — the very distinctive result in 
Scotland. Not only did the SNP remain the largest party 
north of the border, albeit on a much-diminished vote, but 
in addition, the Conservatives, campaigning strongly against 
an SNP proposal for a second independence referendum, 
advanced more strongly than anywhere else in Britain — by 
14 points — even though no less than 62% of Scots voted 
to Remain in 2016. Electoral politics in Scotland continue to 
be dominated by the issue of independence — an issue with 
which postwar Britain was not concerned at all.

much weaker than we would anticipate from Peter Pulzer’s 
portrayal of Britain’s postwar two-party system.

Old versus young voters
One of the striking features of the 2015 election was that 
support for Labour increased among younger voters, while it 
fell somewhat among older voters. Meanwhile the opposite 
pattern was in evidence so far as the Conservatives are 
concerned. But this time around the age difference in 
political preferences was much bigger. As Table 3 shows, 
around two-thirds of those aged 18–24 voted Labour, while 
some three-fifths of those aged 65 and over backed the 
Conservatives. More generally, among those aged less than 
45 Labour advanced more strongly than the Conservatives, 
while among those aged 45 and over it was the Conservatives 
whose support increased more.

The resulting 40 point differences between the level of 
Labour and Conservative support in the youngest age group 
and that in the oldest age groups are clearly much bigger 
than the 10 point or so differences between those in social 
grade AB and those in the DE group (Table 2). Age, not 
class, was the principal demographic division in voting 
behaviour in June 2017.

Younger voters were, of course, more likely to vote Remain 
than were their older counterparts. But these differences 
between age groups in the strength of the movement to 
the Conservatives and Labour are much sharper than 
can be accounted for by the differences we have observed 
between Remain and Leave voters. Younger voters certainly 
warmed more to Jeremy Corbyn than they did to Theresa 
May and were also more supportive than older voters of a 
number of proposals in the Labour Party manifesto, such 

John Curtice is professor of politics, University of 
Strathclyde.

Table 3 Conservative and Labour support in 2017 and change in support since 2015 by age group

Age group % Con Change since 2015 % Lab Change since 2015

18–24 18  –7 67 +24

25–34 22  –5 58 +19

35–44 30  +4 50 +13

45–54 40  +11 39 +6

55–64 47  +12 33 +5

65+ 59  +13 23 +1

Sources: Lord Ashcroft Polls 5–7.5.15 and 6–9.6.17.

1 Evaluate the extent to which voting in the June 2017 
general election was determined by social class.

2 ‘The most significant factor in determining voting 
behaviour in the June 2017 general election was social 
class.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement
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Young voters 
were more likely 
to vote for Labour
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Political ideologies 

What is the alt-right? 
Jessica Hardy 

‘This is not conservatism as we have known it. This is not Republicanism as we have known it. 
These are race-baiting ideas, anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant ideas, anti-woman –– all key 
tenets making up an emerging racist ideology known as the ‘alt-right.’ (Hillary Clinton) 

Recently the term ‘alt-right’ has been mentioned frequently in the media. Do supporters represent an 
anti-establishment movement with a new set of distinctive right-wing ideas, or are they simply a loose 
grouping of white nationalists and racists, rebranded with a new less offensive title? Should we just 
call them fascist trolls? 

Why has the term ‘alt-right’ been in the news? 
With the appointment by Donald Trump of Breitbart chief executive Steve Bannon to the position of 
chief strategist, some argue that a key alt-right figure is now one of the most influential behind-the-
scenes people in the world. Breitbart is a right-wing news and opinion website, described by Bannon 
himself as ‘the platform for the alt-right’. As a result of this high profile appointment, there has been 
much talk about what exactly, if anything, the alt-right represents, and if there is anything new about it.  

Some commentators argue that the alt-right represents a new, challenging and coherent set of ideas, 
while others see it as simply a way to disguise and make fashionable old far-right, racist, sexist, 
homophobic, Islamophobic and anti-Semitic ideas that should just be called fascist. 

Who are the alt-right? 
Alt-right supporters include a wide range of right wingers in the USA, including libertarians and 
reactionary Christians. The term ‘alt-right’ seems to have been thought up by Richard Spencer, an 
American white nationalist and prominent anti-Semite. Supporters reject mainstream right-wing ideas 
and groups and take a more radical approach. The movement is popular with disillusioned young 
white American men, and its loose set of ideas is becoming more influential in Europe. However, there 
is no organised movement, structure or political party and there is some disagreement about what it 
actually consists of.  

What do supporters believe? 
There is no fixed set of ideas, but there are some common beliefs. 

• Ethno-nationalism — the idea that nations should be ethnically homogeneous. This leads to a 
firm rejection of multiculturalism and immigration.  

• Paleo conservatism — a US-based ideology that supports a return to old-fashioned religious and 
rural ways of life, highlighting traditional family values and a limited role for the state. As it is an 
American movement, this is predictably connected to gun ownership.  
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• Racism and white supremacy — some alt-right supporters have revived the entirely discredited 
idea of racial hierarchy, claiming a link between race and IQ, for example. 

• Free market capitalism/anarcho-capitalism — in rejecting mainstream politics, some alt-right 
supporters believe the state should be abolished and that the free market would provide more 
efficient and cheap services. 

• Reactionary politics — alt-right supporters are backwards looking, harking back to an imagined 
past where there was no mixing of races, where women’s roles were restricted and it was 
acceptable to discriminate against people due to their skin colour, religion, sexuality, disability or 
gender. They oppose what they describe as ‘political correctness’ but what liberals would see as 
equal treatment and opposition to bullying and discrimination. 

• Negative view of human nature — like many conservatives, the alt-right sees human nature as 
fragile and vulnerable, seeking security through patriotism, for example.  

• Libertarianism — the belief (popular in America) that the state should be minimal and the 
sovereign individual should be autonomous and free. 

What do supporters do? 
The alt-right is very much an internet-based movement (if it is a movement) connected closely to 
websites and message boards such as 4chan and 8chan. Supporters have been linked to online 
anonymous harassment and trolling, which they describe as joking or fun, but which others (including 
the victims) see as threatening and disturbing. Those who find their comments offensive are labelled 
‘snowflakes’ — too weak and fragile to accept criticism and without a sense of humour. The belief in 
freedom of speech is argued to be more important than the right not to be offended. There have also 
been popular internet memes, particularly Pepe the frog, linked to the alt-right. 

Followers are cynical and critical of mainstream news agencies, associating them with the liberal elite. 

Figures in the UK linked to the alt-right 
The most notorious is Milo Yiannopoulos, who has written for Breitbart News. He was banned from 
Twitter due to his connections to and encouragement of the online racist abuse of US comedian Leslie 
Jones. Handsome and witty, he has gained huge publicity with his outrageous comments. 
Yiannopoulos argues that although the alt-right is Islamophobic, it is not racist, despite the views of 
some followers. Yiannopoulos was forced to resign from Breitbart in February 2017 following 
controversial comments about sexual relationships with underage children. 

Conclusions 
In the last year there has been excitement in the media about the alt-right, which may inadvertently 
have made it seem fashionable and a sign of youthful rebellion. Perhaps the movement should just be 
ignored? 

Apart from their use of social media, it seems that alt-right views are not significantly different to those 
of the far right — Nazis, anti-Semites and racists. 

Questions to consider 
1. What links can you make between conservatism and the alt-right? 

2. What differences can you find? 
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3. Is this form of politics acceptable? Should it be banned? 

4. Do you think these ideas could be popular in the UK or are they more linked to American 
history, culture and politics? 

5. Should you study the alt-right in class? Or is that giving it a status that it does not deserve, 
possibly breaking laws against discrimination? 

Links 
BBC interview in August 2016 with Milo Yiannopoulos about the alt-
right: www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b07pjb9y 

Jessica Hardy is online editor of Politics Review 
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Trump’s deals 
with the Democrats
Emma Kilheeney analyses two deals 
made by President Trump and the 
Congressional Democrats in one week 

On 6 September 2017 President Trump agreed 
a deal with Democrat Congressional leaders 
Charles (Chuck) Schumer (senate minority 

leader) and Nancy Pelosi (house minority leader) on 
a 3-month plan to fund the government and raise 
the debt ceiling level. On 13 September Trump also 
agreed with Democrat leaders the outline of a deal on 
immigration and border controls.

Debt-ceiling deal
In a meeting with Schumer and Pelosi, Trump agreed 
to their request for a ‘sacred’ 3-month extension to 
raise the borrowing limit until 15 December. After this, 
Congress will vote on the issue.

Republican reaction

This will lead to further tension between Trump and 
the Republican Congressional leaders. Senate majority 
leader Mitch McConnell and house speaker Paul Ryan 
had been leading sensitive negotiations over the debt-
ceiling level. They wanted an 18-month debt limit in 
order to remove the debt ceiling as an electoral issue 
leading up to the 2018 mid-term elections and to 
exclude the Democrats from major policy debates. 

When asked by reporters about the deal, McConnell  
said, ‘the president can speak for himself, but his feeling 
was that we needed to come together to not create a 
picture of divisiveness at a time of genuine national 
crisis.’ Paul Ryan had earlier described the Democrats’ 
plans for a 3-month debt limit as ‘ridiculous and 
disgraceful’. 

Trump overruled his own treasury secretary on the 
issue and other senior Republicans were frustrated 
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Activities
1 Imagine you are President Trump. Create a list of 

arguments for and against making a deal with 
the Democrats over the debt ceiling and DACA. 

2 To what extent does Trump engaging in 
bipartisan deals with the Democrats help or 
hinder the US system of government? Discuss.

Weblinks to follow up

The BBC has a number of short videos relating  
to President Trump and DACA:  
http://tinyurl.com/y9u69w5k

Find out more about the debt ceiling:  
http://tinyurl.com/ychlbl8l

with the deal. Mark Meadows, chair of the conservative 
House Freedom Caucus, warned that Trump’s failure 
to secure a longer-term debt-limit could threaten 
Republican plans to cut spending. The more moderate 
Republican senator Susan Collins said, ‘To have to go 
through this painful exercise in December would not 
be my first choice.’

Why did Trump do it?
Trump wanted to avoid government shutdown. He told 
reporters that the debt ceiling would automatically be 
agreed on because of its importance. After months of 
debates about whether to enact the flagship policy 
of building a wall along the border with Mexico, 
and after narrowly failing to repeal the Affordable 
Care Act, he has realised that if he wants to achieve 
anything he will need to work with the Democrats on 
some issues.

After the agreement was reached, Mitch McConnell 
announced that he would extend government funding 
and the debt limit in addition to providing $15.25 
billion to deal with the aftermath of hurricanes Harvey 
and Irma. The deal with the Democrats allowed Trump 
to secure this disaster-relief funding. 

Immigration deal
During the meeting with Schumer and Pelosi, Trump 
also agreed to support the Obama policy aimed at 
allowing 690,000 young undocumented immigrants 
to avoid deportation. In June 2012 Obama issued 
an executive order stating that the USA would stop 
deporting individuals who met certain criteria under 
the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
program.

Trump had begun to phase out DACA after pressure 
from hard-line Republicans who viewed the policy as 
an amnesty for illegal immigrants. However, on 14 
September the president announced that he was fairly 
close to a deal with the Democrats for DACA, and that 
the speaker Paul Ryan and Mitch McConnell were ‘very 
much on board’ with this. Congress has been given 
6 months to come up with a plan to protect DACA 
recipients. 

In return, the Democrats will help Trump make 
‘massive’ improvements in security along the border 
with Mexico. Trump announced that the wall would 
come later. He also asked Democrats to consider 
supporting the Raise Act, a bill put forward by 
Republican senators Tom Cotton and David Perdue, 
which would place tougher restrictions on legal 
immigration, halving it over the next decade. 

Reaction to the DACA deal
A number of political allies, including congressman 
Steve King, are ‘disillusioned beyond repair’ after 
Trump’s deal with the Democrats over DACA. Last 
year Trump described DACA as ‘an illegal executive 
amnesty’ and the deal is seen as a U-turn. A number 
of Republican members of Congress have announced 
their retirement in the past week, seemingly fed up 
with President Trump. The electorate may be more 
forgiving. Seventy-two per cent of Republican voters 
think it is good for the country if Trump works with 
the Democrats.
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