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extent? The boarding school mentality does not explain it all. If problems lie in schools such
as Eton or at Oxford University, where prime ministers Cameron and Johnson once studied,
successive generations of former premiers including Harold Macmillan should have been
rotten apples, but they were not that bad. In fact, people admired British politicians and
politics as mature. If those educational institutions still maintain their standards, other
factors are needed to explain why the current political leaders have inferior qualities
compared to their predecessors.

The key to this question lies in societal change, and the mechanism for its direct impact
on politics. In the 1975 national referendum, British voters overwhelmingly -- by a two-
thirds majority -- chose to remain in the European Community, the predecessor to the EU.
The state of European integration has since deepened, and the British public have become
more skeptical. This change may seem nothing special, but has triggered undercurrents that
have been very likely affecting the quality of today’s lawmakers.

The other day, I was chatting with a member of the Conservative Party. He was born to a
British father and a German mother, is politically pro-European, and ran in national elections
twice at the beginning of this century. According to him, every time he visited his
prospective constituencies seeking support for his bid, leading local figures sitting in the
front rows at campaign rallies would first ask him this question: Are you for or against the
EU? And the implication was that they did not want a pro-EU candidate. The confrontation
over the European Union has come to show religious intensity.

One has to be convinced that the selection of candidates in this manner for almost two
decades has brought down the quality of lawmakers. The fierce dichotomy of friend or foe
blankets electoral districts, and such a way of thinking eliminates the room for the complex
art of politics. Johnson is supported by grassroots Conservative supporters, 70% of whom
are supporting Brexit.

These episodes in local electoral districts indicate the pipeline through which societal
changes pour into parliamentary chambers. In the past, we heard the argument that in
parliamentary democracies, where public opinion is indirectly mediated, the politics tends to
be moderate than in presidential systems with direct elections. In Japan, populism emerged
significantly in gubernatorial polls where voters can pick their leaders. Former Osaka Gov.
Toru Hashimoto and Tokyo Gov. Yuriko Koike fall into this category.

However, when the roots of society become polarized and that polarization assumes the
appearance of religious confrontation, even indirect democracies cannot play the role of
intermediary, allowing that polarization to erupt. This is exactly what is happening in the
U.K. It is true that the national referendum, a tool of direct democracy, has inflamed popular
sentiment, but the fundamental confrontation over the EU had already paralyzed the
Conservatives for the preceding 20 years or so, and parliament has failed to handle the
outcome of the referendum for almost three years.

This is not just some throwaway example. Even Britain, long respected as the birthplace
of parliamentary democracy, has to suffer from this phenomenon. The implication is
substantial. It shows that when the roots of society deteriorate, institutional engineering
cannot mask it and, as a result, international relations suffer too.

The saga of Brexit is shedding light on the importance of social stability.

(By Ken Endo, professor of International Politics, Hokkaido University)
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Global Perspective: Brexit saga shows decline of UK politics,
need for social stability

Boris Johnson has become the prime minister of the United Kingdom. He was a leading
figure in the victory of the “Leave” side, those supporting the country’s departure from the
European Union, or Brexit, in the national referendum three years ago. His road ahead is
very bumpy.

His difficulties are not rooted in the fact that he is a pro-Brexit figure. His predecessor,
Theresa May, who voted to “Remain” in the referendum, failed to handle this issue
successfully. Judging from the result of the referendum, one can assume that a prime
minister from the Leave side may have less trouble consolidating public opinion.

Johnson, however, has slim chance of doing so, and is likely to deepen the divide in the
United Kingdom. First of all, his credibility is being questioned. It is no wonder, given he
was drafting a statement supporting Britain remaining in the EU only several days before his
actual announcement seeking an exit in the referendum. After all, he is an opportunist. If
that posture leads to diplomatic resourcefulness, that is fine. But one has to be surprised by
anecdotes attributed to his time as foreign secretary. He was described as cupping his ears
with his hands and singing the U.K. national anthem when diplomats tried to inform him of
inconvenient truths about countries he was visiting.

He is also one of the early purveyors of fake news. Johnson was dismissed as a reporter
from the Times of London newspaper for manufacturing a quote. This tendency was seen
during the EU referendum campaign. He repeatedly made groundless remarks such as that
the U.K. was paying 350 million pounds to the EU every week or that leaving the EU would
save funds for the National Health Service. As Christopher Patten, a prominent Conservative
politician, once observed, Johnson sometimes cannot tell reality from fiction as they merge
in his mind.

He appears optimistic, positive and eager. In the eyes of his supporters, he is an
energizing politician. However, this appearance may be the result of a complex character
formation often observed among the British elite. According to psychologist Nick Duffel, the
children of the British elite who grow up in boarding schools after leaving their parents’ care
at a relatively young age have a tendency to try to cover up their vulnerabilities and
childishness with superficial confidence and exuberance, or aggressiveness in some cases.
Otherwise they cannot survive with their pride intact.

Johnson’s remarks right after his assumption of the premiership are filled with excessive
optimism and belligerence. The enemy within the U.K. is defeatism blanketing the entire
country, he said, adding that he would flush out that sentiment and bring a bright future to
this wonderful country.

The external enemy, indeed, is the EU, according to the new premier. He declared that
leading the nation out of the EU by the deadline set at the end of October was “do or die,”
and intensified a game of chicken with the EU by saying that should the EU refuse to review
the withdrawal agreement with Britain he was ready to depart without one. If such a scenario
did come, Johnson repeated with foundless optimism, it would not cause a major problem as
far as World Trade Organization regulations stood.

Why have the British political elites, once looked up to by many, deteriorated to this
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