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The British vote to leave the EU on June 23, 2016 this year was one of the 

biggest convulsions in the politics of Western countries since the end of the 

Cold War. Largely unanticipated by opinion polls, it overthrew a successful 

Prime Minister, led to a complete reconstitution of the British government, 

and destroyed the assumptions of a generation in the UK about the future 

form of European co-operation.

The result illustrated a key attribute of democratic politics in the early 

21st-century: the rise of high volatility coupled with low predictability. The 

forecasts of seasoned experts, and sophisticated pollsters, are of diminish-

ing value in this environment, as primaries in the United States and elections 

on the European continent have also shown. In particular, there has been a 

tendency to underestimate the “angry vote.”

Such an underestimation is serious at a time when so many voters are very 

angry indeed. One survey in America this summer showed a majority of vot-

ers agreeing with the statement: “I’m as mad as hell.” It is vital for political 

and business leaders to understand the sources of such anger, which may 

seem counterintuitive at a time when the average person in the West lives 

longer, enjoys better health, travels further and has access to more technol-

ogy and innovation than any of their ancestors.

Yet the average statistics can conceal a wide variation in the daily experienc-

es of voters. Since the global financial crisis, governments and major insti-

tutions have suffered reduced credibility while many people have not experi-

enced a significant uplift in their living standards. People on middle incomes 
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feel particularly squeezed by the effects of globalization, facing intensified 

competition from other countries, people arriving from overseas, and tech-

nology which undermines their jobs. Anecdotally, it was striking in the British 

referendum that the drivers of London black taxicabs appeared to be voting 

unanimously to leave the EU, while Uber drivers seemed to be very heavily in 

favour of remaining in it.

Wary of Globalization

Attitudes to globalization in all its forms are becoming a new crucial determi-

nant of voting preferences. Many of the people who voted ‘Leave in Britain,’ 

and of those voting for insurgent parties and candidates elsewhere, share a 

feeling that the world is changing in ways that are threatening to them and 

about which they have not been consulted. They are concerned about immi-

gration, the speed of social change, the rise of new and immensely powerful 

global corporations, increasing inequality in some countries, and the seem-

ing ineffectiveness of governments in protecting them against these trends.

Many millions of voters now feel they have nothing to lose by voting to over-

turn the system. And the technological change, which makes an increasing 

number of them feel dislocated in their lives, also speeds up their political 

reactions and the growth of new movements. Donald Trump, Bernie Sanders, 

and Jeremy Corbyn have all owed part of their unexpected prominence either 

to their use of social media or to the ability of hundreds of thousands of their 

followers quickly gathering momentum as a movement through their use of 

social media.

So politics has sped up at the same time as dissatisfaction has become 

more widespread: hence the volatility and unpredictability. There is every rea-

son to expect that this development will intensify in the coming years. The 

likely consequence is not only very interesting and exciting elections, but 

something much more profound – the questioning of key assumptions held in 

common by many leaders and opinion formers over recent decades.
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Key Assumptions

The assumption that free trade and increasingly open economies are ben-

eficial is unfortunately under attack. Personal memories of the effects of a 

protectionist era have now died out, and efforts to further entrench free trade 

are becoming associated with corporate power rather than individual oppor-

tunity. Popular discontent with new trade agreements takes varying forms: 

opposition to Chinese and Mexican imports in the US and hostility to the di-

lution of product and environmental standards in Germany. Such discontent 

is sufficiently strong that many mainstream political leaders are tending to 

decide to go along with it rather than argue with it.

“People on middle incomes feel particularly squeezed 
by the effects of globalization, facing intensified 
competition from other countries, people arriving from 
overseas, and technology which undermines their jobs.”

A second assumption of recent times likely to come under increasing as-

sault is that central banks are most effective if independent. The monetary 

authorities are increasingly the targets of political attack as policies of ultra 

low interest rates and quantitative easing fail to produce the desired results 

and generate unwelcome side effects. These include increased inequality, 

reduced incentives to save, the driving of investors towards higher risk in the 

search for returns, and a serious impact on the long-term viability of banks, 

insurance companies and pension funds. Central bankers and finance minis-

ters have very little time left to redefine the parameters and policy objectives 

to which they work before they will be overtaken by popular frustration and 

political intervention.

A third assumption that may no longer hold true in the minds of many citizens 

is that technological progress is always to be welcomed. Extending my point 

about the contrasting political attitudes of taxi and Uber drivers, the advent 

of the driverless car will disrupt the livelihoods of a record numbers of people 

around the world, even if it brings many overall benefits.
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Enter Artificial Intelligence

The McKinsey Global Institute estimated that the coming technological revo-

lution arising from dramatic developments in the field of artificial intelligence 

will happen with 10 times the speed and 300 times the scale of the Industrial 

Revolution of the 19th century. Such a change will be an enormous politi-

cal event, as well as a business one, and it may well accelerate the various 

pressures leading to political fragmentation and rebellion that I have already 

described.

Of course, the lesson of history is that technological advances have always 

ultimately led to massive benefits for humanity as a whole, from the invention 

of the wheel onwards. Yet at the time of the first wheel, there were not billions 

of people around to be concerned about it, share their concerns instantly, 

and vote to overthrow governments who did not compensate them for it. 

It would be right to expect immense political turbulence as a result of new 

ideas on which businesses, scientists and engineers are currently working.

“The assumption that free trade and increasingly open 
economies are beneficial is  under attack.”

The task of national political leaders will increasingly become how to manage 

and lead such change and minimise such turbulence. Their efforts to do so 

may well bring about a redefinition of political dividing lines in many countries 

as traditional differences between left and right are overtaken by a battle be-

tween politicians who seek to make globalization acceptable and those who 

wish to resist it.

A Major Role for Corporations

Corporations must help to find solutions that voters can accept as fair, inclu-

sive, and helpful to people adversely affected by rapid change. For business-

es have just as much at stake here as governments, and can themselves pur-

sue policies and develop ideas which command widespread respect. While 

their objective must be to continue to create value for their shareholders, they 
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will find it increasingly essential to incorporate broader definitions of social 

responsibility into their efforts to meet that objective.

It will be a central task of the new President of the United States to try to find 

the philosophical and practical answers to these issues, unless future Ameri-

can elections are to bring even greater anger and discontent. And it is crucial 

work too for the new British Prime Minister, alongside the great challenges of 

implementing the UK’s exit from the European Union.

The first thing to be clear about in relation to the British exit is that it is going 

to happen. Even though the vote was 52 to 48 percent, it was more decisive 

in practice than may sometimes be obvious in the rest of the world. At the 

time of writing, there is no evidence of public remorse or regret about the 

result. Although London, Scotland and Northern Ireland voted to remain, all 

other parts of the UK voted to leave. Crucially, the members of the governing 

Conservative party, after decades of internal differences on Europe, are near 

unanimous about faithfully implementing the outcome of the referendum.

Nevertheless, there will need to be vastly complex negotiations before the 

exit can be completed, ranging over policy areas as diverse as fishing rights, 

farming subsidies, financial regulation, and the rights of the nationals of the 

remaining EU countries to reside in the UK. The Treaties of the European 

Union, written to disincentivize an exit rather than to facilitate one, provide 

only two years for such negotiations to take place – extendable only by unan-

imous agreement. The result of that will be an assumption at the outset that 

an exit will formally take place in 2019.

In addition to this huge task of diplomacy, the UK and EU will need to work 

on the form to be taken by a new trading relationship, and the U.K.’s new 

Department of International Trade will be tasked simultaneously with being 

ready to replace around 60 EU trade agreements with the rest of the world, to 

which the UK is currently a party.
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All of this adds up to an unprecedented task, accompanied by the formidable 

political challenge of maintaining the support of a parliament that was heavily 

opposed to the exit taking place at all. This will not be an easy and straight-

forward process, and Prime Minister Theresa May faces the most complex 

set of challenges of any incoming British leader since the 1940s.

Making the Best Out of Brexit

While complex, however, such challenges are far from insurmountable. There 

are many people in the UK who think, as I do, that while the best option was 

to remain in the EU, the second-best option is to leave it with clarity, confi-

dence and the determination to seize new opportunities along the way. The 

option to be avoided is that of hesitation, indecision, or anything that adds 

further to political and economic uncertainty.

Just as there will be many disadvantages of the UK in leaving the EU, there 

will be many opportunities to strengthen an economy that has performed well 

in recent years if the British Government pursues the right combination of 

policies in tax, education, regulation and infrastructure investment.

The dangers in Brexit lie in any loss of business confidence to invest, re-

newed efforts by Scottish Nationalists to break up the United Kingdom, and 

the draining of political energy into a long process of withdrawal at the time 

when there are so many dangers and challenges to Western nations.

In addition, the British vote to withdraw looks to be having a polarising effect 

on the rest of Europe. Some leaders on the continent draw the lesson from 

this that tighter integration is required in the rest of the EU, but others call 

for more decentralisation, seeing the rise of anti-EU sentiment in their own 

countries.

The grimmest news about Brexit is that it is not even the biggest challenge 

facing the EU, and it is by no means the strongest force threatening to pull 

the EU apart. The flawed construction of the Eurozone remains a greater 
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danger to European unity than Britain’s impending departure. Some coun-

tries, like Italy, are locked into very slow growth as a result of being combined 

permanently in the same currency, and therefore with the same exchange 

rate, as Germany. Greece, of course, has already suffered appallingly from 

the same situation.

Any study of economic history offers little hope for a monetary union that is 

not accompanied by political union. The alternative is rising political tensions 

and resentment, which over time will tend to make the Eurozone politically 

unsustainable in its current form. This mortal threat to European unity was 

conceived in Brussels and other European capitals on the assumption that it 

would lead inevitably to political union among its members – but of that there 

is little sign.   

Population Overload

The other, and potentially greater, threat to the future cohesion of Europe 

comes from outside the continent and it is no one’s fault. This is the huge ex-

pansion of population in Europe’s neighbourhood. While population growth in 

many parts of the world has slowed down, such as in most of Asia, the strik-

ing exception is in Africa and the Middle East. The result is that, according 

to UN population forecasts, out of an expected global population increase of 

2.4 billion by 2050, 1.5 billion will be in African and Middle Eastern countries.

The search for economic opportunity, exacerbated by the pressures of poor 

governance, religious tensions and civil wars could therefore bring many 

millions of people clamouring to Europe’s borders. Egypt, for instance, is 

forecast to increase its population from 91 million, now to 151 million by the 

middle of the century. Only the most optimistic observers would expect that 

country to be able to generate tens of millions of additional jobs over the next 

30 years along with long-term political stability.

In 2015, the arrival of one million refugees in the EU created some of the fierc-

est tensions seen since it was formed, taking the Schengen zone to breaking 
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point. The potential numbers moving in Europe’s direction in future years 

could make last year’s crisis seem very trivial indeed. These developments, 

largely beyond Europe’s control, may be the single most important and defin-

ing event determining the future of Europe over the next decades.

Already, the effect on the internal politics of European countries has been to 

exacerbate cultural divisions and strengthen insurgent populist parties. In 

foreign policy, Europe has become more dependent on Turkey even though 

many decisions made in Ankara have been unwelcome. That dependence 

is likely to increase in future years, along with greater pressure for European 

countries to intervene in any way they can in East Africa and the Middle East, 

in particular when the objective is promoting economic and political stability.

The Greatest Danger

This leads to the greatest danger of all: the separation of the strategic inter-

ests of Europe and the United States. Many American voters have shown 

this year that their response to globalization includes a greater reluctance 

to shoulder the burdens of allies and to intervene abroad. Yet Europe’s re-

sponse might have to involve a greater readiness to do so.

Western nations will need strong and visionary leadership to continue to work 

together in such circumstances, at the same time as reassuring domestic 

electorates that they are not being abandoned to global forces beyond their 

control. We have to hope that such leadership will be in place, but the chal-

lenges are such that the leaders of business and civil society also have to 

play their own indispensable part.
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