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Abstract

This article summarises and critically analyses some of the key arguments made in Matthew
Goodwin’s Values, Voice and Virtue. In particular, it examines Goodwin’s explanations for the rise
of the radical right in British politics, observing the disappearance of sociological factors from
Goodwin’s explanatory framework as he ‘develops’ his argument, in favour of a moral/
psychological framework that posits differences in ‘values’ between distinct groups of voters
as a key explanatory factor that is not itself in need of explanation. The article argues that this
move is necessary for Goodwin to draw the conservative conclusions that he does. The article
then compares this approach with that taken by influential centre-left commentators, observing
a highly similar set of logical operations in play. Ultimately, the article argues for the necessary
priority of political sociology over moral psychology for any form of analysis informed by
progressive commitments.
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Values, voice and virtue

MATTHEW GOODWIN’S Values, Voice and
Virtue received considerable attention from
across the political spectrum when published
in 2023." Goodwin’s interventions since its
publication have been increasingly explicitly
oriented towards the launch of some new
political movement, apparently allied with
the emergent trend towards ‘national conser-
vatism’ on the political right in the UK and in
many other countries, and the recent upsurge
of support for the Reform party under Nigel
Farage’s leadership. It remains to be seen
whether these efforts will successfully launch
him as a conservative populist leader in his
own right and, if so, how he will negotiate
the fact that the most analytically coherent ele-
ments of his own book would seem to pre-
scribe a quite different political programme,
closer to that of Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party
in 2017 than to anything recently associated
with the Conservative Party, UKIP or the lat-
ter's successor parties. But the book itself

M. J. Goodwin, Values, Voice and Virtue: The New
British Politics, Penguin Books, 2023.

clearly deserves scrutiny, exemplifying as it
does, both an emergent strand of political
thought and practice, and a set of intellectual
habits shared by many commentators and
scholars who do not share Goodwin'’s political
orientation at all. It is also clear that Values,
Voice and Virtue has direct resonance with cur-
rent political discourse in the UK: high-profile
Labour peer Maurice Glasman has recently
taken to denouncing the ‘progressive ruling
class’ in terms that seem directly derived from
Goodwin’s.> Our main purpose here will be to
consider these points of apparent congruence
between some of Goodwin’s implicit and
explicit assumptions and those informing the
work of decidedly ‘mainstream’ political com-
mentators and political scientists. What is at
stake here, in particular, is the question of the
explanatory value of ‘values’.

Against the ‘new elite’

Goodwin’s central historical claim is that a
‘new elite’ is now the dominant force in British

M. Mitchell, ‘Maurice Glasman: Labour is facing
Tory-style destruction’, UnHerd, 7 May 2025.
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politics and culture, against which conserva-
tive populism represents some kind of justified
(or at least inevitable) resistance. Most of
Goodwin’s analytical and political claims
depend upon this. It is in positing the nature
of this elite that his confusions over the rela-
tionships between power, status and class
become most obvious.

According to his account, this new elite is
primarily defined by its members having grad-
uated from Russell Group universities. To
what extent it also includes graduates of non-
Russell Group universities (by definition, the
vast majority of university graduates) is
entirely unclear and is never addressed by
Goodwin, who at times refers to a ‘graduate
class’ and at others to an elite composed of
graduates of ‘Oxbridge or Russell Group uni-
versities’, seeming to treat these categories as
largely interchangeable. This is a significant
elision, given that the social background,
incomes and institutional status of graduates
from Russell Group and from non-Russell
Group universities differ markedly.” How-
ever, it is clearly a necessary elision given
Goodwin’s overall approach, which repeat-
edly and systematically fails to interrogate or
acknowledge inequalities other than those
between graduates and non-graduates
(including inequalities within the ‘graduate
class’). This itself is a necessary absence, so
long as Goodwin largely declines to acknowl-
edge economic, rather than purely cultural,
inequality as a material factor in contemporary
politics.

The observation that graduates—in particu-
lar, graduates of selective, high-prestige
institutions—occupy a privileged place within
certain status hierarchies is not new.* The clas-
sic tradition of Weberian class analysis has
incorporated this insight for more than a cen-
tury. The great French social theorist Pierre
Bourdieu developed his most influential
concepts—*social capital’ and ‘cultural capi-
tal’—largely in order to understand the differ-
ent types of power and status that those with

3C. Cullinane, ‘Despite the focus on Russell Group
institutions as drivers of social mobility, it is actually
universities outside this group that are contributing
most strongly to social mobility’, LSE blogs,
6 December 2021.

%S. R. Khan, ‘The sociology of elites’, Annual Review
of Sociology, vol. 38, 2012, pp. 361-377.
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high-status contacts and knowledge could
accrue in complex societies, as distinct from
the power conferred by mere possession of
material wealth.® Of course, Bourdieu’s termi-
nology explicitly emphasises the comparisons
that can be made and the complex relationships
that can be discerned between economic, social
and cultural capital. By contrast, Goodwin
takes no interest in any such issues, largely
writing as if cultural capital were the only
source of status or power in British society.
The conservative constituency for which Good-
win claims to speak is one seemingly united by
a shared sense of cultural grievance and
entirely unacknowledged economic privilege.
Goodwin lists ‘non-graduate pensioners’ as a
key component of this constituency, without
acknowledging that most of that constituency
are debt-free homeowners with secure incomes,
protected from austerity by successive govern-
ments since 2010, or that young graduates have
seen real earnings fall and rents increase by his-
torically unprecedented degrees during the
same period (the words ‘mortgage’ and ‘rent’
do not appear in the book).®

Goodwin’s political sociology

It is very easy simply to dismiss such accounts
out of hand as typically populist polemic. How-
ever, we should not dismiss Goodwin’s argu-
ment altogether, because it does point to some
salient features of contemporary British culture,
politics and society that frequently go unac-
knowledged by liberal commentary, both jour-
nalistic and academic. The normative status of
cosmopolitan liberalism within British high-
prestige institutions—from corporations to uni-
versities to the BBC—is demonstrable, as is the
fact that the vast majority of university gradu-
ates seem to share some allegiance to it (argu-
ably irrespective of their own incomes and
wealth). This is surely an important factor to
consider when trying to understand the politics
of contemporary conservatism and its appeal to
social constituencies outside the traditional
socioeconomic elites. Furthermore, this is a situ-
ation that can only be properly analysed with a
complex, multidimensional approach to the

SP. Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the
Judgement of Taste, Harvard University Press,
1984 [1979].

°K. Milburn, Generation Left, Polity, 2019.
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interactions between different sets of power
relationships that produce inequalities both of
social status and of wealth and income.

What is at stake in any such analysis is the
question of the relationships between eco-
nomic, cultural and political forms of power,
and the roles played by these relationships in
driving or reacting to social change. Perhaps
surprisingly, Goodwin himself does not always
seem oblivious to the need for such analytical
complexity. Intriguingly, Values, Voice and
Virtue does not open with a specific assertion
of conservative political commitments (in fact,
no such reflexive statement of the author’s
own normative commitments is ever made).
Rather, it begins with a polemical claim for the
value of intellectually capacious and sociologi-
cally and historically grounded analysis of
major political events—Brexit, above all. In the
second chapter, Goodwin presents an impres-
sive synthetic history of the major social, cul-
tural and political changes that Britain has
undergone since the 1970s. While there are
some obvious elisions and omissions in this
chapter, what is most striking about it is that it
relies almost entirely on research by well-
respected, centre-left political scientists and
economists to paint a convincing picture of the
relationship between cultural, political and eco-
nomic change in a country that has undergone
a dramatic decline in its democratic culture
since the 1970s.

Of course, anyone looking for precise histor-
ical accuracy here is going to be disappointed.
The chapter describes Britain since 1979 as
having undergone a ‘political revolution’
characterised by the twin victories of the neo-
liberal economic programme and the liberalis-
ing sociocultural agenda of the ‘New Left’.
This is a familiar account to any consumer of
casual commentary on recent history, albeit
one that is obviously flawed. In particular,
the simplistic association of the New Left with
‘individualism’ simply ignores both a strain of
individualist libertarianism that always ran
through the British conservative tradition and
the fact that the original partisans of the New
Left were always as critical of liberal individu-
alism as they were of racism and patriarchy.”

7E. J. P. Benn, The State, The Enemy, Ernest Benn Ltd,
1953; F. Polletta, Freedom is an Endless Meeting:
Democracy in American Social Movements, University
of Chicago Press, 2002.

Where Goodwin'’s claims are both more origi-
nal and more acute is in his pointing to the
simultaneous emergence of a professional
political class, constitutively more committed
to the project of corporate globalisation than
to any defence of democratic institutions dur-
ing the same period. Referring to Crouch’s
analysis of contemporary ‘post-democracy’,
Goodwin argues that this professional political
class’s commitment to the liberalisation of
immigration controls—in pursuit of a globalis-
ing economic project and against the express
desires of most of the voting public—has rein-
forced a general sense amongst sections of the
public that this administrative elite does not
see itself as accountable to them.®

At this point, Goodwin’s analysis shares
much with that of commentators from across
the left and centre left. Indeed, we would sug-
gest that the most obvious political response to
be made to such an analysis would be
to argue—as we and many others have—for
a renewed democratic politics committed to
reducing corporate power, restoring institu-
tions of political and social democracy, and
building relations of solidarity between
migrant and static populations. But—as any-
one who has noticed Goodwin’s public inter-
ventions in recent years will know—this is
not where he takes his analysis at all. Instead,
by the end of the book, Goodwin is arguing
for the inevitable continuation of the conserva-
tive ‘counter-revolution’ against the ‘new
elite’ of which he sees Brexit as just one early
historical stage.

Extraordinarily, = Goodwin’s  account
throughout the book simply ignores both the
possibility and the actuality of reactions from
the left—rather than from the right—against
neoliberal hegemony. He does not mention
the surge in support for the SNP in Scotland
after 2015 and his references to the period of
Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour
Party focus only on Corbyn’s popularity with
graduates and unpopularity with other voters
in 2019. The fact that Corbyn inspired a mass
mobilisation on the political left (which had
not been seen since the 1980s) and his stagger-
ing success at the 2017 general election are sim-
ply not mentioned at all. This lacuna is, of
course, necessary in order to preserve the

8C. Crouch, Post-Democracy, Polity, 2004.
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coherence of Goodwin’s most incoherent ana-
lytical category: the supposed ‘graduate class’,
which he treats as entirely interchangeable
with Britain’s political elite. The fact that
Corbyn'’s popular base was among poor, pre-
carious urban graduates while his most vehe-
ment political opponents were precisely the
elite-graduate political class starkly illustrates
the inadequacy of Goodwin’s political
sociology.’

But the key conceptual move made by
Goodwin, which makes possible this ultimate
conclusion and the analytical elisions upon
which it depends, is one that goes further than
simply deploying weak sociological catego-
ries. It is a move that occludes the possibility
of sociological explanation at all, by shifting
analytical focus away from the complex reali-
ties of changing class relations and shifting
modalities of inequality, towards that more
amorphous domain in which he—like many
contemporary political scientists—assumes
real political struggle to occur: the realm of
‘values’.

The vices of values

Goodwin’s conflation of all power relation-
ships and social differences into cultural con-
tests is underwritten by and reinforces the
centrality that he gives to ‘values’ as a key ana-
lytic category. The central chapter of Values,
Voice and Virtue presents a simplistic account
of an electorate divided between an elite com-
mitted to an aggressively modernising strain
of cosmopolitan liberalism and a broader citi-
zenry committed to ‘traditionalist’ values: sex-
ual conservatism, casual xenophobia and
crude cultural nationalism. While Goodwin
acknowledges that ‘traditionalists’ can be
divided over socioeconomic policy, he makes
no such acknowledgment about ‘progres-
sives’—once again, simply ignoring the exis-
tence of any economically radical, socially
progressive, non-elite political constituency.
In fact, in this third chapter of the book, the his-
torical narrative offered in the second seems to
have been entirely rewritten—the ‘revolution’
described there is now re-described in purely

°]. Gilbert, ‘Why wouldn’t they be reconciled?
Corbyn’s leadership and the recalcitrance of the
parliamentary Labour Party’, The Political Quarterly,
vol. 92, no. 2, 2021, pp. 202-210.
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cultural terms. As such, while Goodwin attri-
butes New Labour’s loss of support from
‘Labour traditionalists’ entirely to ‘New
Labour’s embrace of the revolution and the
rise of a far more liberal cosmopolitan, if not
radically progressive, activist class inside the
party’, he makes no reference even to the pos-
sibility that New Labour may have been able
to secure more lasting and widespread sup-
port for its liberalising cultural agenda had its
economic programme been more effective at
reducing social inequality. This is not a trivial
issue for any attempt to explain the patterns
of voting behaviour which Goodwin claims
to explain. Labour’s surprise success at the
2017 election cannot be explained unless a sig-
nificant constituency of ‘Labour traditional-
ists’ are assumed to have been motivated to
vote for his progressive economic programme,
despite Corbyn’s very well advertised radical
cosmopolitanism.

In this chapter, Goodwin understands the
relationship between the ‘new elite’ and those
outside it exclusively in terms of their suppos-
edly different values, while entirely ignoring
the two possible types of political scenario.
He ignores the possibility that both ‘elite’ and
non-elite social groups may themselves be
internally divided by differing sets of values.
Conversely, he ignores the possibility that, in
some instances, sets of values may serve to
weld together both elite and non-elite groups
into distinctive social ‘blocs’ (this is precisely
the function of political and cultural ideology
as understood by thinkers in the Gramscian
tradition).'” The consequence is a transpar-
ently simplistic analysis of the relationship
between politics and culture in modern Brit-
ain, according to which the only alternative
to the continued degradation of democracy is
the hegemony of a culturally reactionary polit-
ical project. This is the central argument of the
book’s final chapter. The insistence on ‘values’
as both the only symptom and the only
cause of political division is fundamental to
Goodwin’s analytical and rhetorical strategy.

The concept of ‘values’ on which Goodwin
bases his argument is never precisely expli-
cated. At no point does he set out a theory of
what values are, how they work or explicitly

197. Gilbert and A. Williams, Hegemony Now: How Big
Tech and Wall Street Won the World (And How We Win
It Back), Verso, 2022.
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what makes them different from ‘opinions’,
‘norms’ or ‘identities’. Yet they remain for
him an irreducible political atom, the basic ele-
ment of political motivation that drives voting
behaviour, as well as being the core of the rift
that has opened up between the reactionary
working classes and the liberal media and aca-
demic elite. What places this putative elite ‘out
of touch’ is the distinct shape and character of
their values and how dissimilar they are to
those held by the particular sections of the elec-
torate that Goodwin lionises.

‘Values’ here are a rather incoherent con-
cept, both at the level of definition and at the
level of presumed efficacy. At the level of def-
inition, the distinction between values and
mere opinions is rarely, if ever, stated, even if
its function appears to be to offer a deeper
and richer account than the epiphenomena of
opinions. The concept of values, as opposed
to opinions, seems to occupy a more structural
and long-lasting position. While opinions may
be ephemeral, evanescent results of more pri-
mordial social processes, it is values that
occupy a deeper substratum of the national
political culture. Values are also effectively
naturalised by this account, in the sense that
the genesis and evolution of values is not sub-
ject to critical attention, and as such they take
on the role of a ‘given’, an unexplained
explainer, a matter of pure facticity. Given
the values of crucial blocs of voters in the UK,
what must politicians do to meet these values
and give them appropriate expression? In such
a manner, Goodwin identifies the motive force
behind the rise of UKIP, the Brexit leave vote
and the victory of Boris Johnson as grounded
in an ability to read the values of key groups
of voters and give them expression in the polit-
ical domain for the first time.

The problem with ‘values’ as an explana-
tory category is that it obscures relationships
between socioeconomic and discursive power
more than it illuminates them. What we might
call ‘values theory’ implicitly claims a degree
of substantiality for ‘values’ as distinct from
mere clusters of opinion, positing them as
quasi-structural explanations for political
behaviour and almost entirely ignoring socio-
economic factors, while offering almost no
explanation for the genesis and transformation
of values as such.

We can see this theoretical model as implic-
itly informing Goodwin’s key arguments. It is

important to note here, however, that this set
of implicit assumptions is not at all unique to
Goodwin. For all the manifest discomfort he
has created amongst the mainstream of British
political science, his central explanatory frame-
work is in fact commonplace. Arguably, very
similar assumptions play a functionally identi-
cal role in the work of political scientists like
Maria Sobolewska, Robert Ford and Paula
Surridge, as well as political strategists such
as Deborah Mattison and Claire Ainsley who
have become influential figures at the core of
Keir Starmer’s Labour Party."’

Sobolewska and Ford’s influential and justi-
fiably lauded book Brexitland offers a nuanced
and persuasive account of the political impact
of cultural divergences between liberals and
‘identity conservatives’. This is a far more
sophisticated analysis than that offered by
Goodwin (or many other, more mainstream
commentators), explaining the divergence
between graduate and non-graduate values
with reference to the liberalising effects of
higher education and to growing alienation
of non-graduates from the cultural conse-
quences of mass immigration. But, even in this
account, no convincing explanation is offered
as to why going to university should encour-
age cosmopolitan liberal values or why mass
immigration should have provoked a growing
sense of cultural resentment among non-
graduates in particular. The correlation
between levels of cultural capital and commit-
ment to liberal cosmopolitan values is
observed, but this correlation is not treated as
itself in need of explanation or as subject to
possible political intervention. These are ques-
tions which surely can’t be answered without
some reference to the economic incentives pro-
duced by the graduate and non-graduate
labour markets, as well as to questions of
‘values’, ‘culture’ or ‘identity’.

M. Sobolewska and R. Ford, Brexitland: Identity,
Diversity and the Reshaping of British Politics,
Cambridge University Press, 2020; P. Surridge,
‘Britain’s choice: polarisation or cohesion’, The
Political Quarterly, vol. 92, no. 1, 2021, pp. 119-124;
D. Mattinson, Beyond the Red Wall: Why Labour Lost,
How the Conservatives Won and What will Happen
Next?, Biteback Publishing, 2020; C. Ainsley, The
New Working Class: How to Win Hearts, Minds and
Votes, Policy Press, 2018.
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The conclusion to Brexitland seems itself to
acknowledge, without being able to resolve,
the difficulty inherent in any attempt to
bracket off ‘cultural’ from ‘economic’ factors
in explaining political behaviour. We would
suggest that this demonstrates some of the
inherent problems with any analytical
approach that either implicitly or explicitly iso-
lates ‘values’ from other explanatory factors.
Sobolewska and Ford themselves do a superb
job of historicising and describing the emer-
gence of distinctive cultural-political blocs
since the mid-twentieth century. But, when it
comes to explaining, for example, the persis-
tence of ethnocentrism amongst certain con-
stituencies of voters, they explicitly disavow
any possibility of adjudicating between socio-
logical and psychological explanations. Less
nuanced, but conceptually comparable,
approaches to the study of the same topics
are widespread, amounting to a strong ten-
dency among commentators simply to ignore
the possibility of sociological explanation at
all, instead assuming ‘values’ in general to be
explanatory factor in themselves, rather than
phenomena that need to be explained. Such
an approach is common in academic and
para-academic political commentary of recent
years and appears to have had a significant
impact upon, for example, the political strat-
egy of the current UK Labour Party leadership.

Moral psychology: the master
science?

One figure credited with some influence over
that strategy—particularly in her role from
20202022 as Keir Starmer’s first Executive
Director for Policy—has been Claire Ainsley,
who set out her diagnosis of Britain’s demo-
cratic dysfunctions and prescriptions for a
recovery thereof in her 2018 book, The New
Working Class. While this work does repeat-
edly acknowledge the complexity of relation-
ships between material interests, social
identities and ‘values’ as motivators of politi-
cal behaviour, it nonetheless argues for an
explicitly ‘values-based’ approach to policy
formation and political strategy, based on the
observation that the ‘new working class’ of
Britain shares a belief in four key values of
‘family’, ‘fairness’, ‘hard work’ and ‘decency’.
The possibility that these terms may function

6 JEREMY GILBERT AND ALEX WILLIAMS

as more or less entirely empty signifiers—
meaning irreconcilably different things to
groups of voters with different class locations,
ideological priorities and material interests—is
not one that the book spends any significant
amount of time considering. Nor does the fact
that its key sociological source—Savage’s
Great British Class Survey—actually found
enormous cultural and political differences
within the various social groups that might
be categorisable as ‘working class’.'* Perhaps
most significantly, Ainsley’s argument mirrors
Goodwin’s in that her strategic conclusions
simply ignore any possible political role for
that section of the ‘working class’ who are
demonstrably not committed to conservative
social values.

Instead, such complexities are repeatedly
brushed aside by Ainsley in favour of the asser-
tion that Jonathan Haidt’s theory of moral foun-
dations ought to function as the key theoretical
framework informing the analysis of all such
phenomena. We take this to be a key exemplary
gesture (given the widespread influence of
Haidt’s approach) and the fact that Ainsley’s
deployment exemplifies a swerve away from
sociological explanation of political change
towards (largely unproven) psychological theo-
ries in much recent political commentary. The
precise genealogy by which ‘values’ have
acquired the extraordinary status that they do
within the domain of contemporary political
thought is difficult to reconstruct with complete
accuracy, but the work of American psycholo-
gists, in particular Haidt’s values psychology,
appears to be crucial, even if it is only ever
rarely explicitly alluded to. For political psy-
chologists such as Haidt, ‘values’ exist as psy-
chological qualities possessed by individuals,
as non-political propensities that have dis-
tinctly political effects. These are emotionally
coded moral values, grounded in responses to
social-evolutionary imperatives. Political moti-
vation on this account arises because of gut feel-
ing, a set of emotional responses to issues that
statistically cluster around certain political ide-
ologies, but which are also the ground from
which they spring.

Haidt’s model of human motivation has
undoubtedly had enormous influence—not

12\, Savage, Social Class in the 21st Century, Penguin
UK, 2015.
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just on the field of political psychology per se,
but on a general turn to psychological explana-
tions within both academic and journalistic
political analysis. In his most influential work,
The Righteous Mind, Haidt presents moral
values as the product of complex interactions
between biological, cognitive, emotional and
sociocultural processes, while claiming to have
identified a universal and trans-cultural sys-
tem of moral dyads (care/harm, fairness/
unfairness and so on) underlying all human
psychology.'® This in itself does not explain
the impact of his model on broader fields of
political interpretation and analysis. Rather,
this influence seems to proceed from Haidt’s
repeated implications and assertions to the
effect that political behaviour can be explained
primarily with reference to the features of
human psychology that he claims to explain.
This is not a claim that Haidt makes any seri-
ous attempt to defend, any such defence obvi-
ously necessitating critical engagement with
historical and sociological explanations of
political behaviour that are well outside his
competence as an expert on ‘moral psychol-
ogy’. Haidt presents a Durkheimian view of
society as compatible with his psychological
theory, while explaining to the reader how
his theory and the empirical evidence that
informs it contradict types of rationalist psy-
chology that have historically been associated
with American political liberalism. But he
never offers any reasoned justification for the
assumption that these explanatory tools are
superior to those derivable from other
branches of sociology or from other traditions
of non-rationalist psychology.

The primary practical argument of The
Righteous Mind is that liberals were politi-
cally less successful than conservatives in
American politics between 1980 and the
2010s because their appeals to morality have
not been addressed to the key dyads of
‘loyalty /betrayal’, ‘authority /subversion’ and
‘sanctity /degradation’, a situation that Haidt
sees as proceeding from a general failure of lib-
erals to make arguments that appeal to citizens’
deeply-held moral convictions, rather than to
ideas of rationally conceived self-interest. This
is an argument with huge appeal to policy

'3]. Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are
Divided by Politics and Religion, Pantheon
Books, 2012.

makers and political strategists seeking expla-
nations for the apparent economic irrationality
of low-income voters endorsing political pro-
grammes that appear contrary to their immedi-
ate economic interests.

We would suggest that such accounts
appeal to these political actors not only
because of their explanatory power. Other
intellectual traditions, many of them more
obviously associated with progressive politics
than is Haidt’s conservative moral psychol-
ogy, have offered alternative explanations for
people behaving in ways not immediately
aligned with their most immediate economic
interests. The traditions of critical theory, his-
torical materialism, political sociology and
psychoanalysis have been offering explana-
tions for precisely such behaviour for the past
150 years. Indeed, offering such explanations
is the basic purpose of all theories of ideology.
But many contemporary political actors have
good reason for wishing to avoid engaging
with, or even acknowledging, these intellec-
tual tendencies and the political movements
associated with them, given their lack of moti-
vation to pursue those movements’ aims. This,
we would suggest, is probably the key reason
as to why Haidt’s ideas—and the theory of
‘values’ as a general explanation for political
behaviour—has proven so influential on the
thinking of figures as apparently as divergent
as (centre-left) Ainsley and (far-right) Good-
win. Haidt’s ideas do the same kind of explan-
atory work as a theory of ideology informed
by critical sociology, but without implying
any radical political commitments.

Values theory is useful to conservatives
(both national-conservative apologists and
‘small ¢’ conservatives of all parties) precisely
because it either de-historicises politics or pre-
sents historical narratives according to which
processes of change are inaccessible to political
intervention.'* Goodwin and Ainsley each tell
a story of social groups being politically moti-
vated by divergent cultural values. But neither
is able to discuss how values develop, how
they change over time or really even what they
actually are as a category of political motiva-
tion. The consequences of this approach are
predictable. If values are naturalised, treated

14<A conference in London, UK’, National Conserva-
tism, 15-17 May, 2023.
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as merely the way of the world and not amena-
ble to contestation, to political leadership or to
critique, then it follows fairly naturally that the
role of democratic politicians and activists
must be to pander to them.

Finally, it is important to note that some of
the core assumptions of values theory have in
fact been subject to specific empirical testing
by political scientists interested in the problem
of the relationship between ‘values’, morality
and political ideology. In one of very few stud-
ies within Anglophone political science to
have actually explored and complexified
‘values’ as an analytical category, Hatemi,
Crabtree and Smith have sought to test the
assumption made by Haidt and his followers
that extra-political moral values somehow pre-
cede or underpin the taking of political posi-
tions or the adoption of coherent political
ideologies on the part of individuals or
groups.”” Their fascinating and persuasive
conclusion is that political ideologies are not
predicated on pre-existing ‘moral founda-
tions’; rather, the latter are continually
invoked and revised by political subjects in
the defence and justification of the former. This
does not itself demonstrate that ‘values’ are
not foundational to political identity as it
merely identifies political values as being more
fundamental than moral ones. But this does
entirely undermine a core assumption of Haid-
tian political psychology.

While Goodwin’s account makes the weak-
nesses of values theory clearest of all, his story
about British political culture shares many
assumptions with other instances of political
analysis that deploy the concept of values in
this way. While he has attracted significant
controversy and opprobrium for his latest
book, the root element of his argument, the
key flaw from which his fallacious thinking
stems, is shared by vast swathes of contempo-
rary political science, political strategy and
political journalism, particularly in the
UK. While Goodwin may exemplify this ten-
dency more starkly than any other comparable
figure, it is clear that there is more than a pass-
ing resemblance between Goodwin’s and
Ainsley’s logical moves and those made by

15p_ K. Hatemi, C. Crabtree and K. B. Smith, ‘Ideol-
ogy justifies morality: political beliefs predict moral
foundations’, American Journal of Political Science,
vol. 63, no. 4, 2019, pp. 788-806.
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some of the other figures we have mentioned
who insist—implicitly or explicitly—on ‘iden-
tity’, ‘culture’ and/or ‘values’ as explanations
for political behaviour which themselves
require no apparent further explanation.

For a political sociology

What ultimately characterises all such ana-
lyses is that they substitute psychology for
political sociology. It seems self-evident to us
that any attempt to explain a phenomenon as
complex and significant as Brexit or the rise
of the new populist right ought to involve rig-
orous efforts to map: (a) the complex nature of
changing socioeconomic circumstances; (b) the
ways in which different social groups concep-
tualise those changes; and (c) the ways in
which those conceptions drive political behav-
iour. But values-focussed accounts can only
ignore (a), thereby resorting to a poorly
theorised model of (b) for all explanations of
(c). “Values’ emerge in such accounts not as
historical phenomena, but as psychological
dispositions which are not themselves subject
to historical processes, sociological explana-
tion or possible political intervention. There is
simply no progressive political programme
that could emerge from such accounts.
Fortunately, other analyses are available,
most notably in the work of political sociolo-
gists such as John Clarke, Satnam Virdee and
Brendan MacGeever. In their book Britain in
Fragments, Virdee and MacGeever understand
Brexit as the outcome of historical processes
including the long aftermath of British imperi-
alism and the decline of capitalist profitability
in the UK.'® Their analysis particularly
focusses on the complex social character of
the pro-Brexit voting coalition, in contradis-
tinction to simplistic accounts that posit Brexit
primarily as an expression of frustration on the
part of the ‘left behind’. In his The Battle for
Britain, Clarke offers a complementary analy-
sis that makes much the same point, situating
the Brexit ‘conjuncture’ at the intersection of
a range of a number of historical processes
operating on different temporal scales: the
aftermath of imperialism, the period of dein-
dustrialisation and neoliberal hegemony after

163, Virdee and B. McGeever, Britain in Fragments:
Why Things Are Falling Apart, Manchester University
Press, 2023.
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the 1970s and changing attitudes to race
within British political culture.'” Each of these
works shows how the Brexit coalition was
composed of a number of socioeconomic
groups bound together by a complex set of
material interests and shared ideologies, so
cannot be associated simplistically either with
‘working class’ or ‘middle class’ political con-
stituencies, despite what much casual com-
mentary has asserted. Importantly, this does
not lead either study to conclude that social
class and experiences of economic inequality
and insecurity played no role in driving sup-
port for (or opposition to) Brexit. Rather, each
concludes that the historical event of Brexit
can only be understood in terms of a complex
set of relationships between various social
groups and the capacity of specific political
institutions to organise them into coherent
blocs. Each also concludes that Brexit is
unlikely to solve the problems that led many
such groups to endorse it, suggesting instead
that radical, egalitarian social and democratic
reform are the only likely remedies, at least
for the most disadvantaged in society.
Neither book offers a fully exhaustive
account of its subject matter. In fact, we think
that a truly comprehensive understanding of

17]. Clarke, The Battle for Britain: Crises, Conflicts and
the Conjuncture, Bristol University Press, 2023.

current conditions in the UK could only be
derived from reading both of these works
alongside Brexitland (which remains invalu-
able on its own terms). Strikingly, from our
perspective, none of these works pays any-
thing like enough attention to the role played
by media institutions in actively shaping
public attitudes and self-conceptions: from
Rupert Murdoch’s rebranding of The Sun as
a conservative populist paper in the 1970s,
to the populist right’s deployments of social
media in the 2020s. But what we think is clear
from our analysis is that the approaches
offered by these studies are essential to any
attempt to understand contemporary poli-
tics from a progressive perspective. By con-
trast, the widespread tendency to focus on
‘values’ at the expense of all other factors
can only lead to hopelessly reactionary
conclusions.

Jeremy Gilbert is Professor of Cultural and
Political Theory and is based at the University
of East London. Alex Williams is Lecturer in
Digital Media and Society at the University of
East Anglia. They are the authors of Hegemony
Now: How Big Tech and Wall Street Won the
World.
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