The Politics of Immigration: UKIP and Beyond

The UK Independence Party (UKIP)'s first-place finish in the May 2014 European elections, with 27.9 percent of the vote, is an unprecedented political earthquake which has transformed political conversation in Britain. Beneath the headlines, deeper questions remain over immigration and the challenge it poses to the future of Britain's main political parties. These challenges have been germinating for some time. Consider three related developments. First, the rise of immigration, since 2001, to first or second spot among the electorate's priorities. Second, the emergence of  the British National Party (BNP) in the period to 2009, shattering the complacent belief that Britain was immune to far right advances of the European variety. Third, since 2009, the rise of UKIP in a European Parliament with a record number of far right contenders. 
	How central is immigration and ethnic change to the rise of the populist right? A major strand of thinking ascribes upsurges in anti-immigration sentiment to material or political grievances. Some reach for a short term explanation such as the performance of David Cameron, Nick Clegg or Ed Miliband in relation to Nigel Farage. Others reference the long term drift of the British electorate from its traditional political moorings, evincing low trust in politics, eschewing party membership, deserting political clubs and not turning out to vote. Economic arguments centre on the financial crisis of 2008 and its aftermath; or the long-term structural changes which disadvantage those without university degrees and associated skills in the global marketplace. Materialists contend that individuals mistakenly attribute their economic woes to immigration. They may point to the role of an anti-immigration media in constructing and fanning mass sentiment and framing material problems as the fault of immigrants - perhaps to deflect attention from capitalism. The response of the main political parties to the challenge of UKIP - notably Labour and the Liberal Democrats - has also been to treat immigration as a material problem. For their part, the Tories initially tried to sideline UKIP as, in David Cameron's words, an extremist party of 'fruitcakes, loonies and closet racists', a claim which briefly had wind in its sails owing to the antics of several gaffe-prone UKIP activists. A material emphasis plays to the main parties' technocratic and policy advantages over UKIP - but is it compelling to voters?
	Against the materialist contention, much new research on the far right maintains the politics of immigration is, at root, a matter of culture and identity. If this is the case, established parties need to either address the difficult question of the public's low confidence in their ability to reduce migration or craft a narrative of English national identity that is sufficiently capacious to include more outsiders while resonating with the communal narratives of White British people. A third possibility is to quicken the pace of integration, reducing the number of people whom the ethnic majority perceive as 'outsiders' and thus moderating their sense that, to quote one survey question, 'Britain feels like a foreign country.' If cultural questions are important, then it behooves us to look more broadly at the politics of immigration: even if UKIP died on the vine, the salience of the issue may well endure, offering space for pressure groups, dissident factions and new political upstarts.

The contributors to this issue convened in the historic Council Room at Birkbeck College, University of London on 5 June 2014 to discuss UKIP and the wider question of immigration politics. They represent a diversity of views and backgrounds, spanning academia, think tanks and polling firms; politics, sociology and history. Materialist and culturalist orientations both feature, though few of our contributors are wholly materialist in approach. Matthew Goodwin, author with Rob Ford of a recent book on UKIP, Revolt on the Right, admits the party's supporters tend to be economically 'left behind' by globalisation and alienated from mainstream parties. On the other hand, he argues from a culturalist standpoint that Labour's attempt to frame the immigration issue as a problem of insufficient jobs and public services is a dead end which fails to blunt UKIP's incursions among actual and potential Labour voters. Compared to previus cohorts of UKIPpers, UKIP's new voters are much more loyal to the party and tell pollsters they shall remain so in the 2015 Westminster election. This promises to buoy their vote above 7 percent, enough to tip the outcome of that contest against the Tories. 
	This doesn't mean Labour can rest easy. Tim Bale recounts how UKIP's advance and the persistent hum of immigration worries on Labour doorsteps is creating rifts in Labour circles. A liberal-progressive wing, braced by interventions from Tony Blair, among others, urges Labour to hold the line as a resolutely pro-immigration party committed to globalisation. Against this, Blue Labourites and Old Labour voices such as that of John Denham urge the party not to lose touch with its working-class base. On June 1, seven Labour MPs wrote an open letter to the party urging it to campaign on a platform of curtailing free movement from poorer EU countries. While immigration does not neatly divide Blairites from Brownites, it is opening up an important cleavage which bisects the party. How Labour manages the split promises to be increasingly important in the lead-up to the 2015 election and beyond.
	Widening our ambit, Daphne Halikiopoulou and Sofia Vasilopoulou consider the UKIP advance alongside those of other radical and populist right parties on the European political scene. They find that neither post-2008 economic woes nor the cultural change wrought by immigration adequately explains the differences in the fortunes of far right parties across Europe. This flags the importance of supply-side factors - the party system and the distinct lineaments of national political histories - as crucial. One could add that the trajectory of results seems to differ between East and West, with western European far right parties generally rising while those in the East, such as Jobbik, lost votes.
	Andrew Geddes trains his eye on the supranational vantage point of the European Union, from which Tory, and, increasingly, Labour, promises on free movement ring hollow. Geddes, firmly tuned to the mechanisms and dynamics of EU politics, shows just how difficult it will be to roll back free movement. Any repeal of free movement, he suggests, requires reformers to open up a vast swathe of European legislation and would be subject to repeated challenges at the European Court of Justice. Accordingly, the parties are in danger of raising popular expectations of what can be achieved beyond what is feasible, a recipe for further alienation.
	David Goodhart's response to Geddes' intervention was to raise the spectre that failure to reform Europe might push even more voters into Nigel Farage's camp. Goodhart's article takes it as axiomatic that immigration and cultural change have powered UKIP's rise. The attempt by left-liberal commentators, as well as the Tory party, to tar UKIP with the racist brush is where he enters the conversation. Opening up a rarely examined concept, the use and abuse of the concept of racism, Goodhart suggests the inflation of this category to press home political advantage is a dangerous conceit. Conceptual stretching empties racism of its content, smudging everything from quite understandable communitarian impulses to establish communal boundaries to genuinely dangerous notions of racial superiority, inferiority and paranoia.
	Bobby Duffy wields his pollster's pencil to sketch out ten major themes from Ipsos-Mori's groundbreaking report on the subject which characterise British opinion on immigration. Without revealing the punch line, Duffy draws our attention to the way most people carry a highly distorted picture of immigrants and immigration in the minds. Perceptions of the issue are therefore most skewed at the level of Britain as a whole, with far fewer claiming immigration to be a problem in their local area. Working class respondents are more likely to express concern over immigrant competition in the labour market while the middle class frets most about immigrants' burden on the welfare state. The media clearly plays a role in such perceptions, but peoples' class position is also germane to how they view the costs and benefits of migration.
	I tease out several of the same themes as Bobby, namely the disjuncture between perceptions of local, concrete immigrants and abstract national ones. This explains why white Britons living in diverse areas are more supportive of immigration than those who inhabit homogeneous locales. Here it is non-European diversity rather than East European immigration that counts: many may voice concern over Europeans because this is non-racist, but White Britons are actually much more sensitive to visible differences. The ethnic majority in England tends to live in wards that are over 90 percent white. This is especially the case for UKIP (but not BNP) voters, and the data show that local ethnic shifts, i.e the Barking and Dagenham effect, are not as important a driver of UKIP support as they are for the BNP. Yet at the level of the nation, numbers really do count. Bobby Duffy's work shows that immigration panics cannot be sustained without rising numbers while net migration and the salience of immigration share a close numerical relationship. Historically, the experience of the United States, Scotland, England and western Europe tends to reveal a similar synchronicity between real ethnic change and majority opposition to immigration. Panics can be conjured out of nothing, but this is not the case with migration in the present-day UK.
	Opposition to immigration falls when the sinews of integration efface the line between insiders and outsiders. Is integration therefore a solution to the immigration problem, permitting us to have high immigration without the opposition to immigration this often brings? Several of our contributors tackle this question head on. Ted Cantle remarks that around the world and in Britain, people possess multiple identities which extend beyond the borders of the UK, or stop short of the nation, reaching no further than city or region. In a globalising world where cultures meet and the fastest-growing ethnic category in the UK is mixed race, the old debate between multiculturalists and nationalists seems quaint. For Cantle, today's urban youth, comfortable with diversity and hybridity and tolerant of immigration, represent the face of the future. Harris Beider's qualitative work with working-class young White Britons bears out many of Cantle's contentions, with respondents expressing a relatively inclusive sense of British identity. 
	Miles Hewstone's careful social psychological approach to politics reinforces the point. His survey of UKIP and far right supporters reveals that inter-ethnic contact is most effective at reducing opposition to immigrants among those who believe the country has not benefited from diversity. So too when it comes to racial prejudice. In other words, if a White Briton lives in a place where community norms are hostile to immigrants, a bit of inter-ethnic contact goes a long way. The implication is that integration, in bringing different ethnic groups together, can reduce the heightened hostility to immigration that has powered the rise of UKIP.
	UKIP did notoriously badly in London as compared to England. Trevor Phillips and Richard Webber caution that this is largely an artefact of the capital's high ethnic minority population: its White Britons actually supported UKIP at much the same rate as their cousins elsewhere. They draw our attention to what could happen if integration slows and ethnic minorities and majorities remain wedded to their political instincts. Basing their projections on the relatively constant level of minority support for Labour of around 70 percent, and on well-established projections of ethnic minority growth, they draw some startling conclusions. As the minority population increases from its current 12 percent of England (and 40 percent of London), to 25 percent or more by 2050, race could, as in America, surpass class as the dominant political faultline. Already, they note, minorities accounted for around two-thirds of the Labour vote in London in the 2014 European election while White British made up two-thirds of those voting UKIP or Tory. If London offers a window onto England's future, what we could see is both a sharpening of the London-England political divide and the rise of a US-style pattern of minorities voting for the Left and whites supporting the Right. Indeed, by mid-century, a majority of Labour's electorate could be comprised of ethnic minority voters.
	Phillips and Webber portray a clash between two visions of the English nation - one diverse, another ethnically homogeneous. The two carry vastly different implications for how one perceives of immigration. Minorities, with a picture of a polyglot nation in their minds, embrace immigration to a greater extent than members of the White British majority, who imagine a more homogeneous entity continuous with their ethnic past. National identity is key for understanding immigration because nations are defined by symbolic boundaries including culture, history and race which immigration calls into question. Michael Skey therefore takes issue with Ted Cantle's post-national predictions, objecting that evidence from ethnographic interviews with White English respondents from various parts of the country underscores the importance of nation-states and national identity in today's global era. This is linked to people's need for a secure identity and storyline to anchor their lives - especially for those whose story is not one of upward mobility - during periods of rapid social change. More than that, he adds, many of his respondents possess a sense of dominant ethnicity: an unquestioned right to belong, and a perception that others are not 'fully' English. While the criteria for inclusion may be racial, there is fluidity and change: thus UK-born minorities are beginning to express a sense of native territoriality against the claims of more recent arrivals.
	Charlie Leddy-Owen, deploying similar methods to Skey, examines white middle-class attitudes to immigration in the South Coast community of Gosport. Much of UKIP's geographic base looks like Gosport: relatively untouched by immigration, yet greatly concerned with it. The discrepancy, writes Leddy-Owen, is explained by the portrait of immigration painted by the media. Respondents understand that the media distorts the truth to sell papers yet continue to root their perceptions in media reports or occasional visits to more diverse cities. These are precisely the sentiments I uncovered in my focus group research in suburban London and Birmingham. Leddy-Owen's work also dovetails with findings from Bobby Duffy's quantitative evidence which suggests people respond in different ways to local and national patterns of ethnic change and are unlikely to be swayed by 'mythbusting' exercises which seek to correct misperceptions about the nature of immigration to Britain.

Conclusion

UKIP continues to redefine British politics and immigration tops the list of the electorate's concerns. Our contributors accept that material strains and political alienation matter for popular attitudes, but many place the accent on the dramatic cultural changes brought on by immigration. On this logic, policymakers and the main parties are unlikely to deflect support from UKIP by deriding the party as racist or talking about the NHS and jobs. Instead, cultural concerns need to be addressed head on. Direct measures to reform immigration, which most parties have already outlined, could be accompanied by renewed efforts to facilitate inter-ethnic contact and integration. This might be interlaced with an inspiring vision of English national identity that connects with White British voters without excluding minorities. 


