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Abstract 
The Brexit referendum campaign was characterised by blaming of the EU, with blame seemingly 
inextricable from politics.  However, what is not clear from existing research is what blame 
actually does to the people who read, hear, or otherwise consume it (th e ɃaudienceɄ).  Does blame 
actually matter?  Specifically, in what ways does exogenous blame make villains in politics, as 
characters who are bad, strong, and active, and whom we feel negatively towards?  Such a 
question is vital in the context of affectiv e polarisation, where it is not simply that we disagree 
with our opponents ɀit is that we experience negative emotions towards them.  

This research applies an abductive approach grounded in a critical realist ontology that cycles 
between theory and empirical  data.  Feldman BarrettɄs Theory of Constructed Emotions is 
introduced to connect societal Ƀfeeling structuresɄ discussed in prior international relations work 
with the human body that has hitherto been absent, while blame is defined as a discursive 
practi ce in which a speaker claims a party is doing, or has done, a harmful thing.  A data analysis 
framework is developed that permits for investigation of the effects of discursive practices, calling 
for identification of context, performance, effects, and poi nts of resistance and contestation.  
The empirical chapters address each stage of this framework in sequence.  

The Brexit referendum campaign is selected as a case study, and a mixed methods design 
utilising both qualitative content and statistical analyses  emerges in -depth meaning and wider 
generalisability alike.  Data analysed includes pre -referendum materials from Nigel Farage and 
the Leave campaigns, particularly Leave.EU, as well as the Remain campaign (355); this is 
compared with three months of artic les and public commentary from the ɃMetroɄ newspaper (60 
issues), providing insight into context, performance, and contestation.  In -depth semi -structured 
focus groups and interviews with Leave voters (18) and a survey -experiment conducted amongst 
UK voter s (1368) enables identification of both contestation and the effects of blame ɀ
specifically how blame makes people feel, and how it makes them feel about a party who is 
blamed . 

This research finds that blame makes villains in politics directly where it enge nders negative, 
Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ towards a blamed party, with annoyance predominant; and indirectly  where 
it engenders compassion for victims.  Its effects are mediated by the audience who consume the 
blame and may be mitigated by contestation strat egies employed by that audience or others 
such as alternative campaigns.  These include strategies that engage directly with the blame ɀ
counter -blaming, rebuttal, naming and shaming blame ɀas well as indirectly through use of 
alternate discursive practices s uch as credit or threat, and by changing the subjects and objects 
of blame.  This work exceptionally investigates the vilifying effects and contestation of 
ɃexogenousɄ third-party blame, contributing to the fields of international relations, political 
science, and social psychology; shows that it is not what we ɃareɄ but rather what we ɃknowɄ that 
circumscribes the effects of blame, defraying concerns over psychometric targeting; provides 
insight into how communication professionals and EU staff may contest  blame, beyond avoiding 
or shifting it; and demonstrates the effectiveness of blame in creating a villain of the EU in the 
specific case of the Brexit campaign.   
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1. Introduction  

1.1. Blame and Brexit 

żA|X °­Ӄ º N J«´ ´ÇJ«¦ «z J³­Ä«T º|X T ´J´ºX³ Ê­«X´  « |J³T |Jº´ J«T | -viz 
jackets are pointing the finger at climate changeƊa convenient bogeyman in this 
situation, but in truth this is an unnatural disaster which was made to order in 
#³Ä´´XӃ´ŸŽ1 

During  the 2016 Brexit referendum campaign, Leave.EU Chairperson Arron Banks claimed 
that European Union regulations were to blame for flooding in northern Englan d.  The 
nefarious EU was equally at fault for destroying the British fishing industry, British industry 
as a whole, holding back the United Kingdom's economy, and the 'immigration crisis'.  
Belgian Member of European Parliament and target of ɃBrexiteerɄ2 ire Guy Verhofstadt 
commented on this tendency for the UKɄs problems to be Ƀmade to order in BrusselsɄ, 
reflecting that ɇEven if it rains in the UK the EU is blamed for it by the British tabloids.Ɉ3 

There is perhaps nothing too surprising about this.  Fo rmer US Vice President Hubert 
Humphrey suggested that ɇTo err is human. To blame someone else is politicsɈ.  It seems 
common sense that politicians blame one another; that blame, and avoiding or shifting it, is 
integral to politics.  The point is to accrue  as much credit as you can, securing oneɄs seat, 
while ensuring the world knows it was the Ƀother guyɄs faultɄ.  As Ching Leong and Michael 
Howlett put it, "in the present era the idea that credit claiming and blame avoidance are key 
motivating forces of p oliticians and other policy -makers has become ubiquitous both in 
academia and in political life, and in public perceptions of these activities". 4  But does blame 
actually do anything, or is it simply a game played by politicians?  How does it affect the 
people who see, read, or hear it?  Particularly, how does it make us feel about the party that 
is blamedɀor even their supporters?  

This is important to consider in light of 'affective polarisation'; "negative feelings towards 
members of opposing political p arties". 5  This is seen in the US, between Republican and 
Democrat voter blocks, 6 as well as in the UK, where people who voted 'Leave' in the Brexit 

 
1 Banks, ɃThis Unnatural Disaster Was Made in Brussels Thanks to EU Flooding PoliciesɄ. 
2 Brexiteers were pro -Brexit.  They are usually referred to in this research a s ɃLeaversɄ. 
3 Verhofstadt, ɃGuy Verhofstadt on TwitterɄ.  See also compiled 'Euromyths'.  Peat, ɃThe EU Has Archived All 
of the ɇEuromythsɈ Printed in UK Media - and It Makes for Some Disturbing ReadingɄ; European Commission 
in the UK, ɃEuromythsɄ. 
4 Leong and Howlett, ɃOn Credit and BlameɄ, 3.  ɇThe attribution of blame and responsibility is a cornerstone 
of democratic politics. Ɉ  Malhotra and Kuo, ɃAttributing BlameɄ, 120. 
5 Gunn, ɃAffective Polarization in the Wealthy, Democratic WorldɄ. 
6 Gunn; Boxell, Gentzkow, and Shapiro, ɃCross-Country Trends in Affective PolarizationɄ.   See also Rubin, ɃItɄs 
Not ɇPolarization.ɈɄ. 
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referendum and those who voted 'Remain' do not wish to associate with the other side. 7  
Vitally, researc h shows affective polarisation is associated with democratic backsliding in a 
way that ideological polarisation is not. 8  Importantly ɀand obviously ɀthese feelings 
amongst supporter groups are linked to political actors: it is not just that Leavers and 
Remainers dislike each other, it is that they dislike each other for whom they support.    

As discussed in Constructing villains and emotions, James Jasper et al paint this as a politics of 
'public characters', wherein politics is populated by heroes and their supporters, villains and 
their minions.  Such public characters are not nuanced; they are caricatures of good and 
evil.9  Similarly, Lakoff ha s pointed to cultural narratives wherein heroes save victims from 
villains, arguing that we interpret everyday politics through such frames. 10  Politics becomes 
a Manichean struggle between good and evil, with 'bad' people on the other side ɀand 
anybody who  would support a villain must necessarily be bad (or at the very least, feeble -
minded).  

How, then, do villains arise?  How do we know who is a villain?  Jasper et al say one method 
involves blaming, though it is not clear how precisely this works.  Does bl ame have blanket 
effects, such that everybody who hears it will be affected in the same way?  Existing 
research seems to suggest that blame 'just works'  to create villains ɀbut is this truly the 
case? 

As Blame and its effects will show, research on blame in political science typically describes 
strategies for shifting or avoiding it; 11 discusses how the particular structure of the EU 
creates more ɃspaceɄ for blaming by domestic parties who can shift blame up to the EU, as 
well as down to more local governments or horizontally to colleagues; 12 shows how third -
party blame leads to different amounts of responsibility being accorded to different 
parties; 13 or theorises a link between Ƀblaming the EUɄ and reduced legitimacy via lessened 
trust, without necessarily testing this mechanism. 14  Moreover, it focuses on parties who are 
in power ɀblame games between domestic government and opposition ɀwithout 

 
7 Adamson, The Reality of Brexit.   Though Brexit identities as 'Leaver' or 'Remainer' are 'softening', voters 
feel negative towards each  other.  In March 2021, 72% of Remain voters felt warm towards other Remain 
voters, and co ol (19%) towards Leave voters; Leave voters feel warm towards other Leave voters (66 %) and 
cool towards Remain voters (23 %). 
8 Orhan, ɃThe Relationship between Affective Polarization and Democratic BackslidingɄ. 
9 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
10 'Rescue narratives'.  Lakoff, The Political Mind.  See also Hansson, ɃDefensive Semiotic Strategies in 
GovernmentɄ; Chong and Druckman, ɃFraming TheoryɄ, 114; Malik, We Need New Stories. 
11 E.g. Hansson, ɃDiscursive Strategies of Blame Avoidance in GovernmentɄ; Hansson, ɃDefensive Semiotic 
Strategies in GovernmentɄ; Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro-Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Hansson, ɃBrexit 
and Blame AvoidanceɄ; Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Weaver, ɃThe Nays Have ItɄ. 
12 E.g. León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ɃPassing the Buck?Ʉ; Heinkelmann-Wild, Rittberger, and 
Zangl, ɃThe European Blame GameɄ. 
13 E.g. Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃɇThey Did ItɈɄ, 893; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃSelective 
Exposure to Populist CommunicationɄ; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃFraming BlameɄ. 
14 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
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considering th e role of social movements, 15 international actors, 16 or external campaigns 
such as the Leave campaign in the UK and similar 'challenger parties', who have more scope 
for blaming. 17  Unlike this thesis, it does not seek to explain the  vilifying  effects of blame 
among audiences, except to suggest that it is sometimes successful (though it is not clear 
what success looks like), and sometimes it is not. 18  If we do not know how blame works, 
then it becomes difficult to contest; in such circumstance s, there is the risk of ongoing 
affective polarisation ɀand concordantly increased likelihood of democratic backsliding .19  In 
the specific case of the EU, affective polarisation  could lead to further 'exits' and hampering 
of EU cooperation.  

Meanwhile, rese arch in psychology and social psychology illustrates that blame is associated 
with not just what we think, but with what we feel.  It is entangled with cultural discourses, 
safeguards ɃusɄ against ɃothersɄ who break the rules, and thus constitutes who we are.20  
Moreover, it is associated with emotions, with some authors going so far as to say that 
emotions themselves 'are' forms of blame. 21 

Such nuanced understandings of the emotional effects of blame are  typically absent from 
political science and interna tional relations.  However, psychological accounts have limited 
external and ecological validity, and do not consider the effects of 'third -party' blame as in 
politics. 22  This is important, as blame can be both exogenousɀcoming from a third party ɀ
and endogenousɀarising within us as individuals.  A political actor can apportion blame for a 
harmful thing such as climate change (exogenous blame), and an audience as those people 
who encounter the blame, intended or otherwise, 23 can hear or read it and be affec ted.  The 
present research considers the vilifying effects of such exogenous blame specifically 24 while 
understanding that one effect can be endogenous blame, as when audiences reiterate the 

 
15 "[S]ocial movements are successful where their rhetorical framings and communications permit followers 
to curate and recirculate content of emotional signific ance to them."  Ross, ɃThe Power of Viral Expression in 
World PoliticsɄ, 171. 
16 See 5.3 The Brexit assemblage. 
17 Parties outside of government cannot lose their seats in govern ment or opposition.  See 2.3 What does 

blame do? and E5.  On 'challenger parties', Hobolt and Tilley, ɃFleeing the Centre: The Rise of Challenger 
Parties in the Aftermath of the Euro CrisisɄ; Vries and Hobolt, Political Entrepreneurs. 
18 Per Hood, some politicians are 'Teflon' in that blame does not 'stick' to them (Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and 
the Blame GameɄ.).  Effects on trust in the EU are considered in Kumlin, ɃBlaming Europe? Exploring the 
Variable Impact of National Public Service Dissatisfaction on EU TrustɄ; Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?. 
19 Orhan, ɃThe Relationship between Affective Polarization and Democratic BackslidingɄ. 
20 E.g. Ryan, Blaming the Victim. 
21 Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ; Menges, ɃThe Emotion Account of 
BlameɄ. 
22 Malle et al refer to 'cognitive' and 'social' blame rather than 'endogenous' and 'exogenous', noting that 
"the psychological literature is surprisingly limited on [the topic of social blame] , having made advances 
primarily on cognitive blame" Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 171.  This lack is 
addressed here.  See also 3.3.3.a) A word on cognition . 
23 See discussion of the ɃaudienceɄ in 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, and proofs. 
24 For instance, what actors such as Nigel Farage or Arron Banks said to UK voters in the lead -up to the 
Brexit referendum.  
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blame or blame somebody else.  Blame and concordant vilification can therefore spread, 
which is not apparent when considering endogenous blame only.  

Drawing the a bove fields together, this thesis asks ɇIn what ways does blame make 
villains in politics? Ɉ, and uses the case study of the Brexit campaign to leave the European 
Union.  ɃBlameɄ is limited to blame that is performed socially, meaning it does not include 
cognitive processes that occur entirely within oneɄs head as when we perceive some harm 
and react by mentally noting who is at fault, consciously or otherwise .25  Within th e subset of 
ɃsocialɄ blame, there may be blame performed by ourselves after witnessing harmɀthe 
endogenous blame mentioned above, performed socially ɀor blame performed by third -
parties: exogenous blame.  Blame itself is given a minimal definition in 2.4, so that it relates 
to instances of (alleged) harm only, and does not relate to ɃbeingɄ something or doing things 
that are merely ɃbadɄ without being harmful.  The current work is then limited to an 
examination of the vilifying effects of exogenous blame on audiences  only, where  that 
blame refers to harmful things .  Notably, social blame is always done by somebody; it is non -
agentic and cannot arise in the social world b y itself. 26  ɃPoliticsɄ is understood broadly as the 
exercise of power, with ɃpowerɄ consisting of the discourses that shape and construct 
groupsɀand are shaped and constructed by those groups in turn. 27  Power is thus emerged  
between actors.  While this c ase study positions itself vis-à-vis ɃtraditionalɄ political actors 
such as politicians, states, and the EU as an intergovernmental organisation, 28 it does so 
within a critical realist framework that understands social reality as only relatively stable, 29 
highlights that discourses circulate amongst networks and groups, 30 uses notions of 
constructed narratives and emotions, and positions blame as a discursive practice that 
supports such discourses. 31 

Notably, the question implies there are ways in which bla me makes villains in politics, and 
ways in which it may not. 32  Blame can affect people differently, be contested, and thereby 
potentially mitigated.  This means demagoguery reliant on blame can be countered, and 
concordant polarisation of the public limited. 33 

 
25 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ. 
26 See also discussion in 2.4 Defining blame. 
27 Discourses comprise a Ƀregime of truthɄ, with each society having ɇits regime of truth, its Ƀgeneral politicsɄ 
of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and 
instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 
sanctioned; th e techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those 
who are charged with saying what counts as true.Ɉ Foucault and Rabinow, ɃTruth and PowerɄ, 73.  Power  and 
discourse become inseparable.  
28 Each of whom are using similar concepts ɀnotions of heroes and villains, for example ɀto ɇplay different 
gamesɈ.  Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, 77. 
29 E.g. Danermark et al., Explaining Society. 
30 See for example 5.3 The Brexit assemblage, 3.3.4.a) Culture and acculturation. 
31 See 2.4 Defining blame and 2.4.2 Blame as discursive practice. 
32 This is later related to notions of Ƀcausal powerɄ, whereby blame always has the Ƀcausal powerɄ to create 
villains, but this may be interrupted or mitigated by other mechanisms.  See 4.2 Research design. 
33 Demagoguery utilises Manichea n ideas and characters of 'victims' and 'good people' (heroes/supporters).  
As Patricia Roberts -Miller points out, " [d]emagoguery says we donɄt have to debate policies, since what we 
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To investigate these phenomena, this research takes an abductive approach embedded in 
critical realism, consistently cycling between theory and data.  Ultimately it finds that blame 
makes villains when it engenders negative, Ƀvillain-type feelin gsɄ such as anger or annoyance 
towards a blamed party, and when audiences' compassion for perpetrators' victims turns 
them against that perpetrator.  While exogenous blame always has the possibility to create 
villains, 34 this is partially mediated by the a udience who consume the blame, and may be 
mitigated via contestation strategies employed by audiences or others. 35 

ɃMediationɄ means that something36 intervenes with effects, here the effects of blame  to 
create villains (Figure 1).37  It implies that whether or not blame works to create a particular 
villain depends on the audience at hand.  This research engages with the notion of 
psychometric targeting per Cambridge Ana lytica 38 and existing research alike, and finds that 
what people already want and know ɀin the form of voting preferences ɀdetermines how 
they react to exogenous blame in a way that underlying characteristics such as in -group 
value systems or demographics do  not.  It delivers insight into the ways in which blame can 
be contested, whether directly by engaging with the blame, indirectly by using opposing 
practices such as credit or threats, or by changing the subjects and objects ɀwho speaks, 
and who does not.  Notably, it is not just politicians who can contest blame in the form of 
avoiding or shifting it; this work shows that audiences also actively contest it, meaning there 
are several locations at which the effects of blame may be mitigated.  It clarifies wha t blame 
is and is not, separating it from related discursive practices and establishing a toolbox for 
how the effects of discourse may be investigated. 39  It conclusively demonstrates that in the 
specific case of Brexit, blame had a profound role to play in the creation of the EU as a 
villain, and concordant polarisation against it.  Overall, it shows that the effects of blame are 
nuanced, but not unpredic table; and they may be redressed.  

 
should do is empower good people (or a good person) to do what every good  person recognizes to be the 
obviously right course of action; we need to stop thinking and debating and just act."; it "[tells] us that we 
can stop questioning ourselves and our judgment ɀwe didnɄt do anything wrong; we were absolutely right 
in our decisio ns.  We are the real victims here."  Roberts -Miller, Demagoguery and Democracy, 25ȿ26.  
('Demagoguery' is referenced here  rather than 'populism', given the multiple meanings of that term as an 
exaggerated but normal way of doing democratic politics ɀ'I will represent you better than they will' ɀor us 
against the elite, or an emotionalised way of talking ɀdemagoguery.)  See also  Wodak, The Politics of Fear. 
34 See discussion of Ƀcausal powerɄ in Methodology . 
35 This research limits investigation of contestation to that against blame, and not for it.  
36 In natural scientific terms, this ɃsomethingɄ would be an additional independent variable; here it refers to 
mechanisms that exist in ɃrealɄ reality.  See 4.2.1 Multiple realities . 
37 The research does not include statistical mediation analyses, partly because of the use of categorical 
data, and partly because social reality is infinitely complex.  It does however incorp orate the established 
language of mediation/moderation when discussing effects, and Steven Spencer et al note the validity of 
using experimentation to establish mediation effects.  Mediation is ɃpartialɄ in that blameɄs effects remain 
whether or not the sp ecific audience is considered, but taking voting preference into account explains the 
way in which it works to produce villains.  Baron and Kenny, ɃThe ModeratorȿMediator Variable Distinction 
in Social Psychological ResearchɄ; Spencer, Zanna, and Fong, ɃEstablishing a Causal ChainɄ; Bhandari, 
ɃMediator vs Moderator VariablesɄ. 
38 See discussion in 5.3 The Brexit assemblage 
39 See also Banta, ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ., who likewise uses a critical realist 
framework to consider how the effects of discourse may be described.  
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Figure 1: Audience knowledge, including preferences and beliefs, as mediator40 

 

This chapter goes on to highlight the importance of emotions to the process of making 
villains; outline the critical  methodology and abductive approach applied; explain why Brexit 
specifically is an excellent case study for investigating the blame/villain link; establish 
researcher positionality; and give a brief overview of the remainder of the thesis.  

1.2. Emotions rather than labels 
As an outcome of Constructing vill ains and emotions , this work argues that audience 
emotions both help construct a villain and provide a way to identify tha t a villain has been 
made.  This is because villains are bad, and strong, and active, and we feel negatively 
towards them. 41  The first three may be identified discursively and are already implied by 
blame, and the fourth may be surfaced amongst audience m embers.  Identifying negative, 
Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ towards a blamed partyɀfor instance, anger, hatred, or fear ɀis then a 
way to verify that vilification via blame has taken place.  Note that this approach does not 
require that people label villains; au diences can feel somebody is a villain before comparing 
them to a wicked witch or fascist.  

This focus on emotions means it is necessary to consider what emotions are, and so Lisa 
Feldman Barrett's Theory of Constructed Emotion (ɃTCEɄ) is introduced. 42  This argues that 
emotions are not of natural kinds but are rather constructed social products.  In short, an 
emotion is 'made' when certain 'affect' (bodily information) is linked to certain 'knowledge' 
(emotion concepts) in a certain contex t.43  They do not, and cannot, exist separate to human 
knowledge. 44 

Use of TCE is innovative in the political science s, and completes a 'missing link' in work on 
emotions as constructed.  For instance, a recent volume from Simon Koschut et al highlights 
multifarious approaches to constructed emotions in international relations, wherein 

 
40 There are broken lines between ɃblameɄ and ɃvillainɄ and Ƀaudience knowledgeɄ and ɃvillainɄ to both indicate 
there may be additional factors at play; social reality is always only ɃrelativelyɄ stable.  See 4.2 Research 
design.  Danermark et al., Explaining Society; Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science; Bhaskar, ɃOn the Possibility 
of Social Scientific Knowledge and the Limits of NaturalismɄ. 
41 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters.  See full discussion in 3.2 The art of character work 
42 E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
43 This research uses ɃaffectɄ in the same sense as authors working on emotions as constructed, notably 
Feldman Barrett.  See also  3.3.3.b) What is źaffectŻ?. 
44 Barrett, ɃThe Theory of Constructed EmotionɄ. 
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emotions are social products ɀpart of  cultural 'feeling structures' guided by 'feeling rules'. 45  
However, the human body ɀwhere emotions are experienced ɀis absent.  This absence is 
redressed in the current work, rendering it possible to see how feeling structures are upheld 
and contested alik e.  It becomes possible to understand how emotions arise and become 
entrenched in connection with a particular blamed party ɀhow, in short, villains are made.  
It makes the emotions we feel as a result of blame matterɀbecause if we feel something 
once, we are more likely to feel it again. 46 

1.3. Methodology: A critical spiral  
The present work is embedded in a critical realist ontology/epistemology.  Under such a 
schema, there are three realities ɀan 'empirical' reality, full of events we experience directly; 
an 'actual' reality, with the events that happen, whether or not we experience them; and a 
'real' reality, where the mechanisms that lead to those events exist. 47  The 'social' world is 
less stable than a 'natural' world; however, it is still 'relatively stable ' enough for 
mechanisms to be identified and reality described. 48 

Under this typology, mechanisms may not be 'causes' but instead have 'causal power'. 49  
They always have the capability to produce effects, but those effects may be mitigated.  
Sunlight alwa ys has the causal power to burn skin, but the effects may be reduced or 
prevented via sunscreen or increased skin melanin content. 50  Sunlight can also have effects 
that are not burning skin, for instance, heating water tanks, or facilitating photosynthesi s; 
but it is still possible to speak just of sunlight's ability to burn skin.  

In the same way, in the present work blame is considered to have 'causal power', and 
specifically the ability to effect vilification; this does not preclude other effects. 51  The effects 
of blame may also be interrupted ɀblame  may be contested and thereby mitigated, 
whether by politicians themselves as in previous research  or by audience members ; or its 
causal powers may be mediated by the existing knowledge of individual s who hear  or read 
the blame.   

As the purpose of critical realist research is to identify mechanisms and thereby 
approximate reality, experimentation becomes important. 52  This is because 'real' reality 
may not be observed directly; the manipulation of events to pro duce results as in an 
experiment helps the researcher get closer to a description of that reality. 53 

 
45 Koschut, The Power of Emotions in World Politics. 
46 See 3.3.3.e) The predictive brain. 
47 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science.  
48 Danermark et al., Explaining Society. 
49 Danermark et al.  
50 I.e. Melanin is also a mechanism with causal power . 
51 As such, the research speaks of blameɄs effects; this does not imply that blame itself has agency or the 
ability to act by itself.  Blame is a mechanism that takes place in social reality, so is socially performed.  
52 López, ɃCritical Realism: The Difference It Makes, in TheoryɄ, 76. 
53 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 20. 
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A survey-experiment is therefore used in the present research, and is key to identifying the 
causal powers of blame to create villains.  It gathers informa tion about participants then 
presents one of four vignettes, each of which is similar but for the party blamed.  After 
reading the vignette, interlocutors are asked a series of questions to establish the effects of 
blame  as they relate to vilification . 

However, the survey -experiment is just one of several tools applied : mixed methods are 
used to more thoroughly investigate blameɄs effects and associated explanations, thereby 
generating theory around how it works to make villains .  Text-based data, including  Brexit 
campaign polemic, content from the free newspaper 'The Metro' and public commentary 
from the 'MetroTalk' sections of that same publication, are used to identify what blame 
actually happened in the lead -up to the Brexit referendum, forming essential  context for the 
survey-experiment and for focus groups and interviews.  These latter helped expose the 
mechanism of blame as experienced by people who were audience ɀintended or 
otherwise ɀto the Brexit campaign. 54  Data is identified, processed and analysed via a novel 
framework that enables investigation of the effects of discourse in politics. 55  This 
framework is developed in 4.3.1 Data analysis framework . 

The present research is ultimately theory generating rather than theory testing, and thus 
applies a predominantly abductive mode of i nference to identify the ways in which blame 
makes villains in politics.  To this end, the research began by centralising the effects of 
blame, then moving through cycles of theory and data in an ever -widening spiral to explore 
and identify the vilifying effects of blame.  This involved recursive interrogation of the 
research question, literature, theory, and methodology, and is depicted in 4.2.5 The 
research spiral . 

Under an abductive approach, research is essentially endless; the end point is selected by 
the researcher themselves.  This means research is never objective, but rather  informed 
from beginning to end by the position of the researcher themselves (see below). 56  For the 
present research, scope was limited by selecting Brexit as a case study, and through 
focusing on the felt/emotional effects of blame.  

1.4. Why Brexit? 
There are  several reasons why the Brexit referendum campaign makes a compelling case 
study.  Firstly, underlying mechanisms become more visible during periods of transition or 
crisis.57  Brexit represents a rupture, whether internally in the sense of creating new divides 

 
54 In this research, ɃaudienceɄ means ɃreceiversɄɀall those who encountered the blame, whether t hey were 
the intended audience or otherwise.  See also 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, and proofs.  
55 See also Banta, ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ. 
56 Danermark et al ., Explaining Society.  Critical work "necessarily moves recursively between theory and 
empirical data".  Wodak and Meyer, Methods of Critical Discourse Studies, 32. 
57 Bhaskar, ɃOn the Possibility of Social Scientific Knowledge and the Limits of NaturalismɄ, 20. 
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along Leave/Remain lines, 58 or externally vis-à-vis its relationship with the EU and countries 
thereof.  There were further pragmatic reasons in that the case could be examined in the 
researcherɄs native tongue of English, and the proximity of the UK enabling access to 
archival materials.  Per the followin g subsection, the researcher has lived in the UK, granting 
her a level of cultural understanding that assisted in the interpretation of data.  

Further, if blame created a villain of the EU within UK populations, could not similar 
strategies be applied in or der to instigate further EU exits?  Given blame does not need to 
be true to be effective, 59 populations of other Member States could be manipulated in a 
similar fashion, even to their own detriment.  This is vital in light of ever -improving 
techniques for persuasion via social media, and given media can reach ɀand persuade ɀ
international audiences.  For instance, Andy Greenberg highlights how Russian -sponsored 
actors use social media and other methods to destabilise politics in favour of Russian 
interests. 60 

However, w hile the present research takes advantage of the Brexit crisis to more closely 
examine reality, the object of analysis is not blame in the UK per se ɀnor even specific 
vilification of the EU ɀbut rather exogenous blame and its vilifying effects.  P er Culture and 
acculturation , emotions ɀincluding those associated with cultural narratives 61 such as that 
of heroes and villains ɀmay be learned and shared.  For groups w ith broadly similar 
cultures, it is probable that blame will operate to create villains in similar ways.  This may be 
particularly the case for other places that speak similar languages, and certainly for 
countries where English -language popular culture is  consumed. 62  The results of the present 
study can therefore be generalised to other places with broadly similar cultural narratives, 
emotion concepts, and languages.  In the first instance, that would be existing EU member 
Ireland, as well as further -afield countries such as the US, Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand.  Given broad similarity of emotion concepts across Indo -European languages, 63 it is 
also likely extensible to countries throughout Europe. 64   

This means the current study, as designed, has t heoretical implications that go beyond just 
the exemplifying case study of Brexit to other jurisdictions and contexts.  Given the 

 
58 E.g. Hobolt, ɃThe Brexit Vote: A Divided Nation, a Divided ContinentɄ; Adamson, The Reality of Brexit. 
59 This is despite Malle et alɄs argument that ɃsocialɄ blame (exogenous blame) requires elaborate warrant  to 
be effective .  Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ. 
60 Greenberg, Sandworm.  This is not to say that blame is always bad.  Rather, as highlighted in Blame and its 

effects below, it helps preserve groups by describing what is and what is not desirable behaviour.  The 
objective of the present research is not to eradicate blame, but rather to understand specifically how it 
creates villains in politics, and how this mechanism may be countered.  Even where blame is 'true' and 
'helpful' though, it may obscure 'real' underlying problems though: for that reason, the present research 
introduces the fallacy of 'bad -be-gone' as the faulty reasoning that removing a disliked person or p arty will 
make underlying problems go away.  
61 E.g. Rescue narrative, Lakoff, The Political Mind. 
62 3.3.4.a) Culture and acculturation 
63 4.3.5 Recognising emotions 
64 Bar Hungary, Finland, and Estonia, and other populations where non -Indo -European languages are 
spoken.  
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necessity to limit scope and word count, it is not possible to consider how to fix all the 
worldɄs blame -related problems .  Because vilification of the EU via blame is given particular 
attention as the primary blamee apparent in the analysed campaign materials ɀvilification 
of the UK and its government, or possibly even vilification of Leavers or Remainers, could 
have equally se rved to generate theory ɀand given the case study of Brexit used herein, 
both retrospective considerations along the lines ɇhow could campaigns have been 
improvedɈ as well as the  recommendations for further research focus on those items that 
would  prevent f urther EU -exits  and the heightening of affective polarisation.   It is though 
envisaged that the current work , by generating theory,  form s a useful contribution to 
studying the vilifying effects of exogenous blame  and what to do about it  in multitudinous 
other arenas.  

1.5. Researcher positionality 
Labelling research ɃcriticalɄ implies ethical measures, including ɇan intention to make oneɄs 
position, research interests and values explicit and their criteria as transparent as possibleɈ; 
self-reflection becomes an e ssential part of research. 65  While use of third -person language 
in research may obscure the researcher in an attempt to present work as more ɃobjectiveɄ, it 
is used in the main body of this thesis out of convention  and habit .  However, when 
employing self -reflection and discussing my role in data generation , I as the researcher use 
first -person pronouns.   There is thus a Ƀpurposeful mixɄ66 of voices, conveying the 
information and process of scientific enquiry  using the third person perspective , while 
acknowledging that I as the researcher a m intimately involved in the research . 

1.5.1. Why I wanted to do this research 
I began this project during my MA in EU External Relations, prior to the Brexit referendum 
taking place.  I saw the claims of the Leave campaign as j okes or memes at best, and 
manipulative lies at worst.  At the same time, Trump Ʉs campaign was gearing up in the US, 
and similar discursive strategies were apparent there , as well as elsewhere in Europe and 
around the world .  Irrespective of my own percept ions of these campaigns, it was clear that 
at least some people in the Brexit case were being convinced to vote Leave, and I wrote a 
paper projecting that the use of blame in the Leave campaign would help contribute to a 
Leave result.  As results came in, and my pro -Remain friends sank into despair 67 while pro -
Leave commentary seemed victorious and vengeful in equal measure, it struck me that 
blame had had a part to play ɀbut it was not about how we think  about blamed parties, but 
rather how we feel about them.  While Remainers were despondent, Leavers  were joyous 

 
65 Wodak and Meyer, Methods of Critical Discourse Studies, 7. 
66 Zhou and Hall, ɃMixed Methods Papers in First-Person and Third -PersonɄ. 
67 Per Moss, Robinson, and Watts, ɃBrexit and the Everyday Politics of EmotionɄ, 849., ɇRemainers in 
particular described feeling unexpected ɃgriefɄ at the result: ɃI don't think grief is too strong a word for what I 
felt in the aftermath: I cried daily for a while, and felt quite destabilised by what had happened ȿ 
unexpectedly Ʉ".  See also Wahl-Jorgensen, ɃThe Emotional Politics of the EU ReferendumɄ. 
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that they had escaped a villain in the form of the EU.  Blame had contributed to what, post -
referendum, was clearly an emotional issue with winners and losers, good and bad.  

Considering  Brexit  as one case of blame , I wondered how blame was use d by Eurosceptic 
groups, how it contributed to the derogation of the EU amongst audiences, and what that 
implied for Ƀproject Europe Ʉɀand on this basis sought to undertake a PhD to help refine our 
knowledge of the effects of blame.  My hope was that by elu cidating how blame worked  to 
make us feel things, I could at the same time identify ways in which this could be 
ameliorated or mitigated.  After all, if blame always works, then it can be endlessly 
employed to manipulate audiences, irrespective of their wi shes or desires.  There had to be 
a way to counter such manipulation, or make it less effective.  For that reason, my thesis is 
carefully critical ɀit describes how blame works to make villains in politics, but also identifies 
ways in which this can be redr essed. 

Notably, an objective of my work was to go beyond just Brexit : to generate theory 68 that was 
applicable at a wider scale  (and which may now be tested in subsequent studies) .  For that 
reason, while I use Brexit as a case of blame, my work aims to th eorise the vilifying effects of 
exogenous blame in politics more broadly.  This is the difference between a research 
question that considered ɇhow did use of blaming by the Leave campaign effect vilification 
of the EUɈ, which could be largely answered with just the use of focus groups or interviews 
to gain peopleɄs retrospective perspectives, and the higher -level question of ɇin what ways 
does blame make villains in politicsɈ.  To address the latter question,  there is the need to 
include those factors that could limit the applicability of Brexit as a case study.  This means , 
theoretically, diving into character and emotion construction and how this relates to culture 
and acculturation, as well as additional empirical work:  examining context  so that one can 
understand why this blame is effective in the Brexit context and not others, so that future 
researchers know what kinds of factors to consider when undertaking additional work; 
performance of blame to help highlight how political actors use blame differentl y, so that we 
can understand blameɄs strategic use (effectively considering performance by different 
parties as Ƀsub casesɄ); and resistance and contestation so that we can better understand the 
circumstances that allow blame to be used and be successful i n creating villains.  This 
facilitates going from the Brexit case study to wider theoretical conclusions that may now be 
examined in further case s. 

This is not to say that the current work generates Ƀgrand theoryɄ in the sense of a broader 
ontological fram ework for understanding the world, for example.  It generates theory in the 
smaller senseɀworking from building blocks of existing theory and data to produce findings 
about how exogenous blame makes villains in politics specifically.  As Robert Sutton and 
Barry Shaw put it:  

"Theory is about the connections among phenomena, a story about why acts, events, 

structure, and thoughts occur. Theory emphasizes the nature of causal relationships, 

identifying what comes first as well as the timing of such events. Strong theory, in our 

 
68 Not generate a theory.  
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view, delves into underlying processes so as to understand the systematic reasons for 

a particular occurrence or nonoccurrence. It often burrows deeply into 

microprocesses, laterally into neighboring concepts, or in an upward direction, tying 

itself to broader social phenomena. It usually is laced with a set of convincing and 

logically interconnected arguments. It can have implications that we have not seen 

with our naked (or theoretically unassisted) eye. It may have implications that run 

counter to our common sense. Ɛ ƑŹgood theory explains, predicts, and delights."69 

My work, in its abductive Ƀcritical spiralɄ mentioned above and discussed in depth in 
following chapters, considers the causal power of blame, takes context as broader soc ial 
phenomena into account, is iterated through multiple data sources and forms of analysis, 
applies retroductive reasoning and counterfactual thinking to emerge ɃnonoccurrenceɄɀand 
hopefully delights  (or at least, does not disturb!) .  It does not pretend to be separable from 
the work that has come before , and the following chapter in particular highlights how 
existing literature has informed the approach taken herein.  However, it does go beyond 
that work to generate theory around how exogenous blame makes villains in politics, which 
may now be further verified in additional case studies.   The word ɃgeneratedɄ is used rather 
than ɃdevelopedɄ, not to suggest that the villain-making effects of blame emer ged in this 
thesis exist in a silo without reference to other work, but to reflect experimental language 
around theory testing vs theory generation.  

More succinctly, my work aims to generate theory, not generate a theory.  This results in a 
theoretical sta tement that exogenous blame makes villains in politics where it engenders 
negative, Ƀvillain-typeɄ feelings against the blamee, or compassion for their victims; and that 
such effects are mediated by existing audience knowledge or preferences, and may be 
mi tigated via a range of contestation strategies.  

Thus, while my work in this thesis uses the lens of the Brexit campaign to help understand 
the vilifying effects of exogenous blame, it has wider theoretical ambitions ; and, as critical, it 
also advocates for  ways in which the vilifying effects of blame may be redressed.   These twin 
goals are addressed throughout the course of the thesis, with theory developed iteratively 
and recursively per the Ƀresearch spiralɄ, and the critical implications addressed in later 
empirical chapters ɀnotably E5ɀas well as via theory -driven reflections in the Conclusion.  
Ultimately, the theory generated is that exogenous blame makes villains in politics where it 
engenders Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ towards the blamee or compassion towards their ostensible 
victims.  Further, this is mediated by the audience consuming the blame, and may be 
mitigated via a range of contestation strategies.  

1.5.2. My position vis-à-vis the research 
I have been living in Brussels for approximately s even years, and previously spent several 
years living in the UK, both in Manchester and Salcombe (Devon).  I continue to travel there 
regularly , global pandemics permitting .  Where I grew up in Tasmania (Australia), a large 

 
69 Sutton and Staw, ɃWhat Theory Is NotɄ, 379. 
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part of the population at the time i dentified as ɃBritishɄ;70 an initial two television stations 
were dominated by BBC content; and British authors and imagery predominated ɀdown to 
Christmas cards ludicrously showing UK animals in wintery settings.  Due to local 
perceptions that UK accents m eant Ƀmore intelligent Ʉ, or at least higher quality education, 
almost all the teachers I had during school and high school were from the UK ɀand we were 
taught British history as Australian history.  I then moved to the UK on a working holiday 
visa, while u ndertaking a degree via the London School of Economics.  My MA and now PhD 
programs have been with the University of Kent Ʉs campus in Brussels.  While I am of course 
Australian, I have also been socialised into and experienced ɃUKɄ culture as a quasi -insid er. 

As somebody who envied the ability of UK citizens to live and work anywhere in the EU, I 
myself would have voted Remain.  Most of my UK -born friends did vote Remain, including 
those who are still in the UK ɀit is not just that my sample is skewed by pro -EU people living 
in Brussels.  Having lived in four countries, travelled to many more for extended periods of 
time, receiving a good deal of education, and being feminist, I am also an exemplar of the 
ɃanywhereɄ, metropolitan, over -educated person that pr o-Leave participants in my research 
were to complain about. 71  For this reason, it was vital that I engage with any biases and 
generate as much empathy as I could for the Leave campaign, to try and understand it from 
within, prior to speaking with Leavers.   This was accomplished through essentially 
indoctrinating myself through reading only pro -Leave materials for a period of a month, and 
employing non -violent communication to generate empathetic spaces in the course of 
research, as described in Methodology .  It is also worth adding that despite my being in 
some sense the ɃenemyɄ, interlocutors in my research inevitably explained that they did not 
mean meɀI was not the problem.  This speaks to th e fiction of who is the hero or the villain, 
and the lack of truth in the images of 'Leavers Ʉ or 'Remainers'. 72  It highlights the necessity of 
the present research, which elucidates how characters are created and constructed via 
blame specifically.  

1.6. Thesis structure  
Blame and its effects reviews existing literature on the effects of blame.  It firstly outlines how 
literature was collected then moves on to work on blameɄs effects in political science and 

 
70 Based on an Australian Bure au of Statistics report in the early 2000s; I have not been able to re -locate 
that report, which I read at the time.  The 2006 census indicated that 70.9% of Tasmanians were born in 
Australia and 4.3% England.  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Ƀ2006 Census QuickStatsɄ.  Under the 'White 
Australia' policy, British immigrants were the most 'desired' immigrants and thus formed a high proportion 
of immigrants to Australia, with other Europeans who were 'white enough' later permitted to immigrate.  
National Museum of Australia, ɃWhite Australia PolicyɄ.  There were also 'ten pound poms', which was an 
initiative designed to encourage UK citizens to immigrate to Australia for a payment of just ten pounds 
including the boat trip.  This is evidenced not just in skin palettes of older generations and cultural 
influences, but also in place names ɀTasmania had a great number of Cornish and Devoni an miners settle, 
and has similar place names to those parts of the UK (e.g. Hobart where I was born, Launceston where I 
grew up , or Exeter where I used to go sailing).  
71 See empirical chapters.  
72 See also E1: The Brexit context . 
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(social) psychology alike.  Blame protects and constitutes groups , interacts with cultural 
contexts, and is understood to be a key part of politics, but what does it do?  A dearth of 
attention to emotional e ffects and hence vilification is noted.  While research on 
endogenous blame in (social) psychology  suggests angerɀa villain -type feeling ɀis apparent 
when blaming others , such work has suffered some issues with ecological and external 
validity and oft neglected blame's social roleɀexogenous blame ɀwhich is necessary to 
understanding the effects of blame in politics.  The current work draws these ideas together 
to understand how blame may be examined and project potential effects.  The chapter goes 
on to highlight that while previous work has spoken about what researchers call ɃblameɄ, 
blame is rarely clearly defined, w hich is necessary to identifying and reproducing it  for use in 
research .  To this end, blame for ɃbeingɄ something (name -calling) is divided from blame for 
ɃdoingɄ something;  it is clarified that  blame is not necessarily dialectic and may work even if it 
is not true; and it can look like an argument or a moral judgment but is not necessarily 
either.  Based on a synthesis of existing literature, b lame is ultimately minimally defined as a 
discursive practice in which a speaker claims a party did, or has done,  a harmful thing.  This 
makes a contribution in that blame is clearly separated from related discursive practices of 
credit, threats, and promises, meaning the relationship between these practices and their 
role in contestation and therefore potential miti gation can be discussed.  Two fallacies are 
presented in connection with blame ɀscapegoating and a new fallacy of Ƀbad-be-goneɄ.   

Constructing villains and emotions starts  with a discussion of characters in politic s before 
moving on to consider how such characters are ɃcreatedɄ.  Previous work has tended to 
conflate the process of vilification with the end result of ɃvillainɄ, which means villains just 
ɃareɄ, rather than being constructed.  Work on victims highlights that the process and end 
result may be separated, and this work develops the idea that audience emotions help 
indicate whether characterisation as a victim or villain has been successful or not .  ɃVillain-
type feelingsɄ precede explicit labelling.   As identifying villains made via blame comes down 
to identifying negative emotions towards parties that are blamed (ɃblameesɄ), the chapter 
describes Ƀhow emotions are made Ʉ per the Theory of Constructed Emotions, and how 
addition of this theory bolsters work on emotions as constructed in political science  and 
international relations . 

Methodology  describes the critical realist epistemology/ontology used in the present work, 
and depicts the abductive approach using a novel Ƀresearch spiral Ʉ.  It develop s a new data 
analysis framework embedded in existing literature that permits for analysis of the effects 
of particular discursive practices on audiences, while stressing the need for contextual 
information as highlighted in Defining blame.  This data analysis framework requires 
identification of (1) contextual background, (2) performance (including discursive context, 
subjects and objects), (3) effects, an d (4) points of resistance/contestation.  The process for 
identifying key items, notably blame, emotions, villains, and contestation, is documented, 
and data sources selected and justified in accordance with the framework.  

Next are the empirical chapters, which are aligned with the data analysis framework such 
that E1: The Brexit context  establishes context for the Brexit case study, E2: Blame campaign 
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evaluates performance, E3: Effects and E4: Blame and underlying characteristics emerge and 
explain vilifying effects, and E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation locates contestation.  The 
five empirical chapters are often abbreviated with ɃEɄ and a number as shown.  

E1 gives background information to the Brexit referendum, including a brief history of 
Euroscepticism in the UK.  The Brexit ɃassemblageɄ73 is depicted, showing who spoke (and 
who did not) in the campaign, then  participants in the current research are compar ed to 
those who voted Leave/Remain in previous research, establishing ecological validity for this 
research  and thereby the case study . 

E2 identifies performance of blame in the lead -up to the Brexit campaign, and shows that 
the Leave campaign blamed in a way that the Remain campaign did not.  The EU was the 
most common blamee, while the UK/Britain was consistently portrayed as a victim.  This 
provides necessary context to later chapters, while also contributing to the field vis -à-vis 
strategies of discursi ve discontent.  

E3 starts with focus group and interview participants, who explain that blame caused them 
to feel angry at the EU and compassionate towards its victims; this compassion led them to 
turn against the EU.  This is interpreted as two pathways fo r vilification: direct (anger being 
an example of a Ƀvillain -type feeling Ʉ), and indirect (a Ƀcompassion backhand Ʉ).  This data is 
triangulated with that from the survey -experiment, where it becomes clear that where 
exogenous blame leads to villain -type fe elings amongst audiences ɀcommonly ɃannoyanceɄ 
for SE participants ɀexisting voter preference mediates who becomes the villain.  When 
people who were pro -Leave read a vignette blaming the EU, they became angry at the EU; 
those who were pro -Remain instead bec ome annoyed at the text author as a new villain.  
Not everybody experienced Ƀvillain -type feelingsɄ, pointing at further mechanisms that 
intervene in blame Ʉs causal power: that is, forms of contestation  that could mitigate its 
effects . 

On the premise that blameɄs differentiated effects could be the result of audiences Ʉ 
underlying characteristics per previous research, E4 returns to the survey -experiment 
results.  It shows that vilification via blame is not due to underlying characteristics ɀfor 
example, whet her somebody has in -group values, or is angry prior to reading the vignette.  
This indicates that psychometric targeting as conducted by firms such as Cambridge 
Analytica may not be as effective as feared ɀat least, not for the measured characteristics, 
and not as it pertains to blame.   Rather, it is the stories we tell ourselves about our desires, 
preferences, and the world around us that mediate the vilifying effects of blame.  

Contestation is the topic of the final empirical chapter, E5.  It groups contestation identified 
in the data into three types: direct methods wherein the person talks about the blame, 
including counter -blaming, rebuttal, and naming and shaming blame as an unacceptable 
behaviour; indirect methods wherein opposing pr actices such as ɃcreditɄ and ɃthreatsɄ are 

 
73 See discussion and definition in 2.4 Defining blame and Methodology .  Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen 
Good Arguments Do Not WorkɄ; Deleuze and Guattari, ɃA Thousand PlateausɄ. 
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used; and changing the agenda by changing the subjects and objects of blame.  These 
strategies are discussed in the context of the Brexit campaign, highlighting that the Remain 
campaign failed to engage with blame  in the Leave campaign.  Ultimately, the Leave 
campaign constructed a villainous EU, while the Remain campaign Ʉs hero was reluctant or 
absent.  Through use of blame, the Leave campaign thereby won the character wars.  This 
chapter further demonstrates that  exogovernmental Ƀchallenger parties Ʉ74 have particular 
scope to employ blame, and that not just politicians, but also individual audience members 
contest blame in politics.   

Conclusion  finalises the piece with a summary of findings, theory -driven reflections on 
contesting vilification, areas for further research, and impact planning.  As a result of the 
present research, our understanding of blame Ʉs effects in politics become more nuanced 
than simply ɇif we blame them, we won Ʉt like them Ɉ, and our toolbox to contest blame is 
greatly enhanced.  

  

 
74 Vries and Hobolt, Political Entrepreneurs. 
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2. Blame and its effects 

2.1. Introduction  
The present research asks, ɇin what ways does blame make villains in politics? Ɉ.75  A first s tep 
in addressing this question is establishing what answers have already been provided in 
existing work.  Evaluating existing research on the effects of exogenous, 76 third -party blame 
in this chapter helps to site the present research and provides the bas is for exploration and 
operationalisation in later chapters.  

First it must be noted that this research, in an attempt to generate theory ɀnot generate a 
theory 77ɀuses a critical, abductive approach ,78 necessitating simultaneous puzzling over 
theory and data. 79  Thus research proceeded in an ever -expanding ɃspiralɄ (depicted in 4.2.5 
The research spiral ), starting from a central concept of Ƀthe effects of blame Ʉ then cycling 
between existing research/theory development and data processing/analysis in widening 
iterations.  This required that the literature review was likewise iterat ed and reiterated, 
commencing with an expansive approach that encompassed all research into ɃblameɄ from 
fields as diverse as victimology, rhetoric, political science, law, philosophy, and (social) 
psychology, then coming to encompass work on emotions, cha racterisation, and vilification.  
Lastly, after analysis of all empirical data, the literature review as it is presented here was 
limited to only those items pertinent to the final research question and concepts. 80  Hence it 
focuses on the effects of blame , later honing in on the vilifying effects of exogenous blame 
only.  

A further outcome of this abductive approach is that there is not a linear way to present the 
literature review and theoretical components of this research.  Thus while this chapter 
focuses on siting the present research in existing literature and establishing the research 
gap, it also develops theory with regard to defining blame and associated fallacies.  In a 
similar vein, the following chapter, Constructing vill ains and emotions , reviews literature on 
character creation and develops theory on how villains are emotionally constructed as well 
as justifying and explaining the Theory of Constructed Emotion used in the present 
research. 81 

 
75The notion of a villain as s omebody who is bad, strong, and active ( Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public 
Characters.) and who feel negatively towards is developed in 3.2 The art of character work. 
76 Blame that emerges from outside the individual; the individual does not witness a harmful, blameworthy 
act themse lves, but rather hear s about it from somebody else.  
77 See 1.5.1. 
78 Please see 4.2 Research design; ɃcriticalɄ refers to critical realism.  See Danermark et al., Explaining Society. 
for a discussion on the relation between critical realism and abductive reasoning.  
79 Yanow and Schwartz -Shea, Interpretive Research Design, 242. 
80 See also 4.2.5 The research spiral. 
81 Exemplified by Lisa Feldman Barrett and her colleagues.  E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
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This chapter begins with an explanation of how literature on blame specifically was located, 
giving an overview of the contexts in which blame has been discussed.  Literature is divided 
into philosophical , prescriptive accounts for blame; descriptions of when and why we blame; 
the instance of blame itself; what blame effects; and how blame may be contested.  As the 
present work focuses on blameɄs effects and potential mitigation or mediation thereof, 
these latter two categories are of particular import and are discussed further in the ensuing 
sections.  

Next, in 2.3 What does blame do? , work on blameɄs effects in political science and social 
psychology alike is drawn together.  After a brief discussion of blame and Euroscepticism, 
the section moves on to note that blame has a role in protecting and constituting groups.  
Research on blame in political science and international relations is discussed, where it is 
highlighted that such work neither problematise s the vilifying effects of blame other than at 
the level of the population  nor  evaluate s the relationship between blame and emotions, 
which the present work redresses.  This is important, because we feel someone is bad before 
we vote them out of office, with implications for affective polarisation as discussed further 
in 3.2 The art of character work.  Such effects go beyond shifts in attribution patterns, as 
when Ƀparty AɄ may come to be perceived as Ƀmore responsibleɄ as an outcome of blame. 

Work on links between blame and emotion is then discussed.  Notably , existing studies  
often rely on US-based undergraduate au diences, using economic models and quantitative 
methods that essentialise and limit emotions expressed.  The implications of blame in 
politics are not considered; and research is typically limited to endogenous blame ɀblame 
that originates within the person , rather than outside of them. 82  As well as considering the 
role of exogenous blame, the present research extends this literature by using qualitative 
methods that permit people to put their emotions into their own words, allowing for the 
emergence of fur ther, ɃsurprisingɄ emotions and associated character creation ɀand in a 
non -US audience.  Additionally, by using a wide audience of real UK voters rather than 
captive undergraduates, the present work has improved ecological validity  over existing 
research .83 

The final part of this chapter returns to the nature of blame.  It discusses the difference 
between blame for ɃdoingɄ as opposed to blame for ɃbeingɄ something (name -calling), then 
locates features of blame in previous work that help to develop a definit ion of blame.  
Blame as a social activity is ultimately minimally defined as a discursive practice in which a 
speaker claims a party did (or is doing) a harmful thing .  This step of definition -
generation is necessary to exploratory experimental work, enabl ing identification and 
analysis of blame  and thereby operationalisation per Methodology  and hence theory 
generation.   Blame is differentiated from credit (helpful in the past/present), threat (harmful 
in the future), and promise (helpful in the future), already highlighting some areas for 

 
82 Malle et al likewise highlight this dearth of research into ɃsocialɄ blame.  Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA 
Theory of BlameɄ, 171. 
83 See discussion of validity in Methodology . 
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possible contestation of blame. 84  Blame is linked to the existing fallacy of scapegoating and 
the new identified fallacy of 'bad -be-gone' as the notion that removing a disliked person or 
body will likewise remove underlying problems.   

In additi on to identifying the research gap ɀnamely that the vilifying effects of exogenous 
blame have been under examinedɀand establishing the theoretical grounds for the current 
research, this chapter contributes to the field by clearly defining blame as a discursive 
practice and therefore permitting clear and comparative analysis of the practice across 
fields and contexts.  Moreover, blame is plotted vis-à-vis alternate discursive strategies of 
credit, threat, and promise, pointing to potential areas for contesting  and thereby mitigating 
blame in political campaigns.   It builds upon existing literature regarding audience effects of 
exogenous blame specifically and discursive practices more generally.  

2.1.1. Aristotle, audiences, and proofs 
Aristotle wrote of three genres o f rhetoric, wherein the Ƀart of rhetoricɄ is ɇthe ability to see, 
in any given case, the possible means of persuasionɈ.85  One genre, epideictic rhetoric, was 
specifically the rhetoric of praise and blame.  The present research departs from Aristotle in 
several areasɀit is understood that blame may take place in situations other than, for 
example, funerals or festivals; it may take a variety of formats; and the Brexit campaign took 
place in very different time, place, and culture to the ancient Athenian cit y-state.  However, 
several Aristotelian concepts are useful when developing a definition and understanding of 
blame.  

The first of these is the division between speaker, what is said, and the audience .  In the 
case of blame, a speaker and their audience cou ld theoretically be the same person ɀ
internally blaming oneself, or indeed, blaming to the mirror.  The present research does not 
presume access to mental states of figures from the Leave or Remain campaigns, and thus 
there is typically a clear divide betwe en speakers who blame ɃtoɄ audiences (Figure 2).  
Exogenous blame from speakers leads to effects amongst audiences, noting that one such 
effect might be endogenous audie nce reiteration of that blame.  This research examines 
such audience effects, specifically as they relate to vilification; effects upon the speakers are 
out -of -scope. 

 
84 In the sense of Ƀarguing againstɄ blame; see chapter E5. 
85 Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, ll. 1355b26 -27. 
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Figure 2: Relationship of speaker/blamer to audience .  In this example, the blamer blames the EU (blamee), with 
migrants (victims) suffering; the UK voting public (audience) hear/consume the blame. 

 

Whereas Aristotle may have envisaged the audience to epideictic rhetoric as those people 
who are specifically addr essed by the speaker, this is not the only way to interpret ɃaudienceɄ 
and it is not how the term is used in this research.  This is because, as Douglas Park points 
out, ɇobviously one can listen to a speech or read a work of prose without being in any 
rhetorical sense a member of the audienceɈ.  Park describes two main ways in which the 
concept of ɃaudienceɄ is used: those people that must be accommodated in the rhetorical 
sense (who is this speech for), and an audience implied by the text itself where ɇattitudes, 
interests, reactionsɈ and conditions of knowledge may address a different or wider audience 
(who could be interested in this speech). 86  This means discourse creates an audience for 
itself, irrespective of a speaker or writerɄs intentionɀintereste d parties go beyond the 
intended addressees.  

ɃAudienceɄ is here used in this latter sense, incorporating all those people who encountered 
any given instance of blame, whether or not the speaker wanted to address those people 
specifically.  Nigel Farage as speaker/blamer could blame the EU to a room full of people 
and that could be broadcast or printed in other avenues later on, being consumed by even 
ɃunintendedɄ audiences; people in far-flung parts of the world could likewise consume the 
blame and be affec ted.  This research examines the effects of blame on audiences, 
specifically those effects related to vilification, whether or not audiences were intended.  
With that said, there is an assumption that the main audience for blame performed during 
the Brexit  campaign were UK residents and voters, meaning this research examines effects 
on those same people.  

Returning to Aristotle, the body of proof for Ƀwhat is saidɄ may include two types of ɃproofɄ: 
artificial, and inartificial.  Artificial (artistic) proofs are ɇinvented by the speaker and placed in 

 
86 Park, ɃThe Meanings of ɇAudienceɈɄ, 249. 
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a speech specifically for the sake of persuading the audience at handɈ87, whereas inartificial 
(inartistic) proofs exist separate to the rhetoric, e.g. existing testimonies, laws, and so on.  

The three types of art ificial proofs  correspond to the speaker/what is said/audience 
division: ethos, logos, and pathos.  ɃEthosɄ means the characteristics of the speaker.  While 
he does not go into great detail on how this character may be used or established, Aristotle 
claims that trustworthy speakers will be more effective in persuading their audience (see 
discussion of characters in the following chapter). 88  ɃLogosɄ corresponds to the argument 
itself (is it a good, persuasive, well -grounded argument?), while ɃpathosɄ relates to the 
emotions of the audience, and how these may be used to persuade.  To this last, it is 
important that speakers know their audienc e, including their emotions, to have the highest 
chance of persuading them; as in the present research, it is important to consider the 
intersection of emotions and discourse. 89 

2.1.2. A note on nomenclature 
Following Weaver, there is a tendency to call parties w ho do blaming Ƀblame-makersɄ and 
people who receive blame Ƀblame-takersɄ.90  This research instead uses Ƀblamer Ʉ and 
Ƀblamee Ʉ, partly for clarity, and partly because this reflects English naming norms wherein -
or/ -er indicates the person doing something, a nd -ee reflects the recipient of an action. 91  
Thus the Ƀblame rolesɄ described in this research are blamer  (party apportioning blame), 
blamee (party whom is blamed), victim (party whom blamee has harmed), and beneficiary 
(parties that have benefited from the harmful situation).  

2.2. Locating blame in literature  
A significant amount of literature about blame does not actually define blame.  This means it 
is necessary to describe how literature was identified ɀwhere blame is not clearly defined, it 
would not otherwise be certain that the present researcher is discussing the same 
phenomenon as that in previous work. 92   

 
87 Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, xxxiii.   Note that this relates to ideas of how characters must ɃperformɄ per 
Orrin Klapp; see 3.2.5.  Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ. 
88 "[W]e trust good [people] more fully and more readily. In fact, not only do we trus t them in general, 
whatever the issue, but we are even inclined to trust them completely in cases where certainty is out of the 
question and there is room for doubt. ɍ [I]t is hardly an exaggeration to say that there is no more 
authoritative proof than cha racter."  Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, 7. 1356a6-13 
89 Note that Aristotle firstly refers to ɃpathosɄ as including essentially the emotions the audience arrived with 
(1356a14-16), and adapting what is said to that, and it is through this that Ƀthe art of rhetoricɄ may be 
divided from ɃsophistryɄ.  However, he goes on to talk about ways to engender and arouse various 
emotions.  In the present research it is understood that emotions may be roused during t he course of 
rhetoric, rather than addressing simply the emotions people ɃarrivedɄ with.  Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric. 
90 E.g. Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Resodihardjo, Crises, Inquiries and the Politics of Blame. 
91 E.g. Lessor/lessee, elector/electee.  
92 This research defines blame as a discursive practice in which a speaker claims a party has done, or is 
doing, a harmful thing.  See 2.4 Defining blame. 
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Literature was gathered based on its use of ɃblameɄ in the title, abstract, or tags, and then 
references in that literature examined in a snowb all approach.  Each piece of literature 
located in this process discussed what the authors titled ɃblameɄ.  Through this, it became 
clear that ɃblameɄ literature also encompassed literature on accountability, responsibility, 
causality, and intentionality.  Concepts and authors were mind -mapped until groupings 
were identified; these were  then translated to the reference manager software Zotero , and 
further reading continued to be divided in the same way.   

Work on blame can then be grouped as follows.  The r elevance of each group to the 
research question is noted, justifying which literature is reviewed in this chapter.  

2.2.1. ;| Ӄ­´­°| NJӃ JNN­Ä«º´ ­Z MӃJªXŻ´ ³­ӃX  « ´­N XºÉ 
What role should blame play in society?  Accounts include George Sher's review of  blame in  
In Praise of Blame.  Here he considers blame vis-à-vis Humeian concepts of blame as moral 
disapprobation (a sentiment 93 of disapproval) towards a particular character trait or action.  
For Hume, things that we approve of are good for society, and those we  disapprove of 
(blame for) are bad for society.  While not fully adopting HumeɄs account, Sher agrees that 
blame can be a source of motivation to improve oneɄs behaviour in future.  Hence blame is 
essential to morality ɀblame can be a social good. 94  Other authors such as Michael 
Zimmerman agree, suggesting that blame means oneɄs moral standing is diminished.95  
Thomas Scanlon reviews blame as a negative moral assessment, but also potentially a kind 
of punishment, or judgment of blameworthiness, each of whic h refers to the role of blame. 96 

While the present research does identify some ways in which blame may be redressed, 
implying normative expectations around the role of blame, this does not speak to the 
effects of blame.  Hence the overall societal role of blame is not considered in depth, 
beyond a brief discussion in 2.3.2 below.  Literature that fell exclusively into this group was 
not specifically addressed in the p resent research.  

2.2.2. When and why we blame 
This includes why we blame (e.g. blaming others to feel better about ourselves (Double, 
Stuewig et al, Tennen and Affleck)), 97 the relation between crises and blame (crises demand 
someone is held to account (e.g. Reso dihardjo)), 98 and who does blaming (e.g. angry people, 

 
93 While this could be described as an emotion, HumeɄs terminology of ɃsentimentɄ is used to stay true to the 
source material.  
94 Sher, In Praise of Blame; Bayles, ɃHume on Blame and ExcuseɄ; Kauppinen, ɃCharacter and Blame in Hume 
and BeyondɄ; Cohon, ɃHumeɄs Moral PhilosophyɄ.  See also discussion of blame for ɃdoingɄ and blame for 
ɃbeingɄ in 2.4.3 #ӃJªX Z­³ źMX «zŻ Æ´ MӃJªX Z­³ źT­ «zŻ. 
95 Zimmerman, ɃAn Essay on Moral ResponsibilityɄ, 38. cited in Tognazzini and Coates, ɃBlameɄ. 
96 Scanlon, ɃInterpreting BlameɄ. 
97 Double, ɃBlaming the Victim and Blaming the CulpritɄ; Stuewig et al., ɃShaming, Blaming, and Maiming: 
Functional Links among the Moral Emotions, Externalization of Blame, and AggressionɄ; Tennen and Affleck, 
ɃBlaming Others for Threatening EventsɄ. 
98 Resodihardjo, Crises, Inquiries and the Politics of Blame; Drabeck and Quarantelli, ɃScapegoats, Villains, and 
DisastersɄ. 
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people with Ƀpopulist attitudesɄ (Hackman et al, Aquino et al, Dawtry et al, Busby et al)).99  
While there is some suggestion that times of crisis may lead to increased character 
creation, 100 the link b etween crises and blame is not specifically examined here.  

2.2.3. The instance of blame itself 
This includes who is an acceptable blamee (for instance, elites and underlings (Aquino et 
al),101 different levels of governance (Heinkelmann -Wild and Zangl), 102 or who is salient and 
'familiar' (León et al)); 103 how blame is done, including process models such as those of Mark 
Alicke or Bertram Malle et al; and what blame is, including being an emotion (discussed in 
2.3.7 Blame is emotional ) or a type of 'argument' or a 'moral judgment' as further discussed 
in 2.4 Defining blame.104  The acceptability of particular blamee s is out -of -scope for the 
present research and only briefly mentioned in 2.3.2. 

Regarding process models, the 'blame journey' may be simplified into three stages: a 
harmful thing ostensibly 105 happens, blame is performed, and effects are generated ( Figure 
3). 

Figure 3: A simplified 'blame journey'  

 

It is however somewhat more complicated than this.   The processing of blame ɀhow 
somebody goes from observing a harmful event to blaming somebody for it ɀhas been 
investigated by authors such as Alicke (the 'Culpable Control Model', CCM) and Malle et al 
(the 'Path Model of Blame'). 106  Each of these models focuses on the link between 'harmful 
thing' and 'blame', explaining 'how much' blame a blamer accords ɀis the perpetrator very 
much to blame (at fault), or not to blame at all?   The CCM model centralises th e human 
experience, noting that "personal expectations and emotional reactions are central 

 
99 E.g. Hackman et al., ɃSlut-Shaming and Victim -BlamingɄ; Aquino, Tripp, and Bies, ɃHow Employees Respond 
to Personal OffenseɄ; Dawtry et al., ɃDerogating Innocent VictimsɄ; Busby, Gubler, and Hawkins, ɃFraming and 
Blame Attribution in Populist RhetoricɄ. 
100 Flinders and Wood, ɃFrom Folk Devils to Folk HeroesɄ; Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ. 
101 Aquino, Tripp, and Bies, ɃHow Employees Respond to Personal OffenseɄ. 
102 Heinkelmann -Wild, ɃBlame Shifting in the European UnionɄ; HeinkelmannȤWild and Zangl, ɃMultilevel 
Blame GamesɄ. 
103 León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ɃPassing the Buck?Ʉ 
104 See also 2.4 Defining blame.  Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro-Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Malle, 
Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ.  This would also include accounts of blame ɃasɄ emotion, 
though as no ted in 2.3.7 Blame is emotional below, the pre sent research divides the emotional effects of 
blame from the nature of blame itself.  Accounts of blame as emotion include Menges, ɃThe Emotion 
Account of BlameɄ; Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ. 
105 This research does not presume that all blame is ɃtrueɄ, hence use of ɃostensiblyɄ, or ɃallegedlyɄ. 
106 Alicke, ɃCulpable Control and the Psychology of Blame.Ʉ; Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of 
BlameɄ. 
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components" to laying blame. 107  Both models add significant complexity to the above 
diagram, and both acknowledge the importance of existing biases and a presumed ro le of 
emotions. 108  However, neither of these models point at the effects of blame upon an 
audience, emotional or otherwise. 109  They therefore cannot assist in identifying the ways in 
which blame makes villains in politics.  

The present research does not aim  to provide a new process model for blame, such as the 
CCM or Path Model, though it is understood blame's effects may be influenced by audience 
characteristics as acknowledged by those models. 110  Rather, it bypasses these debates to 
consider what happens a s an effect of blame, and specifically the vilifying effects of 
exogenous blame, as when an audience consumes blame from a third party and ɃfeelsɄ 
something. 111  It addresses the blame|effect link in Figure 3, not harmful thing|blame; 
blame, not the harmful event, is the starting point.  

On this note, differences in individual attribution patterns relate to peopleɄs decisions about 
who is properly t o blame for a particular outcome according to features such as 
intentionality, responsibility, or causality (e.g. Malle and Knobe, Baron and Hershey, Alicke, 
Mikula, Lagnado and Channon, Zultan et al, Lerner et al, Quigley and Tedeschi, Rogers et 
al).112  Because the current work considers (re)blameɀas blame of the same party or 
counter -blame of somebody else ɀonly as an effect that hints at snowballing vilification 
rather than attempting to understand Ƀhow muchɄ blame any given individual accords, this 
liter ature is not specifically engaged with here.    

 
107 Alicke, ɃCulpable Control and the Psychology of Blame.Ʉ, 557. 
108 E.g. Malle et al, ɇfew scholars would doubt that affect and emotions play important roles in moral 
judgmentɈ, noting that the authors characterise blame as a type of moral judgment.  Malle, Guglielmo, and 
Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 165. 
109 Per 2.3.7 Blame is emotional, feeling angry could make somebody more disposed to performing 
endogenous blame.  This is specifically engaged with in E4: Blame and underlying characteristics.  See also 
discussion of blameɄs effects on Leavers vs Remainers in E3: Effects. 
110 See also E4: Blame and underlying characteristics. 
111 There is precedent for focusing o n effects without using a specific process model, e.g. Lerner, Goldberg, 
and Tetlock, ɃSober Second ThoughtɄ.  Malle et al say this is compatible with the Path Model of Blame in 
either event.  Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ. 
112 Malle and Knobe, ɃThe Folk Concept of IntentionalityɄ; Baron and Hershey, ɃOutcome Bias in Decision 
EvaluationɄ; Hershey and Baron, ɃJudgment by Outcomes: When Is It Justified?Ʉ; Alicke, ɃBlaming BadlyɄ; 
Mikula, ɃTesting an Attribution-of-Blame Model of Judgments of InjusticeɄ; Alicke, ɃCulpable Control and the 
Psychology of Blame.Ʉ; Lagnado and Channon, ɃJudgments of Cause and BlameɄ; Zultan, Gerstenberg, and 
Lagnado, ɃFinding FaultɄ; Lerner, Goldberg, and Tetlock, ɃSober Second ThoughtɄ; Quigley and Tedeschi, 
ɃMediating Effects of Blame Attributions on Feelings of AngerɄ; Guglielmo and Malle, ɃEnough Skill to KillɄ; 
Schlenker et al., ɃThe Triangle Model of Responsibility.Ʉ; Rogers et al., ɃCausal Deviance and the Ascription of 
Intent and BlameɄ.  Malle et al suggest that exogenous blame (Ƀsocial blameɄ in their work) must 
demonstrate clear intentionality, warrant, and so on.  This was not particularly apparent in the empirical 
work; whi le there were references to ɃaccountabilityɄ, these were not linked to specific policies; EU policies 
were occasionally named as the cause of a harmful situation ɀas in the vignettes used in the present 
research, per 4.4.1 Survey-experimentɀbut this was a rarity.  See also discussion of clarity and 
accountability in 2.3.5 Hobolt and Tilley and źBlaming Europe?.  Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of 
BlameɄ. 
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2.2.4. Contesting blame 
Contestation includes refuting blame, such as by blame -shifting or -countering, and avoiding 
blame in the first place.  Christopher Hood considers politiciansɄ use of presentational 
strategies  in contesting blame (including excuses and justification), policy strategies 
(avoiding blame in the first place by implementing strategies that ensure one is not the 
visible actor, or not responsible for that area of policy), 113 and agency strategies (sele cting 
institutional arrangements whereby one can avoid or minimise blame received, such as 
through delegating tasks and obfuscating chains of responsibility). 114  Sten Hansson has 
examined how UK officeholders  avoided blame for the outcome of the Brexit vot e 
specifically through discursive strategies such as argumentation, framing, denial, and 
legitimation. 115  Hernán Flom and Alison Post illustrate that policy -makers and judges in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina, avoid doing things so that they cannot be blamed for (poor) 
outcomes. 116  Kent Weaver is one of the most visible authors in blame contestation, 
describing metho ds such as Ƀcircling the wagons Ʉ (ɇ[Diffusing] blame by spreading it among 
as many policymakers as possible Ɉ) or Ƀjumping on the bandwagon Ʉ (ɇ[Deflecting] blame by 
supporting politically popular alternative Ɉ).117   

This literature may help indicate ways in which exogenous blame is contested and 
potentially mitigated, and work on differentiated levels of responsibility attribution amongst 
audiences following blame avoidance by and excuses from politicians is discussed in 2.3.6 
below.  This existing work tends to focus on what individual politicians who themselves are 
blamed may do to avoid the consequences of that blame; it is not clear that the empty 
signifier of Ƀthe EUɄ may act in the same way.  

Other literature is more focused on the non -politician individual; Kelly Shaver investigates 
Ƀdefensive attributionɄ, where we as individuals (re)attribute blame to others that arenɄt like 
usɀas when they are victims that have m isbehaved (and therefore deserving of their own 
victimisation), or because they do not look or behave like us.  Shame expert Bren é Brown is 
another author who considers a type of defensive attribution, but instead points out that we 
endogenously blame othe rs to escape our own shame. 118  This complements work on 
scapegoating (see 2.4.5).  Unlike the political science literature mentioned above, this work 
considers when we as individuals deflect blame, from ourselves or others that seem in some 

 
113 As Hansson puts it, doing things ɇby the bookɈ is one way in which individual blame may be avoided.  
Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro -Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ, 547. 
114 Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and the Blame GameɄ. 
115 Hansson, ɃBrexit and Blame AvoidanceɄ. 
116 Flom and Post, ɃBlame Avoidance and Policy Stability in Developing DemocraciesɄ. 
117 Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ, 385..  See also Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment 
Blame GamesɄ; Hansson, ɃDefensive Semiotic Strategies in GovernmentɄ; Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro-
Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Hansson, ɃBrexit and Blame AvoidanceɄ; Hansson, ɃDiscursive Strategies of 
Blame Avoidance in GovernmentɄ; Flom and Post, ɃBlame Avoidance and Policy Stability in Developing 
DemocraciesɄ. 
118 Brown, I Thought It Was Just Me (but It IsnɁt); Shaver, ɃDefensive AttributionɄ. 
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way like ourselves; albeit with less nuance than that found in the work of Hood or in 
WeaverɄs typology for instance.  

The present research draws these varied concerns with individual deflection  together, and 
goes beyond them to consider how we as audiences to exogenous blame can and actually 
do contest it and thereby potentially mitigate its vilifying effects.  This incorporates, but is 
not limited to, counter -blaming as a method of reallocating blame that coheres with notions 
of defensive attribution.  Audience contestation is considered in discussion with what 
parties outside of government may do to mitigate blame on somebody elseɄs behalf.  The 
present work then contributes to the blame contest ation field, providing a toolkit grounded 
both in empirical findings and theoretical reflections emerging from this research on how 
blame and its effects may be mitigated and contested by a range of parties beyond just 
politicians or individuals who themse lves are blamed.  It makes the conceptual contribution 
of audiences and parties external to government as actors who contest exogenous blame 
and concordant effects, and several of the ways in which they may do so.  

2.2.5. What blame effects  
Literature on the effec ts of blame incorporates effects themselves, including emotional 
effects (e.g. Smith et al, Kim and Cameron, Lerner and Tiedens; see 2.3.7 Blame is emotional , 
below),  119 and audience characteristics that alter, or mediate, those effects.  For instance, 
Sara Hobolt and James Tilley introduce the notion of Ƀperceptual shieldsɄ, whereby existing 
biases inform whether blame is accepted as true or not.  120  As it is central to this research, 
literature on effects is discussed in some depth . 

2.3. What does blame do? 
This section considers research into the effects of blame in the political sciences  and (social) 
psychology alike .  It finds that what limited research there is in political science tends to 
focus on how exogenous, Ƀthird-partyɄ blaming is done or countered, rather than its 
emotional, vilifying effect sɀthe topic of the present research.  Meanwhile, work in (social) 
psychology often focuses on the effects of endogenous blame, that is, blame that emerges 
within us as individuals , whether in response to perceiving harm ourselves or hearing 
existing blame and reiterating it.   Such research is incorporated on the premise that the 
effects of endogenous blame may be in some way similar to those of exogenous blame.   

Overall this section establishes that blame protects groups, meaning it can constitute in - and 
out -group members ( as heroes and villains, for example) as well as what their behaviour 
should entail; that blame interacts with context, meaning the culture in which blame is done 

 
119 E.g. Smith et al., ɃIn Search of the" Hot" CognitionsɄ; Kim and Cameron, ɃEmotions Matter in CrisisɄ; Lerner 
and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ; Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, ɃEmotion Priming and 
Attributions for TerrorismɄ; Quigley and Tedeschi, ɃMediating Effects of Blame Attributions on Feelings of 
AngerɄ.  Do note that there are two ɃLernersɄ working on blame: Melvin J Lerner in the mid to late 20th 
century, and Jennifer Lerner working from the late 90's to the present.  
120 Hobolt a nd Tilley, Blaming Europe?, chap. Conclusion.  
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is important to consider (particularly in light of the bulk of existing work on the effects of  
blame being conducted in the US); and that blame causes emotions ɀbut that work on 
those emotional effects to date has been lacking, including as it pertains to exogenous 
blame  and vilification .  Particularly, such work tends to suffer from low external an d 
ecological validity, as well as potential essentialisation of emotions causing a limit to what is 
theorisable ɀeach of which is necessarily redressed in the present research.  This research 
therefore extends work on the effects of blame with practical imp lications for (social) 
psychology and political science alike.  

2.3.1. Blame and Euroscepticism 

żThe term źEuroscepticŻ Ź in its simplest form, refers to someone who is opposed 
to the powers of the European UnionŽ121 

Given the Brexit case study of the present resea rch, if villains are created  via blame , they are 
likely to include the European Union.  Euroscepticism literature is therefore briefly outlined 
here, with blame of the EU specifically considered throughout this section .  Understanding 
the EU as a potential  villain helps to bolster  literature on and explanations for  
Euroscepticism, particularly as it relates to emotions about the EU. 122  The present work 
then provides insights relevant for work on Euroscepticism, without necessarily furthering 
that field in and of itself.  

The term ɃEuroscepticismɄ is variously used to encompass criticism of the European Union 
and scepticism about its mission and/or means.  It is often categorised as ɃhardɄ or ɃsoftɄ, 
whereby ɃsoftɄ Eurosceptics tend to advocate for reform or slow-down of the institution and 
ɃhardɄ Eurosceptics favour abolishment or exit as in the case of Brexit. 123  A history of 
Euroscepticism in the UK is presented in E1: The Brexit context . 

Euroscepticism occurs amongst European citizens, groups, media, and political parties, as 
well as within the organisation itself. 124  Those parties that are outside of national 
governance structures are ostensibly more lik ely to utilise EU -blaming in their rhetoric: 
groups in government have a buy -in to the EU and are represented in EU institutions , 
whereas due to the zero -sum power politics perceptions of domestic audiences, groups in 

 
121 Brack and Startin, ɃIntroductionɄ, 239. 
122 E.g. Vasilopoulou and Wagner, ɃFear, Anger and Enthusiasm about the European UnionɄ. 
123 Taggart and Szczerbiak, ɃThe Party Politics of Euroscepticism in EU Member and Candidate StatesɄ.  
Nathalie Brack and Nicholas Startin point out that it possible to add nuance to this model, presenting 
alternate models that fine -tune 'degrees' of Euroscepticism a nd motivations.  Brack and Startin, 
ɃIntroductionɄ, 241. 
124 Brack and Startin, ɃIntroductionɄ; Usherwood and Startin, ɃEuroscepticism as a Persistent PhenomenonɄ.  
Brack describes the European Parl iamentary elections as a "channel for Eurosceptic votes", as seen with 
UKIP in the UK.  She also points out that Eurosceptics within Parliament can't do much; public oratory, as 
for Nigel Farage, may be their only channel.  This is because of the predomina nce of consensus -based 
decisions within the EU.  Brack, ɃEuroscepticism at the Supranational LevelɄ. 



Blame and its effects  L. M. Skillen 

What does blame do?   |  28 

opposition are dissuaded from criticis ing the EU.125  Groups outside of government, whether 
domestic or transnational, civic or political, thereby have a better platform for rhetoric 
against the EU and do not have the domestic party politics concerns of those parties already 
in power. 126  

Left - and right -wing groups alike may be Eurosceptic, with Euroscepticism in the UK 
dominated by right -wing groups such as the British National Party, and more latterly UKIP 
and the Brexit Party.  Daphne Halikiopoulou  et al point out that both left - and right -wing 
Eurosceptic groups fear the erosion of national sovereignty, with ɇmainstream partiesɍ 
neither nationalistic nor Eurosceptic Ɉ127 while radical parties are consistently both.   
Interestingly, Andrea Pirro and Stijn van Kessel note that ɇ[p]opulist Euroscep tic actors do 
not promptly, nor automatically, blame ɃEuropeɄ amid crises with a marked European 
traitɈ.128  This permits for various levels of Euroscepticism within populist parties as well 
potentially differing levels of vilification of the EU as an outco me of blame specifically ɀgiven 
populist groups may not always or inevitably blame the EU and thus create it as a villain ɀ
though this latter is beyond the scope of their research.  Meanwhile, Theresa Kuhn et al 
pose that Europeans blame the EU for rising in come inequality, though they do not verify 
the actual effects of EU -blaming on Euroscepticism (or indeed, any feelings towards the EU); 
they simply say that ɇcitizens are likely to blame the EU for income inequality Ɉ and therefore 
compare population -level income inequality with levels of Euroscepticism. 129  This link is 
made explicit in the present research, such that blaming is linked with emotional outcomes 
and characterisation of the EU.  

Sofia Vasilopoulou and Markus Wagner do argue that work on EU preferences needs to 
integrate emotional explanations. 130  They point specifically to the role of anger in 
entrenching Eurosceptic attitudes, and, as becomes apparent in 2.3.7 Blame is emotional  
below and throughout the empirical chapters, blame can provoke anger and other  villain -
type feelings amongst audiences.  Blaming of the EU can therefore contribute to 
Euroscepticism as a ɃfeltɄ phenomenon.  

The present research does not attempt to explain Euroscepticism per se, partly because the 
materials analysed tend to show evide nce of hard Euroscepticism only ɀthey call to vote 
out.  There is a binary choice between Leave and Remain, with no intermediary reform. 131  It 
therefore does not lend itself to a nuanced approach to Euroscepticism and the 
development of those attitudes; rather, it is about how we come to see ɀand moreover, 

 
125 Kumlin, ɃClaiming Blame and Giving Credit? Unintended Effects of How Government and Opposition 
Frame the Europeanization of WelfareɄ..  See following.  
126 See also Vries and Hobolt, Political Entrepreneurs. 
127 Halikiopoulou, Nanou, and Vasilopoulou, ɃThe Paradox of NationalismɄ, 520. 
128 Pirro and van Kessel, ɃPopulist Eurosceptic Trajectories in Italy and the Netherlands during the European 
CrisesɄ, 338. 
129 Kuhn et al., ɃAn Ever Wider Gap in an Ever Closer UnionɄ, 40. 
130 Vasilopoulou and Wagner, ɃFear, Anger and Enthusiasm about the European UnionɄ. 
131 This was arguably attempted  first, in David Cameron's 'failed' negotiations with the EU.  See 5.2 A brief 

history of Brexit . 
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feelɀthe EU is a villain: some ɃbodyɄ we could never support, such that hard Euroscepti cism 
and voting Leave is the only possible option.  It helps to explain how people became Ƀdivided 
by the voteɄ,132 with animosity for not just the EU, but for those that would support it (and 
vice-versa).  We feel against villains before we vote against th em, which is why it is so 
important to consider how these emotions come to be.   This research then goes beyond 
work on Euroscepticism as a populist or anti -establishment phenomenon, or resulting from 
capitalist globalisation and who has been Ƀleft behindɄ, to understand the vilifying effects of a 
specific discursive practice. 133  It therefore sits alongside and complements work such as 
that of Vasilopoulou and Wagner, mentioned above, in integrating emotional explanations 
into our understandings of political attitudes; as a result it helps provide an explanation for 
affective polar isation as a contemporary concern.  In considering performance of blame in 
the course of generating theory ( E2), it incidentally illustrates how blame was used ɀor not 
usedɀby the various campaigns associated with Brexit, complementing work on 
demagoguery a nd particularly analysis of the ways in which different parties speak 
differently to attain their aims. 134 

Overall, while the primary objective of this research is to theorise the vilifying effects of 
exogenous blame and present critical/theoretical reflect ions on how this is and may be 
redressed, as an outcome of the selected case study it incidentally demonstrates the way in 
which exogenous blame made a villain of the EU specifically during the Leave campaign .  It 
thus forms a contribution to work on Euros cepticism as it pertains to constructions of ɀand 
feelings about ɀthe EU.  It complements existing work on the EU referendum and 
particularly the emotion surrounding Brexit and relations with the EU. 135  It supports and 
adds nuance to work on EU -blaming withi n the UK specifically, as discussed further below 
(see particularly 2.3.5); through an examination of what may be done about blame in the 
form of contestation and the oretical reflections, it also contributes to literature  on and helps 
constitute a toolkit for redressing exogenous blame and its vilifying effects in the specific 
case of the EU and elsewhere (see E5 and Conclusion ). 

2.3.2. Blame protects and constitutes groups 
Work in (social) psychology notes the role of blame in ensuring compliance with group 
behaviour: in short, getting blamed for something means reaping the consequences. 136  
Through the punishment of transgressions, group ideologies, norms, and boundaries are 

 
132 Hobolt, Leeper, and Tilley, ɃDivided by the Vote: Affective Polarization in the Wake of BrexitɄ. 
133 E.g. Hobolt, ɃThe Brexit Vote: A Divided Nation, a Divided ContinentɄ; Goodwin and Heath, ɃThe 2016 
Referendum, Brexit and the Left BehindɄ. 
134 See e.g. Roberts -Miller, Demagoguery and Democracy; Vasilopoulou, Halikiopoulou, and Exadaktylos, 
ɃGreece in CrisisɄ. 
135 E.g. Moss, Robinson, and Watts, ɃBrexit and the Everyday Politics of EmotionɄ; Bromley-Davenport, 
MacLeavy, and Manley, ɃBrexit in SunderlandɄ; Vasilopoulou and Wagner, ɃFear, Anger and Enthusiasm about 
the European UnionɄ; Wagner, ɃFear and Anger in Great BritainɄ. 
136 See also Sher, In Praise of Blame. for a philosophical account of blame ; in short, blame is inseparable 
from morality.  
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maintained. 137  Blame therefore fulfils an important social role, rendering some behaviours 
unallowable.  It implies that behaviour alongside self -identification helps to define a group; 
Ƀbecause they did this, they are not usɄ.  This is important to consider in the context of the 
political sphere, as it suggests that groups are partially constituted  via blame. 138  These may 
not yet be understood as ɃcharactersɄ in an emotionalised relationship, but they are at least 
constituted  as outsiders.  

William Ryan examines blame Ʉs ability to maintain an (in -)groupɄs status quo, 139 writing on 
the ways in which impoverished, minority, and African American families in the US as out -
group members are blamed for their situations, even by would -be sympathisers.  The Ƀcycle 
of povertyɄ cannot be escapedɀcultural deprivation leads to poor school performance; 
families are unstable because of absentee fathers and overly -matriarchical structures; poor 
people are ill because they have no interest in he alth care.  

żƐ$Ƒ­«´X²ÄX«ºӃÉŵ º|­Äz| Ä«Ç ºº «zӃÉŵ º|XÉ NJÄ´X º|X ³ ­Ç« º³­ÄMӃX´Ÿ *³­ª ´ÄN| J

viewpoint, the obvious fact that poverty is primarily an absence of money is easily 

­ÆX³Ӄ­­¦XT ­³ ´Xº J´ TXŸŽ140   

Emma A Jane makes a similar argument regarding onl ine hate speech, noting that  blaming 
renders the actual problem of misogyny invisible:  

żThose in power are dragging their feet with regards to prevention, redress, and victim 

support, while the real reason for rape threatsƊthe men who make themƊare often 

c­«´° NÄ­Ä´ӃÉ JM´X«º Z³­ª º|X zX«TX³XT NÉMX³|JºX N­«ÆX³´Jº ­«ŸŽ141 

By blaming victims for their circumstances, structural concerns can be set aside, and 
majority group ideology maintained.  Blaming may then distract attention from underlying 
problems as well  as maintaining out -groups.  It could be that creating villains via blame is 
ultimately unhelpful. 142  This concern is uptaken in context in the empirical chapters, where 
it is demonstrated that blame appears to distract people from the needs of victims.  T he 
current work therefore supports this existing work.  

2.3.3. Blame interacts with cultural context  
Note: This section contains references to sexual violence. 

Several authors go further, suggesting that blaming is not just something that arises in the 
preservation of group identities and ideologies, but interacts with other discourses ɀe.g. 

 
137 Ryan, Blaming the Victim.  Linda Skitka and Philip Tetlock note that politically conservative people are 
particularly motivated to punish violators of social norms .  Skitka and Tetlock, ɃProviding Public AssistanceɄ. 
138 See also Jacoby et al on how victimisation is able to be mobilised into a politically salient and active victim 
political identity.  Jacoby, ɃA Theory of VictimhoodɄ. 
139 Ryan, Blaming the Victim. 
140 Ryan, 12ȿ13. 
141 Jane, ɃMisogyny OnlineɄ, 80. 
142 See also discussion in 2.4.5 Blame and fallacies: Scapegoating and źbad-be-gone. 
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capitalism, racism, patriarchy ɀin a way that helps to explain differences in when blame is 
accepted or contested, with clear implications for vilification. 143 

In researching bar -room sexual aggression, Sarah Becker and Justine Tinklers examine the 
normalisation of non -consensual sexual contact via examining how and when such contact 
is socially sanctioned, and by whom.  They found that alcohol, context, and gender shape 
blame attr ibutions for instances of aggression. 144  Particularly:  

1. Men are more willing to blame victims rather than perpetrators, partly because of 
dominant cultural sexual scripts (men must chase women; women must avoid 
behaviours that will precipitate their victimhood).  

2. (Endogenous) blame of perpetrators is reduced or shifted using situational factors 
(alcohol modifies the blame accorded to aggressors; Ƀsuggestive clothingɄ modifies 
the blame accorded to victims).  

3. Sexual aggression is normalised in certain so cial settings (bar rooms).  
4. An ideology of victim -blaming is tied to gender roles and associated norms.  
5. Only by addressing the underlying logic of victim -blaming can sexual aggression be 

ameliorated.   

This implies that social norms ɀcultural stories ɀcircums cribe appropriate objects of blame 
and associated sanctioning; blame arises out of and reinforces group beliefs and norms.  

Helen Eigenberg and Christina Policastro agree with (4) above, claiming victim -blaming is not 
associated with one particular ideology , but is instead a fundamental worldview and device 
for explanation. 145  If a person lacks another conceptual framework to explain a negative 
outcome, they will blame the victim  (see also 2.3.6).  Indeed, holding a general victim -
blaming ideology is more of a factor in blaming victims in cases of interpersonal violence 
(ɃIPVɄ) against women than underlying attitudes towards women.  Furthermore, while direct 
experience of IPV reduces victim -blaming in IPV, it is not associated with a reduction in 
victim -blaming more generally; the underlying victim -blaming ideology remains 
unaffected. 146  This indicates that blaming behaviours may be e nduring, as well as 
embedded in cultural frameworks.  It implies that even were people to learn to stop blaming 
in a particular context ɀe.g. blaming the EU for unrelated activities ɀblame in other spheres 
of politics would continue.  This means it is vital to consider the effects of blame.  But what 
are those effects?  How do we come to feel that perpetrators are villainous, and undeserving 
of our support?   This is the concern of the present research.  

 
143 I.e. If blame is denied, then the ostensible ɃblameeɄ is not vilified by the denier.  See also E3: Effects and 
E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation, wherein Remainers find alternate blamees when confronted with 
blame of the EU.  
144 Becker and Tinkler, ɃɇMe Getting Plastered and Her Provoking My EyesɈ: Young PeopleɄs Attribution of 
Blame for Sexual Aggression in Public Drinking SpacesɄ. 
145 Eigenberg and Policastro, ɃBlaming Victims in Cases of Interpersonal ViolenceɄ. 
146 Eigenberg and Policastro.  
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2.3.4. Blaming in politics 
In existing work on blame as a politi cal behaviour, it is generally presumed that blame is a 
tool used strategically and instrumentally by elites in the process of manipulating and 
mobilising groups.  Key texts include Kent WeaverɄs 1986 article, which featured a limited 
blaming schema for us e by politicians, 147 Christopher Hood on public attitudes towards 
sympathetic and vindictive blame, 148 contemporary authors in the EU -blaming and -
accountability fields Hobolt and Tilley, 149 and blame avoidance specialist Sten Hansson. 150  
The reverse art of c redit -claiming (and apportioning) is under investigation by Tom 
Hunter. 151   

Weaver suggests politicians undertake credit -claiming and blame -shifting behaviours in 
order to retain their mandate.  Constituents have a negative bias, in that they prefer 
avoiding risk to receiving benefits ɀthey are risk -averse.152  To gain or retain political power, 
politicians are therefore more prone to blame -shifting than they are to credit -claiming, as 
reaping the negative consequences of blame will do them more damage than they would be 
benefited by the equivalent amount of credit.  Meanwhile, opposition parties blame those in 
power to bolster their own support. 153 

Under this schema, and given politics tend to be considered a zero -sum (or even negative -
sum) game by popul ations, 154 one partyɄs gain is anotherɄs loss.  For instance, in the US 
blame can be accorded to the Democratic Party or to the Republican Party, and success 
means recouping the least blame.  Who is blaming and who is being blamed becomes 
important in the c ontext of elections and thereby holding parties accountable.  

Notably, increasing federalisation ɀincluding in the context of the EU ɀincreases options for 
parties that may be blamed. 155  Tim Heinkelmann -Wild et al argue that creating additional 
levels of gov ernance means there are more possible blamees, such that blame can be 

 
147 Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ.  See also Weaver, ɃThe Nays Have ItɄ. 
148 Hood, The Blame Game: Spin, Bureaucracy, and Self-Preservation in Government; Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and 
the Blame GameɄ. 
149 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci, ɃClarity of Responsibility: How 
Government Cohesion Conditions Performance VotingɄ. 
150 Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ; Hansson, ɃDefensive Semiotic Strategies in 
GovernmentɄ; Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro-Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Hansson, ɃBrexit and Blame 
AvoidanceɄ; Hansson, ɃDiscursive Strategies of Blame Avoidance in GovernmentɄ. 
151 Hunter, ɃDo Governments Claim Credit for the Work of International Organizations? Evidence from EU 
Council SummitsɄ. (Forthcoming)  
152 Kumlin, ɃClaiming Blame and Giving Credit? Unintended Effects of How Government and Opposition 
Frame the Europeanization of WelfareɄ. 
153 Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ.; see also Hood, The Blame Game: Spin, Bureaucracy, and Self-
Preservation in Government. 
154 Kumlin, ɃClaiming Blame and Giving Credit? Unintended Effects of How Government and Opposition 
Frame the Europeanization of WelfareɄ, 577ȿ80. 
155 León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ɃPassing the Buck?Ʉ; Heinkelmann-Wild, Rittberger, and Zangl, 
ɃThe European Blame GameɄ; Heinkelmann-Wild, ɃBlame Shifting in the European UnionɄ; HeinkelmannȤWild 
and Zangl, ɃMultilevel Blame GamesɄ. 
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shifted both horizontally (to colleagues) and vertically (up to the EU or down to regions); 156  
Sandra León et al suggest this is partly moderated by (EU -)partisanship, and within the EU,  
the effect is particularly pronounced within countries that have been part of the Union for 
some time.  Eurosceptics in countries where the EU ha s become a salient target of blame 
through relationship longevity are more likely to blame the EU. 157 

Hobolt an d Tilley point to who is likely to be blamed when it comes to ɃEuropeɄ.158  Given 
citizens tend to punish European initiatives in national elections, 159 national politicians 
should have strong incentive to shift blame to the EU, and possibly even to associate 
domestic opponents with the EU while doing so.  However, research has indicated that 
parties in government tend to be integrationist; and, due to ze ro-sum understandings, when 
an opposition party blames the EU they make the governing party look better ɀthe party in 
power is doing a good job despite the EU.160  Therefore, the opportunity to refer blame 
upwards to the EU is disincentivized for opposition parties for domestic reasons, while 
governing parties have a buy -in to EU policy outcomes and may therefore prefer to avoid 
scapegoating the EU. 161  Other parties, however, such as Ƀchallenger partiesɄ,162 ɃpopulistɄ 
groups, or anti -EU interest groups ɀi.e. the Leave campaignɀdo not have these limitations 
on blame, and such Ƀoutsider partiesɄ are rarely considered in political science research into 
blame to date. 163  This is redressed in the present research, which does explicitly consider 
such groups . 

Christopher Hood meanwhile claims that ɇpolitical scientists know blame is central to 
politicsɈ,164 and attempts to analyse the use of so -called Ƀblame gamesɄ by ɃrationalɄ political 
actors, who are Ƀblame professionalsɄ and therefore in a sense outside of the game itself. 165  
The Ƀblame amateursɄ who form the audience are, however, not so rational.  Hood criticises 
Weaver for not clarifying Ƀnegativity biasɄ, whereby blame audiences will be affected 
differently according to existing biases ɀdespite the best intention s of political actors, 
audiences are at least partially ɃirrationalɄ.166  He points to the role of a sympathetic versus 
vindictive blamer and presumably audience, and the importance of public opinion.  While 
politicians accord blame according to a reasoned game, ɇsomething other than formal 

 
156 Heinkelmann ȤWild and Zangl, ɃMultilevel Blame GamesɄ. 
157 León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ɃPassing the Buck?Ʉ  See also discussion of blamin g niches in 
7.3.4. 
158 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
159 De Vries, ɃSleeping GiantɄ; De Vries.; note that European elections results tend to reflect the popularity of 
the current national government Majone, ɃFrom Regulatory State to a Democratic DefaultɄ. 
160 Kumlin, ɃClaiming Blame and Giving Credit? Unintended Effects of How Government and Opposition 
Frame the Europeanization of WelfareɄ. 
161 See discussion of scapegoating in 2.4.5 Blame and fallacies: Scapegoating and źbad-be-gone. 
162 Vries and Hobolt, Political Entrepreneurs. 
163 Resodihardjo, Crises, Inquiries and the Politics of Blame. does consider multiple actors in crises, for 
example in relation to disasters at festivals and parades.  
164 Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and the Blame GameɄ, 15. 
165 As opposed to Ƀblame amateursɄ.  Alicke, ɃBlaming BadlyɄ. 
166 The present work does not accept the Cartesian divide between 'rational' and 'irrational'; see discussion 
of 'cognition' in 3.3.3.a) A word on cognition . 
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delegation seems to account for what makes the difference between political Ƀblame 
magnetsɄ and ɃTeflon politiciansɄ.Ɉ167  This ɃsomethingɄ goes unexplained. 

In a similar vein, Thomas Drabeck and Enrico Quarantelli describ e the personalisation of 
blame, the attribution of a negative event to a particular ɃpersonɄ, as being driven by two 
separate components ɀa ɃrationalɄ and an ɃirrationalɄ one.168  ɃRationalɄ personalisation of 
blame is to prevent future occurrences of simila r events, as in the case of the Grenfell Tower 
fire disaster in London, where fingers were pointed at former UK PM Theresa May 
specifically and her party in government more generally for policy that led to the fire as well 
as a poor response afterwards ( Figure 4).169  On the other hand, there are also emotional 
aspects to blame, such that people blame a person or group as a focal point for their fears, 
anxieties, guilt, an ger, or horror associated with an event, to help psychologically process 
what has happened. 170 

Figure 4: Rapper Stormzy calls for Theresa May to żdo some jail timeŽ and żpay some damagesŽ over the Grenfell 
Tower fire 171 

[REDACTED] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Given this emotional component, Drabeck and Quarantelli argue that some blamees are 
Ƀmore satisfyingɄ than othersɀblaming owners or public officials is satisfying, while blaming 

 
167 Emphasis added.  Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and the Blame GameɄ, 23.  Kathleen McGraw notes that popular 
politicians have a ɇcushion of supportɈ when accounting for events.  McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ, 1150. 
168 Drabeck and Quarantelli, ɃScapegoats, Villains, and DisastersɄ. 
169 "The dysfunctional, and somewhat pathetic, response of Theresa May and the Conservatives is one of 
the biggest government failures in modern times."  MacNeish, ɃTheresa MayɄs Biggest Failure IsnɄt Brexit. 
Grenfell Is.Ʉ  See also Guardian article on who is 'really' to blame at Travis, ɃGrenfell Tower FireɄ. 
170 Drabeck and Quarantelli, ɃScapegoats, Villains, and DisastersɄ. 
171 Getty Images / Gill, ɃGrenfell Inquiry Petition Backed by Stormzy to Be Debated in Parliament after over 
100,000 People SignɄ. 
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social structures is not, as these cannot be brought to account.  It follows that particular 
agents of the EU, or an agentic EU, may form satisfying targets for blame. 172   

Such personalisation of blame was seen in the 1980s AIDs crisis in the US, as documented 
by Renée Sabatier et al. 173  Here, the Ƀfour HɄsɄ of homosexuals, haemophiliacs, heroin users, 
and Haitians were portrayed as to blame for the public health crisis, a prejudice which 
ɇfoul[ed] the very channels of communication which are essential to the task of public 
education for AIDS preventionɈ.174  Haitians became acceptable recipients of blame following 
a 1982 Center for Disease Control statement identifying them as a potential risk gr oup, and 
news media linked Haitians with the disease as a result.  This led to the ɇvictimisation of 
Haitian immigrants in the United States, and a collapse of HaitiɄs tourist industryɈ.175  
Personalising blame for the tragedy in Haitians as villains of the  crisis diverted attention 
from effective action, misrepresented risks, and undermined AIDS education campaigns. 176  
In a similar vein, Regina Lawrence argues that using ɃindividualisingɄ frames rather than 
ɃsystemisingɄ ones ɇlimits governmental responsibilityɈ.177  An example of this could be 
framing around climate change that shifts blame from governments and corporations to 
individuals who are told to eat less meat, have shorter showers, and reduce/reuse/recycle.  

While the above authors do write to some e xtent about the factors that affect why people 
blame, and how blame diverts attention from action, the underlying nature of what blame is 
and how it affects different audiences is not made clear ɀperhaps due to a reliance on 
process-tracing case studies rat her than experimentation .178  The place of blame in politics is 
acknowledged, but not fully explored beyond being a form of argument between finger -
pointers who blame and counter -blame to shirk responsibility.  Specific effects are not 
established , particul arly as they pertain to emotions and vilification . 

An exception is research from Markus Wagner, who found that ɇBritish citizens [experience] 
anger if they [hold] an actor responsible for a crisis Ɉ;179 however, his research uses panel 
data from a five -year period, wherein first ly party affiliation was established, then three 
years later participants attributed responsibility for the financial crisis, and nearly a year 
after that, participants recorded h ow they felt about the financial crisis.  While people Ʉs 
emotions towards the crisis had become entrenched by the final wave of the survey, that 
does not mean that they were angry ɃatɄ a particular actor, even if they thought they were 
responsible; the pre sent research for example indicates that people who are pro -EU but do 

 
172 See Annex: Who is the EU? for how the EU was personalised by participants in the present research.  
173 Sabatier et al., Blaming Others: Prejudice, Race, and Worldwide AIDS. 
174 Sabatier et al., 85.  
175 Sabatier et al., 86; ɃAIDS Scare Kills off HaitiɄs Tourist IndustryɄ. 
176 See also Flom and Post, ɃBlame Avoidance and Policy Stability in Developing DemocraciesɄ.; policy-makers 
and judges in Buenos Aires avoid takin g on social problems because they do not wish to accept any 
associated blame.  Blame is intertwined with poor policy outcomes.   
177 Lawrence, ɃFraming ObesityɄ, 57. 
178 See also Leong and Howlett, ɃOn Credit and BlameɄ.; blame needs to be considered from the point of 
view of a udiences, not just policy -makers.  
179 Wagner, ɃFear and Anger in Great BritainɄ, 683. 
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not wish to blame the EU feel angry at a new blamee of their choosing. 180  Thus while 
WagnerɄs research provides clues, it considers emotions over the long -term rather than in 
specific re action to blame.  He points this out, saying ɇit was not possible to test the specific 
causal mechanism why individuals were angry about the economy when they blamed their 
political agents Ɉ, and that ɇproviding a clearer causal account should be a task for  future 
researchɈ181ɀprecisely what the present research redresses, generating related theory .  It 
thereby complements and extends the above existing work on blame in political science.  

2.3.5. Hobolt and Tilley and źBlaming Europe?Ż 
Hobolt and Tilley, in Blaming Europe?, theorise the effects of blame to an extent, taking trust 
and legitimacy, clarity and accountability into account.  They acknowledge several 
Ƀperceptual screensɄ that influence the effectiveness of blame.  These include existing 
partisanship, such t hat citizens who are pro -EU interpret positive outcomes as more 
positive, and negative outcomes as less negative ɀpartisanship moderates the effectiveness 
of blame, intensifying or mitigating effects .182  The reverse applies for those who are anti -
EU.183  Another heuristic device is taking cues from the discourse of political elites, interest 
groups 184, trusted parties, and experts. 185  For this reason, instances of blame in the 
discourse of anti -EU partiesɀsuch as the Leave campaignɀcould become important in 
moulding audience perceptions.  As these authorsɄ work relates to the effects of blame in 
the specific case of the EU  as in the current research , it is considered in some detail ɀ
though as noted, the objective of this work is to go beyond the Brexit case stud y to broader 
theoretical conclusions . 

2.3.5.a) Clarity and accountability  
Hobolt and Tilley suggest identifying responsibility becomes complicated in multi -party 
systems, or where there are multiple levels of governance ɀas in the EU.186  Politicians have 
the option to shift blame vertically up or down, as well as horizontally to their opposition. 187  
In federal systems where different levels have clearly differentiated responsibilities, vertical 
blame -shifting is less successful, as const ituents find it easier to ascertain which level is 

 
180 See E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
181 Wagner, ɃFear and Anger in Great BritainɄ, 700. 
182 This has to an extent been demonstrated by León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ɃPassing the Buck?Ʉ 
as described above.  
183 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Wilson and Hobolt, ɃAllocating Responsibility in Multilevel 
Government Systems: Voter and Expert Attributions in the European UnionɄ. 
184 Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ, 383. describes interest groups as increasingly sophisticated in 
generating blame.  
185 Kumlin, ɃBlaming Europe? Exploring the Variable Impact of National Public Service Dissatisfaction on EU 
TrustɄ. 
186 Wilson and Hobolt, ɃAllocating Responsibility in Multilevel Government Systems: Voter and Expert 
Attributions in the European UnionɄ. 
187 See also Heinkelmann ȤWild and Zangl, ɃMultilevel Blame GamesɄ; Arceneaux, ɃThe Federal Face of VotingɄ; 
Arceneaux and Stein, ɃWho Is Held Responsible When Disaster Strikes?Ʉ 
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responsible for a given action.  Overlapping and shared competences make this more 
difficult. 188 

This links to ideas of governmental and institutional clarity. 189  According to this framework, 
to understand who is at ɃfaultɄ, constituents have to know two things: which institution is the 
site of the blame, and which body within that institution is to blame. 190  If they disagree with 
a decision, they can hold the party responsible accountable, by voting them in  or out of 
office. 191  Where there is a single clear figure representative of the ɃgovernmentɄ, such as the 
British Prime Minister or American President, they can be used as an individual recipient of 
blame and responsibility. 192  This helps consolidate governmental clarity.  W ithin the EU, 
clarity is hampered by lack of such a distinct figure, as well as through the sharing of 
functional and causal responsibility within and between the EU and national 
governments. 193  This goes some way to explaining how the EU might be more sus ceptible to 
blaming; it is a ɃblurryɄ, salient, and convenient blameeɀas a body without a head, it can 
have no voice with which to refute claims. 194  This reflects the personalisation of blame 
described above, wherein even vague bodies such as ɃHaitiansɄ can be vilified through 
blame.  

2.3.5.b) Trust and legitimacy 
Hobolt and Tilley argue that blame may erode the legitimacy of the EU by reducing trust. 195  
This rests upon the notion of Ƀoutput legitimacy Ʉ, which considers the resonance between 
outcomes and citizen valu es, and whether or not an outcome conforms to the communityɄs 
normative principles. 196  This may be measured by ɃtrustɄ, as in the Eurobarometer 

 
188 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
189 Hobolt and Tilley.  
190 See also discussion of causal vs functional responsibility in federal systems in Arceneaux, ɃThe Federal 
Face of VotingɄ.  He notes that not all voters act as the federalist voting thesis ɀthat federal systems are too 
complicated for voters to understand ɀpredicts.  
191 See also Annex: Accountability in the FGIs  for a discussion of what 'holding someone to account' meant 
for research pa rticipants.  According to Weiler, ɃIn the Face of Crisis: Input Legitimacy, Output Legitimacy 
and the Political Messianism of European IntegrationɄ, 830., the EU lacks a Ƀmeaningful mechanismɄ for 
dem ocratic accountability due to its non -partisan nature.  
192 Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ, 373ȿ74. 
193 Wilson and Hobolt, ɃAllocating Responsibility in Multilevel Government Systems: Voter and Expert 
Attributions in the European UnionɄ.  See also León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ɃPassing the Buck?Ʉ 
194 See also Malhotra and Kuo, ɃAttributing BlameɄ.  ɇ[T]he use of office cues may not be evidence of 
extremely high political sophistication ɍ  Yet, we consider this reasoning normatively superior to partisan -
based attribution, which is devoid of consideration of the responsibilities of various levels of government."  
(p. 131). 
195 Weaver notes that negative messaging such as blame is in turn more credible under conditions of 
mistrust.  Weaver, ɃThe Nays Have ItɄ, 275. 
196 Schmidt, ɃThe EurozoneɄs Crisis of Democratic Legitimacy. Can the EU Rebuild Public Trust and Support 
for European Economic Integration?Ʉ 
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surveys;197 trust indicates that policy is ɇaccepted by the public as appropriate and 
justifiedɈ.198 

When things go badly, ɇvoters trust the EU institutions less, ɍ especially [when] they think 
the EU is responsibleɈ.199  Blaming the EU can reduce trust by creating ɇnegative images in 
votersɄ mindsɈ that ɇcan undermine confidenceɈ;200 there is a direct link between blam ing the 
EU and erosion of its legitimacy.  A natural consequence of loss of legitimacy is a loss of 
support, and EU -blaming could therefore have been an effective strategy for the Leave 
campaign to reduce the EUɄs legitimacy and support in the United Kingdom, and help to 
support a ɃLeaveɄ vote.   

However, while ɃtrustɄ suggests a relationship and/or emotions, it is not clear what these are.  
What does trust indicate?  Is declining trust a good enough reason by itself to vote out?  Can 
a trusted agent have a  Ƀbad dayɄ, or make one angry, without losing overall trust? 201  Clearly 
one does not trust a villain, once that villain is established ɀbut this explanation does not 
describe how the villain is made.  This is necessarily redressed in the present research as 
follows:  

2.3.5.c) źFeelingŻ the effects? 

Prescribing blameƈclarity and accountability 
Hobolt and Tilley argue that (1) improved information affects peopleɄs allocation of 
responsibility to the EU; (2) most people are not interested in politics; (3) allocation of blame 
to one EU institution results in similar voter conception s for all other EU institutions; (4) 
there is no evidence of performance voting in European Parliamentary elections, and 
responsibility evaluations do not matter in those elections. 202  This appears to lead to two 
conclusions: most people are not interested  in gaining improved information about the 
functioning of the EU, so clarity will not be improved; and EU blaming does not necessarily 
result in performance voting, so either blaming is ineffective, or does not work to enhance 
clarity of accountability in normal EU elections.  Indeed, information is described as a 
Ƀmoderator Ʉ in the attribution of responsibility 203ɀmitigating or intensifying attributions ɀ

 
197 Trust in the Parliament correlate s with that in the Commission and Council, indicating trust level is 
shared between EU institutions.  Kumlin, ɃBlaming Europe? Exploring the Variable Impact of National Public 
Service Dissatisfaction on EU TrustɄ; Boomgaarden et al., ɃMapping EU AttitudesɄ. 
198 Schmidt, ɃThe EurozoneɄs Crisis of Democratic Legitimacy. Can the EU Rebuild Public Trust and Support 
for European Economic Integration?Ʉ, 12.  See also Leong and Howlett, ɃOn Credit and BlameɄ., who argue 
blame and credit need to be studied from the view of the public rather than just politicians who 'do' blame, 
and that this needs to be analysed vis-à-vis public legitimation.  
199 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?, 24. 
200 Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ, 14. 
201 Trust in the EU depends on emotional attachment and utilitarian considerations.  Harteveld, Meer, and 
Vries, ɃIn Europe We Trust?Ʉ. 
202 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
203 Noah Carl et al have found that Leavers and Remainers alike had similar general knowledge of the EU, 
though on partisan questions, they are more likely to get right those questi ons that reflect their bias.  I.e. It 
is not clear that further general information about the EU would have made a difference to referendum 
voting. Carl, Richards, and Heath, ɃLeave and Remain VotersɄ Knowledge of the EU after the Referendum of 
2016Ʉ. 
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rather than definitive, which leaves the question: what other moderators are there, and how 
do these elem ents affect outcomes? 204 

This relates to a focus on blaming as prescriptive, as in the legalistic sense of informed juries, 
whereby audiences Ʉ blaming would be improved were they required to sit and listen to an 
argument, and employ systematic thought which  is as unbiased as possible in order to 
correctly allocate accountability.  This does not seem to reflect the picture of the angry 
demagogue, or the Brexit voter: pro -Leave slogans focused on heuristic, and occasionally 
non -factual information such as the infamous Ƀside of the busɄ ad,205 while the pro -Remain 
campaign was nick-named ɃProject FearɄ, not ɃProject EducationɄ.  Accurately informing voters 
(logos) may not have been as much of a priority as persuading them emotionally (pathos).  
Capturing this wou ld require a descriptive, rather than prescriptive, approach.  

It is worth noting that even in perfect circumstances where we have full access to 
information and time to process, we are affected by our underlying ɃaffectiveɄ statesɀfor 
instance, hungry judg es make faster decisions. 206  While Hobolt and Tilley explain that 
citizens can judge responsibility in a broadly similar manner to political experts when called 
to do so 207ɀnoting that there is no reason to expect political experts would be immune to 
the ef fects of exogenous blam eɀis employing motivated systematic thinking when called to 
do so really the same activity that audiences undertake when listening to demagogues 
laying blame against a party? 208  Are blame attributions and reactions to blame well -
reasoned, or are they associated with spontaneous and emotional effects? 209  The present 
research understands that the latter is of vital importance, hence focusing on the emotional 
effects of exogenous blaming of the EU in order to generate theory about the vi lifying 
effects of blame more widely .  It thereby extends the work of Hobolt and Tilley.  

*XXӁ «z´ J«T Ÿ°X³NX°ºÄJӁ ´N³XX«´Źƈtrust and legitimacy 
In Blaming Europe?, Ƀperceptual screens Ʉ are devices by which audiences filter blame, 
including existing biases, such as trust held in the system (as a function of output legitimacy) 
and in-group biases .210  Partisanship is not the only reason for bias ɀɇattitudes towards the 
different levels of g overnmentɈ211 and information are moderating factors.  Despite a 
presumable relation between trust and emotions, the role of emotions as either inputs to or 

 
204 The empirical chapters of the current research will go on to show that existing knowledge mediates, 
rather than simply moderates, the effects of exogenous blame.  
205 That leaving the EU would mean an additional £350 million for the National Health Service (ɃNHSɄ) each 
week.  See Figure 32: The 'NHS' bus. 
206 Danziger, Levav, and Avnaim -Pesso, ɃExtraneous Factors in Judicial DecisionsɄ., though see also Bublitz, 
ɃWhat Is Wrong with Hungry Judges?Ʉ; Glöckner, ɃThe Irrational Hungry Judge Eϙect Revisited: Simulations 
Reveal That the Magnitude of the Eϙect Is OverestimatedɄ. 
207 ɇWe demonstrate that citizens are broadly similar to political experts in their judgements of 
responsibility for different policy areasɈ Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?, 142. 
208 See also Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. on 'thinking fast' (heu ristically and efficiently) and 'slow' (with 
increased processing and information seeking).  
209 See also discussion of effect endurance in 4.4.1 Survey-experiment . 
210 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?, 141. 
211 Hobolt and Tilley, 141.  
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outputs of blame is not discussed.  Additionally, the possibility of differentiated effects for 
dist inct audiences is not evaluated, other than through the suggestion that some in -groups 
have different biases to others.  Emphasising clarity of accountability, in -group bias and 
associated partisanship over emotions and other Ƀperceptual screensɄ may not tell the whole 
story.  This limitation is acknowledged : 

żº­ Ä«TX³´ºJ«T N º ÊX« ³X´°­«´ M Ӄ ºÉ XÆJӃÄJº ­«´ŵ  º  ´ «­º ´ÄZZ N X«º º­ Ӄ­­¦ Jº º|X

institutional context; we must also examine individual-level predispositions and 

notably in-group biases Ź ƐJ«T °ƑJ³º ´J«´| °  ´ «­º º|X ­«ӃÉ ´­Ä³NX ­Z ´ÄN| M J´X´Ž212 

The present research helps to redress this gap  by engaging with audience characteristics 
beyond partisanship, including pre -existing emotions, personality, and select value systems 
as discussed further i n 2.3.8 below .213 

Who is blaming 
Hobolt and TilleyɄs focus is on the EU and political actors in mainstream politics.  They do not 
examine blaming by parties outside of  formal government, like the Leave or Remain 
campaigns.  This is noteworthy given they ɇfind very limited evidence of any blameshifting 
by national politicians to the EU level despite analysing speeches made during an economic 
crisisɈ214ɀperhaps either blam ing is not important, or blaming by national politicians is not 
the most (or only) important source of blame in affecting audience perceptions.  Again, the 
present research addresses this possibility  through examining the effects of blame 
performed by exog overnmental parties .215  It thereby complements work on the discourses 
of populist parties (e.g. Vasilopoulou et al) 216 and forms a novel contribution its examination 
of the vilifying effects of third -party blame done by parties outside of government itself.   
This in turn highlights the capacity of so -called Ƀchallenger partiesɄ217ɀand even foreign 
actorsɀto influence political outcomes through strategic use of blame.  

Implications of blame 
Lastly, does Blaming EuropeɄs focus on political sanctioning via election overlook other 
potential implications of blame ɀvictimisation, violence, vilification, revanchism, and above 
all, emotions?  Hobolt and Tilley make reference to ideas of identity  as being important ɀfor 
example,  the lack of a strong European identity in blame uptake regarding Europe 218ɀbut 
not as to how this may be affected by blame, or indeed, produce it.  As Hobolt later argues, 
ɇvote choices are not always driven by identities or attitudes towards the issues at  stake, but 
also by feelings about the political establishment more generally and the government in 

 
212 Hobolt and Tilley, 143.  
213 See particularly E4: Blame and underlying characteristics. 
214 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?, 143. 
215 This could be considered important in light of the rise of so -called 'challenger parties'.  Hobolt and Tilley, 
ɃFleeing the Centre: The Rise of Challenger Parties in the Aftermath of the Euro CrisisɄ; Vries and Hobolt, 
Political Entrepreneurs. 
216 Vasilopoulou, Halikiopoulou, and Exadaktylos, ɃGreece in CrisisɄ. 
217 Vries and Hobolt, Political Entrepreneurs. 
218 Identity as a moderator is supported by Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃɇThey Did ItɈɄ, 870.:  
"Emotionalized blame at tributions have the strongest effects for citizens with weaker identity attachments."  
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particular Ɉ219ɀemotions are important. The present work uses the groups of ɃLeaverɄ and 
ɃRemainerɄ220 to demonstrate that existing knowledge (including prefer ences) mediate s who 
is blamed, and therefore who has negative emotions directed towards them ɀand 
ultimately becomes a villain.   It demonstrates that, as for levels of blame attribution 
(following section), partisanship is a key mediator of the effects of e xogenous blame.  

2.3.6. Blame attribution and avoidance 
While Hobolt and Tilley pose theory on how blame leads to lowered trust, particularly in 
circumstances of poor clarity, other researchers have focused on different effects.  
Particularly, there has been signi ficant examination of how exogenous blaming and varying 
attitudes and beliefs produce different responsibility attributions amongst audiences , 
occasionally extending to consideration of related voting effects .  This work typically asks 
how much to blame a given party is , using Likert scales and asking participants to mark how 
responsible each listed party is .221  It often  uses survey-experiments ɀas in the present 
researchɀas opposed to qualitative  case studies, in order to examine specific causal 
relationships. 222 

For example, Martin Sievert et al found that when public opinion favours blame, more 
blame is actually allocated, demonstrating the role of social pressure in producing blame 
amongst audie nces.223  Michael Hameleers et al have shown that blaming political elites 
causes Dutch voters to become more likely to vote for populist parties; that those higher in 
perceptions of relative deprivation are more likely to choose to read populist messages a nd 
then agree with blame if it is congruent with their existing beliefs; and that emotional blame 
attributions  cause people with weak national identity attachment to accept and reiterate 
blame of the Dutch government. 224  Andrew Healy et al ɀamongst others ɀhave illustrated 
that partisan bias is key to the allocation of blame, particularly when an official is portrayed 
as functional ly responsible for the problem at hand. 225   This may complement work on 
blameɄs interaction with cultural discourses, per 2.3.3. 

 
219 Hobolt, ɃThe Brexit Vote: A Divided Nation, a Divided ContinentɄ, 1265. 
220 These are established as 'identities' in the post -Brexit UK per Hobolt, Leeper, and Tilley, ɃDivided by the 
Vote: Affective Polarization in the Wake of BrexitɄ.; they continue to have salience as identities in 2021, 
though this is declining ɀhowever, associated 'dislike' (affective polarisa tion) between people who support 
Leave/Remain continues per Ipsos MORI. Adamson, The Reality of Brexit. 
221 This differs from the current research, which allows people to blame and (re)blame whomever they 
would like.  The present research does not aim to examin e Ƀhow muchɄ responsibility given parties have, or 
how the responsibility pie is divided between parties.   See also Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃFraming 
BlameɄ., where the authors give an open -ended question to establish who is at fault and then code t he 
blamees that arise.   
222 See also Wenzelburger and Hörisch, ɃFraming Effects and Comparative Social Policy ReformɄ, 162. 
223 Sievert et al., ɃThe Power of Conformity in CitizensɄ BlameɄ. 
224 Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃɇThey Did ItɈɄ, 893; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃSelective Exposure to 
Populist CommunicationɄ; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃFraming BlameɄ. 
225 See also Healy, Kuo, and Malhotra, ɃPartisan Bias in Blame AttributionɄ; Malhotra and Kuo, ɃAttributing 
BlameɄ; Tilley and Hobolt, ɃIs the Government to Blame?Ʉ; Bisgaard, ɃBias Will Find a WayɄ; Baekgaard and 
Serritzlew, ɃInterpreting Performance InformationɄ.  
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Meanwhile, John Marvel and Amanda Girth have investigated wheth er outsourcing services 
to private contractors or the length of Ƀaccountability chains Ʉ affect blame attributions; 
Kathleen McGraw finds that justifications work better to attenuate blame attributions than 
do excuses, while Raanan Sulitzeanu -Kenan finds pu blic inquiries do little to defray blame 
attributions within the UK .226 

While the present work does consider blame attributions in the form of (re)blaming ɀwhen 
an interlocutor consumes blame and then either re -blames that same party or instead 
counter -blames somebody else ɀits primary concern is not how much attributions shift as 
an outcome of consuming blame , or because people have perceptions of relative 
deprivation, for instance.  Rather, it is concerned with the emotional, vilifying effects of the 
blame itself.  

Kathleen McGraw conducts research in this general direction, aski ng participants to read 
vignettes containing excuses and justifications for a poor outcome.  She then uses 101-point 
feeling thermometer s to evaluate the discussed policy and representative, and Likert scales 
to establish how deserving of blame  or credit the representative is. 227  However, while such 
work considers general positive/negative feelings towards representatives and policies, its 
focus is on excuses and justifications as ways to unravel or contest blame  rather than the 
effects of blame itself , and it does not emerge specific emotion s.  For instance, does feeling 
positive towards a representative mean feeling love towards them?  Happiness?  
Contentment?  This is particularly important when it comes to negative emotions such as 
fear, sadness, o r anger, which have different implications as far as mental proc essing and 
actions 228ɀand as such, perhaps vilification .  The multifarious and constructed nature of 
emotions is discussed in the following chapter, while the present work emerges precisely 
what emot ions people say they feel after blame, allowing specific examination of vilifying 
effects.   It thus fills an important gap in the research while complementing the projects of 
existing authors.  

2.3.7. Blame is emotional 
Vitally for the present research, psychologi cal literature does establish that blame is 
associated with emotions. 229  Some authors go so far as to argue that blame is an emotion, 
with Sana Sheikh and Meghan McNamara suggesting that ɇcertain emotion categories are in 

 
226 Marvel and Girth, ɃCitizen Attributions of Blame in Third-Party GovernanceɄ; McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ; 
Sulitzeanu -Kenan, ɃIf They Get It RightɄ. 
227 McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ. 
228 E.g. Kim and Cameron, ɃEmotions Matter in CrisisɄ; Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision 
MakerɄ; Lerner et al., ɃEmotion and Decision MakingɄ; Frijda, The Emotions; Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, 
ɃEmotion Priming and Attributions for TerrorismɄ; Vasilopoulou and Wagner, ɃFear, Anger and Enthusiasm 
about the European UnionɄ; Halperin, Sharvit, and Gross, ɃEmotion and Emotion Regulation in Intergroup 
ConflictɄ; Vasilopoulou and Wagner, ɃEmotions and Domestic Vote ChoiceɄ; Tiedens and Linton, ɃJudgment 
under Emotional Certainty and UncertaintyɄ; Rico, Guinjoan, and Anduiza, ɃThe Emotional Underpinnings of 
PopulismɄ; Spanovic et al., ɃFear and Anger as Predictors of Motivation for Intergroup AggressionɄ. 
229 "Attributions exert a causal influence on the elicitation of emotions."  Neumann, ɃThe Causal Influences 
of Attributions on EmotionsɄ. 
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fact types of blameɈ.230  When we blame ourselves, we feel regret, shame, or guilt; when we 
blame others, we feel contempt, disgust, outrage, or anger.  The se emotions are ɇnot side 
effects  ɍ but a necessary component of blame itself.Ɉ  However, while their research 
acknowledges that emotion is important in blaming, it essentialises and universalises 
emotions; their framework also doesnɄt allow for contestation of blame, or blame that 
results in different people feeling different emotions as in the present research. 231  A similar 
issue arises in the work of Leonhard Menges, who attempts to defend emotional accounts 
of blame; he claims that ɇwe can only blame another agent if we have a kind of anger toward 
herɈɀbut this conflates the effects of blame with its performance. 232  Blame does not just 
arise from anger: one can be disappointed, then blame the perpetrator in asking them to do 
better in future.  Sher gives  the example of blaming a loved one without feeling negative 
towards them. 233  Blame may also result in emotions other than anger, such as feeling sorry 
for the victim.  Anger can even be blamed, as in cases of domestic violence, where anger can 
be at fault  for the batterer hitting their partner. 234  As such it seems nonsensical that blame 
is an emotion, or that there is a 1:1 relation between blame and any given emotion.  As 
Malle et al put it, ɇThere is the nontrivial fact that we can say, Ƀ[they] felt ange rɄ but not Ƀ[they] 
felt blame.ɄɈ235   

That said, previous research has established apparent tendencies in terms of which 
emotions are associated with blame.  Psychological research indicates three possible 
recipients for blame: the self (ɇI crashed the carɈ), an Other (ɇthey pulled out in front of meɈ), 
or a situation (ɇthe rain made the roads slipperyɈ).236  The relation between these recipients 
of blame and emotions per previous research is summarised in Table 1.  The current 
research notes that Ƀwe as a member of a groupɄ may also be a target for blame, potentially 
with unique emotional effects, thus making a conceptual contribution.  

 
230 Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ, 241. 
231 There is also reason to be cautious of this paper; while interesting and embedded in existing blame 
literature, there are some problematic citations.  For instance, they refer to a concept of "hateful 
derogation" from Malle et al, citing Furlong  and Young 1996; Furlong and Young use this phrase and 
attribute it to Malle et al without citing it.  The researcher could not locate an instance of the author Malle 
referring to "hateful derogation"; I.e. Sheikh and McNamara, following Furlong and Young,  attributed an 
emotional concept that was not necessarily present in the works of the cited author.  
232 Menges, ɃThe Emotion Account of BlameɄ, 267. 
233 Sher, In Praise of Blame. 
234 Henning, Jones, and Holdford, ɃɇI DidnɄt Do It, but If I Did I Had a Good ReasonɈɄ. 
235 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 150.  Ye Sun et al find that blame is ɇa blend of the 
cognitive belief of responsibility and the affective experience of angerɈ, though they refer to endogenous, 
cognitiv e processes, and begin from a position of expecting anger as an outcome, erasing other potential 
affective experiences.  Sun et al., ɃMobilizing the Public in Saving the Bonneville Salt FlatsɄ, 313.   
236 Smith et al., ɃIn Search of the" Hot" CognitionsɄ; Stuewig et al., ɃShaming, Blaming, and Maiming: 
Functional Links among the Moral Emotions, Externalization of Blame, and A ggressionɄ. 
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Table 1: Inter nal and external effects of blaming different agents  

Blamee Internally -facing effects  Externally-facing effects  
Self Guilt, shame237 Make amends; prevent event from 

happening again. 
Situation  Sadness or fear238 Prevent event from happening again 

Other  Anger or rage239 Hold agent accountable, ostensibly to 
prevent event from re -occurring 

Other -blaming is preferable: blaming an Other rather than oneself helps preserve individual 
self-esteem, 240 and blaming an Other  over a situation helps to re-instil feelings of control 
and a sense of agency over oneɄs life.241  Karl Aquino et al suggest this may be particularly 
applicable for those low in self -perceived hierarchical status, for whom those at the very 
bottom of a hierarchy (easy targets ɀɃpunching downɄ) as well as those at the very top 
(elites/bossesɀɃpunching upɄ) may prove the most satisfying targets for blame and 
revanchism; 242 something that resounds in an age of so -called populism. 243  Quigley and 
Tedeschi suggest blame is a precedent to ang er.  Thus feeling angry may lead to blame, and 
blameɀparticularly blame of an Otherɀto anger. 244 

 
237 Neumann, ɃThe Causal Influences of Attributions on EmotionsɄ; Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from 
Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ; Smith et al., ɃIn Search of the" Hot" CognitionsɄ; Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait 
of the Angry Decision MakerɄ.; though see also Stuewig et al., ɃShaming, Blaming, and Maiming: Functional 
Links among the Moral Emotions, Externalization of Blame, and AggressionɄ., who find shame correlates 
with externalisation of blame (as well as empathetic concern  and perspective -taking)  
238 Kim and Cameron, ɃEmotions Matter in CrisisɄ; Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, ɃEmotion Priming and 
Attributions for TerrorismɄ.  Sad people see situationally -caused negative events as more likely and 
situational forces as more responsible than do angry people; fear and anxiety are more likely than anger 
where the cause is u nknown. Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ. 
239 Neumann, ɃThe Causal Influences of Attributions on EmotionsɄ; Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from 
Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ; Aquino, Tripp, and Bies, ɃHow Employees Respond to Personal OffenseɄ; 
Smith et al., ɃIn Search of the" Hot" CognitionsɄ; Kim and Cameron, ɃEmotions Matter in CrisisɄ; Lerner, 
Goldberg, and Tetlock, ɃSober Second ThoughtɄ; Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ; 
Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, ɃEmotion Priming and Attributions for TerrorismɄ; Quigley and Tedeschi, 
ɃMediating Effects of Blame Attributions on Feelings of AngerɄ; Meier and Robinson, ɃDoes Quick to Blame 
Mean Quick to Anger?Ʉ; Tangney and Dearing, Shame and Guilt. 
240 Brené Brown notes the work of June Tangney and Ronda Dearing, where we Ƀturn the tablesɄ when we 
are ashamed by blaming others, and that when we blame others we experience self -righteous anger.  
Brown, I Thought It Was Just Me (but It IsnɁt), 214; Tangney and Dearing, Shame and Guilt. 
241 See for example Tennen and Affleck, ɃBlaming Others for Threatening EventsɄ; Stuewig et al., ɃShaming, 
Blaming, and Maiming: Functional Links among the Moral Emotions, Externalization of Blame, and 
AggressionɄ; Drabeck and Quarantelli, ɃScapegoats, Villains, and DisastersɄ; Shaver, ɃDefensive AttributionɄ; 
Furlong and Young, ɃTalking about BlameɄ. 
242 Aquino, Tripp, and Bies, ɃHow Employees Respond to Personal OffenseɄ. 
243 Sofia Vasilopoulou et al illustrate that populism in Greece is partially expressed via blame -shiftingɀ
specifically by blaming ɃothersɄ for the economic crisis.  Michael Hameleers et al meanwhile highlight that 
blame is essential to populism, as it helps construct both a moral (good/bad) and a causal 
(active/ disempowered ) divide  between the people and the elite.  Vasilopoulou,  Halikiopoulou, and 
Exadaktylos, ɃGreece in CrisisɄ; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃSelective Exposure to Populist 
CommunicationɄ. 
244 Deborah Small, Jennifer Lerner, and Baruch Fischoff argue that anger provokes more causal 
attributions ɀI.e. blamingɀthan the other negative emotions of sadness or fear.  (Small, Lerner, and 
Fischhoff, ɃEmotion Priming and Attributions for TerrorismɄ.)  See also Neumann, ɃThe Causal Influences of 
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Notably, despite SherɄs argument that one can blame a loved one without feeling negatively 
towards them, 245 emotional effects of other -blaming beyond anger do no t appear in the 
literature.  This implies that blaming a loved one for failing to do the dishes could render 
them a villain ɀor at least, prompt a break -up, rendering personal relationships rather 
difficult.  It seems intuitive that other -blame does not always result in anger, nor in the 
creation of villains ɀbut this notion is not apparent in previous research, meaning it must be 
specifically examined.  

Even with the above established, there are several further reasons to conduct th e present  
research:  

ɡ Existing work on blame and emotions tends to have low external validity for the 
political sphere, as well as for the effects of exogenous blame .  For example, Craig 
Smith et alɄs study includes 120 undergraduates from Vanderbilt University who read 
one of four vignettes, were asked to imagine themselves in the situation described 
and answer questions about accountability and emotions: endogenous blame 
behaviour was sought .  The vignettes concerned performing poorly on an exam, 
missing study group, competing with a friend for an internship interview, and failing 
to provide transportation to friends. 246  It is not clear that results from such studies 
are generalisable to the politica l sphere, particularly given participants were asked to 
imagine being in the scenario and generate blame as a result.  The study therefore 
pertained to endogenous blame, arising within the participant, rather than the 
effects of third -party, exogenous blam ing as in the current study.  This research 
therefore extends the validity and applicability  of existing research, which is helpful 
for social psychology and political science alike.  

ɡ In a similar vein, existing research has almost entirely used captive undergraduate 
audiences, typically in the US. 247  The present research extends investigation of the 

 
Attributions on EmotionsɄ; Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ; Quigley and Tedeschi, 
ɃMediating Effects of Blame Attributions on Feelings of AngerɄ.  If blame does indeed make people angry, 
and angry people blame more, then blaming could become cyclical (though see E4). 
245 ɇWe may, for example, feel no hostility toward the loved one whom we blame for failing to tell a sensitive 
acquaintance a hard truth, the criminal whom we blame for a burglary we read about in the newspaper, or 
the historical figure whom we blame for the misdeeds he performed long ago. ɍ [B]laming is something 
that we can do regretfully or dispassionately and that need not be accompanied by any rancor or 
withdrawal of good will.Ɉ  Sher, In Praise of Blame, 88.  I.e. Things like time and relationships (both 
stories/discourses) could mediate the emotional effects of blame.  
246 Smith et al., ɃIn Search of the" Hot" CognitionsɄ. 
247 Roland Neumann was one exception, using 29 undergraduate students at the University of Würzburg in 
Germany (a low sample size, and noting that observers could assess participants' ver bal responses as only 
guilty, angry, or neither); as was Gerold Mikula in Austria who sought 'feelings of injustice' amongst female 
psychology and education students.  Suiltzeanu -Kenan did examine effects upon UK audiences, noting that 
ɇUnlike many experiments of this type, this study did not rely on undergraduate students but rather on a 
varied sample of the British public Ɉɀthough her work was specifically on the blame avoidance technique of 
appointing public inquiries .  Lerner et al's 1998 study us ed 278 US undergraduate students; Kim and 
Cameron had 240 undergraduate students at a Midwestern US university; Stuewig et al involved an entirely 
US audience in study waves (250 college students, then 234 early adolescents, then 507 inmates, then 250 
at-risk youth in middle adolescence); Henning worked with people convicted of domestic violence in 
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effects of blame into a UK audience, while using a more realistic audience of UK 
voters rather than undergraduate students to enhance ecological vali dity. 248  This is 
particularly important given the nature of emotions (and narratives in which those 
emotions are bound up) as embedded in culture .249 

ɡ Prior research has a risk of essentialising emotions through use of limited selectable 
emotions, 250 preventi ng the emergence of surprising emotions as a result of blame, 
such as compassion.  Only anger as a villain -type feeling is predicted as a potential 
outcome of (endogenous) blame, and this is not linked to vilification.  The present 
researchɄs critical, abd uctive approach and use of mixed methods, embedded in a 
methodology driven by a conception of emotions as constructed, overcomes this to 
emerge both direct and indirect pathways for vilification of blamed others.  

The present work then builds upon and exten ds literature on the emotional effects of blame 
by considering the effects of exogenous blame specifically.  By synthesising findings from 
various fields and literatures, it acknowledges the work done on the psychology of blame 
and usefully translates this  to blame in political contexts.  

2.3.8. The role of audiences 
Per 2.1.1, in this research 'audience' means all those people exposed to a given discursive 
act.  Discourse creates its own audience, so that interested parties go beyond the intended 
addressees ; when a politician speaks, they are producing speech not only for their 
supporters or would -be supporters, but also their detractors and wider  communities that 
could encounter that speech in global news or on social media .  Audience goes beyond 
addressees.  In the current work, that means going beyond considering what effects 
occurred amongst Brexiteers when Farage blamed the EU, to include a wi der audienceɀ
Remainers, and the more ambivalent.  For pragmatic reasons, it does not proceed to 
audiences outside of the UK itself, other than when briefly considering implications for other 
Member States of the EU in E5.  The researcher herself could be c onsidered an audience 
member per 1.5.2, as could readers of this thesis when consuming examples of blame 
contained herein.  However, beyond how the B rexit campaign led the researcher to 
undertake the research, neither the researcher nor its examiners are the audiences under 

 
Tennessee.  Lerner and Tiedens' 2006 study was a theoretical review, as was that of Sheikh and McNamara.   
Hameleers et al tend to work with Dutch voters, while M cGraw again used US undergraduate audiences.  
Neumann, ɃThe Causal Influences of Attributions on EmotionsɄ; Mikula, ɃTesting an Attribution-of-Blame 
Model of Judgments of InjusticeɄ; Sulitzeanu-Kenan, ɃIf They Get It RightɄ, 633; Lerner, Goldberg, and Tetlock, 
ɃSober Second ThoughtɄ; Kim and Cameron, ɃEmotions Matter in CrisisɄ; Stuewig et al., ɃShaming, Blaming, 
and Maiming: Functional Links among the Moral Emotions, Externalization of Blame, and AggressionɄ; 
Henning, Jones, and Holdford, ɃɇI DidnɄt Do It, but If I Did I Had a Good ReasonɈɄ; Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait 
of the Angry Decision MakerɄ; Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ; 
Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃɇThey Did ItɈɄ; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃSelective Exposure to 
Populist CommunicationɄ; McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ. 
248 See 5.4 Who voted for Brexit?  and 4.5 Reliability, replication, and validity. 
249 See 3.3 Constructing emotions. 
250 E.g. Mikula permits 'angry', 'guilty' and 'none' only.  Mikula, ɃTesting an Attribution-of-Blame Model of 
Judgments of InjusticeɄ. 
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consideration.  When speaking of the audience to the Brexit campaign then, the focus 
herein is on the British voting -aged public.   But does it matter who audiences are, beyond 
AristotleɄs argument that speakers must know their audience to be effective?  Do audiences 
act like homogenous blobs, or is there something about groups or individuals that in some 
way filters, mediates, modera tes, or otherwise variously interferes with the discursive 
effects  of exogenous blame ? 

Hobolt and Tilley mention Ƀperceptual shieldsɄ as means by which audiences could 
potentially moderate or mediate the recipient of blame, or how much blame is accorded to 
a given actor.  This is supported by a range of work on partisanship and blame attribution  
(2.3.6), as well as work indicating cultural st ories influence the effects of blame.  

Notably , there is an ever -growing body of work that suggest s our underlying characteristics 
mediate or moderate in some way how we react to specific discourses .  Infamously , 
Jonathan Haidt puts forth a range of Ƀmoral foundations Ʉɀcare/harm, 251 fairness/cheating, 
authority/subversion, sanctity/degradation, loyalty/betrayal, and liberty/oppression .  He 
claims that, depending on which of these foundations we have been inculcated into, we 
react differently  to messages .252  For instance, he posits that US Democrats are most 
responsive to messages focusing on the care and fairness foundations  of morality .253  While 
Moral Foundations Theory  is not without its detractors, 254 Niemi and Young used the 
concept of Ƀbinding valuesɄɀincorporating loyalty/betrayal, sanctity, and authority  
foundations ɀin their work on perceptions of victims and (endogenous) victim -blaming.  
They found binding values predict ratings of victims as contaminated, increase victim -
blaming, and reduce focus on perpetrators. 255   Given blame has a role in creating groups ɀ
who belongs and how they may act 256ɀthe Ƀin-group valueɄ (loyalty/betrayal) component 
may be particularly important, and is considered in the empirical work of this thesis  (see 

4.4.1). 

Further, the Cambridge Analytica scandal, whereby individuals were micro -targeted with 
messages based on their psychometric profiles, suggests that other underlying 
characteristics may be important when it comes to the effects of messaging .  The Cambridge 

 
251 The way in which blame is minimally defined herein, as relating only to harm , could indicate the 
relevance of a care/harm foundation; however, there is no comparison made between messages containing 
blame -as-harm and credit -as-care, and so it is not considered further here.  
252 Arguments over whether Haidt is correct in his theory, and the origins of foundations as nature/nurture, 
are beyo nd the scope of this thesis.  
253 Haidt, The Righteous Mind. 
254 E.g. Suhler and Churchland, ɃCan Innate, Modular ɇFoundationsɈ Explain Morality?Ʉ.  See also Kidd and 
Vitriol, ɃMoral Leadership in the 2016 U.S. Presidential ElectionɄ., which notes how partisansɄ moral 
foundations can shift to align better with their favoured party, saying that the moral foundations 
questionnaire ɇmay be tapping a more contextualized state, rather than innate or trait dimension of 
personality"  (p. 18). 
255 Niemi and Young, ɃWhen and Why We See Victims as ResponsibleɄ. 
256 Ryan, Blaming the Victim. 
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Analytica (ɃCAɄ) case is particularly interesting, given whistle-blower Christopher Wylie 
indicates that engendering emotions via targeting was a specific intention:  

żA|X ÄӃº ªJºX J ª  ´ º­ º³ zzX³ «XzJº ÆX Xª­º ­«´ J«T º|­Äz|º °³­NX´´X´ J´´­N JºXT

Ç º|  ª°ÄӃ´ ÆXŵ X³³Jº N ­³ N­ª°ÄӃ´ ÆX MX|JÆ ­Ä³ŸŽ257  

One of the items targeted by CA was Just World Beliefs (ɃJWBsɄ).  These are the notion that 
the world is essentially fa ir, and one gets what one deserves .  CA found that those higher in 
JWBs ɇwere more likely to agree with the idea that minorities were to blame for 
socioeconomic disparities between races.Ɉ258  This link between Just World Beliefs and blame 
is apparent elsew here; p er Alan Lambert and Katherine Raichle, ɇ[m] ost introductory 
textbooks in social psychology hold a common assumption that just world beliefs play a 
major role in the process by which people blame the victim. Ɉ259  That said, Lambert and 
Raichle have found that JWBs are not as strong or reliable as other types of constructs in 
predicting endogenous victim -blaming. 260 

Cambridge Analytica also targeted people with specific personality profiles, as measured by 
the ɄBig Five FactorɄ model of personality.  This incorporates openness, conscientiousness 
(targeted by CA),261 extraversion, agreeability, and neuroticism.   Previou s research on 
endogenous blame has indicated that lower agreeability is linked to increased re-blaming 
and heightened anger in response to blame. 262  Meanwhile, Eyal Gamliel et al have 
suggested based on studies with undergraduate Israeli students that more  agreeable 
people are more sensitive to social issues and thus distributive justice in related scenarios ɀ
higher agreeability moderates the effects of both Ƀthey deserve itɄ and Ƀthey should be 
denied itɄ frames.263  This complements an emerging literature o n interactions between 
personality and framing effects. 264 

As mentioned in 2.3.6, Hameleers et al have found that emotional blame attributions cause 
people with weak national identity attachment to accept and reiterate blame of the Dutch 
government. 265  The consideration of  emotions is echoed in other work, which indicates 

 
257 Wylie, Mindf*ck , 48. 
258 Wylie, 129. 
259 Lambert and Raichle, ɃThe Role of Political Ideology in Mediating Judgments of Blame in Rape Victims and 
Their AssailantsɄ, 861.  This tends to be premised on Melvin Lerner's  work on innocent victims and JWBs, e.g.  
Lerner and Simmons, ɃObserverɄs Reaction to the" Innocent Victim"Ʉ.; "rejection and devaluation of a 
suffering victim are primarily based on the obse rver's need to believe in a just worldɈ. 
260 Lambert and Raichle, ɃThe Role of Political Ideology in Mediating Judgments of Blame in Rape Victims and 
Their AssailantsɄ. 
261 Wylie, Mindf*ck . 
262 Meier and Robinson, ɃDoes Quick to Blame Mean Quick to Anger?Ʉ 
263 As the Cambridge Analytica whistle -blowers had not yet published their accounts at the time of 
experiment design in the current research, and as conscientiousness had not appeared as related to 
emotional/vilifying outcomes of blame, conscientiousness is n ot considered further in this research.  
Gamliel, Zohar, and Kreiner, ɃPersonality Traits Moderate Attribute Framing EffectsɄ. 
264 E.g. Anderson, ɃFraming TraitsɄ; Soutter, Bates, and Mõttus, ɃBig Five and HEXACO Personality Traits, 
Proenvironmental Attitudes, and BehaviorsɄ. 
265 Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃɇThey Did ItɈɄ, 893; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃSelective Exposure to 
Populist CommunicationɄ; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃFraming BlameɄ. 
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angry people perform more endogenous blame .266  In addition, p revious research has found 
that the cultural discourses to which we are subject affect the outcome of endogenous 
blame such that, for example, r ape myth acceptance leads to great victim -blaming in cases 
of interpersonal assault. 267  While it is impractical to gain comprehensive data about every 
discourse to which one is subject in a necessarily limited doctoral project , data about how 
people identi fy, as a measure of the stories to which they ascribe importance, could be used 
to check for interactions between the stories we tell about the world and who we are in it  
(see also 4.4.1, where methodological choices are made and discussed) . 

Each of the above  bodies of work  suggests that underlying characteristics ɀwhether existing 
emotions, value systems, identity, or personality ɀin some way influence the outcome of 
blame ; they are perceptual shields going beyond partisanship.  But is this true as far as 
vilification goes, and does it hold for exogenous blame?  Several of the examples above 
relate to the effects of endogenous blame only ɀthis m ay provide clues, but do underlying 
characteristics influence the effects of exogenous blame in the same way?  Do they matter 
for vilification?  Other work does consider exogenous blame ɀnotably as in the claims of 
Cambridge Analytica ɀbut there has been sce pticism about CAɄs claims even from within 
their own parent company. 268  As these underlying characteristics and other items may in 
some way alter vilification resulting from exogenous blame, the y are engaged with in the 
empirical chapters  (see 4.4.1, E4).  The present work then contributes to the ongoing field of 
research into psychometric targeting and the effects of discourse , albeit in a necessarily 
limited way . 

Moreover , the above studies paint the picture of an audience as passive ; because somebody 
has a certain tolerance for harm, or believe s in a Just World, or are angry, there is an 
implication that effects will be uniformly and passively receiv ed.  Once you figure out what 
makes somebody tick, you can know exactly what effect a certain discursive practice such as 
exogenous blame will have upon them.  Absent is the role of the audience, or individual 
audience members, as co -creators of effects.   

Moss et al do emerge competing discourses around the emotions of Brexit, using emic data 
to demonstrate how emotional norms are generated ('we' are righteously emotional and 
our gut feelings are valid sources of information, whereas our Others are irratio nally 
emotional) ɀbut while that research examines the contestation of emotional norms, it does 
not seek to evaluate how Brexit discourses themselves are contested, as blame is contested 
in the current research. 269  Weaver focuses on politiciansɄ strategies for applying and 
contesting blame as a type of negative messaging, discussing how these strategies could 
affect voter behaviour (while truncating policy options) and noting how some strategies 

 
266 E.g. Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, ɃEmotion Priming and Attributions for TerrorismɄ. 
267 Becker and Tinkler, ɃɇMe Getting Plastered and Her Provoking My EyesɈ: Young PeopleɄs Attribution of 
Blame for Sexual Aggression in Public Drinking SpacesɄ; Eigenberg and Policastro, ɃBlaming Victims in Cases 
of Interpersonal Violence Ʉ. 
268 Kaminska, ɃICOɄs Final Report into Cambridge Analytica Invites Regulatory QuestionsɄ. 
269 Moss, Robinson, and Watts, ɃBrexit and the Everyday Politics of EmotionɄ. 
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could ɃalienateɄ voters.270  Meanwhile, authors in the blame attribution field tend to use 
quantitative data to establish 'how much' blame is accorded, rendering invisible how 
audiences contest blame (e.g. Hameleers et al, Healy et al). 271  They demonstrate different 
effects of blame insofar as partisanship appears to mediate blame attribution, but this 
approach does not seek explanations of how audience contest the blame beyond apparent 
implied  disagreement.   

But audiences do not just passively receive ɀthey argue, agree or disagree, and otherwise 
give their opinion on what they hear.  Stuart Hall highlights the role of audience in decoding 
messages, resulting in them taking the ɃdominantɄ position (as an ostensibly intended 
message, and as hegemonically appropriate), a negotiate d position whereby their response 
is more ambivalent, and an oppositional stance where audiences use an alternate frame of 
reference to interpret a message. 272  Other authors working on audience  response research 
highlight the role of ɃpolysemyɄ such that receivers in a sense rewrite the message they 
encounter ɀthey are not simply victims of hegemonic forces and associated dominant 
messages.  This implies that audiences are not simply passive, but actively construct the 
meanings of messages as part of a proce ss of constructing the world around them. 273 

This is somehow obscured in existing research on th e effects of exogenous blame 
(presumably for being out -of -scope), but is essential to understanding blameɄs causal power.  
This is because understanding audiences as actively decoding messages ɀlike messages 
including blame ɀsheds light on reasons blame may not ɃworkɄ to create villains, with these 
reasons obscured in strictly quantitative or unidirectional research.  Did members of the UK 
voting public really hear blame of the EU and uniformly vilify the EU? 274  To this end , 
contestation of blame is considered in explanations throughout the empirical chapters of 
this thesis; audiences are treated as active subjects of discourse, and not merely passive 
objects.  This is important, given ɀas Healy et al point out ɀnot knowing how perceptual 
shields 275 work poses issues for democratic accountab ility, as if we reject blame of ɃourɄ side 
and endorse blaming of the other, we may not vote ɃourɄ politicians out for bad behaviour.276  
Audiences' own contestation of blame  thus becomes vital to consider in discussions of what 
exogenous blame is 'effective' in creating villains, and under what circumstances , as in the 
current research.   This notion of audiences as actively contesting discourses and discursive 

 
270 Weaver, ɃThe Nays Have ItɄ. 
271 Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃɇThey Did ItɈɄ; Healy, Kuo, and Malhotra, ɃPartisan Bias in Blame 
AttributionɄ. 
272 Hall, ɃEncoding and Decoding in the Television DiscourseɄ. 
273 See discussion in Schrøder, ɃMaking Sense of Audience DiscoursesɄ. 
274 Spoiler: No.  See E3, where Leavers consume blame of the EU and vilify the EU, while Remainers instead 
get angry at the text author.  
275 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
276 The ongoing support for Trump seems testimony to this.  See Healy, Kuo, and Malhotra, ɃPartisan Bias in 
Blame AttributionɄ.. 
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effects reappea rs in discussions of emotional effects and blame as discursive practice 
below. 277 

The current research then elucidates the effects of exogenous blame on audiences, while 
treating those audiences as active co -producers and subjects of discursive effects rath er 
than passive objects, and simultaneously exploring via between -groups experimental design 
whether or not certain underlying audience characteristics do moderate (increase/reduce 
effect size) or mediate (alter effects) the vilifying effects of exogenous blame.   It thus 
complements work on perceptual shields per Hobolt and Tilley, critically engages with that 
on psychometric targeting as in the Cambridge Analytica scandal, and introduces the 
audiences as a site of blame contestation to the literature on bl ame attribution and 
avoidance per 2.3.6.  It is not just politicians who are themselves blamed who can refute or 
contest it; audiences can take part i n this process.  

2.3.9. Section conclusion 
Overall there is a general lack of research into the emotional, vilifying effects of  exogenous  
blame , in political science  or otherwise .  Blame is understood as important to do and to 
avoid  in political contexts , but the reasons whyɀthe effects on audiences , beyond shifts in 
level of blame attribution ɀare not problematised nor investigated.  Given the implications 
for affective polarisation  and vilification , this is necessarily redressed in the current 
research.  

Meanwhile , work in (social) psychology establishes that blame has a role in creating groups, 
and in defining what is ɃgoodɄ or ɃbadɄ within a given groupɀlinking to ideas of morality 
embedded in character narratives, as discussed in the following chapter.  It finds that 
endogenous blame of an Other  can, at least in some instances, cause anger.  However, it 
does not consider exogenous blame, as in politics; it therefore cannot relate blame and its 
effects to our images of public figures; and it has several i ssues with ecological validity.  
Based on existing research, anger could be one potential  outcome of exogenous blame; 
however, this is not verified  nor explored in a nuanced way .  This is addressed  in the 
present research, which speaks to how we feel about  blamed parties when we are not the 
ones doing the blaming, and how this relates to enduring images and impressions of those 
parties.  

Lastly, a range of existing work considers that audiences themselves ɀand specifically their 
underlying characteristics ɀmay mediate or moderate the effects of blame.  However, such 
work typically considers endogenous blame only, or is premature/contested; as such, the 
present work forms a contribution to literature on psychometric micro -targeting of political 
messages.  It fur ther adds the audience as active co -producers of discursive effects, rather 
than passive objects. 278  This in turn helps to explain how exogenous blame sometimes 
ɃworksɄ to create particular villains, and when effects appear to go awry. 

 
277 See 2.4.2 and 3.2.6.a). 
278 See E3, E4, and E5. 



Blame and its effects  L. M. Skillen 

Defining blame   |  52 

This work then fill s a research gap by developing theory about the ways in which exogenous 
blame makes villains in politics  specifically, incorporating an exploration of the emotional 
effects of exogenous third -party blame through both quantitative and qualitative means .  It 
(incidentally) complements work of authors such as Jane and Ryan who point out that 
blaming can divert attention from victims or the actual problem at hand; 279 extends the 
research agenda in political science from blame by politicians to consider exogovernm ental 
third parties; supplements work on the personalisation of blame through considering how 
the EUɄs ɃcharacterɄ is createdɀas for Sabatier et al there were Ƀvague HaitiansɄ to be vilified 
via blame, in the present work there is a Ƀvague EUɄ (converging with notions of a lack of 
clarity around the EU );280 goes beyond Hobolt and TilleyɄs work on blaming of the EU 
specifically to consider who is actually doing the blaming as well as the emotions that 
result; 281 examines a range of Ƀunderlying characteristicsɄ to investigate how audiencesɄ 
perceptual shields 282 mediate the effects of blame, in line with work on partisanship and 
blame attribution; 283 disagrees with literature that posits blame itself as an emotion 284 and 
concords with accounts such as those of Malle et al (whereby one can Ƀfeel angerɄ but not 
Ƀfeel blameɄ)285 while extending accounts of how blame evokes emotions by considering 
exogenous blame and permitting emergence of novel or ɃsurprisingɄ emotions through use 
of qualitative data.   This permits theory generation about the ways in which exogenous 
blame makes villains in politics specifically, while also emerging ways in which this is 
mediated by audiences and potentially mitigated via a range of contestation strategies 
beyond those us ed by politicians themselves as in the work of Weaver or Hood. 286  By using 
the lens of Brexit as a case study, it incidentally provides insight into how the discursive 
practice of blame was used and contested in that context and work on emotional 
component s of Euroscepticism more generally.   

2.4. Defining blame 
Work on blame in the previous sections was identified via a snowball approach that 
commenced with searching for academic works on blame. While there were several 
approaches to blame and its effects identified, that work does not clearly establish what 
blam e actually is.  This is a notable absence, as it is necessary to know what blame is ɀwhat 
it looks likeɀto be able to identify  it so that it may be re -created and effects established.  

 
279 Jane, ɃMisogyny OnlineɄ; Ryan, Blaming the Victim. 
280 Sabatier et al., Blaming Others: Prejudice, Race, and Worldwide AIDS; Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
281 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
282 Hobolt and Tilley.  
283 E.g. Healy, Kuo, and Malhotra, ɃPartisan Bias in Blame AttributionɄ; Malhotra and Kuo, ɃAttributing BlameɄ; 
Tilley and Hobolt, ɃIs the Government to Blame?Ʉ; Bisgaard, ɃBias Will Find a WayɄ; Baekgaard and Serritzlew, 
ɃInterpreting Performance InformationɄ. 
284 E.g. Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ. 
285 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ. 
286 E.g. Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Hood, The Blame Game: Spin, Bureaucracy, and Self-
Preservation in Government. 
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This is particularly important in experimental work that is theory gener ating, rather than 
hypothesis -testing.  Defining blame is then the task of this section. 287 

2.4.1. What kind of thing is blame? 
Several authors have considered what kind of thing blame is.  For Bertram Malle et al, it is ɇa 
unique type of moral judgmentɈ.288  For a Ƀblame judgmentɄ to happen, there is necessarily 
an ɃeventɄɀsomething is ɃdoneɄɀand there may also be information about agent causality, 
intentionality, reasons, obligation, or capacity. 289  Blame may be used argumentatively .290  

In this vein, Sten Hansson has conducted work on blameɄs function  as an argument , using 
Stephen ToulminɄs model (Figure 5).291   In this model, an argument must have a bare 
minimum of a claim, data , and a warrant  that connects the claim and data.  These can be 
further bolstered by backing, additional support for t he warrant; a qualifier  that indicates the 
strength of the claim (ɇthey always do thisɈ is stronger than ɇthey sometimes  do thisɈ), and a 
rebuttalɀthe exception that breaks the rule.  Hansson gives examples of ɃdataɄ in blaming as 
evidence  that  a ɇnegative event took place, how much harm was caused, whether or not a 
causal link exists between the negative event and the blame takerɈ and so on.292  He applies 
this to analysing Ƀblame gamesɄ between, for example, British Members of Parliament, 
including in the particular context of Brexit. 293 

 
287 These notions are developed further in the methodology chapter.  
288 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 148..  In a similar vein, Mikula refers to "judgments of 
injustice as a particular instance of blaming". Mikula, ɃTesting an Attribution-of-Blame Model of Judgments 
of InjusticeɄ, 1. 
289 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 151. 
290 E.g. In discussing Nazi propa gandists using blame to argue that Jewish people were inhumane .  Malle, 
Guglielmo, and Monroe, 175.  
291 E.g. Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro-Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; Hansson, ɃAnalysing Oppositionȿ
Government Blame  GamesɄ. 
292 Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ, 233. 
293 Hansson, ɃDefensive Semiotic Strategies in GovernmentɄ; Hansson, ɃBrexit and Blame AvoidanceɄ. 
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Figure 5:  «JӃÉ´ «z MӃJªXŻ´ J³zÄªX«ºative function , per Toulmin/Hansson294 

 

However, there are some issues in following this model of blameɄs role as argument, 
starting with the idea of the ɃclaimɄ being Ƀshould be blamedɄ, which conflates what blame is 
(how it looks or functions), with its outcome  (as blameworthy) .295  Moreover, analysing 
blame as a ɃlogicalɄ argument may miss the mark when the point is to be combative, and 
moreover to engage emotion as part of persuasion: ɇby zooming in on the articlesɄ logosȽ
their logical appeal ȽI was liable to miss some crucial aspects of their pathosȽtheir 
emotional appealɈ.296  The present research engages with p recisely this emotional appeal.  

It is worth noting that ToulminɄs model , while useful in identifying and discussing the 
components of an argument,  was originally developed to analyse dialectic  form s of 
argument .  Here, argument is a form of dialogue used b y people of different viewpoints to 
establish a shared truth ɀit thus becomes a way of building knowledge, with oneɄs own 
arguments updated as they are confronted with new ideas .297  However, the EU can be 
blamed without ever Ƀspeaking backɄ as part of a dialogue, and moreover, it is not clear that 

 
294 Figure 1 from Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ, 232. 
295 See also Resodihardjo, Crises, Inquiries and the Politics of Blame, 16. on confusion between process and 
the outcome.  
296 Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ, 243. 
297 ɇWe shall aim, ɍ to characterise what may be called Ƀthe rational processɄ, the procedures and categories 
by using which claims -in-general can be argued for and settled ɇ (Toulmin, The Uses of Argument, 7.)  See also 
Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, ɃA Pragma-Dialectical Procedure for a Critical DiscussionɄ. 
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shared truth is necessarily the objective of blame.   It could then be that ɇgood reasons do 
not drive the force of argumentationɈ.298 

These issues are addressed by Nicholas Paliewicz and George McHendry, 299 who use i ssues 
of Ƀpost truthɄ and disinformation to emerge post-dialectic argument.  They show that, at 
least in the public sphere, an argument does not need to be complete, factual, truthful, or 
well -grounded in warrant, and can be missing the key components of T oulminɄs model of 
argument, and still be effective in persuading people.300  Their approach ɇchallenges dialectical 
approaches to argument because it rejects the assumption that argument subjects are 
reasonable actors that strive to settle disputes through critical -rational argument 
exchangeɈ.301  Argument is instead ɇa constellation of assemblages, affects, and forcesɈ.302  It 
gains its persuasive power not through traditional Enlightenment -style ɃreasonɄ, but through 
discursive strategies such as aes thetics. 303  ɃAssemblages Ʉ of actors are Ɉwebs or networks 
where multiple and different forms of rhetoric  ɍ interact and connectɈ,304 in the present 
case to lobby for or against Brexit.  Such assemblages can be ɇuncommitted to dialectical 
reasoningɈ, using ɇdissemination rather than dialogue for rhetorical effectɈ.305 

This conception of post -dialectic argument highlights the necessity of understanding the 
operations of discourse, whereby a  discourse  is ɇa group of statements which provide ɍ a 
way of representing the knowledge about  ɍ a particular topic at a particular historical 
momentɈ.306  Discourse includes both language and practice: per Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, 
rhetoric may be ɇspoken, performed, bodily, symbolic, and materialɈ.307 

 
298 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen Good Arguments Do Not WorkɄ, 295.  See also McHendry Jr et al., 
ɃRhetoric and/as ArgumentationɄ. 
299 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen Good Arguments Do Not WorkɄ; Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃPost-
Dialectics and Fascistic Argumentation in the Global Climate Change DebateɄ. 
300 ɇThe strength of arguments in political debate and their fairness and relevance as arguments must be 
judged separately.Ɉ  Chong and Druckman, ɃFraming TheoryɄ, 111. 
301 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen Good Arguments Do Not WorkɄ, 288. 
302 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃPost-Dialectics and Fascistic Argumentation in the Global Climate Change 
DebateɄ, 3. 
303 E.g. The climate-change denying Non -intergovernmental International Panel on Climate Change 
replicated the designs, formats, and bulk used by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 
creating a climate change denialism report, and distributed textbooks presenting Ƀboth sidesɄ of the climate 
change ɃdebateɄ to schools for teaching using typical education methods. Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen 
Good Arguments Do Not WorkɄ, 300. 
304 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, 291.   Paliewicz and McHendry draw from Deleuze and Guattari, whereby 
assemblages are movements of di screte overlapping social forces.  Identifying an assemblage requires 
finding its limits (e.g. who belongs and does not belong to the Leave side), determining the composition 
(who is involved), and how it relates to other assemblages (e.g. the Remain side,  or interfaces with other 
political campaigns such as the Trump campaign).  Each of these items is surfaced in 5.3 The Brexit 

assemblage.  Deleuze and Guattari, ɃA Thousand PlateausɄ. 
305 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, 302.   
306 Hall, ɃThe Spectacle of the OtherɄ, 72. 
307 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen Good Arguments Do Not WorkɄ, 292. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6l05DH
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2.4.2. Blame as discursive practice 
Blame then becomes not only an ɃargumentɄ or Ƀmoral judgmentɄ, but a Ƀdiscursive practiceɄ.  
Discursive practices are how discourses are done, the rules of a particular discourse, and 
they help do things such as (re)create relationships or knowledge.  For Stuart Hall, 
ɇ[d]iscourse is about the production of knowledge through language.  But it is itself 
produced by a practice: Ƀdiscursive practice Ʉɀthe practice of producing meaningɈ, with all 
practices having a discursive aspect. 308 

An example is a hand -shake, which may indicate a greeting, be done in different ways to 
enforce status relations (TrumpɄs method of grabbing people during a handshake to pull 
them closer to him), be used to open soc ial relations or close a deal, and is done differently 
in different places.  For example, in Russia it is customary for men to shake one anotherɄs 
hands when entering the room, but not womenɄs hands, reflecting gender norms and local 
social relations.  Sha king hands may therefore be understood as creating (and recreating) 
particular relations between people, and forms of knowledge around who is included, when 
and why.  Without being embedded in local discourses around gender, greetings, social 
conventions, business and so on, a hand -shake has no meaning.  It is a practice that helps to 
produce (and re -produce) discourses.  Blame is likewise a discursive practice, helping to 
constitute relations ɀbetween blamers, blamees, victims, and audiences ɀand create or 
recreate knowledge, such as what is ɃwrongɄ in a given context and what should be felt/done 
about it. 309 

Understanding blame as a discursive practice does not mean it cannot function as a 
judgment or an argument; rather, it means recognising that blame operates within 
particular contexts, and an understanding of these contexts is vital to understanding how 
blame works. 310  Considering again the example of a handshake, say one is taught a Ƀsecret 
handshakeɄ that admits them into a particular treehouse; using this secret handshake in 
other venues ɀmeeting new people, or thirty years later to seal a business deal ɀwill not 
operate in the same way.  It is only in the particular context of a particular group of people 
and a particular treehouse that it has an exp ected effect.  In the business meeting years 
later, it could even backfire, as it would be the incorrect performance of a handshake in that 
context.  In another case, should a different group come up with the same secret handshake 
but with a different func tionɀfor example, identifying oneself as a Freemason ɀusing the 
treehouse secret handshake could result in the unintended different effect of identifying 
oneself as a group member.  Lastly, the concept of a Ƀsecret handshakeɄ can be performed in 
even non -physical contexts, as when a Ƀsecret handshakeɄ is used as an essential part of 

 
308 Hall, ɃThe West and the RestɄ, 86. 
309 There is no divide between emotion and decision -making; see 3.3.3.f) Predicting/experiencing emotions . 
310 As Katie MacMillan and Derek Edwa rds point out, "The constructive, rhetorical, and performative 
business of discourse is often accomplished by what the specific words are, and their particular context of 
use, rather than by what grammatical category or kind of syntactic structure they are  part of. " (emphasis 
added).  MacMillan and Edwards, ɃWho Killed the Princess?Ʉ 
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cryptography ɀthe function of Ƀidentifying oneselfɄ remains the same, but the territory (in 
code), execution (non -physical), and members (computers) are different.  

Blame then coul d function as a judgment, or as an argument (or an argument for a 
judgment), but it is not just one of these things.  It can operate in different contexts, and 
may function differently in those contexts ɀwhether because of the people involved 
(speakers, aud iences, objects of blame), the space (face -to -face, online), the rules (how 
blame is done, by whom and when), or the discursive situation (blame in relation to what, 
the exigence permitting blame).  Blame can have different structures, roles, and effects i n 
different contexts.  

In concrete terms, this means a committed Leaver and a committed Remainer, who have 
consumed different news and been subject to different discourses, may interact differently 
with blame in a particular context (such as blame of the EU ).  However, they are not passive 
in this process; blame does not exist without its social context and exigency.  Power 
engenders its own resistance, and in the process of consuming blame, individuals can resist 
(contest, disagree with, ) speakersɄ preferred effects.  Per Michel Foucault,  

żT ´N­Ä³´X NJ« MX M­º| J«  «´º³ÄªX«º J«T J« XZZXNº ­Z °­ÇX³ŵ MÄº JӃ´­ J | «T³J«NXŵ J

stumbling point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy.  Discourse 

transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, 

³X«TX³´  º Z³Jz ӃX J«T ªJ¦X´  º °­´´ MӃX º­ º|ÇJ³ºŽŸ311 

Audiences are then co -producers of effects and are subjects of discourse, not mere objects.  

As a discursive practice, and as a phenomenon that exists in social realit y, blame as a 
mechanism is always performed by somebody; blame itself has no agency, desire, or ability 
to act without being done by some one.  Put differently, the mechanism of blame cannot be 
enacted without humans  there to do so . 312  Such is the nature o f social reality.  

2.4.3. #ӃJªX Z­³ źMX «zŻ Æ´ MӃJªX Z­³ źT­ «zŻ 
There is a divide in the etymology of the word ɃblameɄ, with FowlerɄs Dictionary stating that it 
was originally used to mean Ƀto find fault withɄ.313  It only later came to mean to censure 
somebody fo r doing something, or to ɇlay responsibility on for something deemed 
wrongɈ;314 there was a change from blaming for being (character) to blaming for doing 
(behaviour) .315  

 
311 Foucault, History of Sexuality, 101. 
312 Note the guilt -inducing effect of puppy dog eyes when an owner takes away a dogɄs food.  While the dog 
may not have a conception of ɃblameɄ, the causal mechanism is still being enacted given events are being 
filtered through the humanɄs social reality.  It is the human who enacts and has the felt experience of being 
blamed.  The internal lives of animals is beyond the scope of this thesis, as is the psychology of 
anthropomorphism of objects by humans.  
313 Butterfield, ɃBlameɄ. 
314 Online Etymology Dictionary, ɃBlameɄ; Online Etymology Dictionary, ɃBlameworthyɄ. 
315 The word can still colloquially be used in both ways, in the sense of being (ɇI blame the EU for being 
corruptɈ) and doing (ɇI blame the EU for destroying the Greek economyɈ). 
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It is clear from the work evaluated above that blame research to date does not typically 
consider Ƀblaming for being Ʉ; it instead focuses on notions of accountability, responsibility, or 
causalityɀall associated with blame for doing.  Certainly, in accorda nce with Aristotelian 
ethos, ɃbeingɄ does affect how blaming is done: for example, Christina Mancini and Justin 
Pickett find that blame of women in cases of interpersonal assault is focused on their 
character (ɇsheɄs a slut, she deserved itɈ), whereas blame of men in such cases is focused on 
their behaviour. 316 

However, while notions of Ƀblame for beingɄ and Ƀblame for doingɄ can complement each 
other, treating them as the same practice conflates Ƀwho someone isɄ with Ƀwhat that person 
doesɄ.  If someone does bad, they are bad; there is no room for nuance, and further, ɇthe EU 
has done something badɈ becomes essentially the same as ɇthe EU is evilɈ.  Analytically, 
blaming becomes inseparable from name -calling. 

Taken to its extremes, this would mean that every  time a political actor is held to account, 
no matter how innocuous the matter, they immediately and irrevocably become 
characterologically ɃbadɄ.  It gives name-calling the same argumentative status as according 
responsibility, and while undoubtedly the f ormer is a useful polemic device in small doses, it 
is not an effective long -term strategy tolerated on the playground, let alone in the context of 
political debate.  For that reason, the current research focuses on blame in the sense of Ƀfor 
doingɄ, which appears to be at the core of understandings of blame in existing research. 317 

This further helps divide being ɃblamedɄ from being ɃblameworthyɄ, which would otherwise 
lead to a recursive loop of ɇthey did this so they were bad so they should be blamed so they 
are bad so they did itɈ.  It divides the judgment associated with doing so mething from the 
partyɄs enduring personhood, and also from the blame itself.318  There emerges a divide 
between blame and name -calling, scapegoating and blameworthiness as shown in Table 2. 

 
316 Mancini and Pickett, ɃReaping What They Sow?Ʉ; for more on ɃcharacterologicalɄ blame, as when whereby 
victims are blamed because they are ɃbadɄ and therefore ɃdeserveɄ what has been done to them, see 
Henning, Jones, and Holdford, ɃɇI DidnɄt Do It, but If I Did I Had a Good ReasonɈɄ; Sheikh and McNamara, 
ɃInsights from Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ; Tennen and Affleck, ɃBlaming Others for Threatening EventsɄ. 
and particular ly Jensen and Gutek, ɃAttributions and Assignment of Responsibility in Sexual HarassmentɄ. for 
a discussion on the role of victim self -esteem in self -blaming.  
317 Ye Sun et al take a similar approach, focusing  on Ƀevent-relatedɄ rather than ɃcharacterologicalɄ blame.  
Sun et al., ɃMobilizing the Public in Saving the Bonneville Salt FlatsɄ, 302. 
318 See also discussion in Coates and Tognazzini, ɃThe Nature and Ethics of BlameɄ.  ItɄs ɇplausible to suppose 
that [blameworthiness] merely amounts to a judgment that the person in question is an appropriate target  
of blameɈ. (p. 199) 
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Table 2: Blame, name-calling, blameworthiness, and scapegoating.319 

 Doing something Being something 
Discursive 
practice 

Blame 
For doing something 
(ŸzŸ ż ªÉ T T º| ´Ž 

Name-calling 
For being something 
(ŸzŸ ż ªÉ  ´ MJTŽ 

What is deserved Blameworthiness 
Blame as deserved because the 
blamed party does something 
(ŸzŸ ż ªÉ T T  ºŵ ´­ ´|X ´|­ÄӃT MX
|XӃT º­ JNN­Ä«ºŽ 

Scapegoating 
Blame as deserved because the 
party is something 
(ŸzŸ ż ªÉ  ´ MJTŵ ´­ ÇX ´|­ÄӃT
°­ «º º|X Z «zX³ Jº |X³Ž 

2.4.4. Definition of blame  
While a dictionary definition has been noted in the preceding subsection, several authors in 
the blame field have provided their o wn ideas.  For Malle et al, blame is: 

żJ Ä« ²ÄX ºÉ°X ­Z ª­³JӃ ¤ÄTzªX«º Ɛº|JºƑ |J´ Z­Ä³ °³­°X³º X´ŷ .º  ´ M­º| N­z« º ÆX J«T

social; it regulates social behavior; it fundamentally relies on social cognition;320 and, 

J´ J ´­N JӃ JNºŵ  º ³X²Ä ³X´ ÇJ³³J«ºŽŸ321   

By Ƀcognitive or socialɄ, Malle et al indicate that blame may happen internallyɀwithin our 
own minds, as a process ɀor externally, as when it is said, written, or otherwise performed 
Ƀout loudɄ.322  Such social blame may be performed by us as individuals (endogenous blame 
performed socially), or by third parties (exogenous blame).  The present work focuses on the 
vilifying effects of the latter, with consideration given to endogenous social blame in  the 
form of Ƀre-blamingɄɀwhere we encounter blame and either reiterate it or perhaps counter 
it.  

While Malle et alɄs definition helps to site blame and describe its function, it does not help to 
specifically identify instances of blame. 323  What does blame  look like?  How is it structured?  

Weaver defines blame generating as 

żthe deliberate development and communication of negative information about some 

z³­Ä°ŵ  «T Æ TÄJӃŵ ­³ °­Ӄ NÉ Ź TXÆXӃ­°XT MÉ J ź°X³°Xº³Jº­³Ż J«T TXӃ ÆX³XT MÉ J

 
319 See also section 2.4.5 Blame and fallacies: Scapegoating and źbad-be-gone. 
320 "[T]he thought processes, both implicit and explicit, through which humans attain understanding of self, 
others, and their environment." Moskowitz, ɃSocial CognitionɄ..  'Cognition' is used here to reflect Malle et 
al's wording; it is not typically used in this thesis , which largely focuses on 'implicit' processes.  See also 
3.3.3.a) A word on cognition . 
321 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 148..  In a similar vein, Mikula refers to "judgments of 
injustice as a particular instance of blaming". Mikula, ɃTesting an Attribution-of-Blame Model of Judgments 
of InjusticeɄ, 1. 
322 ɇThe cognitive, private side of blame is the proc ess that leads to a judgment of blame; the social, public  
side is the act of expressing a blame judgment to  another person. Ɉ  Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA 
Theory of BlameɄ, 148. 
323 Though "detecting an event that violates a norm serves as the critical first step for blame" Malle, 
Guglielmo, and Monroe, 153.  
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źªX´´X«zX³Ż º­ ´­ªX z³­Ä°Ǝº|X źJÄT X«NXŻƏ Z­³ º|X °Ä³°­´X ­Z °­Ӄ º NJӃ J«TƄ­³ °­Ӄ NÉ

zJ « MÉ J źMX«XZ N J³ÉŻŸŽ324 

This certainly helps with the identification of blame ɀthere is some kind of negative 
information about a blamee.  Different roles, including that of audience ɀimplying 
exogenous blame ɀare apparent, and Weaver acknowledges that negative information does 
not need to be ɃtrueɄ to be accorded to a blamee.  However, Ƀnegative informationɄ seems to 
indicate that blame incorporates blame for ɃbeingɄ, and as he goes on to make clear, it also 
includes threat as information about a negative future outcome.  There is a tension between  
this apparently inclusive concept and WeaverɄs description of blame avoiding as 
ɇminimisingɍ responsibility for actions takenɈ,325 which suggests blame for doing something 
in the past.  WeaverɄs definition is then both too inclusive with regard to what Ƀnegative 
informationɄ may be, and too exclusive in that he limits himself to exogenous blame within 
political/policy contexts, noting that beneficiaries m ay benefit in ways that are ɃpoliticalɄ only 
in the loosest conception of the term.   Kathleen McGraw likewise considers the political 
implications of blame, while helpfully giving a Ƀnarrow conceptionɄ of blame as ɇan 
attribution of responsibility for a prior negative outcome Ɉ.326 

Jasper presents a more ambiguous case, saying that ɇ[m]obilisation usually requires two 
complex constructions: a sense of threat must be built out of raw emotions like fear, dread, 
and hate, and some group of  people must be blamed for that threatɈ.327  He seems to 
conceptualise threats as being dangerous things or ɇproblemsɈ,328 so that ɇ[v]irtually 
anything can be seen as threateningɈ, with some threats ɇembodied in technologies, 
industrial processes, and the b uilt environmentɈ,329 and threats having causes.  It is at the 
point of cause that a threat may be Ƀblamed forɄ.  That is, we blame for causing or potentially 
causing dangersɀharmsɀwhether to humans or the environment .330 

Drawing the above ideas together, it  is now possible to synthesise  a minimal definition of 
blame.  This definition is ɃminimalɄ in that it includes only those items that all those authors 
defining or describing blame seem to agree upon ɀit does not preclude the possibility of 
people using the  word ɃblameɄ to mean other things, as when people could use Ƀblame for 
beingɄ in casual discussion. 331  It is on the basis of this minimal definition as an artificial 

 
324 Weaver, ɃThe Nays Have ItɄ, 263. 
325 Weaver, 260. 
326 McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ, 1149. 
327 Jasper, ɃNot In Our Backyards: Emotion, Threat, and BlameɄ, 134.  He also differentiates between ɃcausalɄ 
and ɃremedialɄ forms of blame, where ɇcausing a threat differs from responsibility for fixing itɈ, echoing 
discussions of accountability, causality, and responsibility in other work.  Jasper, 136.; see e.g. Shaver, The 
Attribution of Blame .. 
328 Jasper, ɃNot In Our Backyards: Emotion, Threat, and BlameɄ, 120. 
329 Jasper, 116. 
330 The way Jasper speaks about ɃthreatɄ is then different to how ɃthreatɄ is discussed in this work, as a 
discursive practice wherein a speaker claims will do a harmful thing.  In effect, he uses the word ɃthreatɄ 
where the current research uses the word ɃharmɄ. 
331 As McGraw notes, ɇBlame is an elusive concept, and its ubiquity in common language renders its 
measurement quite difficult.Ɉ  (Emphasis removed.)  McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ, 1149.  As the present study 
examines the effects of blame, its bounds must first be delimited.  
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closure of reality that the current research is conducted and operationalised.   Such 
def initions are particularly important in theory -generating work as in the present study. 332 

The minimal definition of blame  used in this thesis is ɇa discursive practice in which a 
speaker claims a party did, or has done, a harmful thing Ɉ.  It is thus limited  to social 
performances of blame per Malle et al. 333 

In this definition, the speaker is the  blamer.  Calling them the ɃspeakerɄ does not necessarily 
mean that blame is said out loud ɀit can equally be written down, or physically expressed 
(e.g. pointing at a  broken vase on the floor, and then pointing at the perpetrator).  The 
blamer may be an individual, group, or even an institution, as when a press release is sent 
out with an institutional sign -off.   As indicated in 2.4.2, as a discursive practice existing in 
social reality, blame itself has no agency nor capacity to act; it is always done by somebodyɀ
the blamer.  The word ɃblameɄ is conjugated in line with normal English language rules 
throughout this thesis, so that there is no substantive difference between ɃblameɄ and 
ɃblamingɄ other than the grammatical one.  Use of the word ɃblameɄ in this way is consistent 
with prior work on blame and its effects , per every work reviewed in this chapter . 

The word ɃclaimsɄ is used to indicate that blame may be contested. 

The party  being blamed is the blamee.  The word ɃpartyɄ is used rather than ɃagentɄ, as the 
blamee may not have human agency, which implies consciousness a nd intention.  For 
instance, Ƀclimate changeɄ may be blamed for inclement weather, but Ƀclimate changeɄ is not 
agentic.  The ɃpartyɄ may be an individual, group, organisation, power, system, situation,334 
and so on.  

ɃDidɄ or Ƀis doingɄ is used to indicate that blame is for doing rather than for being (as above).  It 
positions blame in the present and/or past, differentiating blame from a hypothesis about 
future threat (see Table 3).335  Blame cannot be accorded for something that has not yet 
happened.  The present perfect verb tense indicates that the harmful thing may have been 
done once, or taken place over a period of time, perhaps repeatedly. 336 

ɃHarmful thingɄ means the blameworthy event, whether or not that event is or has actually 
taken place.  Blame is negative, as opposed to credit, which is positive.  The blameworthy 

 
332 See discussion of the role of definitions and hypotheses in theory -generating experiments in 4.2.3 and 
4.4.1. 
333 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ. 
334 US Homeland Security Advisor Tom Bossert described the disastrous aftermath on Puerto Rico following 
Hurricane Maria in 2017 as being the stormɄs fault, rather than that of any agent or emergency response.  
ɇThe storm caused these problems, not our response to it.Ɉ Allen, ɃFull TextɄ.  See also Annex: Who is the 
EU?. 
335 Aristotle likewise makes this differe ntiation: "someone listening to a speech is necessarily either an 
observer or a judge, and if [they are] a judge [they judge] either the past or the future ."  1358a40-42, 
emphasis added.   Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, 13. 
336 Doing nothing at all could be 'doing harm', in which case this would also be blame.  Per Malle et al, 
"people blame agents for a variety of other events, including attempts, omissions, and cases in which a 
desired end is achieved  by unexpected means." Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 168. 
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event is a norm breach or wrongful behaviour per Malle et al. 337  The word ɃharmɄ implies a 
victim, and helps differentiate blame from criticism, which would instead be about a bad 
thing. 338  What is and what is not ɃharmfulɄ is subjective, and is embedded in local contexts 
and understandings.  As such, the ɃharmɄ aspect may be inferred ɀe.g. should the Leave 
campaign claim the EU has Ƀcut jobsɄ, it is implied that this has caused harm to the people 
who had those jobs.  

Table 3 shows the relation of this minimal definition of blame vis-à-vis other discursive 
practices, using two dimensions of time (past/present|future) and nature of outcome 
(harmful|helpful).  Credit is the positive counterpart to blame ɀa discursive practice in 
which a speaker claims a party did, or has done, a helpful (rather than harmful) thing in the 
present/past. 339  ɃThreatsɄ refer to harmful things taking place in the future, as promises are 
helpful and take place in the future.  Structuring these discursive p ractices along 
time/outcome dimensions helps differentiate them from one another, permitting analysis 
even in post -dialectic contexts, and highlights possible scope for contestation (blame could 
be contested via credit, for example).  This typology therefo re constitutes a contribution to 
blame, threat, credit, and promise research respectively. 340 

Table 3: Doing good and bad to others, past and future. 

 Past to now Future 
Helpful (Positive) Credit Promise 

 
337 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ.  See also Weaver, who conceives of blame generation 
and assignation as requiring a Ƀloss-allocating activityɄ and the possibility for redressing the loss.    Leong 
and Howlett likewise focus on this 'harm' component, with an action being "blameworthy if it causes some 
harm as the direct result of an act and the source  of the action is invariably tied, factually or not, to a 
designated individual actor."  Daniel Ames and Susan Fiske descr ibe harm as a starting point for blame, 
noting that it is a moral behaviour ɀthat is, a form of moral judgment as in Malle et al.  "[W]hen people 
detect harm, they become motivated to blame someone for that harm. This demonstrably powerful 
motivation has be en variously indexed as the need to assign blame, to express moral condemnation, and to 
dole out punishment... [these] may represent different, but related, components of humansɄ moral 
response to harm. For convenience, we refer to these components collect ively as blame motivation, and we 
suggest that people seek (though not always consciously) to satisfy this motivation when confronted with 
harm."   Sievert et al describe a blameeɄs perceiving harm as a necessary condition to blame.  Ames and 
Fiske, ɃIntentional Harms Are Worse, Even When TheyɄre NotɄ, 1755; Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame 
AvoidanceɄ; Leong and Howlett, ɃOn Credit and BlameɄ, 4; Sievert et al., ɃThe Power of Conformity in CitizensɄ 
BlameɄ, 55. 
338 Consider ɇTheo played football badlyɈ, which includes a speaker (the author), a party (Theo), doing 
(played football) and a bad thing (played badly).  This is certainly cri ticism of TheoɄs playing, but it is not 
blame.  Were the sentence instead ɇTheo let himself down by playing football badlyɈ, it would be an 
instance of blame because Theo has harmed himself (let himself down).  
339 This is another point of differentiation fro m Aristotle; whereas his epideictic rhetoric is the rhetoric of 
'praise and blame', the present research posits credit, not praise, as the positive opposite of blame.  While 
"[p]raise is speech that displays the extent of a [person]'s virtue", "we might pr aise someone even in the 
absence of good achievements" (1367b26, 30 -31).  I.e. Aristotle conflates praise for 'being' with credit for 
'doing', which is analytically unhelpful.  Praise is likely instead the opposite of criticism, mentioned above.  A 
similar  conflation is found in Smart and in Williams, for example.  Weaver uses the word ɃbenefitɄ rather 
than ɃhelpfulɄ.  Smart, ɃFree-Will, Praise and BlameɄ; Williams, ɃPraise and BlameɄ; Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, 
36; Weaver, ɃThe Nays Have ItɄ, 272. 
340 Credit a nd threats are discussed in the context of contesting ɀand potentially mitigating ɀblame in E5.  
Credit /promises have beneficiaries, as blame /threats have victimsɀparties who are helped/harmed . 
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Harmful (Negative) Blame Threat 

Blame may incorporate further information, such as a victim (a harmful thing is done to a 
victim), a beneficiary (it is done for  the beneficiary), justification  (it was done for  this reasonɀ
related to the ɃrebuttalɄ in HanssonɄs Toulmin adaptation), information about mental state of 
the perpetrator (notably, in Malle et alɄs model, intentionality ).341  There may or may not be 
modifiers (e.g. relating to frequency, severity, or cer tainty; 342 intensifiers such as Ƀdid a 
terrible  thingɄ; and using affective expressions343). 

Any ɃwarrantɄ may be explicit (ɇthe EU did this bad thing, which was in their area of 
competence and they had the responsibility  to prevent it from happening Ɉ), including 
notions such as accountability, causality, or responsibility; 344 or it may be established 
through (unsaid) specific topoi ɀHansson adopts a topos of Ƀgovernment as protectorɄ to 
connect data to a claim of blameworth iness.345 

Where blame is used as an argument to persuade, it may also have a an explicit or implied 
Ƀcall to actionɄ, which may follow on from the warrant (the EU is responsible, ergo they must 
fix it), be based on general topoi (blamees, blamers, and victi ms must receive their just 
deserts), 346 or explicit as in ɇthe EU did this, therefore we should vote to leave Ɉ.  This would 
be the ɃclaimɄ in ToulminɄs model, but again, may not be explicitly stated. 

Lastly, as a discursive practice, blame is understood to work in a certain way, in a certain 
time and space.  Context is of vital importance.  The audience may perceive a statement as 
clearly containing blame, as clearly true or false, or as potentially ambiguous ɀthe speaker 
must Ƀknow their audienceɄ to have their desired effect.  Consequently, researchers 
investigating blame must firstly establish and comprehend the context in which blame takes 
place.347  

 
341 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ; Alicke, ɃBlaming BadlyɄ; Alicke, ɃCulpable Control and 
the Psychology of Blame.Ʉ; Lagnado and Channon, ɃJudgments of Cause and BlameɄ; Zultan, Gerstenberg, 
and Lagnado, ɃFinding FaultɄ; Rogers et al., ɃCausal Deviance and the Ascription of Intent and BlameɄ. 
342 Baron and Hershey, ɃOutcome Bias in Decision EvaluationɄ; Hershey and Baron, ɃJudgment by Outcomes: 
When Is It Justified?Ʉ 
343 Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ, 178.  See also HanssonɄs use of Wodak and ReisiglɄs 
Discourse -Historical Approach, which refers to discursive strategies o f intensification and mitigation  
(collectively, ɃmoderationɄ).  Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ; Wodak and Reisigl, 
ɃThe Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA)Ʉ; Reisigl, ɃThe Discourse-Historical ApproachɄ. 
344 Schlenker et al., ɃThe Triangle Model of Responsibility.Ʉ 
345 Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ, 242.  Aristotle refers to topics, or topoi 
(sing: topos).  These can be used as ɃproofɄ; essentially the warrant for an argument.  They ɇsupport a 
particular conclusion in the case at handɈ, and may be common topoi, that can be used for arguments on 
any subject matter, or specific topoi that relate to a particular branch of knowledge.  Aristotle, The Art of 
Rhetoric, xxxviii.   "any familiar premises can be omitted, since the listener [themself] supplies them."  
1357a16-17. 
346 See overview of just deserts theory in Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, and Keller, ɃCompassion Magnifies Third-
Party Punishment.Ʉ. 
347 See 4.3.1 Data analysis framework, E1: The Brexit context . 
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This conception and definition of blame is operationalised in Methodology  and used 
throughout the remainder of this thesis. 348 

2.4.5. Blame and fallacies: Scapegoating and źbad-be-
goneŻ 

2.4.3 Blame for ɃbeingɄ vs blame for ɃdoingɄ showed a relationship between blame and 
scapegoating, with scapegoating as the activity whereby somebody is blamed for what they 
are rather than what they have done.  It is worth considering this in greater detail, 
particularly as there is a colloquial ten dency to use the term ɃscapegoatingɄ interchangeably 
with ɃblamingɄ; blame and the fallacy of scapegoating are closely related.  

Weaver349 conceptualises scapegoating as a blame -avoidance strategy whereby blame is 
deflected by blaming others.  This is consis tent with some modern definitions, including that 
in the Cambridge English Dictionary: ɇthe act of blaming a person or thing for something bad 
that someone else has done Ɉ.350  Bo Bennett identifies scapegoating as a logical fallacy that 
involves  

żUnfairly blaming an unpopular person or group of people for a problem or a person or 

group that is an easy target for such blameŽ351 

The core of the modern conception of scapegoating then involves blaming an undeserving 
other, because they are easy to blame.  As a formal fallacyɀbased on form, rather than 
contentɀit may be expressed quasi -mathematically, and takes the format  ɇNobody likes or 
cares about X.   Therefore, X is to blame for Y. Ɉ352 

However, ɃscapegoatingɄ has an additional meaning.  It is the ɇthe transfer and disposal of 
evilɈ.353 The scapegoat, a ɇperson or group who innocently bears the blame for others Ɉ,354 is 
the symbolic recipient of ɃsinsɄ, such that removal of the scapegoat banishes the sins from 
the group. 355  Saul Scheidlinger explains the te rmɄs origin as a story from Leviticus (16:8-10), 

 
348 The definition of blame outlaid here implies multiple sites o f contestation, whereby blame may be 
intensified or mitigated.  Such sites include (a) subjects and objects (who are the blamer, blamee, victim, 
beneficiary; ethos as separately heroic/villainous); (b) nature of discursive practice (selection of 
blame/cred it/threat/promise); (c) justification (it was done for good/bad reasons; it was (un)intentional); (d) 
warrant (true/fallacious; accountability etc); (e) meta level (blame done/not done); (f) call to action (do/don't 
undertake particular actions).  The pres ent work focuses only on contestation apparent in the data 
analysed (E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation); that chapter shows that (a) and (b) were p articularly 
apparent in the Brexit campaign, with (d) and (e) less so.  Little justification (c) was apparent, and calls to 
action (f) were limited to vote leave/remain rather than e.g. reforming the EU.   
349 Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ, 385. 
350 ɃScapegoatingɄ. 
351 Bennett, Logically Fallacious p. 322. 
352 Bennett p. 322.  
353 Douglas, Scapegoats, 1.  Douglas claims that this form of ɃscapegoatingɄ is "one of the most universally 
found forms of group event". Douglas, 190. 
354 Scheidlinger, ɃPresidential AddressɄ, 132. 
355 See also definition in Merriam -Webster, "a goat upon whose head are symbolically placed the sins of the 
people after which he is sent into the wilderness in the biblical ceremony for Yom Kippur" ɃDefinition of 
ScapegoatɄ. 
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wherein two goats are chosen for sacrifice.  One is ɇsymbolically ladenɈ with the ɇsins of the 
Jewish peopleɈ356 and then sent out to be devoured by the demon Azazel  (Figure 6).  The 
second goat, without added sins, is sacrificed in the temple. 357  The goat that is sent off to be 
devoured is the ɃscapegoatɄ, and thanks to its sin-bearing duties, means that the ɃJewish 
peopleɄ are rendered Ƀmore goodɄ. 

Figure 6: Azazel and the scapegoat358 

 

The act of scapegoating is then about projecting oneɄs ills onto an Otherɀand we have 
feelings about this Other.  Either we despise them for their badness and therefore cast them 
out, or we see that we have the same bad qualities as the Other and pressure them to fix 
themselves.  This latter makes for an uneasy relation ship with our scapegoats, who must be 
sanctioned or sacrificed t o defend our group from ɇunacceptable emotions, such as hostility, 
sexuality, and guilt Ɉ, or as a means of dealing with a group Ʉs anger as ɇengendered by 
injured self -esteem and narcissism Ɉ.359 

This second conception of scapegoating appears in connection with blame, such that 
punishing or ostracising a perpetrator is incorrectly projected to fix underlying problems.  
This is apparent in the research of Ryan, 360 where identifying a blamee ceases a ttempts to 
resolve an underlying problematic situation.  

The present research identifies this as an informal fallacy ɀa fallacy based on content rather 
than form 361ɀhere called Ƀbad-be-goneɄ.362  The central idea is that punishing/removing a 

 
356 Scheidlinger, ɃPresidential AddressɄ, 132. 
357 Though as Scheidlinger points out, t he fate of the ɃgoodɄ goat is not discussed in the context of 
scapegoating  
358 Breton, Français. 
359 Scheidlinger, ɃPresidential AddressɄ, 136. 
360 Ryan, Blaming the Victim. 
361 Such fallacies cannot be expressed quasi -mathematically as can formal fallacies.  
362 Per Bennett, a logical fallacy must meet three criteria: "It must be an error in reasoning, not a factual 
error, It must be commonly applied to an argument either in the fo rm of the argument or the interpretation 
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symbolic person or  group of people will resolve underlying problems ɀas when the 
cursed goat is sent off to be devoured by demons, or the Biblical myth of Christ dying to 
expunge people Ʉs sins. 

Fallacies may have exceptions, and in this case, the exception would be where the  identified 
person or group truly is the sole source of the problems accorded to them.  In such a 
scenario, punishment or removal may indeed solve the problem.   

Where the blamee is the EU, it seems unlikely that ɃremovalɄ would resolve problems: leaving 
would not improve fish stocks in the UK, fix the NHS, or eradicate the Ƀred tapeɄ associated 
with doing business ɀall things for which the EU is blamed in the present research.  Similarly 
punishment of somebody who has committed homicide will not ɃundoɄ the murder, assuage 
the family Ʉs loss (though it may help give them a sense of ɃjusticeɄ),363 or address the societal 
conditions that led to creation of somebody who would commit murder.   

The bad-be-gone fallacy is related to the fallacies of causal reductioni sm and oversimplified 
causeɀthough differs in that the symbolic blamee may not necessarily have any relation to 
the ɃcauseɄ of problems ɀas well as to argumentum ad odium  (appeal to spite), wherein ill -will 
or hatred may be substituted for evidence. 364 

Both fallacies, scapegoating and bad -be-gone, are identified and discussed in context in the 
empirical chapters of this thesis. 365 

2.5. Chapter conclusion 
This chapter has illustrated that while exogenous blame is understood as vitally important in 
the political  sphere, research into what it actually does is generally lacking beyond how 
blame is avoided by individual politicians, or how it is attributed and re -attributed by 
audiences .  Questions arise particularly in relation to the emotional, vilifying effects o f 
blame, and how it affects us differently .  As Niall Bolger et al put it, ɇheterogeneous 
responses to treatments are regarded as random error Ɉ;366 manifold effects and forms of 
contestation disappear.  

Research from (social) psychology provides some clues: blame helps to constitute groups, 
interacts with context, and ultimately provokes emotions ɀparticularly ɃangerɄ when we 
blame Others.  However, this body of work does not consider blame within the political 
realm, and relies on quantitative research within  largely homogenous groups meaning 

 
of the argument, It must be deceptive in that it often fools the average adult." Bennett, Logically Fallacious p. 
10. 
363 Per work  on reconciliation and criminal mediation.  Comvalius, ɃMediating Criminal CasesɄ; Comvalius, 
Mediation in Criminal Cases. 
364 Bennett, Logically Fallacious.  Causal reductionism is assuming a single cause/reason when there are 
multiple; oversimplified cause is where something is understood as either a cause or not a cause , rather 
than being one  of multiple contributors.  
365 Particularly E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
366 Bolger et al., ɃCausal Processes in Psychology Are Heterogeneous.Ʉ, 601. 
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emotions such as ɃcompassionɄ that become relevant to vilification in th e present  research 
are not emerged.  Specific emotions can even be sought for, as in the case of Mikula, who 
examined guilt, anger, and Ƀno responseɄ in relation to blame only, 367 rendering other effects 
invisible.  Further, while existing research suggests that blame of an Other makes us feel 
angry towards that other, this is related to endogenous blame only.  Does the effect hold 
when blame is exogeno us, as when somebody encountered the Leave campaign blaming 
the EU?  This is not yet clear.  It is also unclear how this relates to enduring images and 
impressions of blamed parties, as villains or otherwise.  

The current  research draws these bodies of lite rature together to combine the concern with 
emotional outcomes of blame in individual and social psychology with that of exogenous 
blame in political science and related fields, filling an essential research gap  that helps us to 
understand the ways in which blame works to make villains in politics .  It notes the lack of 
attention given to the effects of blame performed by exogovernmental parties, with the 
present work helping to highlight that such parties ɀwhethe r challenger parties such as the 
Leave campaign or perhaps foreign actors making use of traditional or social media ɀmay 
influence political outcomes through strategic use of exogenous blame and concordant 
creation of villains.   The particular problem of au dience manipulation via micro -targeting 
underlying characteristics as with Cambridge Analytica is raised, with this issue uptaken in 
E4.  Ultimately, this research supports work on the effects of exogenous blame  more 
broadly while also generating specific findings in the Brexit case study, complementing work 
on constructions of the EU and concordant Euroscepticism, and the discursive tools used by 
critics and supporters alike.  

Work on blame avoidance as a form of contestation is briefly discussed, where it is noted 
that this tends to focus either on the actions of individual politicians who themselves are 
blamed, or on individuals shifting blame to others ɀrather than what we as audiences to 
exogenous blame, or even other third -party actors, may do to contest  such blame and 
potentially its vilifying effects.  The present work extends such existing work by 
conceptualising  audiences themselves and other parties as having the agency to contest 
blame and thereby helping to explain why blame does not always appear to ɃworkɄ.  A 
related toolkit and reflections, presented in E5 and the Conclusion , are an outcome of this 
project . 

This chapter has also given a minimal definition of blame  as a discursive practice , 
differentiating it from other methods for vilification (e.g. name -calling) and more general 
criticism, with blame understood as for ɃdoingɄ rather than ɃbeingɄ, and for (purportedly) 
ɃharmingɄ rather than simply doing ɃbadɄ.  It differs from credit, thre ats, and promises along 
good|bad and past|future axes.  The relation of blame to the twin fallacies of scapegoating 
and new fallacy Ƀbad-be-goneɄ is clarified.   

 
367 Mikula, ɃTesting an Attribution-of-Blame Model of Judgments of InjusticeɄ. 
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With these research gaps identified and a definition of blame established, the following 
chapt er will go on to relate blame and emotions to creation of villains, describing what 
emotions are, and permitting operationalisation and examination of the link between 
blame, emotions, and vilification throughout the empirical chapters.  
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3. Constructing villains and 
emotions 

3.1. Introduction  
The previous chapter established that blame, and specifically the vilifying effects of 
exogenous blame, are under -researched to date.  Further, while blame is somehow 
associated with emotions, there has been little  discussion of the implications of this on the 
political stage, or satisfying explanation for the ways in which blame makes villains in 
politics.   

This chapter begins to redres s this gap, firstly by reviewing literature on characters, where it 
becomes evident that ɃvillainsɄ are intertwined with ɃvictimsɄ; villains harm  victims, which may 
be expressed via blame.  This section makes a contribution by adding ɃemotionsɄ 
experienced  by audiences to existing character typologies that incorporate morality, 
strength, and activity level, permitting a more complete explanation of how villains are 
constructed and effective vilification can be identified.  This is specifically linked to bla me, 
enabling operationalisation of the research in the following chapter.  

The concept of Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ then necessitates an investigation of emotions.  This 
research uses the Theory of Constructed Emotions ( ɃTCEɄ),368 whereby emotions are ɃmadeɄ 
when certain affect (embodied information) is experienced in a certain context against a 
background of certain knowledge (emotion concepts).  This theory is introduced to the 
political sciences (including international relations) to bolster existing work on  emotions as 
constructed, through clearly linking the individual body with larger Ƀfeeling structures Ʉ that 
circumscribe and inform emotions in a given group or culture.  As TCE has not been used in 
political science to date, its central concepts are itera ted.  Particular attention is given to the 
nature of ɃaffectɄ and ɃconceptsɄ, including Ƀemotion conceptsɄ, and how emotions are 
predicted and actively constructed by the brain rather than passively received (or Ƀrationally Ʉ 
decided upon).  This is necessa ry context for the succeeding elaboration of how emotions 
may be recognised.  Implications for research design are discussed, and developed in 
Methodology .  Notably, TCE enables an understanding of how emotions ɀand therefore 
villainsɀbecome entrenched, with implications for polarisation against that villain.  It 
highlights that blame, and how it makes us feel, matters . 

Overall, this chapter develops theory that permits ex amination of the vilifying effects of 
blame in politics, which is operationalised in the following chapters.  

 
368 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
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3.2. The art of character work 
Extant literature on blame suggests it has emotional effects on audiences, 369 as discussed in 
2.3.7 Blame is emotional .370  Therefore, when investigating the effects of blame, it is not 
enough to ask how th e blamed party is ɃincorrectɄ, or ɃresponsibleɄ;371 it is necessary to use a 
word that incorporates the visceral, emotional effects of blame.  The word ɃvillainɄ captures 
these elements. 372  However a ɃvillainɄ is also a Ƀpublic character Ʉ373 embedded in a cu ltural 
narrative, 374 rendering it necessary to engage with existing literature on characters to 
highlight what villains are, how they are ɃmadeɄ, and how this relates to blame.   This is 
important when considering affective polarisation, 375 where we feel we are, and have to be, 
against the blamee.  

żVillainy is more than buying black leather ensembles and kidnapping fair 
maidens.Ž376 

This section draws together existing literature on the character of a villain, from cultural and 
literary studies through psychoan alysis and cognitive linguistics.  It starts by explaining what 
characters are and that narratives composed of characters act as lenses for understanding 
the world; it then goes on to describe how characters are classified.  The relationship of 
characters to culture and circumstances under which characterisation takes place are 
considered, with characters tending to be treated as a priori  in international relations to 
date.  Characters are separated from the process of characterisation, and the relationship  
between characters and emotions is explored, before attention is given to the contested 
status of victimhood.  

Ultimately, this section provides a framework embedded in existing literature by which 
effective vilification can be identified, with a ɃvillainɄ as somebody who is bad, strong, and 
active,377 and whom we feel negatively towards.  Whereas the first of these three conditions 
can be identified discursively (and located directly in blame), this research adds the fourth 
condition of Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ.  It is through examining audience emotions that effective, 
actual vilification of an actor can be identified ɀas there is no villain without villain -type 
feelings.  

 
369 ɃAudienceɄ refers to all receivers of the blame, whether those people are the intended audience or not.  
See 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, and proofs. 
370 E.g. Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ.; see 2.3.7 Blame is emotional. 
371 See discussion of responsibility in 2.3.5 Hobolt and Tilley and źBlaming Europe?. 
372 See also discussion of emergence of the research question in 4.2.5 The research spiral. 
373 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
374 E.g. Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ; Lakoff, The Political Mind. 
375 Polarisation against people (we dislike those people), not policies (we disagree w ith those policies). E.g. 
Hobolt, Leeper, and Tilley, ɃDivided by the Vote: Affective Polarization in the Wake of BrexitɄ; Broockman, 
Kalla, and Westwood, ɃDoes Affective Polarization Undermine Democratic Norms or Accountability?Ʉ 
376 Nichols, Geoffrey P. WardɁs Guide to Villainy, 8. 
377 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
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The strategy of emerging 378 audience 379 emotions to verify vilification, rather th an searching 
for explicit characterisation via labelling (ɇtheyɄre the wicked witch!Ɉ) or metaphor380 is a 
practical contribution.  This is because Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄɀemotions ɀpre -empt explicit 
labelling, and may be more socially acceptable to express.  It allows greater nuance in 
discussion and analysis of characters in politics; it also highlights Ƀaffective polarisation Ʉɀ
emotional polarisation ɃagainstɄ somebodyɀas a phenomenon that relates to overall 
cultural narratives of heroes and villains rather than simply in -group identities.  

Furthermore, the roles of ɃvillainɄ and ɃvictimɄ are intertwined; victims are harmed by 
perpetrators.  We feel compassionate towards vic tims, and recent work by Pfattheicher et al 
shows that in some circumstances this compassion can result in turning against  the 
perpetrator ɀthey become the target of Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ and therefore a villain.381  This 
Ƀcompassion backhand Ʉ emerges from  the present research as an indirect pathway for 
vilification via blame, discussed further in following chapters. 382 

3.2.1. What are characters? 
Characters are tropes, stereotypes; they are roles embedded in a cultural narrative, ɇcreated 
and assigned by collectiv e processesɈ.383  Per Jasper et al, a character is ɇa recurrent, 
simplified package of intentions, capacities, and actions that we expect to fit togetherɈ, and 
may be perceived in individuals, animals, organisations, or nations alike. 384  They include 
heroes , villains, fools, underdogs, and wise -people, amongst others.  

In fiction, as a source for cultural narratives, villains are part of a story; they pose a 
challenge to heroes, and a threat to victims.  They may be one -dimensional ɀVoldemort in 
Harry Potter, Cruella de Vil in 101 Dalmatians, and the aliens in the film Independence Day are 
unrelentingly and uncomplicatedly evil, whether in their attempts to kill high -schoolers, turn 
puppies into a coat, or simply blow everybody up.  Villains may also be more nu ancedɀ
Severus Snape poses a constant obstacle to the children in Harry Potter, yet turns out to be 
driven by love; Shylock in The Merchant of Venice demands his pound of flesh, yet draws 
sympathy when facing public humiliation at the end of the play; John Hammond becomes a 
villain via hubris in the Jurassic Park novel, despite his sympathetic love for his grandchildren 

 
378 The word ɃemergingɄ is used rather than ɃelicitingɄ to emphasise that emotions are located in the 
audience; the researcher simply creates the conditions whereby they can be surfaced.  See discussion in 
4.3.5 Recognising emotions and 4.4.2 Focus groups and interviews . 
379 Jasper et al note that ɇOrdinary people are often the primary audiences for characterization effortsɈ. 
380 E.g. By calling the villain a 'bad guy', or comparing them to a cultural trope such as 'wick ed witch' or even 
famous fascists.  'Character' refers to the narrative role such as villain/victim; 'characterisation' is how that 
character is portrayed  in text.  
381 Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, and Keller, ɃCompassion Magnifies Third-Party Punishment.Ʉ.  See also Simas, 
Clifford, and Kirkland, ɃHow Empathic Concern Fuels Political PolarizationɄ. 
382 It is 'secondary' /indirect  in that unlike emotions experienced directly towards a blamee, audience 
members must feel compassion towards the victims and be unable to help those victims and then turn 
against the erstwhile villa in. 
383 Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ, 58. 
384 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters, 7. 
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and scientific progress ( Figure 7). Meanwhile, Robin Hood is a hero despite moral ambiguity 
over stealing. 385   

Figure 7: A complicated villain 386 

 

Martin Del Campo argues that characters have become more complex and ambiguous since 
the late nineteenth century, such that:  

 żThe new villain is an answer to the joke we played on ourselves by killing God. 

Modern heroes are flawed, often deeply, and they toe the line between being virtuous 

and falling into darkness.Ž387   

Christopher Vogler suggests that adding desirable t raits to an otherwise maleficent 
character enhances their ɃbadnessɄ:  

żA|XÉ J³X XÆX« ª­³X TXӃ N ­Ä´ӃÉ ´ « ´ºX³ MXNJÄ´X ­Z º|X ³ TJ´| «zŵ °­ÇX³ZÄӃŵ MXJÄº ZÄӃŵ

­³ XӃXzJ«º ²ÄJӃ º X´ŸŽ388   

However, while characters can be complex if one has a full book or movi e franchise to 
convey nuance and associated moral dilemmas, Jasper et al argue that this is not the case 
on the political  stage, where flat characters rule the day ɀand not just flat, but taken to their 
extreme. 389  This is because nuanced characters are not  as effective in rousing emotions.  

 
385 Orrin Klapp, who researched the Ƀfolk heroɄ in the mid-20th century, identified Ƀclever heroesɄ such as 
Robin Hood as closer to villains than other types of hero.  Such heroes tend to be smaller and weaker than 
their oppo nents; in this case, the Sherriff of Nottingham.  Klapp, ɃThe Folk HeroɄ, 1949.  
386 Hernando, ɃRichard AttenboroughɄs Most Memorable Movie MomentsɄ. 
387 Del Campo, ɃSympathy for the DevilsɄ, 10. 
388 Vogler, The WriterɁs Journey, 67. 
389 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters.  This is not to say that flat characters do not appear in 
popular culture; Carina Chocano highlights the way in which Glenn CloseɄs character in Fatal Attraction  is 
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ż;­Ӄ º NJӃ Æ ӃӃJ «´ ªÄ´º MX J Ӄ ººӃX ª­³X XÆ Ӄŵ Æ Nº ª´ J Ӄ ººӃX ª­³X °Ä³Xŵ  « ­³TX³ º­

ª­M Ӄ ÊX ­Äº³JzX J«T ´Éª°Jº|ÉŸ Ź 5­³X N­ª°Ӄ NJºXT ´º­³ X´Ɗeven if more accurateƊ

dull the emotions that current leaders desire from thX ³ JÄT X«NX´ŸŽ390  

This means simple narratives involving characters such as heroes and villains are used by 
political players to rouse emotions; it is how we feel about characters that is important.  
However, existing  explanations presume that characteris ation precedes emotional 
experience.  This is counter -intuitive, as it implies we ɃknowɄ somebody is a villain prior to 
experiencing feelings towards them; the current research instead argues that our emotions 
towards the blamee and thus their characterisa tion as a villain are constructed 
simultaneously. 391 

3.2.2. Character narratives as a lens for the world 
Do audiences think in terms of such stories of heroes and villains?  Multiple authors claim 
so, as most clearly expressed by cognitive linguist George Lakoff.  He speaks of narratives 
into which we are socialised that become deeply embedded in our thought patterns such 
that we frame all kinds of situations with reference to those narratives.  Narratives become 
a frame for understanding the world. 392  One such narrative is a ɃRescue narrativeɄ of heroes 
and helpers saving vulnerable victims from villains; there is a clear storyline, a ɃheroɄs 
journeyɄ,393 and mutually constitutive relationships between heroes, victims, and villains.  
Inspired by Émile Durkheim, Orrin Klapp says that characters are ɇcollective symbols with 
important functions for group organization and controlɈ;394 Jasper et al agree that the 
character work undertaken in politics helps impose meaning on the world.  By saying that 
one poli tical actor is a villain and another a hero, we can quickly understand a situation, 
what to do about it, and what to feel.  A villain ɀsuch as the EU or a shadowy elite ɀis bad, 
whereas those that would emancipate us as victims ɀNigel Farage, Boris Johnson, or Donald 
Trumpɀcan be heroes. 395  We comprehend what they are and how to act towards them and 
their opposing villains. 396 

 
written and re -written to become unambiguously unhinged, so that her cheating husband may be rendered 
a hero in comparison.  Flat characters remove moral ambiguity.  Chocano, You Play The Girl, 82. 
390 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters, 18. 
391 See the latter half of this section.  
392 Lakoff, The Political Mind.  This is consistent with notions of the world as predicted and constr ucted, per 
3.3.3.e) The predictive brain. 
393 Vogler, The WriterɁs Journey. 
394 Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, as Agents of Social ControlɄ, 62. 
395 Per Spencer and Opperman, the Leave campaign was ch aracterised by romanticism: a sentimental story 
full of brave heroes locked in dialectic battle with evil, powerful foes Spencer and Oppermann, ɃNarrative 
Genres of BrexitɄ.  Other characters might also exist, with Remainers as villains or minions of those villains 
as circumstances dictate.  Villains and victims as blamee and victim of a harmful situation are however the 
focus of the present piece.  
396 The nexus between villain -hero -victim is identified by Stephen Karpman in his interdependent 'drama 
triangle', though he arg ues that people can switch between roles from situation to situation ɀthis does not 
speak to the 'stickier' characters in politics.  (See also KarpmanɄs drama triangle in Adema, Reijerkerk, a nd 
Waart, Models for Mediation , 66; Karpman, A Game Free Life.).  While characters may be relatively enduring 
over time, they can change; politicians may struggle to avoid being recast from Ƀfolk heroesɄ to Ƀfolk devilsɄ, 
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3.2.3. Classifying characters 
This research focuses on villains, but what are they?  Mariam Kushkaki notes that in the 
classical Greek storylines that continue to influence narratives today, there ɇis no 
quintessential villain  ɍ but rather, hostile forcesɈ, while modern villains are the bad flipside 
of the heroic ɃcoinɄ.397  This latter reflects Jungian conceptions of a Ƀshadow archetypeɄ, as our 
suppressed Ƀdark sideɄ.398  Meanwhile, Klapp defines a villain as ɇan anti-heroic personage of 
great power who unfairly oppresses, threatens, bullies, or otherwise persecutes a victimɈ; 
villains do bad things (which may be attributed to them via blame). 399 

This recurrent notion of good/badness is one of three dimensions along which Jasper et al 
array characters: morality (good/bad), strength (strong/weak), and activity level 
(active/dormant).  This is consistent with other authors, where by a villain is always bad and  a 
hero always good, and both are strong while victims are weak. 400  ɃActivityɄ matters because 
a person who is ɃgoodɄ and ɃstrongɄ but does not actually do anything is not a hero.  T hus a 
hero is good, strong, and active; a villain is bad, strong, and active; a victim is good and 
weak; a minion is bad and weak. 401  This typology allows for multiple characters and adds 
nuance to Lakoff Ʉs Rescue narrative in terms of describing the properties402 of particular 
characters rather than just the narrative role those characters play.  Table 4, from Jasper et 
al, shows several modern Ƀmain charactersɄ arrayed along the strength and morality 
dimension, including heroes, victims, and villains.  

 
as they inevitably cannot achie ve everything they promised to doɀMatthews Flinders and Wood give the 
example of demonisation of Tony Blair and Barack Obama.  Flinders, ɃThe Demonisation of PoliticiansɄ; 
Flinders and Wood, ɃFrom Folk Devils to Folk HeroesɄ.  Characters may be Jungian archetypes, and ɇwhen 
these archetypes are represented in a story, they have a universal quality to them  ɍ instantly recognizable 
and understood.Ɉ  Rohleder, ɃThe Shadow As Hero In American CultureɄ, 9. 
397 Kushkaki, ɃUnmasking the VillainɄ, 11. 
398 Rohleder, ɃThe Shadow As Hero In American CultureɄ; Vogler, The WriterɁs Journey; Jung, The Practice of 
Psychotherapy. 
399 Klapp, ɃThe Folk HeroɄ, 24.  He describes multiple types of villains: traitors who betray the good, 
persecutors who persecute the weak and good, ɇmores-floutersɈ who ɇtake a perverse pleasure in outraging 
decency and rebelling against order and authorityɈ and ɇfiendsɈ as ɇincalculable monster[s]Ɉ.  (p. 59) 
400 E.g. Kushkaki, ɃUnmasking the VillainɄ; Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, as Agents of Social ControlɄ; Li-
Vollmer and LaPointe, ɃGender Transgression and Villainy in Animated FilmɄ; Faria, ɃThe journey of the villain 
in the Harry Potter seriesɄ; Del Campo, ɃSympathy for the DevilsɄ; Klapp, ɃThe Folk HeroɄ; Klapp, ɃThe Creation 
of Popular HeroesɄ.  There is some ambiguity for ɃrogueɄ villains and ɃcleverɄ heroes each of whom may be 
weaker than others of their typ e and each of whom may be more flexible as to morals; there is also 
increasing ambiguity around villains in popular culture, especially as they may help us ɃgrowɄ through 
embracing a Jungian Ƀshadow selfɄ, while heroes are too flat and perfect to enable us to learn from them.  
Del Campo, ɃSympathy for the DevilsɄ; Rohleder, ɃThe Shadow As Hero In American CultureɄ. 
401 ɇHeroes are strong and well intentioned, even when it takes some time to find or motivate them. Villains 
are malevolent and strong enough to menace others, lending some urgency to a situation. We feel warmly 
enough toward victims to want to aid them, since they are too weak to save themselves. We are 
contemptuous of minions, who are malevolent but too weak to be much of a threat until they hook up with 
a villain; they remain a cowardly mob until a demagogue whips them up.Ɉ  Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public 
Characters, 8. 
402 I.e. Characteristics; the word ɃpropertiesɄ is used to enhance readability. 
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Table 4: żMain Characters with Related Minor CharactersŽ403 

 Strong Weak 
Benevolent Heroes 

Martyrs  
Saints (start Ź J´ Æ Nº ª´Ə 
Judges 
Donors 
Converts (start Ź J´ Æ ӃӃJ «´Ə 
Friends 
Allies 

Victims 
Good clowns 
Sympathetic bystanders 
Followers 
Supporters 
Sidekicks 

Malevolent  Villains 
Outside agitators 
Traitors (start Ź J´ |X³­X´Ə 
Foes 

Minions 
Scoundrels 
Bad clowns 
Losers 
Cowardly Bystanders 

While morality is about ends, and strength the ability to achieve those ends, activity relates 
to whether an actor ɇfollows throughɈ on their intentions.404  This is interesting in light of 
work on intentionality in blame research, whereby perpe trators who intend  to perform a 
harmful action are judged more blameworthy. 405  Heroes have ɃactiveɄ projects to protect 
others, 406 so villainsɄ active projects might include items such as self-aggrandisement or 
harming others.  Under this understanding of a ctivity, choosing not to act, where so doing 
enables one to achieve their overall goals, would still be understood as active villainy. 407  

Notably, ɃbadnessɄ, ɃstrengthɄ, and ɃactivityɄ can each be discursively located in blame: an 
actor who is blamed is ɃbadɄ because they have done a harmful thing, are ɃstrongɄ enough to 

 
403 Table 1.2, Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters, 9.  Orrin Klapp likewise provides lists of hero, 
villain, and fool stereotypes.  He discusses heroes (other than Ƀclever heroesɄ) and villains (other than 
ɃroguesɄ) as strong, while both villains and fools are bad but fools are weak when compared to villains.  That 
listing is not reproduced here due to racist and homophobic inclusions.  Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, 
as Agents of Social ControlɄ, 56. 
403 It could be that there are ɃgoodɄ martyrs who die for ɃusɄ, and ɃbadɄ martyrs who die for the Ƀother sideɄ.  
Character work is deeply su bjective, and culturally informed.  
404 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters, 9. 
405 Malle and Knobe, ɃThe Folk Concept of IntentionalityɄ; Lagnado and Channon, ɃJudgments of Cause and 
BlameɄ; Guglielmo and Malle, ɃEnough Skill to KillɄ.  The same logic appears in the criminal justice system, 
with mens rea requirements for some offenses (knowledge or intent to commit a crime), or divisions of 
culpability according to intentionality, recklessness, negligence, carelessness and so on.  As El le Woods 
infamously put it in Legally Blonde, ɇthere is a complete lack of 'mens rea', which by definition tells us that 
there can be no crime without vicious will.Ɉ  Luketic, Legally Blonde. 
406 Ibid.  
407 Note that in none of the documents analysed in E2: Blame campaign  did ɇinactiveɈ, ɇhavenɄt doneɈ, 
ɇarenɄt doingɈ or similar phrases appear.  While notions of the EU as failing do appear separately, these 
images and descriptions are not done in conjunction with blame.  That is, while the EU may be failing,  it is 
not blamed for doing so.  This does not prohibit successive paragraphs with descriptions of the EU failing, 
followed by examples of the EU being blamed for doing something, despite the implied tension between a 
failing EU that is still successfully achieving (harmful) things.  This reflects the similar discourse of the UK 
simultaneously being portrayed as a weak victim of the EU, while still being a change -maker within  the EU 
and being exceptional enough to be able to extricate even better benefits f rom the EU once it had left.  
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have done so, and were ɃactiveɄ in accomplishing their goalsɀwhether the harm was 
incurred by actually acting or by choosing not to act .408 

Actors can occupy new roles, such that the EU is a ble to become a villain, but could also 
become a hero (good/strong/active), minion (bad/weak/active), or straight -up irrelevant 
(bad/strong/inactive); the ɃheroesɄ of the Brexit movement could fall,409 particularly given 
they are just one little ɃgoodɄ away from ɃvillainɄ as it is; and victims can be emancipated and 
thereby become the heroes of their own story.  To this end it is worth noting that character 
work is subjective; it involves perspective.  We might paint ourselves victims of a situation, or 
hero es of our own stories, irrespective of our goodness or badness, strength or weakness.  
When discussing vilification of the EU  in the Brexit case study , then, this is taken to be from 
the perspective of UK voters, rather than from the perspective of Ƀthe EUɄ, its constituent 
parts or staff.  

3.2.4. Characters and culture 
Jasper et alɄs typology subsumes other binaries such as natural/unnatural, wild/civilised, or 
woman/man under good/bad.  This is because characters are grounded in a particular 
culture and its ideas  of ɃgoodnessɄ, at a particular time and place ɀa cowboy murdering 
Native Americans in old Westerns may have been seen as a hero, while modern ɃheroesɄ 
might be racially sensitive; historically women were pure victims or evil villains, but can now 
be heroes  (Figure 8).410  

KlappɄs work from the mid-20th century is a fantastic illustration of how characters are 
culturally contingent.  He lists typical heroes, villains, and fools, and while many heroes are 
familiarɀunderdogs, champs, and even ɇhe-manɈɀhe gives examples of villains that 
include racist terms and conceptions that would be unacceptable today, while his examples 
of ɃfoolsɄ include homophobic slurs.411  While LGBT people continue to be persecuted 
todayɀand Disney has been accused of queering its ɃbadɄ characters to indicate  they are 
evil412ɀit is not clear that LGBT people are typically characterised as ɃstupidɄ as required of 
the ɃfoolɄ role.  Rather, this role could be applied to their detractors.  

 
408 In the case of the EU specifically, this may imply a warrant of the EU as responsible, or accountable, etc; 
as highlighted in 2.3.5 Hobolt and Tilley and ɃBlaming Europe?, the lack of clarity around the EUɄs role might 
make such warrants  less tenuous than they would otherwise be.  
409 On falls from grace, or as the authors put it, going from ɇhero to zeroɈ, see Flinders and Wood, ɃFrom Folk 
Devils to Folk HeroesɄ; Flinders, ɃThe Demonisation of PoliticiansɄ. 
410 All heroes given by Klapp, writing in the mid -twentieth  century, were men , and film critic Carina Chocano 
notes that Disney villains, bar FrozenɄs Prince Hans, are "almost exclusively w omen, and never young. 
Princesses suffer at the hands of evil stepmothers, wicked queens, and malevolent fairies consumed with 
envy and rage.  Experience makes them powerful, but exile makes them mean."   Chocano, You Play The Girl, 
219; Klapp, ɃThe Folk HeroɄ; Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ; Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, as 
Agents of Social ControlɄ. 
411 Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, as Agents of Social ControlɄ. 
412 Li-Vollmer and LaPointe, ɃGender Transgression and Villainy in Animated FilmɄ. 
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Figure 8: From Sleeping Beauty to Captain Marvel.  źSleeping BeautyŻ is a hapless and innocent victim awaiting 
rescue by a charming prince; Captain Marvel is a strong and resilient hero in her own right. 413 

 

3.2.5. The circumstances of characterisation 
Klapp suggests heroes may emerge in certain circumstances: situations of interest, crisis, or 
drama (such as Brexit). 414  He argues that likely candidates occupy classic ɃheroicɄ roles that 
suit them ɀa physically imposing candidate makes for a better Ƀconquering heroɄ and a witty 
one a better Ƀclever heroɄ; do something to stand out from the crowdɀperforming particular 
behaviours (as Nigel FarageɄs relatable alcoholism)415 or having particular appearances (as 
for Boris JohnsonɄs wild hair); and have personal traits consistent with being a hero ɀfor 
example, historically, being a straight white male ɀthough ɇactions have a permanent 
advantage over traits in commanding interest and attentionɈ.416  There should likewise be 
stories and rumours about the actor consistent with the role (Fa rage facing down Bob 

 
413 Film sources: Sleeping Beauty and Captain Marvel; images from Little, ɃHigher, Further, FasterɄ; Peterson, 
ɃThe Sleeping Beauty ProblemɄ. 
414 A ɇpolitician who is sensitive to the issues which are temporarily arousing people or who can create crises 
is in a position to make [themselves] a hero.Ɉ  Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ, 136.  Emphasis 
added; note Brexit as a ɃcrisisɄ or point of rupture as discussed in 4.2.6 Case study selection , and the 
ɃmigrationɄ and Ƀglobal financialɄ crises discussed in 5.2.4 Concurrent issues . 
415 Banks and Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit. 
416 Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ, 138. 
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Geldof in a fight on the Thames); 417 publicity (as available to campaigns); and organised 
popular reactions to the character (as with pro -Leave, pro -Farage, and pro -Johnson 
Facebook groups and social media campaigns). 418  Heroes can be d estroyed when they show 
weakness, treachery, persecution, or are witless.   

Where villains are complementary to heroes, do these properties and behaviours indicate a 
villain?  Less attention has been paid to villain creation, though Klapp suggests 
ɃscapegoatingɄ may be involved and that they are Ƀdetested and punishableɄ, hinting at an 
emotional component. 419 

Rather than using the language of ɃcrisisɄ, Matthews Flinders and Wood prefer to speak of 
Ƀmoral panicɄ, such that deviant Ƀfolk devilsɄ feared by society emerge during ɇintense, 
disproportionate, and dramatic manifestation of shock, anxiety, and hatred within societyɈ 
through a process of ɇsymbolization, framing, and discursive commentaryɈ.420  Strong 
emotions are important, as are words and other strate gies in creating the folk devils; though 
the specific effects of such strategies, or how they may affect us differently, is out of scope 
for those papers.  They point to a ɇneed to refine and develop the analytical tools through 
which we examine both folk devils and folk heroesɈ,421 the first of which is specifically 
addressed in the present research.  Flinders critic Domonic Bearfield suggests that folk 
devils can be variously categorised as law breakers, rule breakers, immorals, and 
unfaithfuls, each of wh ich involves doing something ɃbadɄ.422  This again hints at blame, as 
Ƀdoing badɄ may be captured by blame. 

In the title of their book, Jasper et al describe characterisation as relating to the ɇpolitics of 
reputation and blameɈ, but go on to conflate blame with invective, 423 and describe additional 
techniques by which characters are created ɀstories about an actorɄs strength/weakness 
and goodness/badness, and micro -discursive devices such as priming. 424  The specific effects 
of each of these is not investigate d.  They give little analytical insight into the process of how 
public characters are created ɀor, for that matter, how they fail  to be created. 425  It is simply 

 
417 Banks and Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit. 
418 Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ. 
419 Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, as Agents of Social ControlɄ, 61. 
420 Flinders and Wood, ɃFrom Folk Devils to Folk HeroesɄ, 645.  Punishing such a folk devil causes panics to 
subside (p. 642).   See also Bromley -Davenport, MacLeavy, and Manley, ɃBrexit in SunderlandɄ., which notes 
the role of political discourse in ɇcreating a Ƀmoral panicɄ around Freedom of Movement rulesɈ during the 
Brexit campaign (p. 802).  
421 Flinders and Wood, ɃFrom Folk Devils to Folk HeroesɄ, 652. 
422 Flinders, ɃThe Demonisation of PoliticiansɄ, 5; Bearfield, ɃDebating FlindersɄ.  
423 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters, 41.  They conclude a section on praise and invective by 
saying that ɇHow we allocate praise and blame is the core of our moral visions.Ɉ  The following section goes 
on to use Donald Trump as an exemplar , when ridiculing Jeb Bush as ɇweak, ineffective, phony, and 
patheticɈ.  While these may undermine claims to heroism, they do not indicate blame per se.  See also 2.4.3 

#ӃJªX Z­³ źMX «zŻ Æ´ MӃJªX Z­³ źT­ «zŻ. 
424 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, 92. 
425 The same applies to Lakoff, who argues that patterns of behaviour become embedded in our brains, and 
we then identify those 'metaphors' elsewhere; villains are 'spotted' ɀpredicted and confirmed ɀmore than 
made.  Lakoff, The Political Mind.  See also 3.3.3.e) The predictive brain . 
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that villains draw blame and ire (for example) as heroes draw credit and love, with little 
allow ance for variation, or explanation of directionality: do villains draw blame, or does 
blame create villains?  Do villains draw negative emotions, or negative emotions help create 
villains?426 

Each of these schemas suggests that there is some kind of link be tween emotions ɀwhether 
of the crowd, or for  charactersɀand words in creating characters, but it is not clear (a) 
which, if any, of the strategies mentioned are effective, (b) at what point emotions, words, 
and characters are linked, or (c) how we can ident ify that vilification has taken place ɀi.e. 
that villains have been made.  This is partly because of the form of explanation, as when 
Klapp and Flinders and Wood spot villains in discourse after they have already been made, 
with the process of vilification deconstructed after the fact, and partly because of conflation 
between being a villain and the process of vilification, as in Jasper et al.  Villains somehow 
Ƀjust areɄ, without us knowing how or when they ɃbecameɄ.  Tami Jacoby posits that such 
acceptance of characters as a priori  and external to analysis in this way poses a ɇserious 
challenge to International Relations theoryɈ as it renders invisible how some characters 
rather than others become politically salient; it is necessary to establish precisely how 
political characters are created. 427  As this research focuses on blame, the remainder of this 
section will focus on links between emotions, blame, and characters; and how we can 
identify that vilification has taken place.  Considering another character ɀthat of a victim ɀ
provides further clues.  

3.2.6. Creating a victim 
In JacobyɄs Ƀtheory of victimhoodɄ, she separates the role of victim (character) from how one 
becomes a victim (process).  The bare minimum requirements for creation of a victim are (a) 
an act of harm being done to them (ɃvictimisationɄ), and (b) an agent who has committed that 
harm. 428  Such situations are described via blame.  It is not simply that ɃAngela has no 
raisinsɄɀwhile we might feel sorry for Angela, she is not a ɃvictimɄ.  However, if Angela has no 
raisins because Tony took them from her, Angela is TonyɄs victim (Figure 9).  Her victimhood 
is only possible via the Ƀact of harmɄ of Tony taking her raisins away.  In other words, there 
must be a blame -incurring event ɀat least allegedlyɀand for a blamee to be identified, 
before victim status has the possibility of realisation.  

Figure 9: Blamees harm victims 

 

 
426 In a similar vein, Kathleen McGraw claims that politiciansɄ accounts of how events came to beɀfor 
instance, justifying their behaviour ɀhave "predictable and substantial impact on judgments of political 
character" .  McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ, 1150. 
427 Jacoby, ɃA Theory of VictimhoodɄ, 511. 
428 Jacoby, 511.  See also Leong and Howlett, ɃOn Credit and BlameɄ. and section 2.4 Defining blame. 
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Note: In this research, ɃvictimɄ is used to speak only of the party that has harm rendered 
unto them.  This means that other than in situations of victim -blaming described in this 
chapter, ɃblameesɄ are not referred to as ɃvictimsɄ. 

3.2.6.a) Feeling for victims 
We have feelings for true victims.  Jasper et al and Lakoff alike describe particular emotions 
as being associated with victims ɀsympathy, empathy, Ƀworry about Ʉ and Ƀfeeling sorry forɄ 
them. 429  (There may be different emotions associated from the victimɄs perspective, e.g. 
nemetic anger, associated with injustice and revenge.) 430 

Per Jamil Zaki, ɃempathyɄ may refer to Ƀcognitive empathy Ʉ (I know what they feel), Ƀemotional 
empathyɄ (I feel what they feel ) and Ƀemotional concern Ʉ (compassion/sympathy; I feel for  
them). 431  The present work does not attempt to investigate cognitive/emotional empathy as 
out -of -scope; however, compassion becomes important as a drive to help the victims of 
blameworthy events.  

Compassion is ɇconcern for othersɄ suffering and motivation to helpɈ,432 with the Ƀcore 
themeɄ as ɇbeing moved by another Ʉs suffering and possessing concerned feelings that are 
elicited in response to this suffering Ɉ.433  Olga Klimecki suggests that while emp athy can be 
constructive or destructive, compassion in conflict is ɃconstructiveɄ (admittedly with a 
question mark). 434  Certainly, compassion is sold as a panacea for the worldɄs ills;435 however, 
it also has a dark side.  Stefan Pfattheicher et al have convincingly demonstrated that where 
we feel compassion for a victim but are unable to assist them, we turn on  and punish the 
perpetrator. 436  Compassion can therefore be associated with escalation  of conflict through 
polarising us against the perpetrator, which could explain why ɇthose who display the most 
concern on behalf of others are also the most socially polarised Ɉ.437  This is referred to 
elsewhere in this thesis as the Ƀcompassion bac khandɄ, and emerged as a new effect of 
blame during the empirical work.  

However, not all victims are created equal.  They can be accepted (yes, they are a victim) or 
contested (e.g. they brought this on themselves; there was no real harm here).   Consider 
again AngelaɄs raisins, and how an audience witnessing the situation might feel towards 
Angela as a result:  

 
429 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters; Lakoff, The Political Mind. 
430 ɇNemesis was the goddess of righteous anger and divine retribution against those guilty of hubrisɈ 
(Potegal and Novaco, ɃA Brief History of AngerɄ, 10.); nemetic anger would then relate to retributive justice.  
See also ɃNemesisɄ.  This specific type of anger is posed by the researcher . 
431 Zaki, The War for Kindness. 
432 Klimecki, Cloke, and Lack, ɃMediating in a Multilateral WorldɄ, 96. 
433 Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, and Keller, ɃCompassion Magnifies Third-Party Punishment.Ʉ, 1. 
434 Klimecki, Cloke, and Lack, ɃMediating in a Multilateral WorldɄ, 95ȿ96. 
435 E.g. The Dalai Lama and Vreeland, An Open Heart. 
436 Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, and Keller, ɃCompassion Magnifies Third-Party Punishment.Ʉ 
437 Simas, Clifford, and Kirkland, ɃHow Empathic Concern Fuels Political PolarizationɄ, 260.  Further, "those 
high in empathetic concern may also be more susceptible to partisan bias in blame attribution" Simas, 
Clifford, and Kirkland, 267.  
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Table 5: Angela as (not) a victim 

Situation  Victimisation  Example audience 
emotions 

Victimhood?  

(1) Angela has no 
raisins 

No perpetrator, no 
act of harmƊergo, no 
victimisation 

Feel sorry for Angela Angela not a victim 

(2) Tony took away 
AngelaŻs raisins 

ACCEPTEDƊTony 
harmed Angela by 
taking away her 
raisins 

Feel sorry for Angela, 
and annoyed at Tony 

Angela a victim 

ƎǐƏ ż ż CONTESTED. E.g. 
Angela stole the 
raisins and Tony was 
taking them back to 
the store; Angela 
deserved it for 
misbehaving 

Admire Tony, feel 
Angela has received 
|X³ ź¤Ä´º TX´X³º´Ż 

Angela not a victim 

Table 5 presents three variations of a situation.  In (1), there is no perpetrator and no act of 
harm (and therefore no blame); while we might feel compassion towards Angela, she has 
not been victimised and cannot be a victim.  In (2), there is clear victimisation:  Angela has 
been harmed and is a victim.  In (3), the victimisation is contested: Angela is not 
experiencing harm, or perhaps she deserved it ɀshe is not a victim.  Audiences are 
interpreting ɀco-producing ɀthe situation, to different effects.  

Importantly, th ere is a difference in the emotions experienced amongst an audience ɀfor 
example, AngelaɄs friends or a teacher hearing about the event afterwards ɀwhen the 
victimisation is accepted or contested.  When victimisation is accepted, emotions such as 
Ƀfeeling so rry for Ʉ (empathetic concern/compassion) are associated with Angela.  When it is 
contested, such emotions are less evident.  This is because our narratives of characters and 
our emotions are inseparable, as eloquently put by Lakoff:  

żOur moral narratives have two parts, both of which are physically in our brains. The 

first is the dramatic structure of the narrative, with roles like hero, villain, victim, 

helper, and so on performing actions and undergoing effects. The second is the 

emotional structure, Ź Ӄ nking the dramatic structure to positive and negative 

emotional circuitry. They provide the emotional texture of simple narratives. Because 

they are neurally bound, the emotional structure of the narrative (anger, fear, relief) is 

inseparable from the dramatic structure  (villainous action, battle, victory)Ž438 

Klapp stresses that character ɃtypingɄ is spontaneous, with ɇlittle reflective thought, as in the 
laughter at a clown at the circusɈ.  Furthermore, ɇrational procedures only certify ex post 
facto a hero or antihero who has already been chosen by the publicɈ.439  We ɃfeelɄ there are 
characters before we rationalise why they are characters.  

The present work therefore posits that by identifying the emotions an audience experiences, 
it is possible to understand whether they accept that Angela is in fact a victim (compassion, 

 
438 Lakoff, The Political Mind, 93. 
439 Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, as Agents of Social ControlɄ, 60. 
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as a Ƀvictim-type feelingɄ) or contest/reject this idea (other emotions). 440  Audience emotions 
are a clue to understanding whether victim roles have been successfully conveyed to third 
parties, that is, whether a victim has successfully been created in the view of the audience.  
A victim is good and w eak per Jasper et al,441 and we feel compassionate towards them. 442  
All these elements must be present for us as audiences to construct a victim, and for 
researchers to identify  victim construction amongst audience members.  In short, emotions 
occur at the point of victim creation, meaning they are inseparable from the other 
constitutive properties of a given character. 443  Audiences are active subjects and co -
creators of characters, via their interpretation and emotions, and not passive objects.  

3.2.7. Creating and identifying villains 
As being a victim is separate to  the process of victimisation, being a villain is separate to  the 
process of vilification.  Unlike a victim though, a villain may be ɃmadeɄ in multiple ways. 444  
This could include ɀbut are not necessarily limited to ɀblame (Ƀfor doing Ʉ), name-calling (Ƀfor 
beingɄ),445 threats about what the  actor  will do or be in futur e, or use of metaphor and 
juxtaposition 446 (e.g. Figure 10 and Figure 11 below).447  It is through such practices that a 
villainɄs evil underlying actions or motives, and therefore their  character, may be  known. 448  

 
440 The empirical chapters show that blame diverts peopleɄs attention from victims towards blamees, while it 
prompts yet other people to ɃunmakeɄ the villains by rendering their harm invisible or inconsequential. 
441 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
442 This may differ from how the victim feels about themselves; see 3.2.8 The tension in victimhood below.  
443 See also discussion of the predictive brain in 3.3.3.e) The predictive brain below; prediction means that 
emotions and narratives are actively an d simultaneously constructed, in line with Lakoff.  
444 Culpeper, ɃTextual Cues in CharacterisationɄ. highlights ways in which characters may be created in text, 
including via implicit cues such as speech mannerisms.  A key difference is that detractors from the EU are 
not able to decide what the EU says , and there is the possibility that attempting to in sert oneɄs own words 
or actions, in satirical performances or otherwise, could backfire ɀas when Donald Trump infamously 
mocked a reporterɄs physical disability.  (Arkin, ɃDonald Trump Slammed After Mocking Disabled ReporterɄ.)  
Perhaps it is for this reason that Klapp stresses charactersɄ deeds above presentational aspects.  Klapp, ɃThe 
Creation of Popular HeroesɄ. 
445 E.g. Rousseau and Baele, ɃɇFilthy Lapdogs,Ɉ ɇJerks,Ɉ and ɇHitlerɈɄ; Nyambi, ɃA Divided Nation?Ʉ  See also 2.4.3 

#ӃJªX Z­³ źMX «zŻ Æ´ MӃJªX Z­³ źT­ «zŻ. 
446 E.g. Dore, ɃMetaphor, Humour and Characterisation in the TV Comedy Programme FriendsɄ; Hall, ɃThe 
Spectacle of the OtherɄ; Lakoff, The Political Mind; Arcimavičienė and Macaulay, ɃSelf and Other Metaphors as 
Facilitating Features of Populist Style in Diplomatic DiscourseɄ. 
447 See also Hecht, ɃHow to Make a VillainɄ.; environmentalist Rachel Carson's image was placed next to 
pictures of children with malaria, though this could equally be considered a form of blame.   Catherine 
Bouko notes that visual symbols and tropes can be used against collective cultural backgrounds to ɇmake 
emotion circulate between objects and signsɈ, as with the storm and EU flag shown in Figure 11.  Bouko, 
ɃEmotions through Texts and ImagesɄ, 227. 
448 The factors that contribute to emergence of heroes per Klapp, as outlined above, could potentially be 
reversed such that for vilification of the EU, crisis (Brexit), standing out from the crowd (ambiguous), traits 
consistent with the role of villain (as with the  visual metaphor shown above, though again this ambiguous), 
stories and rumours (as captured via blame, name -calling, and threats), publicity (pro -Leave campaign 
materials),  and organised reactions (again per public pro -Leave events and social media groups ) were 
important to constitution of the EU as a villain.  The present research focuses on just one strategy (blame as 
part of Ƀstories and rumoursɄ) and how it contributed to vilification.  The effectiveness or relevance of these 
other strategies could be investigated in further research, though note that per Klapp, ɇactionsɈɀas 
captured in blame ɀɈhave a permanent advantage over traits in commanding interest and attentionɈ.  This 
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While Brexiteers used each of these strategies regarding the EU, the present research 
focuses on just one ɀblame.   Effects of these other means of vilification are out of scope.  

Under Jasper et alɄs typology, whereby a villain is bad/strong/active, vilification should 
involve portraying the target as having these qualities. Blame im plies all three, which may be 
discursively identified: the blamee was ɃstrongɄ enough to have done something, ɃactiveɄ in 
that they did it  (or chose to allow  it to happen) , and ɃbadɄ in that they caused harm.  
However, as for victims above, attempted vilif ication may not remain uncontested; blame is 
not always ɃsuccessfulɄ in creating villains.449  This research argues that audience emotions 
are key to understanding whether characterisation as a villain is successful amongst 
audiences.  

Figure 10: The EU is called źevilŻ and portrayed as death or a ghoul450 

 

 
means it is vital to evaluate the contribution of blame specifically.  Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ, 
138.. 
449 See discussion of blame as having Ƀcausal powerɄ, rather than being Ƀa causeɄ, in Methodology .  Language 
is simplified here to facilitate reading.  
450 Richardson, David Icke - European Union of Evil - Truth about EU (New). 
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Figure 11: A Leave.EU poster using the visual metaphor of the EU associated with a bad (dark, scary, chaotic) 
storm and the UK flying safely away into a sunny, bright horizon 451 

 

3.2.7.a) Feeling about villains 
Per existing research, we experience negative emotions towards villains. 452  Examples of 
such Ƀfeel badɄ emotions includeɀbut are not necessarily limited to ɀhatred, fear, anger, 
dislike, disgust, or distrust.  As already discussed above, emotions towards a character are 
inseparable from the other properties of a character.  This means minimal conditions for 
constructing and identifying a villain are (a) badness, (b) strength, (c) activity in carrying out 
their projects , and (d) negative emotion towards the ostensible villain.  The first three of 
these are already implied by blame,  and may be identified discursively.  Emerging audience 
emotions becomes the Ƀmissing linkɄ in identifying successful vilification via blame. 

Consuming blame may engender an assortment of audience emotions, not all of which 
indicate creation of a villain ɀincluding in the present research, ɃsadnessɄ, ɃsympathyɄ 
(associated with victims), ɃconfusionɄ, ɃhappyɄ, ɃunderstandingɄ, and ɃindifferenceɄ.453  This 
indicates that vilification via blame is not uniformly accepted as implied by prior 

 
451 Leave.EU, ɃLeave.EU PostersɄ. 
452 E.g. Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters; Lakoff, The Political Mind.  The empirical chapters will 
show that annoyance and anger are pre -eminent amongst the villain -type emotions experienced by 
audiences as a result of blame; fear and hatred are less a pparent.  It could be that these relate to other 
discursive practices, such as ɃthreatɄ. 
453 See 7.4 Why we fee l that way . 
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characterisation research: 454 as in the situation with Angela Ʉs raisins, blame may be 
contested. 455  Despite blame having ɃhappenedɄ, the blamee does not have Ƀvillain -type 
emotions Ʉ directed towards them, and therefor e cannot be a villain. 456  The present research 
extends existing research on villains and character work by considering when blame ɃworksɄ 
to make a villain, and when it does not, through discussions of mediation and contestation 
in the empirical chapters.  

3.2.8. The tension in victimhood 
Before moving to the next section, it is necessary to briefly return to victims.  As the 
empirical chapters will find, and as already alluded to above with references to the 
Ƀcompassion backhandɄ, victims play an important role in blame and any vilification that 
arises from blame.  

Note: this subsection contains references to and descriptions of sexual violence.  Descriptions are 
in footnotes. 

Blameworthy events ɀwhether or not the event in question actually occurred ɀmay have 
victims , and victim status is important for self -identity, for perceptions of the self by others, 
and for expectations around how a victim should be treated.  Criminology and victimology 
tend to focus on victim precipitation ɀwhat a victim did that led to their be coming a victim ɀ
which is important in the context of crime reduction. 457  Victim precipitation is also 
understood in individual psychology, where people holding specific beliefs or values such as 
Just World Beliefs (ɃJWBsɄ), when called upon to systematically decide who is at ɃfaultɄ for a 
given event, allocate more blame to victims of violent crime than those who do not hold 
such views.  JWBs are essentially the understanding that the world is ɃfairɄ and ɃunbiasedɄ, 
and if something bad happens, then the vi ctim must have done something unusual that led 
to the event. 458  Group -based values are likewise associated with victim stigmatisation. 459  
This suggests that people with JWB or group -based values perceive victims as at least 
partially at fault for their neg ative circumstances (see also 2.3.8 and findings in E4: Blame 
and underlying characteristics ). 

This victim -blaming tendency may be seen in a variety of contexts.  Cassandra CrossɄs 
research indicates that despite increasing awareness of the dangers of online fraud such as 

 
454 Blame research does indicate that blame doesn't always seem to 'w ork', per 2 Blame and its effects .  E.g. 
Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and the Blame GameɄ.. 
455 See for example on blame avoidance Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro-Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ; 
Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ.  See also E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
456 These 'villain -type feelings' are precursors to any explicit characterisation ɀone 'feels' a blamee is a 
villain before they 'call' them one.  
457 Turvey, Forensic Victimology. 
458 Shaver, ɃDefensive AttributionɄ; Hayes, Lorenz, and Bell, ɃVictim Blaming OthersɄ; Lerner, Goldberg, and 
Tetlock, ɃSober Second ThoughtɄ; Dawtry et al., ɃDerogating Innocent VictimsɄ. 
459 Niemi and Young, ɃWhen and Why We See Victims as ResponsibleɄ.  In-group victims are threatening to 
JWBs.  Aguiar et al., ɃJustice in Our World and in That of OthersɄ.  Both JWBs and in-group values  tend to be 
associated with conservative political beliefs.  Hayes, Lorenz, and Bell, ɃVictim Blaming OthersɄ; Niemi and 
Young, ɃWhen and Why We See Victims as ResponsibleɄ. 
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ɃNigerian PrinceɄ scams, victims who fall prey to fraudsters are constructed as ɇgreedy and 
gullibleɈ, and are blamed for their own victimisation.460  This victimisation is reinforced by 
victims themselves as well as by their social networks, with occasionally devastat ing 
consequences.  One victim in Cross Ʉs study explained that:  

 ż. TJ³X «­º ºXӃӃ J«É­«X MXNJÄ´X º|XÉ Ç ӃӃ ºÄ³« J«T ´JÉ ÇXӃӃ É­Ä J³X J ´ºÄ° T  T ­º J«T

º|XÉ Ç ӃӃ ÇJӃ¦ JÇJÉ Z³­ª ªX J«T . T­«Żº ÇJ«º º|JºŽ 461    

The victim blames themselves and fears potential  blame from others; they are constructed 
as ɃgullibleɄ and Ƀdefrauded Ʉɀweakɀas opposed to an infallible ɃusɄ who would never fall for 
it.  

Lisa Frohmann is also concerned with victim images, though from a different perspective.  In 
examining prosecutorial a ccounts for rejection of sexual assault cases, Frohmann noted that 
where a victim did not fit an existing Ƀideal victimɄ type, their case would not be 
prosecuted. 462  This is consistent with KlappɄs notion that characters must appropriately 
ɃperformɄ their role to be accepted. 463  Ideal-type victims are credible; without ulterior 
motives; with no discrepancies in their stories; consistent, sincere, and a Ƀgood witnessɄ.  
ɃReasonsɄ to reject cases included discrepancies between records, and between the report 
and ɃnormalɄ features of crimes;464 contextual knowledge (e.g. portraying where an event 
happened as dangerous); personal descriptions or portrayals of victims as drug users, 
having unstable home lives, or being homeless.  A victimɄs demeanour is also important; 
they must seem believable.  Any victim who does not abide by these requirements is in some 
way complicit in their crime ɀthey are blamed for not being victim enough, and effectively 
punished for precipitating their victimisation. 465  Only cases that co mply with dominant 
stories are prosecuted, reinforcing existing discourses of victims and crime.  An outcome of 
only prosecuting the Ƀmost likelyɄ cases is that the prosecutorɄs office is upheld as the 
ɇcommunityɄs legal protectorɈ, an heroic institution beyond criticism. 466 

 
460 Cross, ɃNo Laughing MatterɄ. 
461 Cross, 200. 
462 Frohmann, ɃDiscrediting VictimsɄ Allegations of Sexual Assault: Prosecutorial Accounts of Case RejectionsɄ.  
See also Alderden and Ullman, ɃCreating a More Complete and Current PictureɄ.; police officers may not 
pursue cases where the victim was intoxicated, where there is a delay in reporting, or inconsistency in 
victim statements.  
463 Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ. 
464 ɇ[T]he only act she complained of was intercourse, and my experience has been that when a rapist has a 
victim cornered for a long period of time, they engage in multiple acts and different types of sexual acts and 
vary rarely do just intercourseɈ; ɇAll three times he is grinding his penis into her butt.  It seems to me he 
should be trying to do more than that by the third time.Ɉ  Frohmann, ɃDiscrediting VictimsɄ Allegations of 
Sexual Assault: Prosecutorial Accounts of Case RejectionsɄ, 217. 
465 Women of colour are less likely to have their ca ses pursued, per Rozee and Koss, ɃRapeɄ.; they are not 
accepted as victim s in the same way as are white women in the US .  Racism, as a discourse, can thus 
intersect with character narratives.  
466 Frohmann, ɃDiscrediting VictimsɄ Allegations of Sexual Assault: Prosecutorial Accounts of Case RejectionsɄ, 
215. 
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On the one hand, victims are innocents who are above reproach and deserving of heroesɄ 
assistance, with images of a victim consistent across groups. 467  On the other hand, being a 
weak and powerless victim is undesirable: it may be trauma tic and associated with social 
sanctions or disparagement. 468  Victims of interpersonal crime are taught to frame 
themselves not as victims but as agents to whom something was done, as this is a path to 
self-esteem and overcoming trauma. 469  Reframing away from being a victim and towards 
being an ɃagentɄ, the hero of oneɄs own story, becomes important. 

The tension within ɃvictimhoodɄ leads to divergent impulses: (a) being framed as a victim is 
desirable insofar as it renders a group above reproach and just in their cause; (b) being 
framed as a victim is undesirable as it indicates lack of agency, and action must be taken to 
escape victim status.  This means that groups such as Ƀthe people of the UK Ʉ can be 
portrayed via blame as the victims of elites, Remainers, or the EU, and acting against those 
figures could be a path towards victory and status restoration. 470  Similar notions can be 
seen in the US politica l context.  It both enhances the utility of blame for in -group 
consolidation and encourages action against blamees as villainous perpetrators.  

3.2.9. Section conclusion 
Previous character research Ʉs answer to how blame makes villains in politics can be briefly 
summarised: Ƀit just doesɄ.471  If somebody is blamed, then of course they will become a 
villain (if they are not one already); 472 the process of vilification is conflated with the end 

 
467 Nicole Rader, Gayle Rhineberger -Dunn, and Lauren Vasquez posit that media socialises people have an 
ideal Ƀvictim typeɄɀin America, good victims are young white females who do not know their attackers.  
Christina Mancini and Justin Pickett note Ƀmissing white woman syndromeɄ, whereby more attention is given 
to cases of missing or kidnapped young, white women from middle classes and above than for other 
groups.  Rader, Rhineberger -Dunn, and Vasquez, ɃVictim Blame in Fictional Crime DramasɄ; Mancini and 
Pickett, ɃReaping What They Sow?Ʉ 
468 Ian Marsh (Marsh, Cochrane, and Melville, Criminal Justice, 127.), cited in Cross, ɃNo Laughing MatterɄ, 
189., finds that fraud victims ɇshare many of the same ɍ outcomes as their counterparts who have suffered 
a serious violent crimeɈ, even leading to suicide. 
469 Swann and Jetten, ɃRestoring Agency to the Human ActorɄ; Pemberton, Aarten, and Mulder, ɃBeyond 
Retribution, Restoration and Procedural JusticeɄ; Van Dijk, ɃFree the VictimɄ; Stringer, Knowing Victims. Zarakol 
suggests that ɃmisbehaviourɄ is one means by which a victim can regain agency.  Zarakol, ɃWhat Made the 
Modern World Hang TogetherɄ. 
470 See findings in Miglbauer and Koller, ɃɇThe British People Have SpokenɈɄ., where British interviewees 
present the ɇEU referendum as enabling [them] to move from being a victim to being an agentɈ (p. 99). 
471 E.g. Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters.  "[P]olitical scientists and political psychologists have  ɍ 
not paid much attention to exploring the sources of discrete emotional reactions".  Wagner, ɃFear and Anger 
in Great BritainɄ, 684. 
472 See also work on stigmatisation.  For instance, Rebecca Adler -Nissen points out norm breakage is 
associated with 'stigma', and states can recognise, reject, or counter such stigmatisation, in an echo of what 
actors can do vis-à-vis received blame. Adler -Nissen, ɃStigma Management in International RelationsɄ.   
Stigma is about shaming others and receiving shame oneself, akin to self -blame as discus sed in 2.3.7 Blame 

is emotional.  It is not about how we come to dislike/hate/feel negatively towards villainous others, and may 
not be able to explain the EU -UK relationship where the EU and its supporters become despised b y Leavers.  
For a start, it is not clear that the EU, whatever the EU may be, was 'shamed' as a result of blaming by the 
Leave campaign.  Likewise, there was little of shaming the UK in Leave's campaign materials; rather, the UK 
was elevated as a 'global p ower' with an illustrious past and future alike.  
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result.  It is not clear how villains in political life are accepted or contested, including in the 
specific context of blame.  

The current research builds on literature, positing that vilification via blame can be located 
through emerging audience emotions as the f inal Ƀmissing linkɄ in villain creation.  Villains are 
bad, strong, and active 473ɀeach of which may be discursively identified and is already 
implied by blame ɀand audiences experience negative, Ƀvillain-typeɄ emotions towards them.  
These four conditions ar e necessary to villain construction.  Emerging negative audience 
emotions towards blamees can then be used to verify whether a villain has been made.  The 
present research refutes  the notion of audiences divorcing their perceptions of a villain 
from their feelings about that villain, which is relevant in light of emotions being predicted 
as discussed in the following section.  

This focus on emotions is particularly important in light of Ƀaffective polarisationɄ, noting that 
the present research speaks of thi s as emotional polarisation against a villain.  This differs 
from affective polarisation literature that tends to deal with how followers of one party 
increasingly dislike followers of the other party. 474  However, by comprehending a larger 
narrative of goo d heroes and victims, evil villains and their  minions, these phenomena are 
linked together.  Followers of the Ƀother side Ʉ are disliked in connection with  the villain they 
support, rendering it necessary to consider what villains are created.  This is supp orted by 
Bryan McLaughlin et al, who find affective polarisation is linked to candidates. 475  To this 
end, for a vote ɃRemainerɄ, the EU could be a hero, and the Leave campaign and its leaders 
villains; Remainers are victims and Leavers the minions of the L eave campaign, which is why 
they deserve to be detested.  The reverse could apply for a Leaver, as supported in the 
present research. 476 

Overall, existing research seems under -nuanced in describing the link between blame and 
vilification .  Meanwhile, the pr operties of characters are limited to morality, strength, and 
activity , as in the work of Jasper et al .477  Existing researchers such as Klapp portray 
emotions as inevitably entangled with characters, but it is not clear how.  The current 
research makes the  link more explicit by including emotions towards characters as an 

 
473 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
474 E.g. See review in Broockman, Kalla, and Westwood, ɃDoes Affective Polarization Undermine Democratic 
Norms or Accountability?Ʉ; and Duffy, ɃFeelings, Not Facts, Are Dividing BritainɄ.  Sara Hobolt et al find that 
"significant political events can generate affective polarization by causing people to identify with others 
based on a shared opinion on a specific issue";  the present research instead focuses on overarching 
narratives.  Hobolt, Leeper, and Tilley, ɃDivided by the Vote: Affective Polarization in the Wake of BrexitɄ. 
475 They point out that it is "important to consider the source of an emotion response, not just the type of 
emotion" ɀit's not just about disliking each other, but where that comes from.  McLaughlin et al., ɃEmotions 
and Affective PolarizationɄ.  See also James Druckman et al, who find that ɇpolarization intensifies the impact 
of party endorsements on opinions, decreases the impact of substantive information andɍ stimulates 
greater confidence in those ɀless substantively grounded ɀopinionsɈ.  This points to affective, and not 
purely ideological, commitment.  Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus, ɃHow Elite Partisan Polarization Affects 
Public Opinion FormationɄ. 
476 See also 6.4.3 Victimisation of Leavers. 
477 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
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essential fourth component of characterisation.  This helps to divide when blamees become 
villains from when they do not, permitting elucidation of how different groups interact with 
blame and providing better explanations for how exogenous blame makes villains in politics.  

As identifying vilification via blame relies on locating negative emotions towards blamees ɀ
and, as an outcome of this research, compassionate emotions towards victi msɀthe next 
section focuses on emotions and how they are made.  

3.3. Constructing emotions 
The role of emotions is to keep us alive.  They are embodied knowledge that ensures the 
right resources are allocated to the right bodily systems at the right time, so tha t we are 
prepared for our next action, whether that is running from tigers or taking a nap. 478  When 
we get changed into gym clothes to exercise and accordingly start feeling ɃpumpedɄ, our 
body is allocating resources to muscles so that we are ready to work  out.  When we are 
scared by a tiger, cortisol is released so we are ready to flee or fight or hide behind a 
bush. 479 

Without prior knowledge of what a ɃtigerɄ is and what it represents, it is not clear which 
course of action to take when we see a tiger.  A re we to fight, flee, hide, or laugh 
hysterically?  Are we to turn our back and hope it does not see us?  Perhaps it is actually a 
fluffy toy tiger, a tiger on -screen, or behind bars, in which case we may not experience fear 
at all.  What we ultimately ɃfeelɄ and therefore do accords with our prior experience and 
existing knowledge of what to do in a given context.  Emotions are inseparable from 
knowledge and context. 480 

Emotions are essential in the present research, as highlighted in the previous section: part 
of what makes a villain, and what is examined in the present work, is Ƀvillain -typeɄ feelings.  It 
is therefore necessary to consider what emotions ɃareɄ and how to recognise them so that 
the research may proceed.   

This section begins with approaches  to emotions in political science to date, justifying 
selection of the Theory of Constructed Emotions ( ɃTCEɄ)481 as the emotional framework for 
the present work.  The second subsection explains how TCE works, before the third 
subsection considers the ramifi cations for recognising emotions in others.  It concludes with 
implications for the present research.  

 
478 Barrett refers to a 'body budget' that emotions help us 'balance'.  Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
479 This latter highlights that there is no 1:1 relationship between any emotion and behaviour; 'appropriate' 
behaviours are learned.  
480 In line with authors working on emotions as constructed, the present work refers to 'knowledge' and not 
'cognition'.  Emoti ons relate to what is 'known', not necessarily what is reasoned, judged, or imagined in the 
moment.  See also definition of 'cognition' in American Psychological Association, ɃCognitionɄ.: ɇall forms of 
knowing and awareness, such as perceiving, conceiving, remembering, reasoning, judging, imagining, and 
problem solving.Ɉ 
481 Associated with Lisa Feldman Barr ett.  E.g. Barrett, ɃThe Theory of Constructed EmotionɄ. 
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3.3.1. Emotions in political science 
There have been several schools of thought regarding emotion in political science and 
international relations, largely refle cting developments in psychology.  The present research 
understands emotions as constructed, but it is worth explaining why these other, more 
established, approaches were not used.  

To start, attitude theory describes ɃaffectɄ, Ƀcognition Ʉ (what we think/kn ow about a target), 
and Ƀbehaviour Ʉ (what we do about the target). 482  ɃAffectɄ is measured along one dimension, 
from strong like to strong dislike, as in feeling thermometers.  If a stimulus is liked, people 
should approach it, while avoiding things they d islike. 

While on the face of it, this might be quite helpful in identifying villains as those parties that 
are ɃdislikedɄ, the overall approach is limited: it does not consider the (now) more typical 
features of emotions in psychology, including valence (p ositive/negative, from Ƀfeels goodɄ to 
Ƀfeels badɄɀhere perhaps conflated with ɃaffectɄ) or arousal (high energy to low energy).  As 
such, it struggles to deal with emotions such as ɃangerɄ, which Ƀfeels badɄ but can be 
associated with avoidance and approa ch.483 

Under cognitive appraisal theories, emotions flow from a Ƀsequence of cognitions Ʉ484 about 
threats and opportunities, including evaluations of positive/negative, certain/uncertain, 
controllable/uncontrollable. 485  The final result is one of several discrete emotions, each of 
which triggers an Ƀaction tendency Ʉ.486  In principle, people Ʉs emotions would only change as 
they re -evaluate something (e.g. moving from Ƀuncertain Ʉ to ɃcertainɄ about the outcome of 
something).  Emotions are categorised according to their evaluations, meaning they are 
essentialised to a set list; further, there is a requirement for cognition in the sense of 
reasoned evaluation prior to experiencing an emotion. 487  This is not consistent with 
psychology nor neuroscience research, where the same target may be associated with 

 
482 Division in approaches inspired by overview from Marcus et al in Marcus et al., ɃApplying the Theory of 
Affective Intelligence to Support for Authoritarian Policies and PartiesɄ. 
483 E.g. Harmon -Jones et al., ɃAnger and Approach-Avoidance MotivationɄ. 
484 Marcus et al., ɃApplying the Theory of Affective Intelligence to Support for Authoritarian Policies and 
PartiesɄ. 
485 Smith and Ellsworth identify dimensions of certainty, pleasantness, attentional activity, control, 
anticipated effort, and responsibility. (Smith and Ellsworth, ɃPatterns of Cognitive Appraisal in Emotion.Ʉ)  
Jackson et al demonstrate that valence and arousal are the bes t explanation for differentiating emotions 
across language families, with other items such as 'certainty', approach/avoid, sociality, and dominance 
being generally poor explanations.  Jackson et al., ɃEmotion Semantics Show Both Cultural Variation and 
Universal StructureɄ.  
486 Frijda, The Emotions. 
487 As Mercer puts it, "[i]n the appraisal view, one cannot experience an emotion without first understanding 
how one is implicated in that situation: emotion without cognition is either impossible or  is not really an 
emotion but more like instinct."  Mercer, ɃEmotional BeliefsɄ, 4. 
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multiple emotions, w here conscious reasoning does not precede emotion, 488 and where the 
experiences of emotions vary with individual knowledge and culture. 489 

Returning for a moment to psychology, there is also the possibility of emotions being 
Ƀconstructed Ʉ, meaning they retai n the function of keeping us alive and are experienced in 
the body but are not necessarily universal or Ƀnatural kinds Ʉ as in cognitive appraisal 
theories.  If emotions are universal/natural kinds, then they should be performed or 
displayed in the same way , and possibly located at specific locations within people Ʉs 
brains. 490  This Ƀnatural kinds Ʉ approach is criticised by founder of the Theory of Constructed 
Emotion (ɃTCEɄ), Lisa Feldman Barrett. 491  In summary: 492 

1. There is good reason to believe there is no specific place or set of neurons in 
everyoneɄs brain that may be ɃdiscoveredɄ to be the source of any given emotion.  
This is because neurons do not perform just one activity; likewise, one activity may 
be performed by multiple neurons.  An instance of joy  may fire off neurons in quite 
different areas of the brain from instance to instance.  Therefore work that 
understands that an emotion such as love is ɃrealɄ and must therefore have brain 
circuitry is akin to understanding that Ƀsome people like ice hockey, therefore there is 
brain circuitry specific to liking ice hockeyɄ.   

2. There is also no 1:1 relationship between any emotion and a given behaviour, or vice 
versa; people cry from happiness, sadness, fear, and anger.  The physical 
presentation alone  is not  enough to know what somebody is feeling; social context 
and background knowledge are essential. 493 

3. There have been attempts made to identify the Ƀuniversal emotionsɄ that every 
human can both feel and recognise.  Studies in this area have been problematic ɀfor 
example, showing a set of six faces with Ƀemotion archetypesɄ on them, providing 

 
488 The role of prediction and simulation is discussed below in 3.3.3.e) The predictive brain.  Where ɃcognitionɄ 
is understood as ɃunconsciousɄ, this shortcoming of cognitive appraisal theories is removed.  
489 Mesquita, ɃEmotions Are Culturally SituatedɄ; Potegal and Novaco, ɃA Brief History of AngerɄ; Lim, ɃCultural 
Differences in EmotionɄ; Jackson et al., ɃEmotion Semantics Show Both Cultural Variation and Universal 
StructureɄ. 
490 E.g. The amygdala is popularly known as the 'fear centre' of the brain; it seems to instead be involved 
with processing of no vel information.   Barrett, Seven and a Half Lessons about the Brain; Barrett, How 
Emotions Are Made. 
491 Barrett refers to the 'natural kinds' approach as the 'basic emotions' approach; 'natural kinds' is instead 
used here to avoid value  judgments over the word 'basic'.   Note that she relates her work back to the Ƀfather 
of psychologyɄ, William James.  
492 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made; Barrett, ɃThe Theory of Constructed EmotionɄ; Barrett, ɃEmotions Are 
Real.Ʉ; Barrett, ɃAre Emotions Natural Kinds?Ʉ 
493 Paul Ekman is a leading figure in the 'natural kinds' school, authoring several books on how people's 
specific emotions (anger, contempt, disgust, enjoyment, fear, sadness, and surprise) may be identified from 
facial expressions.  E.g. Ekman, Emotions Revealed.  His work was the inspiration for the TV show 'Lie to Me', 
where the dete ctive uses people's 'micro -expressions' to gain insight into what they are feeling and 
therefore thinking. Paul Ekman International, ɃLie To MeɄ.  See meta-analysis of the (lack of) co -occurrence 
between facial expressions and EkmanɄs six basic emotions in Durán and Fernández -Dols, ɃDo Emotions 
Result in Their Predicted Facial Expressions?Ʉ. 
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matching words, and asking people to say which emotion is which. 494  When these 
emotion word cues are taken away, ɇit is possible to disrupt emotion perception 
even in a sample of homogenous undergraduate studentsɈ.495  People with semantic 
dementia, i.e. reduced capacity to retain ɃconceptsɄ such as emotions, have been 
shown to divide piles of emotional faces into pleasant/unpleasant/neutral rather 
than the six piles of dist inct emotions that unaffected groups sorted the faces into. 496  
When a similar exercise was performed with speakers of the Herero language in an 
African Himba tribe, participants sorted faces in a similar way to each other, but in a 
way that was very different to how English speakers did it.  That is, they understood 
the activityɀsorting faces by displayed emotion ɀbut did not have the same 
conceptual cues as did the English speakers. 497   

4. The ɃsameɄ emotion may also have different associated targets and actions across 
languages; consider English ɃshameɄ that is internally focused (IɄve let myself down) 
and requires improving yourself, and Spanish vergüenza that focuses on the external 
audience (IɄve let them down) and requires making amends.  Emotions are not 
objective, but rath er subjective categories that change from place to place, and only 
by having shared Ƀemotion conceptsɄ, embedded in contextual knowledge, are we 
able to label and recognise emotions in a similar way to one another.  

This criticism suggests that understandin g emotions as constructed would provide more 
valid results than frameworks based on emotions as universal/natural kinds; it also requires 
particular attention to research design, which will be considered below.  Grouping emotions 
into natural kinds may be helpful when conducting purely quantitative research, as Likert 
scales or drop -downs can be used when asking people how they feel (and thus identifying 
levels of known Ƀvillain -type feelingsɄ).  Certainly, several of the papers referenced in the 
current wo rk take exactly this approach. 498  However, this may also prime  responses, and is 
unhelpful when generating theory due to obscuring differences and nuance (e.g. ɃhappyɄ as 
Ƀdelighted Ʉ rather than  ɃgladɄ or ɃcontentɄ). 

This is not to say that there are no sc hools of thought on emotions as socially constructed in 
political science and IR.  For instance, Jonathan Mercer notes that ɇEmotion is part of 
reasoningɈ, and speaks of emotions that are produced by and produce groups.  499  In a 
recent volume on ɃThe Power of Emotions in World PoliticsɄ, Simon Koschut describes 
ɃstrongɄ and ɃweakɄ constructivist theories of emotions alike as comprehending emotions as 
culturally appraised/socially embedded, such that ɇthe individual is not the origin of feeling, 

 
494 Study by Paul Ekman described in Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
495 Barrett, ɃEmotions Are Real.Ʉ, 416. 
496 Lindquist et al., ɃEmotion Perception, but Not Affect Perception, Is Impaired with Semantic Memory Loss.Ʉ 
497 Lindquist, Satpute, and Gendron, ɃDoes Language Do More than Communicate Emotion?Ʉ; Barrett, How 
Emotions Are Made. 
498 E.g. Vasilopoulou and Wagner, ɃEmotions and Domestic Vote ChoiceɄ. 
499 Mercer goes back to William James, who appears to have been an inspiration  for Feldman Barrett 
(Barrett, How Emotions Are Made, 35.), in his discussion whereby emotions are a source of information much 
like other thoughts.  "Emotion is a part of reasoning and not a distraction upsetting a coldly rational 
process" (Mercer, ɃEmotional BeliefsɄ, 5.).  See also Mercer, ɃFeeling like a StateɄ; James, ɃDiscussionɄ. 
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but it is the thickness of the social that makes emotion meaningfulɈ.500  Emotions come from 
the outside in, and are learnt, rather than innate.  They have social functions and help to 
regulate social behaviour, assigning ɇemotional meaning to rules and normsɈ while 
ɇrestraining undesirable attitudes and behaviourɈ.501 

While there is a lot to agree with here, Koschut links emotions and their intersubjective 
meanings to power, but not to the body, erasing the individualɄs experience of emotions.  
Bringing in TCE allows the connection of society and its emotion/power structures ɀits 
Ƀstructures of feelingɄ502ɀto the body, while permitting emotions to be constructed rather 
than of natural kinds.  The present research therefore helps to bolster a nd extend existing 
research into emotions as constructed in political science  and IR. 

3.3.2. Feeling structures 
Per Catherine Lutz, ɇTalk about emotions is simultaneously talk ɍ about power and 
politicsɈ.503  This is because emotions are embedded within societies,  intertwining with 
institutions and stories to ɇproduce particularized social identitiesɈ.504  Emotional 
governance takes place at two levels: a macro -level Ƀfeeling structure Ʉ, and micro -level 
Ƀfeeling rules Ʉ, as follows .505 

Raymond William coined the term ɇstructures of feeling Ɉ in 1954, 506 arguing that regularised 
(and regulated) emotions are available in art and language alike.  ɇFeeling structures Ɉ are an 
ɇinstitutionalised set of emotionsɈ, provided by culture, ɇthat show a regular pattern that 
constrain s and compels the affective experience of subjects, thereby producing and 
solidifying hierarchiesɈ.507  They circumscribe ɃwhatɄ people are able to feel (e.g. anger, 
shame), and are bound up with cultural stories such as that of heroes and villains. 508  
Changes in feeling structures take place when new experienced feelings or ideas are 

 
500 Koschut, The Power of Emotions in World Politics, 327. 
501 Koschut, 8.  
502 Matthews, ɃChange and Theory in Raymond WilliamsɄs Structure of FeelingɄ. 
503 Lutz, Unnatural Emotions , 6. cited in Koschut, The Power of Emotions in World Politics, 3. 
504 Pribram, Emotions, Genre, Justice in Film and Television, 2. 
505 Head, ɃContesting Emotional Governance ȿ Empathy under Fire in the Israeli Public Sphere during 
Operation Protective EdgeɄ, 114. 
506 Oxford Reference, ɃStructures of FeelingɄ. 
507 Koschut, The Power of Emotions in World Politics, 16. 
508 E.g. Sasley describes Greek ministers as "[c]hallenging the European feeling structure" when they invert 
the story of "Northern saints | Southern sinners" in the context of the 2008 financial crisis.  Greece b ecomes 
heroic via nobility in the face of illegitimate if not 'evil' European creditors, and can therefore feel 
"indignation and anger" at their treatment.  Sasley, ɃɇOn Monday, Our National Humiliation Will Be over. We 
Will Finish with Orders from AbroadɈ ȿ Status, Emotions, and the SYRIZA GovernmentɄs Rhetoric in the 
Greek Sovereign Debt CrisisɄ.  They would not be permitted those emotions if they were not playing the 
underdog/awaiting hero role, in accor dance with feeling rules.  (See also Lakoff on the role of (cultural) 
metaphor and emotion in Lakoff, The Political Mind.) 
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compared with other or older ones; 509 emotions and how they are organised can and do 
change, meaning they cannot be universal Ƀnatural kinds Ʉ.510   

At the interpersonal level, ɇfeeling rulesɈ govern what emotions may be expressed, how, and 
when.  They circumscribe Ƀappropriate Ʉ emotional response. 511  People at different positions 
in hierarchies have different restrictions upon what emotions they can perform. 512  For 
instance, women and people of colour have historically been described as Ƀoverly emotional Ʉ 
when compared to so -called Ƀrational Ʉ white men, while being permitted to express 
emotions in ways forbidden to those men.  Arguing emotionally ɀas when Ƀrailing against 
injusticeɄɀdiscredits one Ʉs case as irrational, non -conforming, and potentially pathological.  
This can equally be extended to Leave voters who are portrayed as angry and/or irrational 
for their Brexit vote choice , 513 Trump supporters in the US, Black Lives Matter activists, or 
ɇfeminist killjoysɈ per Sara Ahmed .  With this in mind, the present research helps to emerge 
emotions  resulting from blame to help understand the blame -vilification link, without 
sidelining any emotions as ɃinvalidɄ. 

3.3.3. Making emotions 
With the overall commitment to emotions as constructed justified, this subsection will 
outline the Theory of Constructed Emo tions , following the argument presented by Lisa 
Feldman Barrett and her team .514  In short, emotions are ɃmadeɄ when particular affect is 
combined with particular knowledge (emotion concepts) in a particular context. 

3.3.3.a) A word on cognition  
While cognitive appr aisal theories centralise Ƀcognition Ʉ as a series of reasoning and Ƀthinking Ʉ 
processes, the term is not used henceforth.  This is because Ƀcognition Ʉ is a loaded term that 
reflects an Enlightenment division between Ƀrational Ʉ (cognition/reason) and Ƀirrat ionalɄ 
(emotional). 515  This notion has been debunked; rationality ɇdepends on emotion Ɉ516 and 
even our most Ƀrational Ʉ decisions are founded in emotions.  This is exemplified by Jonathan 

 
509 Matthews, ɃChange and Theory in Raymond WilliamsɄs Structure of FeelingɄ, 189.; see also Hoemann et 
al., ɃThe N400 Indexes Acquisition of Novel Emotion Concepts via Conceptual CombinationɄ. on successfully 
generating new emotions via 'conceptual combination'.  
510 See 3.3.4.a) Culture and acculturation. 
511 Sasley, ɃɇOn Monday, Our National Humiliation Will Be over. We Will Finish with Orders from AbroadɈ ȿ 
Status, Emotions, and the SYRIZA GovernmentɄs Rhetoric in the Greek Sovereign Debt CrisisɄ, 76.  See also 
footnote 27 on page 1; feeling structures are comprised of emotion discourses . 
512 Koschut, The Power of Emotions in World Politics, 14.  
513 E.g. "[R]aging is all the poor dears can do", Cohen, ɃLeavers Are Angry, for Their Lies Will Return to Haunt 
ThemɄ.  See also Moss, Robinson, and Watts, ɃBrexit and the Everyday Politics of EmotionɄ., who find  a 
tension in emotion regimes (rules) governing the Brexit vote ɀɃgut feelingsɄ are appropriate evidence for our 
own voting choices, but inappropriate  when used by those of the opposing viewpoint.  Thus ɇa ɃcorrectɄ vote 
[in the referendum] could be used as  a proxy for assessing the rationality of othersɈ (p. 849). 
514 E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made; Barrett, ɃThe Theory of Constructed EmotionɄ; Barrett, ɃEmotions Are 
Real.Ʉ 
515 Damasio, DescartesɁ Error. 
516 Mercer, ɃEmotional BeliefsɄ. 
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HaidtɄs metaphor of a rational rider driving an immensely more powerfu l emotional 
elephantɀthe rider cannot go anywhere the elephant does not also go. 517 

Even if they are not superior, Ƀcognition Ʉ implies that thoughts are somehow different to 
feelingsɄ but this is not always the case.  For instance, while many Western ers ɇexperience 
thoughts and emotions as fundamentally different and sometimes in conflict Ɉ;518 for 
Balinese and Ilongot cultures and some Buddhist groups, no distinction is made.  Rather, 
Balinese and Ilongot groups use a word that combines the two as Ƀthought -feelingɄ.519 

In line with other work that employs the Theory of Constructed Emotion, this research 
instead uses the word ɃknowledgeɄ as something that is known520 but not necessarily thought  
or reasoned as implied by Ƀcognition Ʉ. 

3.3.3.b) What is źaffectŻ? 
ɃAffectɄ means bodily information that is available to us, including subconsciously. 521  It 
includes information gathered via senses (sight, hearing, touch etc) as well as interoceptive 
information that tells us about the current state of the body such as aches and p ains, heart 
rate, and breathing rate.  Affect informs emotions, but does not have social information 
attached to it.  It refers to purely physical information that is directly experienced by the 
perceiver.  It may be interpreted as Ƀfeel goodɄ (Ƀpositive v alenceɄ) and Ƀfeel badɄ (Ƀnegative 
valenceɄ) sensations that we link to emotions, as well as Ƀhigh arousalɄ (energy) and Ƀlow 
arousalɄ.  Through affect, information about the inner workings of our body is available to 
us.522 

Affect is more colloquially know n as ɃmoodɄ.  If one is in a Ƀgrumpy moodɄ, it is not that they 
experience just one emotion (grumpiness) for hours at a time.  Rather, ɃmoodɄ is a ɇsimple 
accounting of how youɄre doingɈ at the level of the body.523  Having slept poorly leads to 
feeling phy sically bad (affect), and one is more likely to construct negative emotions as their 
body tries to address the issue. 524  The ɃmoodɄ is the bodyɄs state, not a particular emotion or 
set thereof.  

As emotions are always ɃfeltɄ due to their affective component , the word ɃfeelingɄ is used in 
the present research both to indicate physical feelings (affect) and emotions.  Emotions are 
clearly labelled with their names.  

 
517 Haidt, The Righteous Mind. 
518 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made, 280. 
519 Barrett, ɃBalinese and Ilongot Conception of EmotionɄ.  It is likewise unclear that 'Westerners' always 
separate thought/ feeling; consider the use of the phrase "I feel likeɍ" to mean "I think".  Indeed, attempting 
to disentangle these two is a challenge posed in non -violent communication.  Rosenberg, Nonviolent 
Communication . 
520 And therefore 'predictable'; see 3.3.3.e) The predictive brain below.  
521 See Cultivating Wisdom. 
522 Barrett, ɃThe Theory of Constructed EmotionɄ, 17. 
523 Cultivating Wisdom. 
524 See section 3.3.3.f) Predicting/experiencing emotions  below.  
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3.3.3.c) What are źconceptsŻ? 
Affect must be combined with emotion ɃconceptsɄ to become an instance of emotion. 525  But 
what is a concept?  

A concept is in some sense an idea and a category.526  ɃBirdɄ is a concept, but there are some 
birds that are more ɃbirdyɄ than others.  For some people, the Ƀbirdiest birdɄ might be a 
sparrow; for others it might be a stork, or a peacock.  Most people would agree that all three 
are birds.  They may also agr ee that a penguin, a phoenix, an emu, or a cross -stitch of a bird 
are less ɃbirdyɄ than their Ƀbirdiest birdɄ. 

Concepts are thought to revolve around ideal types (the ɃbirdiestɄ bird), ranged on an ideal 
dimension (more or less ɃbirdinessɄ).527  Despite having little in common, a range of creatures 
can be understood by ɃbirdɄ and may be more or less ɃbirdyɄ in different contexts, as shown 
in Table 6.  Differen ces between ɃbirdsɄɀwithin -concept differences ɀare minimised.  

Table 6: What is the birdiest bird?  

Context  źBirdiestŻ bird? Characteristics 
Picnic grounds Sparrow Small size, fluffy plumage, wings, hops, cheeky 
Seaside Seagull Broad wings, steals chips, white, pronounced beak 
Park Ibis Long legs and beak, white, black face, walks in water, 

raids rubbish bins 
Pond Duck Medium body, brown or coloured feathers, followed 

by a line of baby ducks 
Lake Flamingo Tall, pink, long legs, eats prawns 

While within -concept differences are minimised, between -concept differences are 
exaggerated.  Both ducks and flying fish have wings, can glide through the air, live in/around 
the water, eat small water creatures, have mouths, and require oxygen, but one is definitely 
a bird, and one is definitely a fish.  

Concepts are not just limited to physical beings, but can be goal-based.528  The concept 
Ƀthings you can use to make a fireɄ529 can contain very different objects ɀfrom a lighter to 
paper, a magnifying glass , rocks or lightning.  Individual people may have slightly different 
concepts, and have different Ƀideal typesɄ according to their experiences and thus what they 
know; 530 a smoker might find a lighter more relevant than matches f or making fire.  Broad 
concepts are however shared through socialisation ɀpeople learn from one another what 
tool is best in a given context. 531  Without childrenɄs cartoons about being lost and needing 
to make a fire in the forest, or a friendɄs proclivity for frying ants, or news about glass from 
broken bottles starting yet another Australian bushfire, Ƀmagnifying glassɄ might be an 

 
525 Note: This continues to be an iteration of Feldman BarrettɄs theory.  Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
526 Harnad, ɃCategorical PerceptionɄ; Barrett, ɃEmotions Are Real.Ʉ; Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
527 Voorspoels, Vanpaemel, and Storms, ɃA Formal Ideal-Based Account of TypicalityɄ. 
528 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
529 'Making  a fire' is the goal.  
530 Costello and Keane, ɃEfficient CreativityɄ. 
531 This does not mean that what is learned is ɃcorrectɄ or ɃoptimalɄ. 



Constructing villains and emotions  L. M. Skillen 

Constructing emotions   |  97 

unlikely member of the fire -maker concept.  Concept knowledge is thus shared via language 
and practice. 532  Sharing within grou ps ensures concepts are conveyed without people 
having to learn the same concept individually ɀit is not that everyone needs to taste a 
poisonous plant to establish whether it is harmful; the group can let them know.  

3.3.3.d) Emotions as concepts533 
Like Ƀthings for making fire Ʉ, emotions are goal -based concepts that can be shared within a 
culture, and learning them is important for ongoing survival. 534  Take the example of a child 
complaining of a tummy ache: one might ask them whether they felt sick, or ne eded to go to 
the bathroom, or had hurt themselves ɀor if they were nervous, or upset, or if somebody 
had made them angry.  Over time, the child learns that certain physical symptoms or 
sensations (affect) are associated with an emotion (nervousness, upsetn ess, anger) in a 
certain social context (eating too much at lunch, being hit, having their favourite toy taken 
away).  The ɃcorrectɄ emotion in a given situation prescribes action to alleviate the 
symptoms, hastening a return to ɃnormalcyɄ. 

Context is essential: the child wouldnɄt feel ɃnervousɄ every time they have a tummy ache, as 
having that physical symptom is not exclusive to nervousness; but if they have a stomach 
ache consistently in the same context ɀe.g. the night before a big test ɀthey can learn to  
categorise the experience as ɃnervousnessɄ and act accordingly.  This might be by taking 
deep breaths, or spending time with friends ɀcertain behaviours are learned as 
ɃappropriateɄ for a given emotion within a culture, 535 and are ultimately related back to  
keeping oneself alive.   

Emotions are concepts because they, like ɃbirdɄ, have minimised within -concept differences 
and exaggerated between -concept differences; there is no Ƀangriest anger Ʉ, as there is no 
Ƀbirdiest bird Ʉ.536  Perhaps the child gets a stom ach ache before a test, and gets shaky 
walking by a house with a large dog: but they are nervous in both situations despite 
different context and affect. 537  The same child might also get a tummy ache when they are 
furious, but this is not called ɃnervousnessɄ.  What unites an emotion concept is goalsɀwhat 
it gets people to do.  Goals of general anger may include protecting oneself from an offense; 
acting against injustice; wanting to win a competition or negotiation; wanting to appear 
powerful or signal dominance; changing someoneɄs mind; wanting to be aggressive; desiring 

 
532 I.e. Discourse.  See discussion in 2.4.2 Blame as discursive practice , and footnote 509 on page 1.  
533 See e.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made; Barrett, ɃThe Theory of Constructed EmotionɄ; Barrett, ɃEmotions 
Are Real.Ʉ; Gendron and Barrett, ɃEmotion Perception as Conceptual SynchronyɄ; Barrett, ɃAre Emotions 
Natural Kinds?Ʉ; Barrett, ɃSolving the Emotion ParadoxɄ. 
534 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
535 I.e. ɃFeeling rulesɄ. 
536 "[E]motion categories exhibit high cross -category similarity in addition to high within -category 
variability." Hoemann, Gendron, and Barrett, ɃMixed Emotions in the Predictive BrainɄ, 4. 
537 As William James infamously put it, ɇɃFearɄ of getting wet is not the same fear as fear of a bear.Ɉ  James, 
ɃDiscussionɄ, 506. 
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to lash out when frustrated or feeling a threat to self -worth; feeding 538 or defending 
oneself. 539  

Emotion concepts , taken together, form the basis of 540 a Ƀfeeling structure Ʉ as discussed 
above: what emotions ɃcanɄ be experienced, with their contexts and behaviours, and as 
upheld through practices and institutions. 541  Note though that individuals can continue to 
learn emotion concepts as they are exposed to them: for instance when learning a new 
language; living in a new environment or joining a new group; through education; via 
popular culture including art, books, movies, or television; or as transmitted via media 
including social media. 542 

3.3.3.e) The predictive brain 
As there is no 1:1 relationship between an emotion and a given situation, how do we come 
to feel one emotion and not another?  To understand this, it is necessary to consider the 
role of prediction in the brain.  

Prediction is an essential efficiency measure for the brain.  Rather than having to gather and 
process all information about the world around us simultaneously ɀa high-intensity and 
therefore high -resource taskɀour brain is in the constant process of ɃpredictingɄ what will 
happen, based on our past experiences in similar contexts. 543  This allows us to ɃignoreɄ what 
we already know is there so that we can instead focus on ɀand devote our processing 
power to ɀwhat is new, different, or salient in a given context .   

Consider the example of walking down the same hallway three times every day.  Simply 
processing what is there each time we walk down it would involve spatial calculations, 
temperature data, visual data, physics data such as understanding how gravity ac ts upon 
the body as we raise and lower our legs, and it would need to be done near -instantaneously 
so that we didnɄt crash into a wall while in the process of trying to figure out where it was 
and how are our legs are supposed to work.  Instead, our brain predicts that a hallway is one 

 
538 As in ɃhangerɄ, hunger-anger.  
539 Barrett, ɃGoals of AngerɄ.  Note that 'anger' may also be ' divided' (as 'bird' is divided into 'penguin' and 
'aardvark') so that one 'general' emotion does not appear to relate to multiple 'goals'.  See also  3.3.4.c) 
Language and priming . 
540 Open language ('the basis of') is used here because any given individual may belong to subgroups and be 
accultured in slightly different ways, meaning th at despite overall 'feeling structures' existing at high 
levelsɀe.g. at the level of 'being English' or 'British' or 'European' or a 'Westerner', this does not mean that 
every single person experiences identical emotions or has identical emotion concepts.  
541 Consider reduced sentences for 'crimes of passion'; people's unusual 'emotional states' may be 
recognised and related back to prison sentences in legal institutions.  
542 E.g. The emotion concept ɃfernwehɄ, borrowed from German and now increasingly common in English, 
has been popularised on Instagram and other social media as the need to travel, the Ƀlonging for far-off 
placesɄ, and the opposite of homesickness.  ɃFernwehɄ.  There is a wonderful discussion of hypocognition, 
introducing feeling -words such as ɃfigitalɄ and ɃshoeburynessɄ, at Wu, ɃHypocognitionɄ.  See also 3.3.4.a) 

Culture and acculturation below.  
543 E.g. Gendron and Barrett, ɃEmotion Perception as Conceptual SynchronyɄ; Barrett and Simmons, 
ɃInteroceptive Predictions in the BrainɄ; Barrett, How Emotions Are Made; Barrett, Seven and a Half Lessons 
about the Brain ; Hutchinson and Barrett, ɃThe Power of PredictionsɄ. 
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possible outcome of walking through a door, so prepares relevant information; as we walk 
down this particular  hallway regularly, it is even more likely that our predictions based on 
past information will be correct, freeing u p the brain to focus on new information such as a 
person walking towards us.   ɃPerson walking towards meɄ is a frequent thing to happen in a 
hallway, so predictions will likely be prepared for this, and we will be able to pass by them 
without crashing; Ƀperson jumping out at me in the hallwayɄ is less frequent, so less likely to 
be predicted, and may be a shock; Ƀperson walking out of the solid wall in the hallwayɄ is 
unlikely to be predicted at all, and would result in using the bodyɄs resources to process 
additional data, learning  so that predictions of hallways are more accurate in future.  

Our brains prepare multiple predictions at all times using Bayesian models of probability, 
and a prediction ɃwinsɄ as it is confirmed by sensory data.  Where there is a mismatch 
between a ɃwinningɄ prediction and sensory data, either the incoming data is ignored, or new 
information is learned. 544 

3.3.3.f) Predicting/experiencing emotions  
Vitally, emotions, like other information, are predicted. 545  When walking home at night 
throug h a Ƀbad areaɄ, a personɄs brain may generate predictions including being mugged or 
attackedɀit is prepared to produce emotions such as ɃfearɄ, or Ƀdefensive aggressionɄ, and 
internal resources are pre -allocated. 546  If somebody leaps out, the additional se nsory data 
confirms the prediction that ɃfearɄ is the correct emotion to feel in the context, and the 
person enacts the behaviour they have learned best fits the context.  The ɃdecisionɄ on Ƀwhat 
to doɄ forms part of the prediction of the emotion concept .  If the fearful person runs away, 
it is not because they have felt fear and then decided what to do; their brain predicted 
potential fear, pre -allocated resources, and the person was ready to run the moment the 
fear was engendered (i.e. as the fear predict ion won). 547  Emotions and concordant 
behaviours are part of the same ɃpackageɄ and have already been ɃpredictedɄ for best fit even 
as the action is unfolding. 548 

In the example above, there could have been alternate explanations for the situation ɀfor 
exampl e, the ɃmuggerɄ could have simply been exiting their front door rather than Ƀleaping 
outɄɀbut because the fearful person Ʉs brain has already predicted Ƀbeing 
attacked|fear|runɄ, the latter is the winning prediction.  Predictions can be affected by 
beliefs or prejudices, as when perceiving an area as a Ƀbad areaɄ provokes certain emotions; 
likewise, perceiving a person of col our as more likely to attack would mean the person is 

 
544 E.g. Hutchinson and Barrett, ɃThe Power of PredictionsɄ; Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
545 E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
546 E.g. Fridman et al., ɃApplying the Theory of Constructed Emotion to Police Decision MakingɄ. 
547 This does not preclude later contemplation of the situation in a different context, as in therapy or 
debrief s (in a different and more positive affective scenario) .  In that context, the person may not feel the 
same fear they experienced at the time, instead possibly feeling a bit silly or embarrassed for their reaction.  
They may also learn alternate behaviours to undertake when afraid ɀthe purpose of drilling in mi litary 
training.  See also how emotions and physiological activity vary in Hoemann et a l., ɃContext-Aware 
Experience Sampling Reveals the Scale of Variation in Affective ExperienceɄ. 
548 E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
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more likely to perceive themselves as being attacked by a person of colour, highlighting 
problems with witness testimony. 549  A prediction doesnɄt need to be ɃtrueɄ in any ɃobjectiveɄ 
sense to be a personɄs winning prediction for a given situation, as ɃblameɄ does not need to 
be ɃaccurateɄ to produce instances of emotions such as ɃangerɄ. 

An emotion, then, is actively construct ed, not passively received ɀthey are ɇconstructions  
of the world, not reactions  to it.Ɉ550  To use a supply chain metaphor, they are an Ƀahead-of -
timeɄ rather than Ƀjust-in-timeɄ resource. 

Notably, the more successful a prediction has been in the past, the m ore likely it is to be 
predicted in future. 551  This means that emotions can become ɃentrenchedɄ over time.  If we 
walk through the woods every day, over time developing a regular route, that route 
becomes easier to walk (the grass is worn down and a path i s formed), and we may take it 
because it is easier to walk.  A similar effect occurs with emotions: by walking the same 
emotional ɃpathɄ on a regular basis, we learn that that emotion is an appropriate response to 
a given context, that prediction becomes ɃstrongerɄ, and we are more likely to predict that 
emotion in similar situations in future.  This means that when blame engenders particular 
emotions in its audience, that audience is more likely to predict similar emotions in future.  
I.e. When blame makes  audiences ɃfeelɄ the blamee is a villain, they are more likely to feel 
that party is a villain in future.  

Ẇ 

Emotions then consist of three components : affect, knowledge, and context.  ɃAffectɄ is 
information from the body; ɃknowledgeɄ refers to Ƀemotion c onceptsɄ, whether learned 
individually or from other people; ɃcontextɄ refers to a particular situation.  They are not 
generated in response to a particular stimulus; rather, they are predicted ɀprepared ahead 
of time.   

żƐ(ª­º ­«´Ƒ J³X «­º º³ zzX³XTŶ É­Ä Nreate them. They emerge as a combination of the 

physical properties of your body, a flexible brain that wires itself to whatever 

environment it develops in, and your culture and upbringing, which provide that 

environment. Emotions are real, but not in the objective sense that molecules or 

neurons are real. They are real in the same sense that money is realƊthat is, hardly an 

illusion, but a product of human agreementŸŽ552 

3.3.4. Recognising emotions 
If emotions are not natural kinds  in the sense that every human fe els the same set of 
emotions, then how may we recognise them in others?  The previous subsection showed 

 
549 See also discussion of 'affective realism' in Fridman et al., ɃApplying the Theory of Constructed Emotion to 
Police Decision MakingɄ, 5. 
550 Emphasis added.  Barrett, ɃThe Theory of Constructed EmotionɄ, 16. 
551 This also logically applies at a Ƀgroup knowledgeɄ level, as successful predictions survive and are shared.  
I.e. Sharing of emotion concepts is in a sense a social evolutionar y process.  E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are 
Made. 
552 Introduction in Barrett.   Emphasis added.  
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that emotions are comprised of affect, knowledge, and context.  This ɃknowledgeɄ can be 
learned from groups ɀhow?  And how may we understand the emotions  of others?  
Particularly, given the researcher is from a different culture (Australia) to her research 
participants (UK), how may she recognise their emotions?  To explain why the researcher 
chose to focus on explicitly -named emotions in data collection, this subsection discusses 
Ƀacculturation Ʉ into the emotion concepts of others, ɃsynchronyɄ as interpreting others Ʉ 
emotions, and language as a perceptual guide.  

3.3.4.a) Culture and acculturation 
Emotion concepts are embedded in cultural knowledge: by sharing stori es, traditions, and 
practices, emotion concepts are shared through space and time, with ɇthe ultimate 
consequence of optimising prediction within that cultural context.Ɉ553  Per Batja Mesquita, 
ɇemotion is not separate from culture but rather is constituted  by itɈ.554  That is, culture is 
not just limited to production and exchange of ɃideasɄ, but also associated ɇfeelings, 
attachments and emotion Ɉ555 inextricably tangled with those ideas.  

Cross-cultural interpretations of emotions, where emotion concepts are not necessarily 
shared, inevitably take place through the lens of one Ʉs own system of representation. 556  An 
example is how grief is experienced and expressed: it might be internal and private, or 
conveyed using wailing; wearing white to a fune ral might be inappropriate viewed through a 
Western lens, but ideal in several East Asian countries.  ɃAcculturation Ʉ is the means by 
which ɃforeignɄ concepts may be communicated and learned, including emotion concepts.557   

Consider the US -originated popul ar culture embedded in Hollywood films.  Popular culture 
is one of the most visible locations of emotions, 558 conveying what to feel, when, and what 
to do about it.  More than 70% of the US film industryɄs box office is generated overseas, 
with attempts mad e to reach the largest audience possible; further, ɇ[f]ilms that succeed in 
the US market also tend to succeed in foreign markets.Ɉ559  This means American films and 
television, with their embedded popular culture and therefore emotion concepts, can reach 
wide audiences.  Audiences thus subjectified could be expected to find the emotions 
embedded in US popular culture more comprehensible than, say, those embedded in 

 
553 Hoemann, Gendron, and Barrett, ɃMixed Emotions in the Predictive BrainɄ, 2. 
554 Mesquita, ɃEmotions Are Culturally SituatedɄ, 415..  Deidre Pribram argues that emotions exist as 
ɇaccultured affect, tamed through stabilisation into significationɈ.  Pribram, A Cultural Approach to Emotional 
Disorders, 8. 
555 Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, 2. 
556 Gendron and Barrett, ɃEmotion Perception as Conceptual SynchronyɄ. 
557 Gendron  and Barrett.  
558 Per Raymond Williams, "it is in art, primarily, that the effect of the totality, the dominant structure of 
feeling, is expressed and embodied." Williams and Orrom, A Preface to Film, 21. cited in Matthews, ɃChange 
and Theory in Raymond WilliamsɄs Structure of FeelingɄ. 
559 Scott, ɃHollywood in the Era of GlobalizationɄ.  This is not because 'foreign markets' are necessarily 
culturally like that in the US; ɇEurope prefers sex to shootouts, while Asia and the Middle East are rapt by 
action and violence. Italians recoil at science fiction, Argentines drift toward the intellectual, Russians adore 
ɃMinionsɄ but are cool to interracial love stories, and one distributor described American dramas as Ƀthe big 
dirty word i n our business.ɄɈ  Fleishman, ɃNot All American Films Travel Easily.Ʉ 
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Mongolian culture, because they have learned what the American concepts are called, how 
they are expressed, and what behaviours should be associated with them.  That is, it is 
possible to learn the emotion concepts of other groups and cultures.  

3.3.4.b) Recognising emotions in others 
To have a shared emotion concept, people involved must agree in principle  that a certain 
emotion concept exists, with a certain function or set of functions.  To attempt to ɃrecogniseɄ 
what emotion somebody is experiencing, a perceiver must firstly have a good knowledge of 
what ɃsymptomsɄ may be associated with that emotionɀa knowledge grounded in shared 
emotion concepts.  Conveying and recognising an instance of emotion is therefore a 
culturally -grounded form of communication. 560 

ɃSynchrony Ʉ is the mechanism by which people communicate an emotion from one to 
another and back aga in.  It is informed by context and culture, and created through 
processes of prediction and correction as follows. 561 

During an interaction between two people, one person experiences an instance of emotion 
(the ɃfeelerɄ).  The brain of the other party (the ɃobserverɄ) has been making predictions about 
what the feeler is feeling, based on the situational context and their own experience and 
knowledge.  ɃEmotion signalsɄɀthe feelerɄs facial expressions, body language and reactions, 
words, voice, and other  faces562ɀreach the observer, and their brain Ʉs predictions are 
adjusted in accordance with pre -existing knowledge. 563  I.e. The sensory data we receive acts 
as a precision signal that helps us recognise emotion in others ɀbut this is not infallible, as 
perceptions are coloured by our past experiences.  We apply our own emotion concepts to 
interpreting a situation, even subconsciously at the level of prediction.  

żFX °X³NX ÆX ­º|X³´ J´ |J°°Éŵ ´JTŵ ­³ J«z³É MÉ J°°ӃÉ «z ­Ä³ ­Ç« Xª­º ­« N­«NX°º´ º­

their moving faNX´ J«T M­T X´ŸŽ564 

People can learn emotion concepts from other groups through emotional acculturation, 565 
and without this knowledge, potential recognition of othersɄ emotions will be biased in 
favour of the observerɄs own cultural framework, with Ƀemotion signalsɄ misinterpreted.  
ɇ[D]iversity in culturesɈ therefore poses a potential challenge for synchrony.566  Even where 
emotion concepts are broadly shared, an instance of emotion may ɃlookɄ different and 
prescribe different practices in different contexts : anger may be associated with striking 

 
560 Emotion labelling f acilitates the process of linking faces to emotions amongst children.  Ogren and 
Sandhofer, ɃEmotion Words Link Faces to Emotional Scenarios in Early ChildhoodɄ. 
561 Gendron and Bar rett, ɃEmotion Perception as Conceptual SynchronyɄ. 
562 Barrett, Lindquist, and Gendron, ɃLanguage as Context for the Perception of EmotionɄ. 
563 This also means that the person's own internal state is affected ɀwhen their emotions are updated via 
observing the feeler, their body prepares for associated actions.  They are essentially 'primed' by wha t the 
other person is feeling.  Synchrony isn't just about 'recognising', but is a lived experience.  Gendron and 
Barrett, ɃEmotion Perception as Conceptual SynchronyɄ; Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
564 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made, 51. 
565 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
566 Gendron and Barrett, ɃEmotion Perception as Conceptual SynchronyɄ, 106. 
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somebody, frowning, smiling, or clapping; with yelling or whispering, making eye contact, or 
looking away, using formal language, or swearing.  While in the present project, the 
researcher spent several years living and working in England, has consumed British popular 
culture from an early age and been educated via British universities, 567 it is still possible 
there could be mismatches in synchrony and thus in identifying emotions in others.  For this 
reason, only emot ions that are explicitly labelled, rather than any performance of emotion 
(yelling etc), are used in analysis. 568 

Emotions are individual 
It is necessary to add that emotions are constructed, and therefore experienced, by 
individuals.  It is nonsensical to speak of a ɃgroupɄ emotion, as a population cannot 
experience the biological -construction link that an individual can ɀa group does not have 
one physical body. 569  However, through the mechanism of synchrony, group effects can be 
perceived.   

Take the exampl e of a football match.  When some people watching the game see their 
team winning, they may experience particular emotions (e.g. joy) and exhibit particular 
practices (e.g. clapping or cheering).  If others who are subject to similar emotion concepts 
but w ho have never been to a football game before or do not care about the team see the 
clapping and cheering, their brains are more likely to predict joy.  If a supporter of the other 
team misses seeing the latest goal, but sees people on the other side of the  stadium 
clapping and cheering (context), their brain predicts sadness.  If somebody in the crowd 
spots an axe -wielding clown, they may start to practice fear, and those around them will 
have their predictions (and therefore emotions) updated to respond to  the danger and 
prepare them to act, increasing their likelihood of experiencing and exhibiting fear in turn.  
This is the phenomenon elsewhere described as Ƀemotional contagionɄ.570  The population ɀ
the crowd at the football match ɀitself never experiences a n emotion, but the multiplicity of 
bodies that constitutes it may.  Such ɃcontagionɄ may also be cued by language. 571 

3.3.4.c) Language and priming 
As ɃcultureɄ can prime us to identify and interpret particular emotion signals, using Ƀemotion 
wordsɄ such as ɃhappyɄ or ɃsadɄ primes us to search for evidence of that emotion.572  That is, 
using emotion words helps people locate those emotions in themselves and in others, by 

 
567 See 1.5 Researcher positionality. 
568 See also 4.3.5 Recognising emotions. 
569 Mercer argues convincingly that some emotions such as 'shame' and 'pride' are 'social', as they require a 
social environment to be experienced.  Mercer, ɃFeeling like a StateɄ.  Those emotions are still, of course, 
experienced in the individual body.  
570 Mercer.  
571 See e.g. Kramer, Guillory, and Hancock, ɃExperimental Evidence of Massive-Scale Emotional Contagio n 
through Social NetworksɄ. on 'emotional contagion' (synchrony) via emotional Facebook posts.  
572 "Morphed faces depicting an equal blend of happiness and anger are encoded as angrier when those 
faces are paired with the word 'angry', and they are encode d as even angrier when participants are asked 
to explain why those faces are angry." Barrett, Lindquist, and Gendron, ɃLanguage as Context for the 
Perception of EmotionɄ, 5. 
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priming their predictions. 573  (It follows that having a broader emotional ɃvocabularyɄɀ
greater emotional Ƀgranularity Ʉɀenables people to more clearly differentiate between their 
own emotions, a s well as improve their identification of emotions in others.) 574 

Constructions are also aff ected by priming ɀfeeling unpleasant and being primed for ɃfearɄ 
induces people to act more fearfully than control groups primed with ɃangerɄ or nothing at 
all.575 

These effects were considered when undertaking data collection for this research.  
Particular attention was given to avoid priming research participants with emotions, for 
example by not presenting emotion words when conducting focus groups and interviews. 576 

3.3.5. Section conclusion 
This section has outlined in brief the Theory of Constructed Emotions, 577 according to which 
emotions are a form of embodied knowledge.  Emotions are constructed of affect, 
knowledge (emotion concepts), and context, and are actively predicted rather than passively 
received.  The reasons for selecting TCE rather than alternate emotion theories were 
outlined.   This research positions itself alongside other work on emotions as constructed in 
political science, including that of Koschut et al. 578 

It is clear that understanding emotions as constructed has research implicati ons.  Per the 
previous chapter, existing work points to particular emotions being associated with 
blame, 579 and particular emotions being associated with particular practices or 
behaviours. 580  This blame research is not necessarily invalid ɀusing a different  mechanism 
to understand how emotions work does not mean that the ɃmeasuredɄ emotion always 
differs.  However it is important to consider that  

 any results of previous studies may have been affected by cultural norms around 
what is Ƀappropriate Ʉ to feel an d express; 581 

 if emotions are ɃgroupedɄ so that, for example, a participant selects the emotion 
Ƀclosest toɄ what they are feeling, their emotions may be primed; they make take cues 
from the research design as to what they are ɃexpectedɄ to feel; and more g ranular 
emotions (e.g. Ƀmiffed Ʉ, Ƀput out Ʉ, Ƀfrustrated Ʉ) would be obscured by more general 
emotions (e.g. ɃangerɄ). 

 
573 The words we use "ground [concept] acquisition and function like conceptual glueɈ  Barrett, Lindquist, 
and Gendron, 3. .   
574 See for example on granularity Barrett et al., ɃKnowing What YouɄre Feeling and Knowing What to Do 
about ItɄ. 
575 Lindquist, Satpute, and Gendron, ɃDoes Language Do More than Communicate Emotion?Ʉ 
576 See Methodology . 
577 Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
578 Koschut, The Power of Emotions in World Politics. 
579 E.g. Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ; Ask and Pina, ɃOn Being Angry and 
PunitiveɄ; Mikula, ɃTesting an Attribution-of-Blame Model of Judgments of InjusticeɄ. 
580 E.g. Barrett, ɃGoals of AngerɄ. 
581 I.e. Feeling structure and rules.  
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The present research therefore extends existing research on blame and emotions (see 2.3.7) 
by using open -ended questions to establish how people say they feel, rather than drop -
down lists, thermometers, or scales.  Priming is avoided,  and only explicitly -named emotions 
are utilised in analysis to avoid misinterpreting the data. 582 

Importantly, the better our predictions are, the more we predict them, such that certain 
predictions ɀand emotions ɀbecome entrenched.  This means that if peopl e ɃfeelɄ a certain 
blamee is a villain, they are more likely to feel they are a villain in future.  Their negative 
feelings towards a blamee can become entrenched over time ɀit matters if we are angry or 
fearful towards a blamee.  The villains we create via  blame in politics become everyday 
villainsɀand we polarise against them and their supporters alike.  

3.4. Chapter conclusion 
This chapter began by building on existing work to establish the difference between being a 
villain and the process of vilification.  It  demonstrated that characters are constituted not 
just along the dimensions of morality, strength, and activity, 583 but are simultaneously 
constructed by what is felt towards that character.  Emotions therefore become a clue both 
to the construction of char acters such as villains, and evidence of successful vilification.  As 
blame already implies that an actor is bad, strong, and active, audience emotions ɀand 
specifically, negative emotions towards a blamee ɀcan therefore verify that blame has been 
successful  in making a villain.  This allows for a nuanced investigation of the effects of 
blame, while permitting consideration of the role of audiences in mediating or mitigating 
such effects .  It makes a contribution in that it indicates ways in which audience em otions 
themselves may be used as evidence of successful characterisation, and not simply explicit 
words.  

Further, focusing on the negative Ƀvillain-typeɄ emotions engendered via blame and how the 
character of villain  is concordantly constructed helps to explain how the EU and its 
supporters (or the Leave campaign and its supporters) become not just ɃwrongɄ but disliked 
in the Brexit case study ; they are the Ƀother side Ʉ and cannot be supported.  This speaks to 
affecti ve polarisation between domestic audiences  in the UK and potentially elsewhere , as 
well as having had implications for the EU in the form of a successful ɃLeaveɄ vote.  

Given the key role of emotion, the chapter also introduced the Theory of Constructed 
Emotions (ɃTCEɄ) as an explanatory framework for how emotions work, and how they may be 
recognised and therefore operationalised.  By bringing this theory into political s cience and 
IR, it connects notions of emotions as constructed and comprising feeling structures with 
the individual body as the site of emotions but which is otherwise rendered invisible.  

Notably, under TCE, emotions are actively predicted rather than pas sively received, and the 
more a particular prediction turns out to be ɃaccurateɄ based on bodily information received 

 
582 See also Methodology . 
583 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
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from the world, the more likely we are to predict it in future.  This is at the heart of blame -
based vilification, as when blame makes us feel angry at the blamee, or compassionate for 
their victims, we turn against the blamee as a villain; and these feelings become increasingly 
entrenched over time, meaning the blamee becomes ever -more villainous.   It is then 
unsurprising that Brexit has be en an emotionally -charged affair.  

With blame defined, villains and vilification clarified, and emotions explained, the following 
chapter operationalises the present research.  It discusses the critical research design and 
abductive approach applied, before  developing a data analysis framework that permits for 
identification of blame, emotions, and hence characters per the current chapter.  This 
enables investigation of the effects of blame in the empirical chapters ɀand vitally, the ways 
in which blame makes  villains in politics.  
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4. Methodology  

4.1. Introduction  
Uncovering the ways in which blame makes villains in politics necessitates establishing the 
effects of blame, and particularly the emotional effects.  Blame and its effects  showed that 
the effects of exogenous blame are under -theorised in political science and (social) 
psychology alike and defined blame, while Constructing vill ains and emotions  explained that 
identifying villains requires locating audience 584 emotions and established the nature of 
emotions as constructed.  

However, not all blame appears equal: some politicians have blame ɃstickɄ to them, while 
others are ɇTeflon politicians Ɉ;585 blame towards ourselves makes us feel guilty or 
ashamed, 586 while at least some endogenous blame towards others makes us feel angry. 587  
Sometimes we blame people more than others, with implications for how we feel and act 
towards those people. 588  Blame can then have differentiated  effects.  To elucidate this 
furth er, it is necessary to establish a research design and methods that enable investigation 
of such effects.  

The concepts used in previous chapters, including ɃdiscourseɄ as language and practice and 
the notion of emotions as constructed, suggest that at leas t part of what is experienced as 
everyday ɃrealityɄ is subject to change and renegotiation.  Under such circumstances, how 
can the effects of something such as blame be examined?  Can blame, or its effects, ever be 
ɃrealɄ?  The first section of this chapte r argues that this is the case.  It introduces critical 
realism as an ontology and epistemology that understands the social world as stable 
enough for the examination of a social reality full of ɃmechanismsɄ that underlie everyday 
empirical experience.  It  goes on to discuss the place of experimentation and mixed 
methods in critical realist research and describe the key role of abductive reasoning.  The 
steps taken in research are then described using a visual Ƀresearch spiral Ʉ, whereby continual 
cycling between theory and data informs theory generation, before Brexit Ʉs choice as a case 
study is justified.  This section prepares the ground for the data analysis framework that 
follows, and describes data sources necessary to conducting the research.  

 
584 Audiences are the people who observe, hear, or otherwise consume blame.  This research is concerned 
with the effects on audiences, whether they are i ntentional audiences or not.  See 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, 

and proofs. 
585 Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and the Blame GameɄ. 
586 Sheikh and McNamara, ɃInsights from Self-Blame and Victim BlamingɄ, 241. 
587 Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ; Quigley and Tedeschi, ɃMediating Effects of 
Blame Attributions on Feelings of AngerɄ. 
588 E.g. Becker and Tinkler, ɃɇMe Getting Plastered and Her Provoking My EyesɈ: Young PeopleɄs Attribution of 
Blame for Sexual Aggression in Public Drinking SpacesɄ; Alicke, ɃBlaming BadlyɄ; Guglielmo and Malle, 
ɃEnough Skill to KillɄ. 
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The second part of the chapter makes a contribution in the form of a data analysis 
framework that coheres with critical realist principles and enables close examination of 
discursive effects.  This framework shows the need to identify context, performance (of 
blame ), effects, and contestation, all of which are important to understanding blame Ʉs 
causal powers in the specific case of the Brexit campaign and more generally.  Relating the 
framework back to the research question and design, this section drills down furth er to 
describe how blame, villains, victims, emotions, and contestation are each identified, then 
describing reading and coding processes and how quote selection is done  to reflect what 
research participants themselves might have wished to convey.  

The thir d part of this chapter describes the data sources for the present research, as aligned 
with the data analysis framework.  It describes how and why a survey -experiment and focus 
groups/interviews were developed and conducted  to measure audience reception , including 
how the latter were adapted in light of COVID -19.  The role of contextual data is briefly 
discussed, before use of articles and commentary from the free newspaper ɃThe MetroɄ and 
campaign materials from both the ɃLeaveɄ and ɃRemainɄ sides of the r eferendum campaign is 
justified in light of the research design.  The chapter then moves on to consider reliability, 
replicability, validity, and how limitations were mitigated.  Lastly, the structure for the 
following empirical chapters is presented in ac cordance with the data analysis framework.  

4.2. Research design 

4.2.1. Multiple realities  
In Blame and its effects , blame was defined as a Ƀdiscursive practice Ʉ, and reference is made 
to poststructuralist conceptions of ɃdiscourseɄ.  The present work, like that of 
poststructuralists, understands discourse as both language and practice.  The Ƀstructures of 
feelingɄ described in 3.3.2 Feeling structures  are labelled Ƀdiscursive formations Ʉ, such that 
emotions named , experienced, and practiced  become a kind of structure that is upheld by 
institutions and practices that are ɃdoneɄ in the world.  However, while it embraces accepted 
poststructuralist terminology around discourse, this  research does not use a 
poststructuralist research design, whic h struggles to explain cause, effects, or change. 
Rather, it is embedded in a critical realist ontology and epistemology that can engage with 
each.  What does this mean for ɃdiscourseɄ?  To establish this, the basic tenets of critical 
realism must first be  iterated.  

The ɃrealismɄ of critical realism maintains that there is a reality that exists, independent of 
human knowledge: when somebody leaves a room, the room does not cease to exist.  For 
Roy Bhaskar, there are three ontological domains for reality: th e empirical, actual, and 
real.589  ɃEmpirical reality Ʉ is that which may be experienced ɀfor example, seeing a stove in a 
room.  ɃActual reality Ʉ is where events actually happen, whether or not they are 
experiencedɀa tree that falls in the woods makes a nois e whether or not somebody is 

 
589 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, 2. 
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there to experience it as a ɃsoundɄ.  ɃRealɄ reality is where events are produced ɀit is where 
mechanisms exist ( see Figure 12).590  For instance, the gender pay gap may be experienced 
(and observed) in the empirical world; it would exist as an event in the actual world whether 
or not it was experienced by any one pers on; and it is due to patriarchy in the real world 
that the gap comes about.  Patriarchy in the ɃrealɄ domain cannot be observed directly, but 
its effects canɀand theory may therefore be generated about its existence and operation.  

Figure 12: The three domains of reality 591 

 

To this end, reality is mediated by ideas (theory); without knowing what a room is and what 
function it serves, it becomes meaningless.  Theory is what enables people to know that 
cooking is typically done in the  kitchen, rather than in a basement or bedroom.  Particular 
spaces gain meaning that is upheld by particular practices (e.g. cooking), and which can also 
be conveyed directly via language.  The empirical world becomes theory -determined 
(without theory, a ɃkitchenɄ does not exist) but not theory -dependent (the physical room 
containing a stove exists whether or not somebody knows what meaning that indicates).   
This has implications for research design, as the concepts used by the researcher ɀthe 
theory they i dentifyɀwill partially determine the outcome of the research, through selecting 
what to observe and in what way.  There is no possibility for ɃobjectiveɄ research, nor for 
value-neutral research in the social world.  

Science is then done, as a practice: wit hout theory, the empirical world cannot be measured 
or have meaning.  Science is about ɃdoingɄ, rather than generating knowledge.  It is fallible, 
as it depends on imperfect theory; 592 however, some theories are better in that they are 
demonstrably closer to ɃrealɄ reality than are others. 593 

Science has both a transitive and an intransitive dimension: conducting an experiment may 
generate temporary (transitive) effects, but it does not affect the underlying (intransitive) 
mechanisms that caused those effects: adding ice to tepid water may prevent it from 
boiling, but it does not stop the underlying process of molecular excitation that causes liquid 

 
590 As José López puts it, "Events are the effect of reality, but not exhaustive of reality itself.".  López, ɃCritical 
Realism: The Difference It Makes, in TheoryɄ, 77. 
591 Image from Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, 2. 
592 This may be understood as counter -phenomenality; a tension between appe arance and reality.  Without 
this tension, things could be understood by simply looking at appearances ɀthe world is the way it is 
because it is the way it is, and it will never be any different.  Separating the empirical from actual and real 
domains of rea lity therefore opens opportunity for transformation.  Collier, Critical Realism.. 
593 Per Justin Cruikshank, "As knowledge claims are fallible, th e best we can do is improve our 
interpretations of reality, rather than seek a definitive, finished 'Truth'."  Cruickshank, ɃIntroductionɄ, 2. 
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to boil.  Something may have Ƀcausal powers Ʉ whether or not effects are apparent.  ɃXɄ may 
not always lead to ɃyɄ, but ɃxɄ always has the potential  to lead to ɃyɄ.594  The underlying 
mechanism continues to exist, but it may not be evident in a given circumstance; blame may 
not always le ad to vilification, but that does not mean that the capability is not there. 595  The 
present research recognises blame as ɃrelativelyɄ stable and ɃrelativelyɄ intransitive in that 
while it may have effects Ƀfor now Ʉ, as part of the social world, it exists o nly for as long as it is 
employed and known as a concept. 596 

Language has a special role in critical realism: it is how the world may be conveyed and 
described.  Meaning is also communicated ɇby means of traditions, rites, rules, gestures, 
specific actionsɈ597 and so on.  That is, meaning is communicated both by language in the 
sense of organised words, and by practice ɀdiscourse in the sense used earlier in this 
thesis, including discursive practices.  As for poststructuralists, discourse is subject to 
change and reinterpretation; 598 it is supported by institutions in the world; and it may have 
different implications for different people.  However, unlike poststructuralism, critical 
realism acknowledges a real reality that exists independent of meaning generate d about it 
in the empirical world; it identifies both agents and structures as ɃrealɄ (though only agents 
can ɃactɄ); and crucially, it allows for identification of causes. 599  For Berth Danermark et al, 
explaining phenomena ɇby revealing the causal mechani sms which produce them Ɉ is ɇthe 
fundamental task of research. Ɉ600  The present research is therefore concerned with causal 
mechanisms, and specifically, the ways in which blame makes villains.  

Ẇ 

Unlike poststructuralism, with its aversion to causes, critical realism permits 
experimentation.  It is possible to posit an idea, and then seek evidence in the ɇworld of 
appearancesɈɀto design and conduct an experiment. 601  Elements in a situation may be 
separated and controlled ɀinsofar as possible ɀto further understand the relations 

 
594 Per Amber Fletcher, ɇin the open systems of the social world, patterns are never fully invariant: there will 
always be exceptions, resulting from situations in which a causal mechanism has either not been triggered 
at all or its effects have been altered/cancelled out by counteracting mechanisms. Ɉ Fletcher, ɃThe Reality of 
Gender (Ideology)Ʉ, 211.  See also Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 65. and discussion around Ƀinefficient 
causationɄ in Lebow, ɃInefficient CausationɄ. 
595 "[T]he discursive effect 'of treating certain persons as if they were x, can in varying degrees, depending 
on the situation, succeed in  making them x'." Sayer, Realism and Social Science, 45. quoted in Banta, 
ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ, 391. 
596 "Even as discourse is shaped by the words and actions of many agents over time, at any one time it is 
relatively intransitive to those studying it or even being affected by it." Banta, ɃAnalysing Discourse as a 
Causal MechanismɄ, 390. 
597 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 27. 
598 Per Banta, "discourse is always relatively altered as it acts in social events. Even relative stabilization of a 
discourse is only accomplished through constant articulations that contribute to its reproduction" Banta, 
ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ, 391. 
599 Banta argues that a key problem with poststructuralist discourse theory is that "one must avoid any 
pretence to claims of having found some relatively vital causal relationship within a phenomenon, or any 
meaningful role for extra -discur sive 'reality'". Banta, 380.  
600 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 1. 
601 Banta, ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ, 389. 
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between things, and the structures that underlie those relations. 602  Indeed, experiments 
may often be necessary, given the deeper ɃrealɄ world of mechanisms cannot be observed 
directly; experimentation permits Ƀmanipulation Ʉ of events to produce results. 603  
Information about the real world may also be accessed via other methods, for instance 
through individuals Ʉ stories and as evidenced in texts.  Taking the example above, of 
patriarchy as an explanation for the gender pay gap, it is not clear what kind of experiment 
would emerge this mechanism ɀthough counterfactuals could help. Rather, it becomes 
apparent through collecting data from people Ʉs personal histories, documents, and a nalysis 
of numerical data. 604 

While positivist epistemology suggests we can measure the raw materials of the world to 
understand reality, and interpretivism that the world can only be Ƀinterpreted Ʉɀinviting 
charges of relativism ɀcritical realism knits toget her the ɃrealɄ with the ɃdiscursiveɄ to 
examine causal mechanisms and envisage other ways of being.  It implies a pragmatic 
approach, whereby reality should be examined by whichever tools seem best suited to do 
so.  This has inspired the mixed methods used  by the present research.  

4.2.2. Methodological pluralism 
Mixed methods research uses a range of methods in investigating the same underlying 
phenomenon. It is particularly helpful in theory development, 605 and may use both 
quantitative (extensive) and qualitative  (intensive) data collection and analysis, to provide an 
in-depth answer to a question while also allowing for the generalisability of results.   

Consider examination of geographic changes in Australia.  Australian Aboriginal oral 
traditions see stories pa ssed down through generations, and by listening to these stories, 
researchers learned of sea level rises that took place some 10,000 years and 400 
generations ago.  

żA|X« +J³«zÄÄ³ŵ º|X ´XJzÄӃӃ Ç­ªJ«ŵ º­­¦ |X³ ³JZº J«T T³JzzXT  º MJN¦ J«T Z­³º| JN³­´´

the neck of the peninsula letting the sea pour in and making our homes into 

 ´ӃJ«T´ŸŽ606 

 
602 Experiments enable "a closure that rarely exists in the natural world".  López, ɃCritical Realism: The 
Difference It Makes, in TheoryɄ, 76. 
603 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 20..  Notably, while natural scientists study those th ings that are 
"naturally produced but socially defined" Danermark et al., 16.  the social world is both socially defined and 
socially produced.  This creates different conditions for research, particularly given that the 'objects' of social 
science research are creating meaning at the same time as the  researcher does, and the social world is an 
'open' system wherein it is difficult to isolate particular items and hence  implement  'controls' as in the 
natural sciences.  However, the social world, as socially produced, is also subject to more ready change  as 
an outcome of research  (see also theory -driven reflections and impact planning in Conclusion ). 
604 There is a role for Ƀtranscendental questionsɄ of the sort ɇWhat must be true to make this possible?Ɉ.  See 
discussion in Collier, Critical Realism; Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science; Danermark et al., Explaining Society. 
and footnote 1407 on p. 1. 
605 Danermark et al., Explaining Society. 
606 Paraphrased in source.  Reid and Nunn, ɃAncient Aboriginal Stories Preserve History of a Rise in Sea 
LevelɄ. 
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The stories tell of communities living where the Great Barrier Reef now stands, or of Port 
Phillip (Melbourne), which used to be land grazed by kangaroos.  These stories as qualitative 
data are complemented by quantitative data on sea level rise.  Both sources speak to 
changes in AustraliaɄs geography and coastline, and while the quantitative data conveys 
geographic, botanical, and zoological changes, the qualitative data tel ls us of peopleɄs way of 
life and how this was affected by the changes.  They explain not just what happened, but 
how it was experienced, enriching the overall data. 607 

The central premise of mixed methods research is that ɇthe use of quantitative and 
quali tative approaches in combination provides a better understanding of research 
problems than either approach alone.Ɉ608  The primary reason for selection of mixed 
methods in this research is pragmatism, where the ɇfocus is on the consequences of 
research, on the primary importance of the question asked rather than the methods, and 
on the use of multiple methods of data col lection to inform the problems under study.Ɉ609  
While quantitative research struggles to emerge individual meaning, qualitative research is 
so individualised that results may not be generalisable.  The present research cannot be 
adequately addressed within  either tradition by itself ɀpurely quantitative data could only 
point to population -level effects of blame, whereas qualitative data helps highlight how 
blame operates differently.  For this reason, a mixed methods approach is used, with results 
from each form of analysis triangulated for greater ɇnuance, context, and understanding Ɉ.610  
The methods employed include content analysis of campaign and other materials (e.g. 
articles from the free newspaper ɃThe MetroɄ), focus groups/interviews, and a survey -
experiment.  These are expounded in 4.4 Data sources  below.  

4.2.3. Abductive reasoning and a critical approach 
The present research is ultimately theory generating more than testing, applying a 
predominantly abductive mode of inference to identify the ways in which blame makes 
villains in politics.  While inductive reasoning moves from observation to conclusion, and 
deductive reasoning derives conclusions  from accepted premises, abductive inference looks 
for what is Ƀsurprising Ʉ,611 aiming to ɇunderstand something in a new way by observing and 
interpreting [it] in a new conceptual framework Ɉ.612  It incorporates a process of 

 
607 Reid and Nunn; Upton, ɃAncient Sea Rise Tale Told Accurately for 10,000 YearsɄ; Nunn and Reid, 
ɃAboriginal Memories of Inundation of the Australian Coast Dating from More than 7000 Years AgoɄ. 
608 Creswell and Clark, Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research., 5.  Note that authors also refer to 
mixed model, mixed method, multiple methods, multimethod and so on; 'mixed methods' is used for 
simplicity.  
609 Creswell and Clark, Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research. loc 1765-1766. 
610 Eckert, ɃWhat Do Teaching Qualifications Mean in Urban Schools?Ʉ, 79., quoted in Creswell and Clark, 
Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research. loc 991. 
611 Yanow and Schwartz -Shea, Interpretive Research Design, 27. 
612 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 80.  While abductive inference's central issue is "What meaning is 
given to something interpreted within a particular conceptual framework?", retroductive inference asks 
"What qualities must exist for something to be possible?".  Retroduction is used when considering 
'contestation' of blame per E5, as induction is used when reading focus gr oup/interview data, and 
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reinterpretation and redescriptio n, moving in an iterative and ever -expanding process 
through cycles of theory, design, collection, and analysis. 613  Tensions between concepts and 
evidence are identified, and new explanation generated, ad infinitum .  For this reason, 
abductive reasoning ha s no natural end point: research may continue to expand and 
emerge new stories and ways of being.  The researcher must select the stopping point.  In 
the present research, that point is limited to the case study, and to select specific effects of 
blame onl y.614  Abduction allows the researcher to move from a limited understanding of the 
effects of blame per existing research, to a ɇmore developed Ɉ and ɇdeeper conception Ɉ.615   

Theory generating work , even where it uses experimental methods, may have a differe nt 
relationship to hypotheses than positivist work.   As Bhaskar put it:  

ż « XÈ°X³ ªX«º ªJÉ «­Ç MX Ä«TX³´º­­Tŵ ²Ä ºX ´ ª°ӃÉŵ J´ J« JººXª°º º­ º³ zzX³ ­³

unleash a single kind of mechanism or process in relative isolation, free from the 

interfering flux of t he open world, so as to observe its detailed workings or record its 

characteristic mode of effect and/ or º­ ºX´º ´­ªX |É°­º|X´ ´ JM­Äº º|XªŸŽ616 

This research is exploratory, meaning it does not set up hypotheses to be tested; rather, the 
social object under consideration ɀblameɀis defined, 617 and this definition and the 
researcherɄs own subjective concerns with affective polarisation and vilification inform and 
delimit what effects may be emerged .  This approach allows the researcher to answer the 
research question as it is generated in the course of research, while continuing to permit 
the possibility of ɃsurpriseɄ and new findings.    

Danermark et al 618 present a model for social science embedded in critical realism that 
moves from the concrete, to the abstract, and then returning to the concrete.  They stress 
however that the model ɇshould be seen as a guideline Ɉ rather than a template, 
acknowledging that research  processes can be structured differently and with steps in a 
different or non -chronological order.  It bears distinct resemblance to the recursive process 
established by Ruth Wodak and Martin Reisigl for conducting a critical discourse study.  
Given this l atter is more clearly iterated and intuitive in application, and that Banta has 
established the coherence of critical realism with critical discourse studies, 619 Wodak and 
ReisiglɄs process was used to guide the present research as follows. 620 

 
deduction when generalising results from the Brexit case study in the research to the wider world in 
Conclusion.  Abductive infe rence however dominates.  
613 See also Reisigl and Wodak: critical work "necessarily moves recursively between theory and empirical 
data" and may therefore be associated with a 'complex' research strategy. Wodak and Meyer, Methods of 
Critical Discourse Studies, 32. 
614 See also discussion of areas for further research throughout empirical chapters and in Conclusion. 
615 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 91. 
616 Emphasis added. Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation, 35. 
617 On the need to define social objects, see Bhaskar, ɃOn the Possibility of Social Scientific Knowledge and 
the Limits of NaturalismɄ.. 
618 Danermark et al., Explaining Society, 109. 
619 Banta, ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ. 
620 Wodak and Reisigl, ɃThe Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA)Ʉ, 33. 
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4.2.4. Eight steps for conducting a critical study621 
1. Activation of preceding theoretical knowledge   This was conducted via a literature 
review.  The Ƀguiding star Ʉ of Ƀthe effects of blame Ʉ was used to identify appropriate literature, 
with Ƀvillains and victims Ʉ and Ƀemotio n researchɄ added once this became necessary per (4) 
and (8) below and the abductive processes of reiteration and expansion. 622 

2. ɇSystematic collection of data and context informationɈ  See 4.4 Data sources , below.  
Per (5), the researcher was partly subject to related context.  

3. ɇSelection and preparation of data for specific analysesɈ  See 4.3 Data analysis , below.  

4. ɇSpecification of the research question/s and formulation of assumptionsɈ  The 
research question was iterated and reiterated over the course of research.  At the outset, it 
was more open -ended, askingɀin the specific context of the EU ɀhow blame could affect 
audience understandings or attitudes towards the role of the EU.  Through (1) and (5), it 
became apparent that emotions were vital to understanding the effects of blame.  It was 
then necessary to find a word to demonstrate this emotionalised relationship to wards, or 
with, the blamee.  Coming to see a blamee  as ɃwrongɄ or Ƀincorrect Ʉ does not capture that 
emotional aspect, and most of the words otherwise used are rather too explicit for a thesis.  
As such, both an authors Ʉ group on Facebook 623 and the subreddit /r/logophilia, populated 
by word -lovers, 624 were consulted.  Reddit user /u/crmacjr suggested the literary term of 
villain , noting its use in characterisation.  From here, the research question was refined, 
moving from ɇhowɈ to ɇin what w aysɈ, with the implication that there are also ways in which 
blame does not make a villainɀits causal powers might be mediated or mitigated.  The final 
research question became ɇIn what ways does blame make villains in politics Ɉ, permitting 
theory generati on that goes beyond the exemplifying Brexit case .  Given how the word 
ɃvillainɄ was introduced, emotions became core to the question and thus any possible 
conclusions.  

5. ɇQualitative pilot analysis, including a context analysis, macro -analysis and micro -
analysisɈ  The researcher initially wrote a paper on blaming the EU during her Masters 
degree, 625 wherein existing frameworks from Kent Weaver and Sara Hobolt and James Tilley 
were used to analyse text for blame and project effects on voting behaviour ɀrather than 
vilification ɀin the lead -up to the Brexit referendum. 626  This initial analysis informed the 
present research.  Moreover, I as the researcher was embedded in the context of the EU 

 
621 From Wodak and Reisigl, 33.  
622 "The back and forth takes place less as a series of discrete steps than it does in the same moment: in 
some sense, the researcher is simultaneously puzzling over empirical materials and theoretical literatures."  
Yanow and Schwartz -Shea, Interpretive Research Design, 27.  See 2.2 Locating blame in literature . 
623 This is a private group ("We Like Them Short") moderated by the researcher, who edited and authored 
an anthology in which all authors took part.  
624 thelauramay, ɃLooking for a Non-Offensive Way  to Say ɇWe Think TheyɄre a D***/Four-Letter WordɈɄ. 
625 Skillen, ɃLeave.EUɄs Blaming Strategies and Implications for Their ɇBrexitɈ CampaignɄ. 
626 Work from Weaver, Hobolt and Tilley is co nsidered in Blame and its effects.  See particularly Hobolt and 
Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Weaver, ɃThe Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ. 
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referendum, while at a British university in Brussels during the campaign.  I was subjected to 
campaign materials, examined them academically and with reference to my UK friends and 
colleagues, and discussed the campaign and its implications with UK friends in the UK and 
Brussels alike.  This informe d my initial view of the Brexit campaign.  At that time I likewise 
became aware of the earlier referendum, and in general terms, of the history of the EU -UK 
relationship.  

6. ɇDetailed case studiesɈ of a ɇrange of data, primarily qualitatively, but part also 
quantitativelyɈ  The present research uses one detailed case study (Brexit; see below) due 
to limitations of time and money. 627  Ideally the present research would be bolstered 
through testing the generated theory (on the ways in which blame makes villain s in politics) 
in further case studies.  A range of data is used in the course of research.  

7. ɇFormulation of a critiqueɈ  This is largely addressed in E5: Can EU not? Limits and 
contestati on, where areas in which blame may not make villains are considered through 
identification of points of Ƀcontestation Ʉ and application of retroductive inference.  
Retroductive reasoning involves conceptualising transfactual conditions,  asking 
transcendental questions along the lines ɇwhat needs to be true for this to be possible?Ɉ.628  
It complements abductive reasoning, which always spirals outwards  to encompass more 
theory and more data, by turning  inwards to question what makes a thing happen in one 
way and not another. 629  In this way it connects to contestation ɀwhich may ultimately result 
in mitigation of blameɄs causal powers to create villains.  The Remain campaign specifically is 
referenced as exhibiti ng a Ƀway of doing Ʉ that does not incorporate blame.  

8. ɇPractical application of analytical resultsɈ  See Conclusion . 

4.2.5. The research spiral 
Critical realism implies inco mpletion: theory merely approximates the Ƀreal world Ʉ and may 
be displaced by ever -more accurate theories.  Starting concepts in the empirical world will 
inform the reality that is tested and perceived.  Abductive reasoning and the eight steps 
outlined abo ve highlight this sense of incompletion: research is a process of simultaneous 
puzzling over theory and data.  Research is not linear, but ɃspiralsɄ between theory and data 
in ever -widening  circles in attempts to locate reality, with the researcher selecti ng what 
seems an appropriate end point for the spiral.  Beyond this point, they call for Ƀfurther 
researchɄ to continue expanding the spiral and therefore what is known.  

Figure 13 shows this recursive research process as a spiral.  It illustrates  how th e project 
was conducted per the Ƀeight stepsɄ above, including continuous iteration of the research 
question as new concepts were identified and incorporated.  The bottom half of the spiral 
(dark blue) focuses on Ƀpuzzling over theory Ʉ, while the top half puzzles over data.  It shows 

 
627 And staff!  
628 Danermark et al., Explaining Society; Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science. 
629 Abductive inference then moves outwards, and retroductive inwards; they are complementary modes of 
inference, as are deductive (down) and inductive (up) reasoning.  
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four full cycles  of theory development, data collection, and (re)analysis.   It also indicates the 
turn to inward -facing retroductive inference that  question ed the conditions under which 
blame does and does not work to make villains  (yellow). 

Figure 13: The research spiral 

 

At the centre of the spiral is the central concept of Ƀthe effects of blame Ʉ, with the Brexit 
referendum campaign used as a case study.  During her MA, the researcher drew 
extensively from Hobolt and Tilley Ʉs concepts outlined i n ɃBlaming Europe?Ʉ,630 where the 
effects of blame relate to information, and particularly confusing information over clarity of 
accountability and responsibility.  This is shown as the first item in the spiral.  The next item 
is empirical work undertaken d uring the researcher Ʉs MA, which found that the campaign 
Leave.EU consistently blamed the EU.  A divide is then shown to indicate a move to the 
doctoral research described in this thesis, which commenced with a literature review.  Work 
on victim -blaming in dicated that (endogenous) blaming of an Other leads to anger, and that 

 
630 Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? 
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stories (such as rape myth acceptance) and underlying characteristics (such as agreeability) 
mediate people Ʉs blaming behaviour.  This informed design of a survey -experiment (ɃSEɄ), 
which gathered data about underlying characteristics and voting preference data to indicate 
stories.  The SE used alternate vignettes, containing blame of the EU, UK, ɃourselvesɄ, or no 
blame, so that each participant saw only one vignette.  Initial results showed different 
vignettes were associated with different emotions, confirming emotions were an effect of 
blame. 631  

Per 4.2.4 Eight steps fo r conducting a critical study , at this point a word was needed to 
convey an emotionalised relationship between audienc es who ɃfeelɄ things because of 
blame, and any blamee they feel things towards.  This led to ɃvillainɄ/Ʉvilification Ʉ, and a return 
to theory regarding characterisation.  This informed design of focus group/interview (ɃFGIɄ) 
questions, which concerned blam e, emotions, and characterisation.  Articles from the free 
newspaper ɃThe MetroɄ were collected and read for the first time, following which the 
researcher spent a month reading and re -reading campaign materials, granting improved 
contextual knowledge of t he referendum campaign prior to conducting the FGIs.  Next, 
during FGIs, compassion emerged as a secondary mechanism for vilification via blame, 
meaning a return to literature.  The final intensive stage of data processing and analysis 
included multiple re adings of all data, analysis, and triangulation, in accordance with the 
data analysis framework and processing outlined below.  This incorporated both 
explanations of the effects of blame and the conditions under which it appears to ɃworkɄ, 
and counterfact ual questioning of how it could be done (or not done) differently.  Ultimately, 
the present research found two ways in which blame makes villains in politics ( directly via 
villain -type feelings towards the blamee and indirectly via compassion for their vic tims), that 
this is partially mediated by audienceɄs existing knowledge, and that there are a range of 
contestation strategies that could potentially mitigate effects .  At this point, ɃpuzzlingɄ was 
terminated.  

This recursive process does mean that there i s no ɃcorrectɄ order in which to describe the 
data collection, processing, and analysis conducted for this thesis, as the data sought and 
consumed continued to expand and be reprocessed as research took place.  The data 
analysis framework is presented prio r to data sources below to provide a comprehensible 
structure and point of reference.  First however, Brexit as a case study is justified.  

 
631 Word clouds of responses were used to come to this finding; as they were used as preliminary indicators 
only, those word clouds are not included here.  More complete emotion data for SE responses is discussed 
in E3: Effects. 
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4.2.6. Case study selection 
For Bhaskar, periods of crisis are ideal for examining reality, as underlying mechanisms 
become more visible. 632  Brexit has certainly posed a crisis and period of transition; 633 the 
effects of blame resultingly became more visible in the empirical world, thus providing an 
excellent case study for examination of reality.  Case studies  enjoy a particular advantage in 
exploratory work and in identifying causal mechanisms, as in the present research. 634  Anna 
Dubois and Lars -Erik Gadde highlight the power of single case studies in abductive research, 
noting that ɇ[a]n abductive approach is fruitful if the researcher Ʉs objective is to discover 
new thingsɀother variables and other relationshipsɈ, as in the current study.635  They 
further point out the fallacy that conducting multiple case studies is necessarily better, given 
case studies do no t rely on statistical inference, but rather analytical  inference.  There is 
therefore an obligation to conduct deep, well -structured, and bounded analysis that posits a 
clear argument, including by triangulating data as applicable.  This is the approach ta ken in 
the current research to generate theory  that goes beyond the singular Brexit case . 

A case study is ɇan in-depth study of a single unit (a relatively bounded phenomenon) where 
the scholarɄs aim is to elucidate features of a larger class of similar phenomenaɈ.636  Brexit 
was selected due to the rupture, and the Ƀcommon knowledge Ʉ that British politicians blame 
the EU.637  It is ɃexemplifyingɄ638 not because it is exceptional ɀwhich would limit 
generalisability and render it an unhelpful case ɀbut rather because it provides a suitable 
context for addressing the question: 639 the Brexit campaign both contained blame as a 
ɃnormalɄ behaviour in politics, and is relatively bounded both in time (from the start of the 
campaign to the referendum vote and eventual departure from the EU), language, culture, 
and geography.  It is a case of blame, 640 that permits tracing of the process from pre -
referendum performa nce of blame through the vilification of the EU that ensued and 
thereby an intensive examination 641 of the effects of blame.  Process tracing in a case study 
involves ɇuncover[ing] the relations between possible causes and observed outcomesɈ, 
linking blame with vilification; can be used in theory development as in the present research 

 
632 "[I]n periods of transition or crisis generative structures, formerly opaque, become more visible  ɍ 
[T]hough it never yields quite the epistemic possibilities of  a closure, [this] does provide a partial analogue 
to the role that experimental activity plays in natural science.Ɉ  Bhaskar, ɃOn the Possibility of Social 
Scientific Knowledge and the Limits of NaturalismɄ, 20. 
633 KrzyŻanowski, ɃBrexit and the Imaginary of ɇCrisisɈɄ. 
634 Gerring, ɃWhat Is a Case Study and What Is It Good For?Ʉ 
635 Dubois and Gadde, ɃSystematic CombiningɄ, 559. 
636 Gerring, ɃWhat Is a Case Study and What Is It Good For?Ʉ, 341.  Audie Klotz notes that ɇusually a case is 
equated with a country, and there is often an implicit presumption that some sort of history will be 
tracedɈɀin this case, in a sense a ɃhistoryɄ of how blaming during the Brexit campaign led to the EU being 
seen as a villain.  Klotz, ɃCase SelectionɄ, 56. 
637 This perception is borne out by the present research; see 9.2.3 Naming and shaming blame. 
638 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 70. 
639 Bryman, 70.  
640 Kotz points out that case studies are always cases of somethi ng.  Klotz, ɃCase SelectionɄ. 
641 Brym an, Social Research Methods, 67. 
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as well as in theory testing; and enables use of a range of methods 642 as in the present 
research to explore ɇboth the causal ɃwhatɄɈɀblameɀɈand the causal ɃhowɄ.Ɉ643  Use of Brexit 
as a case of blame thus allows the researcher to generate theory and address the wider 
questions of ɇin what ways does blame make villains in politicsɈ, rather than being limited to 
only understanding how the Leave campaignɄs blaming of the EU rendered it a villain in the 
Brexit campaign.   The Brexit case forms a lens for generating wider theoretical conclusions.  

Pragmatic reasons included that data was available in the researcher Ʉs native tongue of 
English, removing the need for translation, and that t he proximity of the UK permitted 
access to archival materials.  The fact that the researcher used to live in the UK and 
presently lives in Brussels as the heart of the EU meant she was able to experience the 
campaign as a Ƀquasi -insiderɄ.644  This facilitat ed research and analysis, as did her existing 
networks amongst UK voters and residents.  Furthermore, Brexit was of ongoing salience: at 
the time of commencing research, the referendum vote had taken place, but ɀuntil the 
onset of coronavirus ɀBrexit continu ed to dominate headlines.  The UK had not yet left the 
EU, there were calls for a second referendum, the 2019 General Election was understood as 
a second-order Brexit referendum, and negotiations with the EU were ongoing.  This meant 
that potential interlo cutors 645 continued to be immersed in Brexit -related discourses and 
presumed blame, allowing for data collection with specific regard to blame of the EU, both 
in the form of a survey -experiment and in the form of interviews/focus groups.  The 
drawback to ch oosing Brexit as a case study is that the referendum had already taken place 
when research commenced; ideally, data collection would be conducted prior to, during, 
and after a crisis event such as the referendum.  The role of timing is considered further i n 
7.1.3 Time and data . 

The present research identifies blame performed during the Brexit campaign, then 
triangul ates that with voters Ʉ descriptions of their emotions about the EU and 
characterisation of the EU as a villain, and survey -experiment data that shows the 
(differentiated) effects of blame.  It shows that blame leads to creation of a villain where 
people ex perience villain -type feelings including annoyance and anger towards the blamee 
or compassion for their victims (though this is mediated by the audience and potentially 
mitigated via contestation strategies).  This indicates  EU-blaming during the campaign is 
likely to have led audiences to feel the EU was a villain, meaning they could not support it, 
and leading to a greater ɃLeaveɄ vote.   

The conclusion to this thesis considers whether there are particular constraints in the Brexit 
case that would make it  an outlier when considering the ways in which blame makes villains 
in politics, ultimately establishing that extrapolation is possible and further research 
desirable.  That is, while the present research takes advantage of the Brexit crisis to more 

 
642 Case studies may use a range of data, both qualitative and quantitative, and using ɇall types of 
methodological toolsɈ per Klotz, ɃCase SelectionɄ, 56; Vennesson, ɃCase Studies and Process TracingɄ. 
643 Vennesson, ɃCase Studies and Process TracingɄ, 471ȿ72.  
644 See also 1.5 Researcher positionality . 
645 I.e. Interviewees, focus group participants . 
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closely examine reality, the object of analysis is not blame in the UK per se, but rather 
exogenous blame and its vilifying effects. 646  Ultimately, the Brexit case provides insight into 
the vilifying effects of blame in politics more generally, with findings app licable in a similar 
way to similar audiences.  This means audiences with similar emotion concepts, 647 and 
possibly shared language; results from the present research are therefore anticipated to 
have particular relevance for audiences in Ireland, the US, A ustralia, New Zealand, Canada, 
or South Africa in the first instance, and less relevance for other audiences as in Japan  or  
Kazakhstan.  This is due to shared histories and language (with shared embedded emotion 
concepts), and particularly shared media and  popular culture from the UK and USA that 
help pattern emotions and modes of behaviour in similar ways. 648 

4.3. Data analysis 

4.3.1. Data analysis framework 
As the compatibility between critical realism and critical discourse studies has been 
established per Benjamin B anta, 649 the present research draws from work in that tradition 
to synthesise a framework that permits the analysis of discursive effects as the outcome of a 
particular mechanism such as blame. 650 

Sten Hansson utilises Wodak et al Ʉs Discourse Historical Appr oach (ɃDHAɄ).651  In this 
approach, it is necessary to identify main topics, consider context, identify the 
macrostructure (what is ɃphysicallyɄ included in an article) and microstructure (identifying 
discursive strategies of nomination, predication, argume ntation, perspectivisation, 
mitigation and intensification). 652  There is a particular focus on context, which as 
highlighted in 2.4 Defining blame , is vital to consider when discussing blame: audiences may 
draw their own conclusions abou t blame based on context, thus altering potential effects.  
However, the DHA cannot examine the effects of blame, simply locate it within text.  Norman 
FaircloughɄs approach, which ɇcan be seen as a variant of Bhaskar Ʉs Ƀexplanatory critique ɄɈ,653 
suffers t he same ailment.  It can assist in identifying a ɃdiscourseɄ in the form of a Ƀsocial 
wrongɄ, but not the effects of a specific discursive practice.  

Turning to work in rhetoric, George McHendry and Nicholas Paliewicz use ɃassemblageɄ 
theory in analysing ho w a particular type of ɃfascisticɄ argument that generates particular 

 
646 Per Pascal Vennesson, ɇA case study is a research strategy based on the in-depth empirical investigation 
of one, or a small number, of phenomena in order to explore the configuration of each case, and to 
elucidate features of a larger class  of (similar) phenomena, by developing and evaluating theoretical 
explanationsɈ.  Vennesson, ɃCase Studies and Process TracingɄ, 466. 
647 See 3.3.3.d) Emotions as concepts. 
648 See discussion of emotional acculturation in 3.3.4.a) Culture and acculturation, and 3.3.2 Feeling structures. 
649 Banta, ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ. 
650 Blame as a discursive practice acts as a mechanism and has causal power to produce effects.  See also 
4.2.1 Multiple realities . 
651 Hansson, ɃThe Discursive Micro-Politics of Blame AvoidanceɄ. 
652 Wodak and Reisigl, ɃThe Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA)Ʉ. 
653 Fairclough, ɃA Dialectical-Relational Approach to Critical Discourse Analysis in Social ResearchɄ, 91. 
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Ƀhostile affects Ʉ works. 654  This involves charting an assemblage ɀessentially, the network of 
bodies making a certain claim ɀand selecting a node/s of that assemblage (a particular 
person or organisation).  The researcher then seeks indication of items such as argument 
ɃaestheticsɄ (limiting possible acceptable arguments, controlling what is thinkable and 
reasonable) and ɃaffectɄ.  The framework points to the power of the speaker (assemblag e) in 
a certain space (territory) and how bodies are co -opted into discourse (some can speak  and 
are normalised; others are excluded and pathologised).  It permits the analysis of emotions 
as part of an argument.  However it again does not permit for analy sis of effects beyond the 
ɃspreadɄ of a certain discourse, and how that discourse operates within text. 655 

Jean Carabine takes a genealogical approach to establish a Ƀhistory of the present Ʉ: how did 
this discourse become this way in this time?656  It requires identifying context (the 
background to the issue and power/knowledge networks of the period); identifying the 
themes, categories, and objects of discourse; looking for evidence of an inter -relationship 
between discourses; identifying discursi ve strategies and techniques employed; looking for 
absences and silences, resistances and counter -discourses; examining the effects of the 
discourse; and considering the limitations of discourse.  Strengths of this framework include 
looking for absences an d silences, resistances and counter -discourses (as sites of potential 
contestation, important in a critical project), explicitly identifying the need to consider 
limitations, and above all, considering the effects of the discourse. 657 

Due to the lack of a ɃperfectɄ fit for analysing a discursive practice under a critical realist 
ontology, let alone the effects of that practice, the present research develops its framework 
from the above as follows.  It draws most significantly from Carab ine, given their inclusion of 
effects, while removing those items irrelevant for analysis of a particular practice658 and 
incorporating the strengths of other major approaches taken above:  

 
654 Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃPost-Dialectics and Fascistic Argumentation in the Global Climate Change 
DebateɄ. 
655 Personal correspondence with the authors indicates they are continuing to work on analysis of post -
dialectic and fascistic  argument, and anticipate that blame could be one such type of argument.  As the area 
of post -dialectic argument research is very new, frameworks of analysis are in their nascent stages.  
656 Carabine, ɃUnmarried Motherhood 1830-1990: A Genealogical AnalysisɄ. 
657 Carabine's framework is not as well -known as those of Wodak (Discourse Historical Approach) or 
Fairclough, for example.  However, as of March 2021, it did have 654 citations per Google Scholar's 'cited by' 
function, including work in political science (e. g. Eräranta and Kantola, ɃThe Europeanization of Nordic 
Gender EqualityɄ.). 
658 I.e. 'Themes', as blame can't have a 'theme', simply appear in conjunction with certai n discourses; 
'looking for evidence of an interrelationship between discourses', as blame is not a discourse and it is 
unclear how discursive practices would interact ɀnoting that the other appearances of blame in its 'social 
good' role do appear in the pro ffered framework; and 'identify discursive strategies and techniques 
employed', as blame itself is presumed to be the 'discursive strategy'.  
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1. Identify context .  This includes the background to the issue 659 and t he assemblages 
involved. 660  For the present research, it includes EU ȿUK relations, concurrent issues in 
the lead -up to the referendum, the campaigns and how they relate to one another , 
and who voted Leave/Remain .  This is the topic of E1. 

2. Identify performa nce .  This means identifying how and where blame is performed, 
and is considered in E2.661  Additionally:  
A) In which discursive contexts is it used?  By whom? 662  In the Brexit campaign, 
were Leave and Remain blaming in the same way, or talking about the sa me things?  
What is blamed ɃforɄ? 
B) Who are the subjects and objects of the practice? 663  What roles are created, and 
who is accorded those roles?  (E.g. blamee, victim, beneficiary, blamer.)   

3. Identify effects .664  What does exogenous (third -party ) blame do to its audience? 665  
Given this research focuses on vilification, and that this relates  to what people ɃfeelɄ as 
a result of blame, investigation of effects is centred on what people feel after 
consuming blame.  As indicated in 4.2.5 The research spiral , in the course of research, 
victim identification as an effect of blame became necessary to understanding the 
secondary pathway for vilification.  Endogenous blaming or counter -blaming 
(collectively, Ƀ(re)blamingɄ) in response to consuming exogenous blame Ƀfrom the 
outsideɄ is also considered, as it has implications for the spread of blame and 
therefore potential spread of vilification .666  Effects are considered in E3 and E4. 

4. Identify points of resistance and contestation .667  Particularly, what counter -
techniques appear (e.g. rebuttal/contestation, credit)?  This is essential to consider in 
light of Ƀcausal powersɄ as described in 4.2.1 Multiple realities .  Blame may have the 
Ƀpotential Ʉ, the causal power, for vilification, but other mechanisms can act to mediate 
or mitigate this so that expected vilification does not appear.  Whose perspective s are 
apparent, and whose are not? 668  Contestation is the topic of E5. 

 
659 Per Carabine and also the DHA, Wodak and Reisigl, ɃThe Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA)Ʉ.. 
660 Per Paliewicz and McHendry Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen Good Arguments Do Not WorkɄ; Paliewicz 
and McHendry Jr, ɃPost-Dialectics and Fascistic Argumentation in the Global Climate Change DebateɄ; 
Deleuze and Guattari, ɃA Thousand PlateausɄ. 
661 The notion of what a practice prescribes or allows could be included as part of performance ɀas a 
handshake can be used to ' seal a deal' or 'begin a relationship', what is blame 'supposed' to do?  This would 
be reflected in 'calls to action'.  However, given there was a clear and consistent call to action for blame in 
the present research ɀthe EU is to blame, and therefore peopl e should vote out of the EU to get away from 
itɀit was considered both a distraction and out -of-scope when considering the vilification that precedes 
such a vote.  
662 Per Carabine, the themes/categories/objects of discourse; the DHA (identifying topics of te xt). 
663 Per Carabine; note also that this relates to nomination and perspectivisation per the DHA.  
664 Per Carabine; experimentation as anticipated under critical realism.  
665 Effects on 'speakers' as the parties that 'do' the blame (blamers) are not considered, due to lack of access 
to internal mental states of campaigners.  See also 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, and proofs. 
666 This spread reflects Paliewicz and McHendry's concerns.  
667 Per Carabine; this incorporates limitations.   It implies retroductive inference and the formation of 
critique per 4.2.4 Eight steps fo r conducting a critical study . 
668 This incorporates absences and silences, per Carabine.   See discussion of Steven LukesɄ second face of 
powerɀsetting the agenda ɀin E5. 
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This framework necessitates the collection of several types of data: that which will illustrate 
context, data wherein performance  can be identified, data that helps to produce and/or 
examine effects, and data where points of resistance and contestation can  be identified.  
Data sources selected were therefore existing research, campaign materials, text from ɃThe 
MetroɄ free newspaper, a survey -experiment, and focus groups/interviews.  This was aligned 
to each step of the research framework as shown in Table 7.  See also source justification in 
4.4 Data sources , below.  

Table 7: Data framework and sources used 

Step Data sources 
Identify context  ɡ Historical and educational texts, existing research 

ɡ Campaign materials 
Identify performance  ɡ Campaign materials 

ɡ Metro newspaper 
ɡ Survey-experiment (źSEŻ) 
ɡ Focus groups and interviews (źFGIsŻ) 

Identify effects  ɡ SE 
ɡ FGIs 

Identify points of 
resistance and 
contestation  

ɡ Campaign materials 
ɡ Metro newspaper 
ɡ SE 
ɡ FGIs 

Ẇ 

With the overall data analysis framework established, there is still the need to be more 
specific.  This research makes extensive use of coding for both conducting quantitative 
conte nt analysis and identifying qualitative themes, and in some cases the process is 
obvious: the person ɃspeakingɄ is coded with their name (e.g. Arron Banks, Nigel Farage) or 
role (MetroTalk ɀpro -Remain commenter).  Talk about Ƀthe economy Ʉ is coded as ɃeconomyɄ 
and so on. 669  In other cases it is less obvious: how may the performance of blame per (2), 
effects per (3), or contestation per (4) be identified?  As these are central to the research, the 
process of identification is considered in some detail here.  

4.3.2. Recognising blame 
Blame in this research is understood as a discursive practice in which a speaker makes a 
claim that a party has done (or is doing) a harmful thing. 670  Identifying blame therefore 
means identifying, at a minimum, the Ƀharmful thing Ʉ and the  ɃpartyɄ (blamee).  The former 
must always be present for an instance of blame ɀif it is a helpful , rather than harmful , thing, 
it would instead be an instance of credit.  

In discussing blameɄs function as an argument, Hansson notes that parts may be left 
implicit, with the audience an active participant in drawing their own conclusions based on 

 
669 See codebook at Annex: Codeb ook. 
670 ǏŸǑŸǐ #ӃJªX Z­³ źMX «zŻ Æ´ MӃJªX Z­³ źT­ «zŻ  
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their shared context. 671 Key parts of the argument, including data or warrant, ma y be 
absent. 672 He therefore points to the need for ɇnon-linguistic contextual knowledgeɈ to 
understand blame; blame is embedded in a wider discursive context. 673 

Given this role of contextual information in completing blame and that the researcher is not 
herself British, only the most explicit instances of blame are used in analysis.  Note that the 
harmful thing must belong to the present or past ɀa harmful thing taking place in the future 
is here considered an instance of ɃthreatɄ rather than ɃblameɄ. 

Exampl es 

1: Mr McCluskey and his allies are intent on turning the Labour Party into a grassroots 

resistance movement to fight Tory cuts and union laws.674 

In this example, it is not certain that ɇturning the Labour Party into a grassroots resistance 
movementɈ is definitively a bad thing; further, it is ambiguous whether this is something 
that is happening now or something that may happen as future.  As such it is not considered 
blame.  

2: We received approximately £433 million in agricultural subsidies and structural 

funds during the 2014/15 financial year, leaving a net shortfall of approximately £67 

million. This gap will widen as other countries receive a greater share of EU support.675 

There is a negative event ɀthe shortfall of 67 million ɀbut no definite perpetra tor, partly 
facilitated by the passive construction of the sentence.  However, the context of the 
statement is a pro -Brexit/anti -EU pamphlet, in which case it could be understood that the 
unmentioned perpetrator is the EU.  To avoid analytical problems aro und ambiguous 
statements, such instances were coded separately as Ƀimplied blameɄ.  The blamee in this 
scenario would therefore be Ƀimplied EUɄ rather than simply ɃEUɄ.676 

3: the EU has gone to great lengths to conceal chapters of the TTIP agreement from 

the public677 

 
671 ɇ[A]nalysts may need a lot of non-linguistic contextual knowledge to grasp what kind of common ground 
with the audience at hand the arguer presumes, and how this knowledge can be exploited for the pur poses 
of persuasionɈ. Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ, 234. 
671 There may be a lack of explicit data (1), warrant (2), or assignation of blame (3).  E.g. (1) ɇWe all know who 
was really behind our current situation, donɄt we?Ɉ (The current situation is presumed to be both ɃbadɄ and 
ɃknownɄ; the ɃwhoɄ is presumed to be known and easily produced by the audience.); (2) and (3) ɇThere was a 
broken glass on the floor, and then I look out the window to see Andy playing innocently outside.Ɉ (There is 
the data of Ƀbroken glassɄ, and of ɃAndy playing outsideɄ, but no warrant explicitly connecting the two, and no 
explicit claim of culpability; however, it can be concluded that Andy is likely to be questioned in the 
matterɍ!) 
671  Hansson, 242.  
 
 
674 Hall, ɃWhy Union Bosses Are Walking into a TrapɄ. 
675 Leave.EU, ɃNorthern Irish CaseɄ. 
676 See Annex: Codebook . 
677 Leave.EU, ɃAll Quiet on the TTIP FrontɄ. 
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Here, ɃconcealmentɄ of the TTIP chapters is understood to be a harmful thing the EU has 
done; thus it is an instance of blame.  

4: Once upon a time, a bright spark (no pun intended) in Brussels was sold the concept 

of Diesel engines being both more fuel efficient and less polluting, namely the dreaded 

NJ³M­« T ­È TXŸ (Ä³­°XŻ´ NJ³ ªJ«ÄZJNºÄ³X´ º­­¦ ­« M­J³T º|X N|JӃӃX«zXŸ  «T º|XÉ JӃӃ

lived happily ever after! Well not exactly  Ź & X´XӃ ªJÉ |XӃ° ´JÆX º|X °ӃJ«Xº  « J

NX«ºÄ³ÉŻ´ º ªXŵ MÄº Z­³ «­Çŵ J ´ºJ«TJ³T X«z «XŻ´ «­È ­Ä´ ZÄªX´ °­´X J ӃXº|JӃ º|³XJºŸ678 

Here, there is a clear bad event (diesel standards creating a lethal threat), and perpetrator 
(the Ƀbright sparkɄ in Brussels).  It is an instance of blame. 

5: As a consequence of EEC accession, the last 40 years has seen a decimation of the 

British fishing industry 679 

Again this is a clear instance of blame, in this case of the European Economic Community 
that preceded the EU; it is at fault for the ɇdecimation of the British fishing industryɈ. 

Instances  of blame were coded according to who was blamed, so that (2) above in its 
entirety would be coded Ƀimplied EUɄ and (3) as ɃEUɄ.  Where two or more parties were 
blamed for a given thing, each party was coded as a blamee, so it would be counted as an 
instan ce of blame against each party.  Where multiple harmful things were accorded to a 
party, e.g. ɇ[Brussels imposes] excessive costs  and regulations Ɉ,680 it was coded for ɃblameɄ 
as well as ɃcostsɄ and Ƀregulations Ʉ; i.e. what the blame was ɃforɄ is captured through cross -
referencing blamees with discourses in which that blame appears. 681  Additional information 
may also be present, for example about the speaker (blamer), any victims of the harmful act 
(victims), or beneficiaries (those who have be nefited from the harmful act), and these were 
likewise coded.  

4.3.3. Recognising (un)victims 
As illustrated in 4.2.5 The research spiral , it became apparent in the course of research that 
ɃvictimsɄ were important to understanding vilification via blame.  Later still it became 
apparent that participants in the survey -experiment were proacti vely Ƀuncreating Ʉ victims, 
where they would acknowledge something harmful was happening, but this did not matter 
or they did not care.  They were proactive in delegitimising victims or their suffering, thus in 
a sense arguing againstɀcontestingɀthe blame t hrough ɃunmakingɄ the ɃharmɄ. 

Victims were simple to identify in blame, through noting whom the Ƀharmful thing Ʉ was being 
done to.  In example (5) above, ɇAs a consequence of EEC accession, the last 40 years has 
seen a decimation of the British fishing industry Ɉ, the British fishing industry suffers and 
thus would be coded as victim.  

 
678 Leave.EU, ɃDie-Sell a LieɄ. 
679 Leave.EU, ɃFishy BusinessɄ. 
680 Emphasis added. Hope, ɃArron BanksɄ Leave.EU Referendum Campaign Launches Formal Bid to Merge 
with Rival Vote LeaveɄ. 
681 This is described further in  6.2.2 What did the campaigns talk about?. 
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Victim uncreation was more challenging: either the ɃharmɄ or the ɃvictimɄ must be unmade.  
The harmful consequences embedded in blame and related possibility of victimisation must 
be noted, in conjunction with a statement of uncaring ( ɇMy area does not suffer from 
flooding, so indifferent Ɉ: the victim does not deserve socially pr escribed compassion), 682 or 
victim blaming ( ɇpeople choosing to buy homes near flood plains are deciding upon that risk 
for themselves Ɉ: they are not victims, because they chose it), or erasure through comparison 
(ɇDoesnɄt feel to close to home and it Ʉs worse in other countries Ɉ: they are not victim enough 
to be worthy of the status).  

4.3.4. Recognising vilification 
The present research posits a villain as somebody who is bad/strong/active, and whom we 
feel negatively towards. 683  None of this requires that a villai n is explicitly labelled a villain: 
people can have Ƀvillain -type feelingsɄ towards a party without ever calling them Ƀthe bad 
guyɄ.  Labelling can and does take place ɀas with the ɃAxis of EvilɄ post -9/11ɀbut it is not 
necessary. 

Identifying vilification t hen, the creation of a villain, means identifying the elements of ɃbadɄ, 
ɃstrongɄ, ɃactiveɄ, and Ƀnegative feelings towards Ʉ.  The first three of these are already implied 
by blame: the Ƀharmful thing Ʉ is ɃbadɄ, and the blamee is ɃactiveɄ in doing it and ɃstrongɄ 
enough to have done so.  This leaves Ƀnegative feeling towards Ʉ.684  This already limits the 
emotions that can be associated with vilification, as emotions do not always take clear  
agentic  ɃothersɄ as objects in English; one can feel angry ɃatɄ, dislike ɃtowardsɄ, or fear ɃofɄ 
somebody, but not content ɃatɄ somebody. 685 

Recognising a villain  created via blame then means identifying a blamee toward whom 
people experience a negative emotion.  In the present research, this is described as the  
ɃdirectɄ path of vilification; where blame immediately incurs a negative emotion towa rds the 
blamee, they become a villain.  It is emerged during focus groups/interviews (ɃFGIsɄ), and 
examined using the survey -experiment (ɃSEɄ). 

During the FGIs, a secondary mechanism for vilification via blame, where by people feel 
compassion towards victim s and then turn against the blamee, is identified.  Locating this 

 
682 See 7.4 Why we fee l that way , 3.2.6.a) Feeling for victims. 
683 See 3.2 The art of character work and Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
684 'Negative' emotion means an emotion with negative 'valence' ɀit 'feels bad' to experience.  Examples 
include anger, fear, hatred, dislike, and worry.  
685 It is not clear that Ƀcontent withɄ is other -oriented, and it does not indicate agency (activeness) as n eeded 
of a villain.  ɃContent with his behaviour Ʉ is contentment with a non -agentic object; Ƀcontent with him Ʉ 
appears to diminish  the object.  ɃGuiltyɄ does not take an Other  as a direct object.  Daniel Batson et al make 
a related observation for Ƀempathetic concernɄ, referred to as compassion in this thesis.  (See also Zaki, The 
War for Kindness..)  It must have a certain Ƀother-orientednessɄ such that it ɇinvolves feeling for  the otherɈ.  
Sorrow, distress, and concern can be felt with or without such other -orientation; sorrow in general or for 
ourselves, versus sorrow for anotherɄs circumstances.  Batson, Lishner, and Stocks, ɃThe EmpathyȿAltruism 
HypothesisɄ, 2.  See also discussion in Shargel, ɃEmotions without ObjectsɄ, 833.; he points out that ɇit is one 
thing to say that a person made you angry, and another to say that your anger is in any meaningful sense 
directed at that personɈ.  This thesis does establish the requisite Ƀangry atɄ (etc), in 7.4 Why we fee l that way . 
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Ƀcompassion back -handɄ as an indirect mode of vilification  requires that a participant (a) 
identifies a victim (b) expresses compassion for that victim (c) expresses negative feeling 
towards  the blamee or Ƀturning against Ʉ them as a result.  While this mechanism is visible 
and accessible in people Ʉs descriptions during the FGIs, it was not specifically examined 
using the SE.  This highlights a benefit of critical methodological pluralism, as mixed 
methods help to emerge mechanisms that might not otherwise be visible.  

Note that while labelling is not necessary to identify a villain, it may help substantiate it.  If 
somebody ɃfeelsɄ a party is a villain, then when asked to characterise that part y, they may 
use characterological terms such as ɃbadɄ, ɃevilɄ, or ɃfascistɄ, or cultural ɃvillainɄ tropes such as 
Ƀwicked step -parentɄ.  Such labelling was noted in FGIs to help substantiate the vilifying 
effects of blame during the Brexit campaign.  

4.3.5. Recognising emotions 
People experience different emotions for different reasons in different contexts, and they 
express those emotions differently. 686  Given the nature of emotions as constructed, it was 
not considered appropriate ɀor feasibleɀto take a physiological approach to identifying 
emotions, for example, by measuring heart rates.  

Koschut poses two broad strategies for studying emotions in discourse ɀcontextualising 
emotions, or examining Ƀaffective potentialɄ in texts.  Contextualising emotions ɇmoves from 
interpreting the meaning of single or multiple emotion words or phrases to contextualizing 
their meaning by looking at how those expressions are directed at and resonate with 
particular audiencesɈ.687  It incorporates methods such as examining emo tional othering, 
stigmatisation and naming and shaming, and non -verbal and non -linguistic forms of 
emotion discourse.  The first of these start from the premise that discursive practices are, by 
themselves, evidence of emotions ɀinappropriate in the current  context, where there is an 
attempt to problematise the relationship between blame and emotions ; the latter relies on 
interpretation of images , which is not the focus of the current research .  KoschutɄs alternate 
strategy , identifying affective potential,  includes options such as identifying emotion terms 
(e.g. ɃhappyɄ, ɃhappilyɄ), emotional connotations (e.g. for the words ɃgenocideɄ or ɃterroristɄ), or 
emotion metaphors/comparisons/analogies (e.g. Ƀfloods of refugeesɄ, Ƀdark abyssɄ).  While the 
latter two  are certainly interesting when considering feeling structures and rules, they 
require the researcher to interpret the words of others ɀɇlooking behind the wordsɈ.688  It is 
this interpretation  that is taken to indicate a speakerɄs feelings (or intentions in 
performance).  As such, the first method ɀidentifying emotion terms ɀwas considered the 
most appropriate method in the current work.  This avoids the researcherɄs own emotion 
concepts affecting data processing and therefore interpretation .689  

 
686 See 3.3 Constructing emotions. 
687 Koschut, The Power of Emotions in World Politics, 10. 
688 Wiggins, Discursive Psychology, 4. 
689 Simon Koschut points out that "affective experience in and of itself is not directly observable"; emotions 
can be indicated directly (explicit) and indirectly ("I want to rip his head off").  Koschut, The Power of Emotions 
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As such, only explicitly labelled emotions in the data are used in the present research ɀfor 
example, where a focus group or survey -experiment participant says ɇit scares meɈ, ɇitɄs 
scaryɈ.  This enables a more objective identification by the researcher, while not 
circum scribing the subjective experiences of research participants by limiting what they can 
say and therefore validly ɃfeelɄ (e.g. by choosing from a drop-down list) or re -interpreting 
what interlocutors ɃappearɄ to be feeling through the researcherɄs own cultural lens. 690  It is 
only ɃmoreɄ objective in that participants are expressing emotions to the researcher  and thus 
there is an element of performance ; however, given emotions are experienced within 
individuals, it is only through language that we can come to  gain an indication of what 
people feel. 691  To this, note that survey -experiment participants were assured of their 
privacy and confidentiality, and as such presumably had little incentive to be disingenuous 
about their emotions ɀthere was little disciplini ng effect from the presence of the 
researcher, and the purpose of the survey -experiment was obscured to limit performativity .  
One limitation could be where the participants themselves do not know what they feel, 
though there was no reason to expect at the outset of the research that there would be 
general differences in emotional intelligence between groups. 692 Another limitation is that 
there could have been increased performance effects where focus group and interview 
interlocutors were interacting wit h the researcher or other participants directly.  

Each emotion identified was coded with its name. 693  Different forms of the same word were 
collected, such that Ƀfrustrated Ʉ and Ƀfrustrating Ʉ are both considered to refer to the same 
emotion, as do ɃafraidɄ, ɃfearfulɄ and ɃfearɄ (but not ɃscaredɄ). 

Note though that e motion concepts may be related, per Joshua Conrad Jackson et al, who 
used colexification analysis to illustrate how emotion concepts are related in different 
languages.694  Consider the respective positions of ɃsurpriseɄ and ɃjoyɄ in the  language families 
shown in Figure 14, or the presence of shame in the Austroasiatic figure but its absence in 
the Indo -European  map . 

 
in World Politics, 36.  He further says  that indirect indications "reveal an implicit theory of emotional 
reactions" embedded in "larger social understandings".  The researcher wished to avoid interpolation of her 
own social understandings to improve internal validity of the research.  See also  3.3.4 Recognising emotions, 
and discussion of self -report methods in Mar et al., ɃEmotion and Narrative FictionɄ. 
690 See also discussions of emotional expressivity at 7.4.7 Are Remainers just emotional snowflakes? . 
691 Discursive psychologists argue that ɇthere are no mental states that we can access without language , ɍ as 
soon as we might try to  represent or identify thoughts, feelings and so on, they become produced (or 
interpreted) through language. Ɉ  Wiggins, Discursive Psychology, 25. 
692 See 7.4.7 Are Remainers just emotional snowflakes?  and 10.4.2 Emotional granularity and i mproving 
Ƀemotional intelligenceɄ. 
693 See Annex: Codebook , and also discussion in Margarete Sandelowski at all on quantitising data 
rendering edges between objects.  Sandelowski, Voils, and Knafl, ɃOn QuantitizingɄ. 
694 Jackson et al., ɃEmotion Semantics Show Both Cultural Variation and Universal StructureɄ. 
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Figure 14: Colexification of emotion concepts in Austroasiatic and Indo -European languages, from Jackson et 
al695 

 

As suggested by the above figure, wherein emotions are organised in regular and 
predictable ways within a given language family, relations between emotion concepts can 
best be understood by somebody accultured into a particular culture or language.  The 
researcher, who previously lived in the UK, has used this as justification for some very 
limited emotion grouping in the current research, as shown in Table 8.  This group ing was 
performed only where the researcher understood words as broadly synonymous (happy, 
glad), intimately related (surprised as a slightly more positive version of shocked), or part of 
an escalating scale (ɃannoyedɄ as meaning Ƀa bit angryɄ).696  Any grouping is indicated in the 

research using a tilde (~), and occasionally in tables with use of all capital letters and a + 
symbol.  

The researcher preferred to leave emotions ungrouped wherever possible, to more 
accurately reflect participants Ʉ experiences; h owever, this was not always realistic when it 
came to conducting quantitative forms of analysis due to the small sample sizes that would 
be involved.  

Identifying villains via identifying blamees towards whom people had negative feelings could 
therefore be conducted by analysing text for intersections of blamees and negative 
emotions.  People Ʉs own descriptions of when they felt a certain way could be used to give 
further context, to both ɃdirectɄ vilification and the Ƀcompassion backhand Ʉ. 

 

 
695 Jackson et al., 1518. 
696 See also codebook at Annex: Codebook  and 7.1.2 Anger and annoyance . 
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Table 8: Researcher emotion groupings for survey-experiment responses, with the number of instances indicated  

Group name Inclusions Group instances 

~Annoyed697 Annoyed (110), angry (63), exasperated(4), frustrated 
(42), irritated (20), miffed (1), narked (1) 

241 

Apathetic 698 apathetic (13), ambivalent (18), donŻt care (6), 
disinterested (5), donŻt/won Żt/wouldn Żt feel anything 
(7), neutral (44) , indifferent (86), meh (13), nothing in 
particular (2), not bothered (7), not 
interested/unint erested (6), unconcerned (4), 
undecided+ambivalent (1), unmoved (2) 

214 

~Compassion Empathetic (11), have-tried (80),699 sad (111), sorry 

(17), sympathetic (12)700 

231 

~Good Fine (80), good/ great (73), nice (4), okay (43), 
positive (13) 

213 

~Happy Happy happier happiest (96), content (44), glad (13), 
pleased (16) 

169 

~Relieved Relieved (60), reassured (6) 66 
~Scared Scared (6), afraid (1) 7 
~Surprised Surprised (20), shocked (9) 29 
~Worried  Worried (61), anxious (25), cautious (1), concerned 

(65), nervous (1), panicked (1), uneasy (1) 
156 

4.3.6. Resistance and contestation 
ɃContestation Ʉ is understood per its dictionary definition, ɇthe action or process of disputing 
or arguingɈ.701  There are however multiple ways in which  contestation of blame  can be 
done, including direct methods of arguing and more indirect contestation.  

The present research locates three forms of contestation: direct contestation, indirect 
contestation, and cont estation by changing subjects and objects.  The first of these is 
clearest to identify: (a) people refer to the blame and (b) they indicate disagreement with it.  
This takes the form of counter -blaming (blaming somebody else), rebuttal (saying it is 
untrue ), and naming and shaming blame as an inappropriate activity.  

Indirect contestation can take place where, instead of using blame, an actor uses an 
opposing practice.  In 2.4.3 #ӃJªX Z­³ źMX «zŻ Æ´ MӃJªX Z­³ źT­ «zŻ, Table 3 shows that blame is 
harmful and in the present/past, while a threat is harmful in the future, and credit refers to 
helpfulness in the present/past.  Where a discursive practice that varies fro m blame along 

 
697 'Annoye d' was more frequently expressed (110) than any other member of this group, including angry 
(63) and frustrated (42).  
698 This is not indicated with a tilde (~) as grouping was conducted from the outset when performing initial 
coding per Annex: Codebook , rather than after coding had been completed.  (Researcher error.)  
699 Includes contributed/contributing, have helped, taken action, done something, achievement, 
accomplishment, helpful, made a difference, did my part/bit, doing my best, useful, and have tried/a m 
trying , per the codebook at Annex: Codebook.  
700 ɃHave-triedɄ and ɃsadɄ may or may not relate just to victims; one can feel like they 'have tried' if they stop 
people throwing rubbish into canals in the blame -selves condition, for example.  Likewise, peopl e can feel 
generally sadɀfor instance about 'climate change' ɀrather than sad for victims specifically.  'Concerned' is 
included in the ~worried group, as 'concern' did not appear to predominantly relate to victims.  
701 ɃContestationɄ. 
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one dimension (time/helpfulness) is used, it is here understood as indirect contestation: the 
ɃspaceɄ for blame is instead occupied by something else.  ɃCreditɄ and ɃthreatsɄ are therefore 
identified in the same way as blame.  

Lastly, inspired  by Steven LukesɄ conception of Ƀlimiting the agenda Ʉ as a way of limiting what 
is said and therefore effective, 702 the research considers contestation by changing subjects 
and objects of blame.  This requires, particularly, identifying who speaks (as blame r/agenda -
setter) and who does not, vis-à-vis the Brexit assemblage deemed necessary by the data 
analysis framework; 703 Ƀno-blamingɄ, such that a harmful thing is done but no blamer is 
identified (removal of subject); and victim uncreation, so that the harmf ul thing is 
invalidated (removal of object).  

Contestation of blame is understood as a way to potentially mitigate  its effects, by removing 
or displacing the blame itself , or rendering its contents invalid or meaningless.  

4.3.7. Reading process and quote selection 
4.2.5 The research spiral  shows that reading and re -reading of materials gathered was 
conducted throughout the  course of research.  This was essential both to establish context, 
and to generate increased empathy with Brexiteers such as focus groups/interview (ɃFGIsɄ) 
participants (see discussion of method in 4.4 Data sources  below).  This empathy was 
necessary for the qualitative forms of analysis conducted in the present research, 704 which 
combined an initial Ƀfirst -personɄ perspective during data coding with later Ƀthird -personɄ 
perspective. 705  A Ƀfirst person Ʉ perspective aims to see the data ɀin the case of the FGIs, 
what is saidɀfrom the point of view of the interlocutor.  By immersing her self in 
information from the Metro and campaign materials , particularly the pro -Leave materials of 
Leave.EU and Farage, the researcher was able to get closer to the data and pro -Leave 
perspectives.  

ɃReadingɄ here refers to Ƀtraditional Ʉ reading materials (campaign materials, The Metro), but 
also FGI transcripts and survey -experiment responses.  It thus encompasses all data sources 
used for the present research.  The reading process moved from the general to the specific, 
while extracting  data from texts moved from the specific to the general as follows.  

4.3.7.a) Reading, from the general to the specific 
A deep familiarity with texts is necessary to conduct analysis of them, 706 and so all texts 
were read multiple times.   Reading of any given text wa s done in three phases: skimming, 

 
702 Lukes, Power: A Radical View.  Note the connection to ɃagencyɄ strategies outlined in Hood, whereby one 
method of avoiding blame is selecting institutional arrangements that reduce opportunities for blame.  
Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and the Blame GameɄ. 
703 See 5.3 The Brexit assemblage. 
704 Per Kathy Charmaz, "a deep understanding of stu died life means entering it". Charmaz, ɃPremises, 
Principles, and Practices in Qualitative ResearchɄ, 980. 
705 Watts, ɃUser Skills for Qualitative AnalysisɄ; Watts, ɃAnalysing Qualitative DataɄ. 
706 Wodak and Reisigl, ɃThe Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA)Ʉ; Carabine, ɃUnmarried Motherhood 1830-
1990: A Genealogical AnalysisɄ; Watts, ɃUser Skills for Qualitative AnalysisɄ. 
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scanning, and reading for deeper meaning ɀfrom the general to the specific. 707  The initial 
ɃskimɄ involves reading for general structure and keywords, notably those used in the 
heading(s) for the piece, granting initial und erstanding.  ɃScanningɄ is the first full read -
through, wherein all text in the piece is read and considered from the perspective of a 
Ƀnormal reader Ʉɀno attempt is made to consider how the text connects to other texts, 
persuasiveness, contestation etc.  T his is instead the task of the third phase, Ƀreading for 
deeper meaning Ʉ.  Data processing takes place at both the scanning (e.g. blame) and deeper 
meaning (e.g. shared topics, recurrent imagery, connection to other texts) phases.  

For the FGIs, the Ƀskimmi ngɄ phase was omitted, as the text was created in process with the 
researcher.  For these, multiple readings were (i) initial interview/focus group (verbal), (ii) 
transcription (each text listened to approximately twice), and (iii) two full read -throughs, 
employing scanning and reading for deeper meaning, of the typed transcript.  For the 
survey-experiment, skimming and scanning were conducted after the first approx.  500 
responses  were received ,708 and then all three phases of reading were performed on the f ull 
cleaned data set. 709 

4.3.7.b) Data processing: from the specific to the general 
To gain a deep contextual understanding of the Leave campaign and what blame may or 
may not have appeared, what was and was not spoken about, what blame appeared in 
those discourses,  and how this compared with the Remain campaign, the 223 texts from the 
ɃNewsɄ section of Leave.EU and then 25 ɃBritain Stronger In Europe Ʉ documents were 
selected for deeper review. 710  These texts were processed extensively, not looking just for 
ɃblameɄ or vilification, for example, but coding all recurrent topics, images, topoi, motifs, and 
speakers using MaxQDA.  This permitted for an initial understanding of interdiscursivity, in 
that the researcher could see how discourses on, for example, the economy,  intersected 
with blame ɀidentifying that the economy was blamed ɃforɄ.  It also had the effect of allowing 
the researcher to engage with any existing biases, by essentially reading to the point of 
indoctrination.  This permitted her to generate greater emp athy with participants in focus 
groups/interviews.  Once this improved understanding had been reached, this  intensive  
level of processing was applied to the 25 texts from the Remain campaign for comparison 
purposes.  Thence onwards, coding for the text -based data and SE responses focused on 
those items necessary for the present research, per the data analysis framework: blame, 
including topics of blame and subjects and objects; emotions; and contestation.  

 
707 The researcher used to work as an English as a Second Language teacher, and this terminology was 
learned during her Cambridge Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults (CELTA) course. 
708 See 4.2.5 The research spiral and 4.4.1.d) Participant recruitment . 
709 Data cleaning is discussed at 4.4.1 Survey-experiment. 
710 Given the extensive overlap between what was posted on the Leave.EU  'News' and 'Media' sections of its 
website, it was considered legitimate to select texts from just one of these locations.  Leave.EU's materials 
were specifically part of the Leave campaign, and were more accessible than those of Vote Leave; see 4.4 
Data sources. 
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This is essentially the process of qualitative (ethn ographic) content analysis, which requires 
familiarising oneself with the context in which texts are produced, becoming familiar with a 
small number of documents, generating categories (codes), testing them, and refining those 
codes as work continues.  It permits codes to emerge out of data, rather than approaching 
data with a pre -existing set of ideas, and recognises the significance of context; in short, it is 
highly suitable to critical and abductive research designs. 711 

Codes were grouped as shown in the  codebook at Annex: Codebook .  For example, the 
parent group of ɃEUɄ as blamee could include child codes ɃEU institutions Ʉ, ɃEU regulationsɄ, 
specific EU personnel, and so on.  This allowed for speaking in general terms (the EU was 
blamed forɍ.) as well as more specifically (EU regulations are a particular problemɍ).  
Where applicable, the same group and code names were used across data sources, to 
facilitate comparison. 712  Grouping is clearly marked throughout the empirical chapters.  

4.3.7.c) FGI data: from the first person to the third  
As above, data analysis moved from the first -person to third -person perspective, firstly 
reading from the perspective of the speaker before returning to process what they had said 
from the perspective of theory.  It is ne cessary to empathise, and to consider what elements 
participants might want the researcher to use to ensure that their overall viewpoint is 
communicated. 713  Data selection is primarily guided by what the participants themselves 
may have wished to convey, r ather than a framework set by the researcher: in keeping with 
abductive process, the point is to emerge others Ʉ lived experiences, rather than substantiate 
an existing theory. 714  This is highlighted in 4.2.5 The research spiral : the FGIs emerged 
anger 715 and compassion as relevant to vilification, through the researcherɄs employing 
empathetic listening to better understand what was said from the point of view of the 
participant.  Th ese findings  inspired a return to theory before analysis recommenced from a 
third -person perspective.  

4.3.7.d) Quote selection 
Per 4.3.4 Recognising vilification , the FGIs offered an opportunity to examine post -
referendum characterisation of the EU, helping substantiate that it was perceived as a 
ɃvillainɄ.  To this end, the researcher followed Simon W attsɄ process: identify ɃwhatɄ the 
participant is talking about and ɃhowɄ they are understanding/constructing that item , so that 
themes may be drawn out .716  The researcher therefore examined transcripts for mentions 
of the EU (ɃwhatɄ), and how it was const ructed (e.g. as a bureaucrat, as a wicked step -parent, 

 
711 Altheide and Schneider, ɃProcess of Qualitative Document AnalysisɄ; Altheide and Schneider, 
ɃEthnographic Content AnalysisɄ. 
712 Data was stored in three separate MaxQDA files: text -based data including Metro, MetroTalk, ads, and 
campaign materials; SE data; and FGI data.  
713 Watts, ɃUser Skills for Qualitative AnalysisɄ. 
714 Watts. 
715 Amongst other villain -type feelings; see 7.2 Making villains: the FGIs. 
716 Watts, ɃUser Skills for Qualitative AnalysisɄ, 6. 



Methodology  L. M. Skillen 

Data sources   |  134 

as an abusive lover).  Themes in constructions were then drawn out (e.g. as unwanted 
family), and a ɇpurposive sample Ɉ of quotes used to illustrate those themes. 717 

This same process is used for quote s election throughout the thesis, including when 
selecting quotes from survey -experiment responses, and when identifying what was blamed 
ɃforɄ in FGI responses.  Whenever quotes are used, all themes are represented, and quotes 
selected not just to support  the researcherɄs argument; rather, extracts are also sought that 
qualify, question, or contradict the researcher and existing literature. 718  Discussion of 
quotes adds value to the data, so that ɇmeanings and understandings already implicit Ɉ are 
ɇunpacked, dr awn out and amplified Ɉ.719 

Ẇ 

This section has developed a data analysis framework embedded in existing research and 
consistent with the tenets of critical realism.  It permits examination of effects and thereby 
underlying mechanisms that exist in the Ƀreal worldɄ, rather than simply the empirical world, 
and crucially permits for experimentation so that such mechanisms can be closely 
examined.  This framework, built around identifying context, performance, effects, and 
contestation, is then iterated in greate r deal and aligned to the research topic of vilification 
as an effect of blame in politics.  Specific steps to identify blame, victims (and unvictims), 
vilification, emotions, and contestation are each elaborated.  This identification is effected 
through r eading and ɃcodingɄ text, in preparation for quantitative and qualitative analysis 
alike.  Qualitative analysis makes extensive use of a Ƀfirst -personɄ perspective to emerge 
themes and identify quotes for selection; software tools used for quantitative forms of 
analysis based on identified codes are described in -context in the empirical chapters.  The 
next section describes how sources were selected, and  data collected.  

4.4. Data sources 
As shown in Table 7 above, a range of data sources were used for the present research.  In 
line with the critical, abductive research desi gn, each stage of data collection was informed 
by theory and previous steps in the research.  This meant materials were gathered and read 
throughout the course of research.  

A total of four ethics reviews were conducted and have been attached at Annex: Ethics 

Review Forms.  These include an ethics review for two versions of the survey -experiment, 
plus for the focus groups and interviews.  MaxQDA, a piece of software explicitly designed 
for mixed -methods research, was used to code and analyse all data, occasi onally 
supplemented by Excel for cleaning of survey-experiment results and SPSS for in -depth 
statistical analysis.   

 
717 See 7.2 Making villains: the FGIs, and full data at Annex: Suppose the EU was a person . 
718 Watts, ɃUser Skills for Qualitative AnalysisɄ, 7. 
719 Watts, 8. 
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This section will not reiterate the recursive process of data collection already discussed in 
4.2.5 The research spiral , nor the reading process per 4.3.7 Reading process and quote 
selection .  It instead focuses on how particular data was collected and why, with particular 
reference to the research design.  It firstly considers the survey -experiment, then focus 
groups and intervie ws, contextual data, The Metro, and campaign materials.  

4.4.1. Survey-experiment 
Experiments are important, if not necessary, for critical realist research.  They generate ɇa 
closure that rarely exists in the natural world Ɉ,720 enabling improved investigation of 
mechanisms and causal power. 721  Per 4.2.3 Abductive reasoning and a critical approach , the 
intention of the survey -experiment  used in the current research  was to generate, rather 
than test, theory; as such, there were no set hypotheses.  Work was instead guided by 
curiosity and by the abductive processes indicated in 4.2 Research design.   

The difference between theory generating and theory tes ting work, and the role of 
hypotheses in each, can be captured in the example of kicking a door.  On the one hand, 
there is ɇletɄs see what happens when I kick this doorɈ (exploration; theory generation) and 
on the other, ɇif I kick this door, my foot will hurtɈ (a hypothesis subject to verification; 
theory testing).   Even in theory generation, there still might be certain effects that are under 
examination: pain experienced in foot, damage to door, and so on.  The researcher 
commences the experiment with c ertain concepts, and certain foci, in mind, but is open to 
seeing what happens.  In the present research, after carefully delineating the ɃblameɄ that is 
under examination using the minimal definition of blame in 2.4.4, the effects of blame are 
subject to exploration .  Given the researcherɄs own concern with vilification , effects explored 
are those associated with vilification: primarily emotions, but also victim (un) creation and 
(re)blaming , as emerged during the research spiral (see 4.2.5).  Theory testing work might 
instead start with a hypothesis along the lines ɇwhen we hear blame from third parties, we 
feel angryɈɀbut this occludes other affective experiences and explanations necessary to 
identifying the ways in which blame makes villains in politics.  

A survey-experiment, rather than natural experiment, was selected as a straight -forward, 
implementable, and relatively inexpensive way of collecting data for the purposes of theory 
generation.  Per Gaines et al:  

żA|X ´Ä³ÆXÉ XÈ°X³ ªX«º  ´ XJ´É º­  ª°ӃXªX«º Jnd avoids many problems associated 

with cross-sectional and panel survey data. It clearly distinguishes cause and effect. 

When used with representative samples, therefore, survey experiments can provide 

firmly grounded inferences about real-world political  Jºº ºÄTX´ J«T MX|JÆ ­³ŸŽ722 

 
720 López, ɃCritical Realism: The Difference It Makes, in TheoryɄ, 76. 
721 Experimental research ɇengenders considerable confidence in the robustness and trustworthiness of 
causal findingsɈ, helping ensure strong internal validity.  Bryman, Social Research Methods, 50. 
722 Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk, ɃThe Logic of the Survey Experiment ReexaminedɄ, 2.  See E1. 
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This is far from the first time survey -experiments have been used in social science research, 
with a well -established history in communication and public opinion studies, 723 as well as 
specifically when researching the effects of blame .724  Typically, effects under examination 
concern Ƀhow much Ʉ blame is attributed to various actors after respondents consume blame 
or read about a harmful event, using Likert scales and question s along the lines ɇhow 
responsible is party X in this situation Ɉ. 

For instance, Michael Hameleers et al used survey -experiments to verify that blaming 
political elites leads Dutch citizens to become more likely to vote for populist parties ; that 
those high er in perceptions of relative deprivation are more likely to choose to read populist 
messages and then agree with blame if it is congruent with their existing beliefs; and that 
emotional blame attributions ɀfor example, ɇDutch citizens outraged  about worsen ing 
Labour market situation caused by EU Ʉs failing policyɈɀcause people with weak national 
identity attachment to accept and reiterate blame of the Dutch government. 725  Working 
with German university students, Martin Sievert et al find that public opinion in favour of 
blame leads to higher blame attributions, positing a role for social pressure. 726 

Andrew Healy et al used a survey-experiment  with 1015 American participants to help 
understand how blame was attributed for the US response to 9/11, showing that partisan 
bias is key to the allocation of blame even where partisanship should ostensibly not matter, 
and that this attribution is greater when the official is portrayed as functional ly responsible 
for the problem at hand.  Similarly, Neil Malhotra and Ale xander Kuo found that giving SE 
respondents officials Ʉ party affiliations led them to attribute blame to the other side.  James 
Tilley and Sara Hobolt likewise find that partisanship acts as a Ƀperceptual shield Ʉ when 
establishing who is to blame.  Healy e t al point out that this poses issues for democratic 
accountability, as even if Ƀour sideɄ does something bad while in office, they may not be 
punished for it. 727  

Several other authors investigate the effectiveness of blame avoidance strategies  using 
survey-experiments .  John Marvel and Amanda Girth explore whether outsourcing services 
to private contractors or the length of Ƀaccountability chains Ʉ affect blame attributions, with 

 
723 E.g. Gross, ɃFraming Persuasive AppealsɄ; Wagner, Mitchell, and Theiss-Morse, ɃThe Consequences of 
Political VilificationɄ; Siegel and Badaan, Ƀ#No2SectarianismɄ. 
724 Georg Wenzelburger and Felix Hörisch  note that  entirely qualitative explanations of blame make it 
ɇrather difficult to assess the explanatory powerɈ of blame avoidance strategiesɀas it is for isolating the 
effects of blame itself.  Wenzelburger and Hörisch, ɃFraming Effects and Comparative Social Policy ReformɄ, 
162. 
725 Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃɇThey Did ItɈɄ, 893; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃSelective Exposure to 
Populist CommunicationɄ; Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃFraming BlameɄ. 
726 Sievert et al., ɃThe Power of Conformity in CitizensɄ BlameɄ. 
727 Healy, Kuo, and Malhotra, ɃPartisan Bias in Blame AttributionɄ; Malhotra and Kuo, ɃAttributing BlameɄ; 
Tilley and Hobolt, ɃIs the Government to Blame?Ʉ; Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?  See also Kathleen 
Donovan et al, who note the increasing relevance of partisanship on presidential approval in the US: 
ɇcurrent levels of polarization are strong enough to negate what has traditionally been one of the primary 
movers of leadership evaluat ions: subjective evaluations of the economyɈ.  Donovan et al., ɃMotivated 
Reasoning, Public Opinion, and Presidential ApprovalɄ, 1213. 
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mixed results; Kathleen McGraw finds that justifications work bett er to attenuate blame 
attributions than do excuses, while working with UK audiences, Raanan Sulitzeanu -Kenan 
finds public inquiries do little to defray blame attributions to the initiating party. 728 

However, while the present work does consider blame attrib utions in the form of 
(re)blamingɀwhen an interlocutor consumes blame and then either re -blames that same 
party or instead counter -blames somebody else ɀits primary concern is not how much 
attributions shift as an outcome of consuming blame as in the above studies. 729  Rather, it is 
concerned with the emotional, vilifying effects.  

With that in mind, work by Kimberly Gross and Lisa DɄAmbrosio becomes particularly 
interesting.  They used different ɃframesɄ730 around the Los Angeles race riots to consider 
whether  different framing would lead to different emotions.  Their survey -experiment 
included a vignette recounting the riots (a ɃdescriptiveɄ frame), and then the same vignette 
followed by a section on Ƀcauses of the unrestɄ.  This section either focused on perpetrators 
(ɃdispositionalɄ frame) or situational causes such as unemployment and poverty (ɃsituationalɄ 
frame). 731  Following the vignette, they asked participants to rate how they felt, in the form 
ɇwhile reading the article did you feel [emotion]Ɉ, with the list of emotions consisting of 
ɃangryɄ, ɃsympatheticɄ, ɃdisgustedɄ, ɃpityɄ, and ɃafraidɄ.  They found some non-significant 
differences, such as fewer respondents feeling angry in response to the situational frame. 732 

Breaking down their results by measure s of racial resentment and political ideology, Gross 
and DɄAmbrosio found that racially resentful respondents were less likely to experience 
disgust after the descriptive and situational frames, but not after the dispositional frame 
that tied the riots to (predominantly Black) authors.  They had several other findings, for 
instance that politically liberal participants were angrier, including in response to the 
situational frame.  

However, Gross and DɄAmbrosioɄs work, while illustrative and interesting, does differ in 
several key ways from the present study.  Firstly, they do not isolate blame ; even the 
descriptive article contains blame.  It opens with ɇFor residents... it Ʉs been two days of 
vandals and looters roaming the streets, carloads of young men atta cking pedestrians and 
uncounted fires burning out of control Ɉ then explain s the riots were caused by white police 
officers beating a Black motorist, before going on to say that the riots had resulted in 38 
dead, more than 1000 injured, and city blocks in r uinsɀeven referring explicitly to Ƀvictims of 

 
728 Marvel and Girth, ɃCitizen Attributions of Blame in Third-Party GovernanceɄ; McGraw, ɃManaging BlameɄ; 
Sulitzeanu -Kenan, ɃIf They Get It RightɄ. 
729 It does take a similar approach to Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃFraming BlameɄ., where the authors 
give an open -ended question to establish who is at fault and then code the blamees that arise.  H ameleers 
et al follow this question by presenting potential blamees and asking for each blameeɄs level of 
responsibility, which the present study does not do.  
730 See Chong and Druckman, ɃFraming TheoryɄ. 
731 Jane gives a practical example of this, illustrating that the internet is framed ɇas a place that is inherently 
dangerousɈ (situational) ɇrather than a place where some humans go and commit harmful deedsɈ 
(dispositional).  Jane, ɃMisogyny OnlineɄ, 80. 
732 Gross and DɄAmbrosio, ɃFraming Emotional ResponseɄ. 
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violenceɄ (p. 22).  Effectively, this means there is no Ƀno-blameɄ vignette that could act as a 
control to isolate the effects of blame specifically, despite that study wishing to investigate 
how different caus al attribution frames function.  Further, the ɃdispositionalɄ frame, other 
than containing (intentionally) racist arguments, gives a multitude of potential blamees 
(immigrant groups, Blacks, inner city residents) and presents situational causes (a lack of 
economic opportunities), though later shutting this down.  Thus the study is related  to , but 
not as specific as , the current work.  

Additionally, the authors may have primed emotions by giving a set of closed questions, 733 
noting that this also limited their ability to identify new possible emotional outcomes as in 
the present study.  W hile they ask people why they feel a certain way, they code this 
information with explanations (e.g. violation of behaviour or political norms) rather than 
whom em otions are atɀnecessary to understanding vilification.  As such, there is still a 
need for the present research.  

The present research then makes a contribution by locating multiple vilifying effects of 
exogenous blame, through a survey -experiment designed to capture both boundless 
emotional effects and the meaning given to those effects by participants.   It extends the 
research agenda for work on blame and supports that on framing per Gross and 
DɄAmbrosio. 

4.4.1.a) Design 
There are several potential pitfalls in use of survey -experiments, as highlighted by Brian 
Gaines et al.  These are addressed as follows:  

¶ They note the necessity for a control group, as it is only by ɇ[c]omparing the 
decisions, judgments, or behaviors of the respondents in the treatment group to 
those in the control groupɈ that the ɇcausal effects under investigationɈ can be 
revealed.  As such, the current study includes a control group that is exposed to a 
vignette with no blame. 734  The ɃtreatmentɄ vignettes contain blame. 

¶ Survey-experiments do not tend to capture the duration  of effects.  They capture a 
moment in time, while in politics, results ɇdepend crucially on how long the effects 
last, with relevant periods measured in weeks, or months, not minutes.Ɉ735  It is for 
this reason that the present research triangulates data from the transitory survey -
experiment with focus groups and interviews that help capture longer -term 
outcomes. 736 

 
733 See Barrett, Lindquist, and Gendron, ɃLanguage as Context for the Perception of EmotionɄ. and discussion 
in 3.3.4.c) Language and priming . 
734 Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk, ɃThe Logic of the Survey Experiment ReexaminedɄ, 4. 
735 Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk, 6.   See also discussion of competing frames and effects over time in Chong 
and Druckman, ɃFraming TheoryɄ, 118. 
736 Another option would have been to run variations of the survey -experiment with a panel over time, 
though this woul d risk socialisation effects.  For example, by continuing to read vignettes containing blame 
and then reflect on how they feel about it ɀand whyɀthere could be mindful/metacognition effects that 
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¶ Survey -experiment s present Ƀone shotɄ treatments, often using ɇexceedingly overt 
manipulationsɈ that make it difficult for respondents to miss what the experimenter 
actually wants them to see and do. 737  The present work uses clear blame, but the 
vignette is drawn from realistic (pro -Leave) materials rather than being created for 
extreme effect.  There is a risk that people who did not already lean towards Leaving 
would not have chosen to read an article containing in blame in this way; 738 however, 
E2 reveals that blame was present even in ostensibly neutral media ɀthe Metro ɀ
and not just in pro -Leave materials.  The treatment condition is therefore considered 
realistic.  

¶ There may be an essential problem in that ɇeither there is a likelihood of 
contamination from real -world experience or the survey experiment explores a non -
existent or  politically irrelevant phenomenonɈ.739  In the current study, it is 
understood that participants will have been exposed to a great deal of content on 
the Brexit campaign already, and most likely have an existing position.  For this 
reason, more than one tr eatment vignette is designed, so that there is not only an 
ɃOtherɄ blaming vignette in the form of EU-blame, but also UK -blame.  This allows for 
comparison between other -blaming vignettes to verify effects, as well as with a third 
vignette that contains bl ame of a non -other.  WhatɄs more, peopleɄs own 
explanations for how they felt are sought using open questions, permitting 
explanation.  

¶ The survey-experiment environment can be ɇartificially cleanɈ, in that treatments are 
ɇeasier to receive than in real life, where cues, frames, and communications can be 
misunderstood or missed entirely despite unambiguous exposureɈ.740  To make the 
present survey -experiment more realistic ɀless ɃcleanɄɀa distraction task in the form 
of breath -holding was incorporated.  

The survey-experiment for this research was built online using SurveyMonkey.  It collected 
data about the participant, 741 then showed them one of four randomly -assigned vignettes, 
followed by questions designed to emerge the effects of blame on the participant.  The 
ɃvignettesɄ contained a ɇconcrete and realistic scenario Ɉ742 based on existing articles including 
blame that me mbers of the public as ɃaudienceɄ to blame might be exposed to. 743  Text was 
predominantly drawn from a Leave.EU article blaming flooding in the UK on the EU,744 
modifying it to update the floods from those occurring in 2015 to 2019 745 and incorporate 

 
would change how participants consume and therefore react to t he blame.   See also Mutz and Reeves, ɃThe 
New VideomalaiseɄ, 12.  
737 Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk, ɃThe Logic of the Survey Experiment ReexaminedɄ, 7. 
738 Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, ɃSelective Exposure to Populist CommunicationɄ. 
739 Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk, ɃThe Logic of the Survey Experiment ReexaminedɄ, 12. 
740 Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk, 15.  
741 Participants represented the 'audience', as people who might read or otherwise consume blame like that 
done during the Brexit campaign.  
742 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 479. 
743 This improved e cological validity; see 4.5 Reliability, replication, and validity. 
744 Banks, ɃThis Unnatural Disaster Was Made in Brussels Thanks to EU Flooding PoliciesɄ. 
745 Weiss, ɃThe UKɄs Big Flooding Problem Is Only Going to Get WorseɄ. 
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informa tion showing the ɃentireɄ UK was affected, not just those areas that had been 
flooded. 746  The vignettes blamed the EU (per the original Leave.EU article), the UK, 
ɃourselvesɄ, or did not contain any blame.  Blame was therefore manipulated to see how it 
affected audience responses, with the Ƀno blameɄ vignette acting as an experimental 
controlɀlike the studies noted above, the present work uses a between -subjects design to 
investigate causal relationships .  The changing parts were not distinguished in any wa y in 
the survey -experiment, and the vignettes were kept as similar as possible to enhance 
internal validity 747 and reduce the possibility of confounding factors.  The vignettes are 
analysed in 7.3.1 Analysing the vignette , and may be viewed in full at Annex: Vignettes . 

Once the respondent submitted the SE, a secondary survey was automatically launched to 
collect optional contact data, should the participant wish to participate in focus groups.  
Contact data was stored separately, so that SE responses  could not be matched  to individual 
participants . 

4.4.1.b) Questions 
Per 2.3.8 The role of audiences , previous research has indicated that the effects of blame 
may be mediated by underlying personal characteristics such as Just World Beliefs or 
agreeability, pre -existing emotions , or existing knowledge and discourses, and so related 
measures were included in th e survey-experiment .  This was to ensure that any effects were 
truly the effect of exogenous blame, and not, for example, of a particularly grumpy person Ʉs 
bad mood.  Measures were selected on the premise that if these items interact with the 
effects of endogenous blame, they might do similarly for exogenous blame .  Whether or not 
this is the case  is explored in E4: Blame and underlying characteristics . 

Note that at the time the SE was designed and carried out, whistle -blower  reports detailing 
specific methods used by Cambridge Analytica in conducting psychometric (personality) 
micro -targeting had not yet been published .748  As such, only those personality or v alue 
items which had previously been described as affecting the outcome of endogenous blame 
in some way were incorporated into the present study. 749  To this was added items such as 
education level which are taken to divide Leavers and Remainers, per 5.4.1 Portrait of a 
Leaver: existing research .750  Again, this was on the premise that any observable variation in 
the effects of blame could end up relating to underlying educational or other differences.  

 
746 Foresight progra mme, ɃFuture FloodingɄ. 
747 See also 4.5 Reliability, replication, and validity. 
748 Chris WylieɄs ɃMind*ckɄ was published 8 October 2019, and Brittany KaiserɄs on October 22 2019.   Kaiser, 
Targeted; Wylie, Mindf*ck . 
749 Additional specific discourses, such as Ƀlevel of populismɄ or Ƀperceptions of relative deprivationɄ were not 
included.  As for discussions  of rape myth acceptance and victim -blaming in situations of interpersonal 
violence, it was understood that discursive subjectivity may affect whom people blame ɀheavily engaged 
with in the present research ɀbut this is not the same as the psychometric and v alue system variables that 
are the focus here.  
750 See for example  Jump and Michell, ɃEducation and the Geography of BrexitɄ. 
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Table 9 shows the resulting SE question topics, sequence, and justification.  The full SE can 
be viewed at Annex: Ethics Review Attachments .   

The SE was conducted in two rounds, with th e first (v1) commencing 23 August 2019 and 
designed to close October 31 2019 (ostensibly ɃBrexit dayɄ), and the second (v2) following 
announcement of the General Election (ɃGEɄ) in late October and closing the day before the 
December 12 election .751  There were some slight differences: the bulk of questions 
designed to capture people Ʉs Ƀunderlying characteristics Ʉ were removed from the second 
round of the survey to cut down on time taken and thereby encourage complete responses, 
and two additional questions were asked as marked below.  V1 of the SE took approximately 
nine minutes to complete, and v2 took four. 752 

Responses lacking an answer to at least one of the open -ended Ƀkey questionsɄ (in bold 
below) were discarded as incomplete.  These questions established the effects of blame by 
emergingɀor giving the space to emerge ɀparticipantsɄ self-identified and labelled 
emotions, victim (un)creation, endogenous (re)blame, and contestation.  

Table 9: Survey-experiment questions  

# Item Note  
1Ɖ2 * Educational 

attainment 753 and area of 

greatest interest754 

Leave/Remain voters were divided by education level, so 
it was necessary to exclude this as a potentially 
mediating variable.755  Area of interest was included to 

separate education level from what is studied, in case of 
differences.  Per the Theory of Constructed Emotions, 
those exposed to more emotion concepts should have 
improved emotional granularity and therefore regulation, 
and the researcher considered there might be 

differences in exposure depending on area of interest.756  

3Ɖ4 * Health and mental 
health757 

ź*XXӃ «z MJTŻ ƎJZZXNºƏ ´|­ÄӃT MX J´´­N JºXT Ç º|
construction of more negative emotions under TCE. 
Hence it was necessary to preclude the potentially 
intervening effects of feeling physically/mental ly bad. 

5Ɖ8 Referendum voting 
behaviour (a) when it 
happened and (b) were it 
º­ MX |XӃT JzJ « źº­TJÉŻ 

Establishing voting behaviour and preference 
(Leave/Remain/other).  This was on the premise that 
Leavers and Remainers might interact differently with 
blame of the EU, per existing work on partisanship and 
blame. 

 
751 Two question pilots were conducted prior to roll -out, including one pilot on mTurk.  Pilot responses were 
not included in analysis.  
752 These times are on the bases of SurveyMonkeyɄs inbuilt Ƀestimated time to completeɄ function as well as 
the actual average times taken to complete each version of the SE.  
753 Per UK Regulated Qualifications F ramework.  Office for National Statistics, ɃQualifications NotesɄ; Cheary, 
ɃLevels of EducationɄ. 
754 From Elcom Technology, ɃAreas of StudyɄ. 
755 Jump and Michell, ɃEducation and the Geography of BrexitɄ. 
756 E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made..  See 3.3 Constructing emotions and 10.4 Theory-driven reflections on 

disrupting the blame|vilification link . 
757 From the US General Social Survey. Smith et al., ɃGSS Data ExplorerɄ, 2018; Smith et al., ɃGSS Data 
ExplorerɄ, 2018. 
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# Item Note  
9Ɖ10 * Sense of Agency758 Just World Belief (źJWBsŻŶ following question) is the 

notion that the world is essentially fair.  This means 
people have less control over what happens to them.  
Sense of Agency, as a measure of having control over 
­«XŻ´ Ӄ ZXŵ was included to engage with this notion .  
These two measures were negatively correlated in the 
present research (-0.297, p=0.000); see Annex: 
Correlations between psychometric, educational, and 
health data. 

11Ɖ12 * Value system (group-

based vs individuating)759 

and Just World Beliefs760 

Previous research indicated that holding group-based 
values or JWBs is associated with propensity to blame 

and reblame.761 

13 * Agreeability762 Previous research indicated lower agreeability was linked 
with increased reblaming and heightened anger in 

response to blame.763 

 
758 Questions were adapted from the Sense of Agency Scale.  Adam Tapal et al found the measures "I am in 
full control of what I do" and "Things I do are subject only to my free will" are most strongly associated with 
a sense of positive agency, while  "My actions just happen without my intention", "My movements are 
automatic ɀmy body simply makes them", and "Nothing I do is actually voluntary" are associated with a 
sense of negative agency. Tapal et al., ɃThe Sense of Agency ScaleɄ.  In the present research, two sliding 
scales were used to measure Sense of Agency, with a 'positive' measure at one end and 'negative' at the 
other.  The above were selected as measures, with "My movements are automaticɍ" removed given there 
was no clear logical opposite.  One scale was adapted to sp eak of people in general ("Things people do are 
subject only to their free will" vs "People are just instruments in the hands of somebody or something else") 
and the other stayed true to the original wording ("I am in full control over what I do in life" v s "Nothing I do 
is actually voluntary").  
759 In-group values per the abridged Moral Foundations Questionnaire Moral Foundations, ɃQuestionnairesɄ.  
In Niemi and YoungɄs work, they use ɃbindingɄ values, which also incorporate the authority and purity 
questions.  Niemi and Young, ɃWhen and Why We See Victims as ResponsibleɄ. 
760 Three of seven questions used from Lipkus, ɃThe Construction and Preliminary Validation of a Global 
Belief in a Just World Scale and the Exploratory Analysis of the Multidimensional Belief in a Just World ScaleɄ.  
Abridged versions used to shorten the survey and encourage a greater number of complete responses.  
761 E.g. Lerner and Simmons, ɃObserverɄs Reaction to the" Innocent Victim"Ʉ.  Niemi and Young found that 
binding values, which inc lude in -group values, predict ratings of victims as contaminated, increase victim -
blaming, and reduce focus on perpetrators (Niemi and Young, ɃWhen and Why We See Victims as 
ResponsibleɄ.).   JWBs and in-group values were corr elated in the present research, at 0.465 p=0.000.  See 
Annex: Correlations between psychometric, educational, and health data . 
762 From the International Personality Item Pool.  International Personality Item Pool, ɃAdministering IPIP 
Measures, with a 50 -Item Sample Questionn aireɄ. 
763 Meier and Robinson, ɃDoes Quick to Blame Mean Quick to Anger?Ʉ 
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# Item Note  
14 Identity 764 ;J³º N °J«º´ ÇX³X J´¦XT º­ Z « ´| º|X ´X«ºX«NX ż. Jª

ƎJƄ«ƏŹŽ Ç º| Ä° º­ Z ÆX ­°º ­«´ŵ º­ z ÆX J«  «T NJº ­« ­Z
º|X °X³´­«Ż´  TX«º ºÉŸ A| ´ ÇJ´ ­«the premise that what 
people feel strongly about and/or identify with might 
alter the effects of blame, like rape myth acceptance 

changes how people blame victims.765 

15 (Ordering) (new page) Participants were asked to rank the answers 
they gave to (14) from most to least important.  Any 
extra items ranked 6+ were discarded. 

16 * Existing emotional 

state766 

Participants were J´¦XT |­Ç º|XÉ ÇX³X źZXXӃ «zŻ Z­³ ´ È
emotions (happy, sad, angry, anxious, content, scared), 
using a 5-°­ «º 2 ¦X³º ´NJӃX Z³­ª źªÄN|ӃX´´Ż º­ źªÄN|
ª­³XŻ º|J« Ä´ÄJӃŸ ;³XÆ ­Ä´ ³X´XJ³N| |J´  «T NJºXT º|Jº

people who already feel angry blame more;767 additional 

emotions were included to reduce potential priming 
º|³­Äz| ³XZX³³ «z º­ źJ«zX³ŻŸ 

- (Vignette) (new page) Participants asked to hold their  breath then 
read the vignette.  Breath-holding was intended to act as 
a natural timer and/or attention load, so the person 
Ç­ÄӃT ³XJT º|X Æ z«XººX ź²Ä N¦ӃÉŻ J«T º³ zzX³ |XÄ³ ´º N
rather than systematic thinking.  This was on the premise 
that this is similar to skimming headlines or articles as on 
social media.   
The approach of using breath-holding in this way was 
initiated by the researcher, though it was not un-
grounded: following Daniel Gilbert and Michael Gill, 
Stephen Goldinger et al point out that people in such 
N ³NÄª´ºJ«NX´ ­Z T ´º³JNº ­« ż « º JӃӃÉ °³­NX´´  «Z­³ªJº ­«
in a heuristic manner, then make rational adjustments if 

they have adequate time and mental resourcesŽ.768  That 

is, where time is not constrained as by breath-holding, 
º|XÉ Ç­ÄӃT MX ª­³X Ӄ ¦XӃÉ º­ ´Ç ºN| Z³­ª ź´É´ºXª ­«XŻ
Ǝ|XÄ³ ´º NƏ º­ ź´É´ºXª ºÇ­Ż Ǝ «Z­³ªJº ­«-seeking) modes 
of processing.769 

Vignettes were randomly and proportionally displayed. 

 
764 Possible responses were informed b y a prior informal 'Emotion Concepts Survey' run by the researcher , 
which included the question "Where are you from?  What would you say is your culture?  Be as general or 
specific as you like."   Responses were complemented by :  Simple Politics, ɃWho Are the Parties and What Do 
They Stand For?Ʉ; Robinson, ɃWhich Generation Are You?Ʉ; Office for National Statistics, ɃEthnic Group, 
National Identity and ReligionɄ; Office for National Statistics, ɃGuidance for Questions on Sex, Gender 
Identity and Sexual Orientation for the 2019 Census Rehearsal for the 2021 Cen susɄ. 
765 Niemi and Young, ɃBlaming the Victim in the Case of RapeɄ; Krahe, ɃVictim and Observer Characteristics as 
Determinants of Responsibility Attributions to Victims  of RapeɄ. 
766 Emotions selected were the top five mentioned in responses to an 'Emotion Concepts Survey' (footnote 
764) plus 'scared'.  Th e latter was included due to the notion of the Remain campaign as 'Project Fear', 
noting that UK responses to the researcher's prior survey preferenced 'scared' over 'afraid ' or 'fearful'.  
767 E.g.  Neumann, ɃThe Causal Influences of Attributions on EmotionsɄ; Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the 
Angry Decision MakerɄ; Quigley and Tedeschi, ɃMediating Effects of Blame Attributions on Feelings of AngerɄ; 
Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, ɃEmotion Priming and Attributions for TerrorismɄ.  
768 Goldinger et al., ɃɇBlaming the VictimɈ under Memory LoadɄ, 84; Gilbert and Gill, ɃThe Momentary RealistɄ. 
769 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow.  Kuklinski et al note that support for political groupsɄ activities tends 
to rest on gut reactions rather than ɇconsidered thoughtɈɀand that this latter may even lead to less 
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# Item Note  
17Ɖ20 Effects of the vignette Ɖ 

open-ended questions 
17. How do you feel after reading the above text?  
18. What should be done about the situation? 
19. What could you personally do to ensure these 
actions are taken? 
20. How will you feel after these actions are taken? 

17b ** ż źWhy do you feel that way?Ż  «´X³ºXT JZºX³ ƎǎǓƏ ´­ °X­°ӃX
could explain their own feelings and minimise researcher 
conjecture. 

21 ** General Election top 

voting priority 770 

Indication of important values/salience of vignette.  

22 ***  mTurk People recruited via mTurk using TurkPrime were asked 
º­  «´X³º º|X ³ źÇ­³¦X³ .&Ż Z­³ °JÉªX«ºŸ 

* = included in SE v1 only 
** = included in SE v2 only 
*** = included for mTurk respondents only 

4.4.1.c) Cleaning the data 
SE responses were firstly collated in Excel, and any responses for which a blame vignette 
had not been read or at least partially responded to per the Ƀkey questionsɄ were removed.   
For the identity question 14/15, selections ranked 6+ were removed, as the question asked 
for five selections on ly.  ɃArea of greatest interest Ʉ was normalised: if somebody selected 
ɃotherɄ as their area of greatest interest but wrote in a custom answer that did match one of 
the provided options, it was replaced with that option.  The same applied for the general 
election voting question. 771  Sense of agency, in-group values, JWBs, and agreeability were 
scored using the relevant marking scheme.  

The resulting spreadsheet was imported into MaxQDA as survey data, whereupon 
responses to questions 17 ȿ20 (including 17b) wer e hand coded by the researcher.  Coding 
focused on emotions per 4.3.5 Recognising emotions  and blame per 4.3.2 Recognising 
blame .  The latter noted who was blamed, so that reblaming (blaming the same blamee) and 
counterblaming (blaming an alternate blamee) could be identified.  Victim (un)creation per 
4.3.4 Recognising vilification  and points of contestation per 4.3.6 Resistance and 
contestation  were also marked. 772 

4.4.1.d) Participant recruitment  
SE participants were members of the UK voting public. 773  They were recruited using several 
methods: posts on Reddit (/r/samplesize, /r/england, /r/scotland, /r/wales, 
/r/northernireland, /r/cornwall), the researcherɄs networks, and paid participants via 

 
tolerance.  Further research on how much time people spending consuming blame and what types of 
difference this could make vis-à-vis vilification would certainly prove interesting.  Kuklinski et al., ɃThe 
Cognitive and Affective Bases of Political Tolerance JudgmentsɄ. 
770 Adapted from issues used for YouGov polling, with an 'other' option given.  YouGov, ɃPolitical TrackersɄ. 
771 E.g. 'Brexit' would be replaced with the item 'Relationship with the EU'.  
772 See also Annex: Codebook . 
773 And hence 'audience' consuming blame during the Brexit campaign, ensuring consistency throughout 
the research . 
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Amazon Mechanical Turk (mTurk). 774  A mixture of paid and volunteer participants meant 
the SE reached a broader audience, improving external validity (generalisability) of results. 775  
TurkPrime 776 was used to refine paid participants to people with a high task pass rate and 
who were more lik ely to be in the UK, reducing spoofed results.   

Initially, the researcher sought just 500 participants, using a snowball approach to obtain an 
essentially random sample.  Following initial analysis of this early data, there was a clear 
deficit of ɃLeaveɄ voters when compared to ɃRemainɄ voters, so the n umber of desired 
responses was increased to 1000, and pro -Leave subreddits and Facebook groups were 
targeted (convenience sampling). 777  Pro-Leave subreddits included /r/british, 
/r/brexitpartyuk, /r/tories/, /r/RightWingUK, /r/ukipparty, /r/The_Farage, /r/ moggmentum, 
and /r/UKIP, and Facebook groups included those dedicated to Brexit, UKIP, Nigel Farage, 
and conservative think -tank groups (e.g. the Bruges Group). 778  Facebook group names are 
subject to frequent change, hence non -inclusion of specific group n ames. 

Once the 2019 General Election was announced, SE v2 was released and the number of 
desired responses increased to 1500.  mTurk participants from v1 were prevented from 
undertaking v2.  

1572 responses were received per Table 10, of which 1368 were ɃcompleteɄ, responding to 
the key questions.  

Table 10: Survey-experiment response numbers and sources 

SE version Organic responses mTurk responses Total 
V1 698 424 1122 
V2 (shortened) 322 128 450 

Total 1020 552 1572 

4.4.2. Focus groups and interviews 
Focus groups bring together small groups of individuals to ɇdiscuss a series of open-ended 
questionsɈ,779 with data generated through conversation and interactions between 

 
774 See ethics reviews at Annex: Ethics Review Forms . 
775 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 55.  Per Ralph Rosnow and Robert Rosenthal, "it is conceivable that [a] 
person's special status as a volunteer participant may impose limitations on the generalisability of the 
research results." Rosnow and Rosenthal, People Studying People, 90.  Payment of research participants is 
mainstream practice.  
776 Litman, Robinson, and Abberbock, ɃTurkPrime. ComɄ..  TurkPrime has since been renamed 'Cloud 
Research'; the former name is used for consistency.  
777 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 201.  
778 It seems likely that such groups would have attracted the most passionate and ideologically extreme 
Leavers.  Yet focus group and interview participants did not appear to be entirely extremists; one person 
had changed their preferences from voting Remain in the referendum, and while perhaps half of the 
participants seemed quite virulent in their beliefs, this was not the case for all  of them (see discussion in 6.4 
Post-referendum performance of blame).  Even had participants for the survey -experiment b een more 
extreme, it is unclear this would have had any effect on results; if anything, Leavers were less emotionally 
expressive than Remainers (see 7.4.7 Are Remainers just emotional snowflakes?).  Both groups demonstrated 
ideological commitment, per E3: Effects and E4: Blame and underlying characteristics. 
779 Cyr, ɃThe Unique Utility of Focus Groups for Mixed-Methods ResearchɄ, 1038. 
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participants.  The researcher is therefore able to ɇcapture nuance and tension surrounding 
potentially contested or highly contextualised subjectsɈɀin this case, blaming in the context 
of Brexit.  Jennifer Cyr argues that focus groups are of particular use in mixed methods 
research, especially in combination with survey -experiments, as they allow for greater 
nuance and improved internal validity.  Participant -centric, open processes like foc us groups 
emerge Ƀemic dataɄ,780 incorporating subject perspectives rather than that of the observer, 
meaning they are an important inclusion in critical research. 781   

This research joins other work demonstrating the usefulness of emic data in the context o f 
Brexit.  Jonathan Moss et al used peopleɄs anonymous written reflections on the EU 
referendum and Brexit to help emerge emotions and discourses surrounding Brexit; Harry 
Bromley -Davenport et al conducted both semi-structured interviews and focus groups  with 
35 older white men in Sunderland  to emerge motivating factors behind the Brexit vote, 
noting an emerging story of white victimhood  and using the language of moral panic ;782 
Eleni Andreouli et al conducted focus groups that enabled them to identify how n otions of 
prejudice were constructed (nine focus groups, 38 English participants) and the differing 
constructions of Brexit as a nationalistic or democratic project  (an additional three focus 
groups, consisting of men only) .783 

The present research was orig inally designed to use focus groups and no interviews.  
COVID-19 meant this approach had to be adapted, resulting in one in -person and one online 
focus group and nine supplementary interviews as follows.  

4.4.2.a) COVID-19 adaptations 
Focus groups were scheduled for  March and April 2020.  The first focus group was able to go 
ahead in London on March 8, with several withdrawals due to fear of the virus; on March 11, 
the World Health Organisation announced COVID -19 a pandemic.  The researcher had to 
return to Belgium p rior to lockdown, noting it would have been unethical to continue 
bringing groups together in the context of the virus.  

At the time, there were mixed perceptions in the UK over whether coronavirus really was a 
problem, or whether it was Ƀjust a fluɄ such that business would continue as normal.  Due to 
this uncertainty, participants felt unable to schedule a focus group even online Ƀjust in caseɄ. 
Only one ɃminiɄ focus group was able to go ahead, with two attendees from Scotland. 784  

 
780 Cyr, 1039. 
781 See also 4.3.7 Reading process and quote selection . 
782 See also discussion of character creation in 3.2.5 The circumstances of characterisation , and Jasper, ɃNot 
In Our Backyards: Emotion, Threat, and BlameɄ. 
783 Moss, Robinson, and Watts, ɃBrexit and the Everyday Politics of EmotionɄ; Bromley-Davenport, MacLeavy, 
and Manley, ɃBrexit in SunderlandɄ; Andreouli and Nicholson, ɃBrexit and Everyday PoliticsɄ; Andreouli, 
Greenland, and Figgou, ɃLay Discourses about Brexit and PrejudiceɄ. 
784 This was still considered a 'focus group' in that participants interacted with each other, di rectly and by 
responding to what the other said, instead of with only the researcher as in an interview.  Two others who 
had signed up for the group dropped out last -minute due to COVID -related anxiety.  The researcher  did not 
expand the group to include other parts of the UK, given Scotland voted to stay in the UK and then Remain 
in the EU, and participants may have had slightly different perspectives that could be emerged.  
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However, the resea rcher was successful in recruiting nine participants for supplementary in -
depth interviews, conducted online via Zoom.  

The FGIs typically lasted 1ȿ1.5 hours.  It was deemed unnecessary to continue to recruit 
further participants given the richness of the d ata and untenability in the face of 
international lock -downs and peopleɄs general insecurity.  Further, ɃBrexitɄ became less 

salient and disappeared from headlines in favour of the pandemic.  Regardless, the ~15 
hoursɄ content, representing 104,000 words o f transcribed data, was considered sufficient to 
investigate participants Ʉ experiences.  Previous research indicates that a majority of themes 
may be identified within a first focus group, 785 and that 5 ȿ6 interviews are enough to 
establish most concepts ɀwit h the present research conducting nine. 786  Results were 
additionally supported via the survey -experiment.  

Overall, switching from in -person focus groups to online and interviews does not appear to 
have negatively affected the research. 787  There were some m inor differences: in the London 
focus group, conversation was more spontaneous, as participants would react to one 
another.  This made it more challenging to guide the conversation to ensure that themes 
related to the research were emerged.  This did not p resent in the interviews, meaning they 
resulted in slightly richer data.  The methods were complementary, and both succeeded in 
emerging characterisation of the EU, discussions of blame, and connected emotions ɀ
permitting investigation of vilification via b lame in the Brexit case study . 

4.4.2.b) Design 
The focus groups were designed to be participant -driven, with prompts from the researcher.  
The in-person focus group was held in a comfortable setting, sitting around a table to 
facilitate discussion and openness. 788  The researcher had no control over online 
participantsɄ surroundings, though gave them plenty of warning as to when the relevant 
event would take place, and let them choose the date and time so that they would be as 
comfortable as possible. 789 

One challenge  with the online FGIs was the use of Zoom; while the researcher was highly 
familiar with the software and the participants seemed comfortable downloading and using 
it, in the initial phases of the coronavirus pandemic ZoomɄs serversɀas well as internet 
services generallyɀwere under unprecedented strain.  This led to occasional drop -outs in 
the conversation, though this was rarely problematic from a substantive data point of view; 

 
785 Namey, ɃRiddle Me ThisɄ. 
786 Guest, Bunce, and Johnson, ɃHow Many Interviews Are Enough?Ʉ 
787 Note that Bromley -Davenport et al do not seem to have considered this ɀor the compatibility of data ɀ
an issue.  Bromley -Davenport, MacLeavy, and Manley, ɃBrexit in SunderlandɄ. 
788 Moore, The Mediation Process, Ch. 9. 
789 The interviewer may have to intervene more during online focus groups and meetings in asking for 
participant to speak, given the lack of body language; hence it can be less organic conversation. On  the 
other hand, participants can take part from a place where they are physically and emotionally comfortable 
and ɃsafeɄ, at a time when it suits them, with the knowledge that there are no repercussions for what they 
may say.  They allow access to otherwi se inaccessible audiencesɀas during the initial phases of COVID -19. 
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more challenging was the ability to retain an empathetic space between the int erviewer and 
interviewee in the face of an unreliable online connection.  This was handled with humour 
and grace by the participants.  

Interviews are interesting in that they lack the ɃdiscipliningɄ effects of focus groups; there is 
not the same need to con form to what the group is saying, and thus the conversation can 
be potentially more free -flowing or open.  Key to this is creating empathy and a sense of 
safety between the interviewer and interviewee, and the researcher applied the principles of 
non -violent communication 790 to generate this quickly, while using ice -breakers and a 
manner that ensured the interviewee knew they were speaking to a sympathetic ear ɀeven 
if that ear was occasionally taken aback by some of the things being said!  The same 
questions  and flexible approach were used for the interviews as for the focus groups.  The 
resultant Ƀsemi-structured Ʉ791 interviews reflected what happened in the focus groups in 
terms of members questioning and leading one another, meaning the interview was actual ly 
advantageous in getting at most of the benefits of a focus group while also allowing for 
increased expression by the interviewee.  

FGIs were recorded using the researcher Ʉs phone and/or Zoom, then transcribed using 
SimonSays.ai and manual work by the res earcher.  This gave the researcher a deep 
familiarity with the transcripts.  Names were changed, and transcripts were imported into 
MaxQDA software as Ƀfocus groupsɄ. 

A privacy statement was used for the FGIs, with printed copies signed by participants in 
London, and the statement sent via email and  in calendar invitations for all online  
engagements.  The calendar invitation for London event participants initially mistakenly 
showed email addresses of participants, but this was amended after the fact.  Parti cipants 
received a 15GBP Amazon or Waterstones voucher for their participation, with in -person 
participants also having snacks and drinks paid for. 792 

4.4.2.c) Managing conflict 
The focus groups were designed to minimise conflict by including only one ɃsideɄ of the 
Brexit debate.  It was intended that where conflict appeared, I as the researcher would 
monitor and intervene with necessary.  I have been trained in mediation, dialogue, and non -
violent communication, and ha ve taught the (peace) negotiation and mediation course at 
my university.  As such I considered myself equipped to identify issues and quickly de -
escalate situations should it become necessary, using basic techniques such as mirroring, 
reframing, and rule -setting. 793  I appeared to be effective in generating a Ƀsafe spaceɄ for 
discussionɀemotions at the London focus group ran high, with one person crying when 
recounting a story of national pride, and two others tearing up when discussing deeply -held 

 
790 Rosenberg, Nonviolent Communication . 
791 Per Alan Bryman, semi -structured interviews may vary question sequence and/or permit additional of 
questions in response to "what are seen as significant replies".  Bryman, Social Research Methods, 212.  
792 See Annex: Ethics Review Forms . 
793 E.g. Moore, The Mediation Process; Beer, Packard, and Stief, The MediatorɁs Handbook. 
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beliefs in relation to  the UK and its history.  This was not considered problematic, as the 
individuals did not appear distressed; rather they seemed relieved to be in a space where 
they could ɃfinallyɄ share and be heard by people sympathetic to them.794  No conflict arose 
duri ng the focus groups, or between myself as the researcher and any participant in the 
FGIs. 

4.4.2.d) Questions and emotions 
Questions were designed to flow naturally, starting with a welcome and opener/ice -breaker 
to generate quick connection and comfort for the part icipant/s.  Next was an ɃintroductionɄ 
to the topic area, a transition to get to the main area of blame, ɃkeyɄ questions investigating 
the nature of blame and how it affected participants, Ƀextra timeɄ with more open questions, 
then an ɃendingɄ section that ensured participants had had the opportunity to share 
everything they would like to and finished on a positive note.  Structure was informed by 
Richard KruegerɄs Developing questions for focus groups.795   

The introduction included the question ɇYou voted  to ɃLeaveɄ the EU.  Suppose that the EU 
was a person; tell me what this person would be like. Ɉ  This helped emerge FGI participantsɄ 
images of the EU as a character. 796  Questions in the ɃkeyɄ section focused on (a) what the EU 
was blamed for, (b) how the participant/s felt about that , (c) how they felt about the EU as a 
result, and (d) whether it was important to their decision to vote Leave.  Where a question 
had been answered by an existing response, that question was skipped.  The full list of 
questions  can be seen at Annex : FGI questions. 

Throughout the FGIs, the researcher avoided priming emotions, such as by making 
suggestions or observations about what the person might be feeling. 797  This occasionally 
posed a challenge: one interview participant, Todd, appeared reluctant or unable to label his 
emotions beyond ɃconcernedɄ, despite appearing extremely angry as he spoke.  For this 
reason , towards the end of the interview, and given he h ad mentioned ɃProject FearɄ (a name 
for the Remain campaign) a number of times, the researcher asked ɇdid Project Fear make 
you feel fearful? Ɉ.  Todd immediately disagreed ( ɇNo, it made me feel angry Ɉ) and began 
explicitly labelling his emotions.  Followin g this experience, where participants had not 
explicitly labelled their emotions, up to two questions were inserted in the closing phases of 
the interview:  

ɡ ɇThe Remain campaign was sometimes known as ɃProject FearɄ. Did it make you feel 
fearful?Ɉ, followed by  

 
794 Moss et al note that Leave voters are mor e likely than Remainers to report self -suppression of their 
views.  Moss, Robinson, and Watts, ɃBrexit and the Everyday Politics of EmotionɄ, 849. 
795 Krueger, Developing Questions for Focus Groups. 
796 A similar opener was used by Eleni Andreouli et al when conducting focus groups on Brexit; they started 
groups by inviting participants to  perform an association exercise with the word ɃEuropeanɄ, forming a 
stimulus for discussion.  Andreouli, Greenland, and Figgou, ɃLay Discourses about Brexit and PrejudiceɄ, 321. 
797 See also discussion in 3.3.4.c) Language and priming. 
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ɡ ɇIf the ɃRemainɄ campaign was known as ɃProject FearɄ, what would have been a good 
name for the Leave campaign?Ɉ (none of the participants responded with ɃProject 
AngerɄ, as the Leave campaign was occasionally known in the press).  

Todd and a further three people were asked this set of questions, which were successful in 
eliciting explicit emotions, importantly in relation to the Leave campaign.  As the only 
emotion primed in connection with this is ɃfearɄ, and empirical results show  FGI participants 
did not connect blame with ɃfearɄ, these questions are not anticipated to have skewed 
results. 798 

4.4.2.e) Participant recruitment  
Potential participants were identified through the secondary survey associated with 
administration of the survey -experiment.  Those who had voted ɃLeaveɄ799 were emailed to 
ensure they had ongoing interest in participating, then mapped according to their postcode 
to ensure geographical diversity and more easily identify ɃclustersɄ to meet in a group.  This 
incidentally ve rified that the survey -experiment drew respondents from all over the UK 
(Figure 15).  Clusters were emailed an invitation to join a focus group, noting t hat their 
friends, colleagues, or family who had voted Leave were welcome to join.  

The researcher also printed and put up recruiting signs in London in pubs near the venue 
(with the permission of owners), as well as at a conservative club and via posts on Reddit. 
No participants eventuated from these signs.  However, two of the London participants 
brought a friend or family member with them, for a total of seven people at the in -person 
event, staged in a privately -booked room at a I near Kings Cross Station .  All participants 
either voted Leave or said they were pro -Leave.  This was done with the intention of 
avoiding people from blaming each other during the course of the focus group, with 
negative fall -out for the participants themselves, and because ɇfocus groups composed of 
individuals with shared backgrounds and/or experiences are better at eliciting data on 
sensitive or vulnerable topicsɈ800  Furthermore, as discussed in E2: Blame campaign , the 
Remain campaign did not blame the EU in the way the Leave campaign did, so it was 
anticipated that blaming of the EU was more relevant for Leave voters (including those who 
potentially vo ted Leave as an outcome of exposure to blame).  

The 18 participants were diverse, including several immigrants (from the Commonwealth), a 
wide age range, different socio -economic backgrounds, different political standpoints, 
different education levels, diff erent parts of the UK (including Wales, Scotland, and Northern 
Ireland), men and women, gay and straight, though with only one person who was visibly 
non -white British. 801  Two had been involved in pro -Brexit campaigns, and a further person 
had previously s tood for government.  Using online methods to supplement the in -person 

 
798 See 7.2 Making villains: the FGIs. 
799 On the basis that earlier stages of research had revealed blame was apparent in the 'Leave' campaign.  
800 Cyr, ɃThe Unique Utility of Focus Groups for Mixed-Methods ResearchɄ, 1041. citing Liamputtong, Focus 
Group Methodology. 
801 Per 5.4 Who voted for Brexit? , Leavers were more likely to identify as white than were Remainers.  
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focus group seems to have been highly effective in gathering views from a broad variety of 
UK citizens, enhancing external (generalisability) and ecological (realism) validity despite t he 
small sample size, and producing particularly rich data. 802 

Figure 15: Map of SE participants who indicated interest in follow -up research.  It reflects UK population density.  

 

4.4.3. Sources: Context 
Per 4.3.1 Data analysis framework , contextual information was needed to site the r esearch, 
including socio -political and historical information about the relationship between the EU 
and UK, concurrent issues that might constitute  Ƀblamewo rthyɄ topics, and the Brexit 
assemblage (people and bodies involved).  Referendum voter characteristics were gathered  
to help ensure the broad representativeness of this research; results were not being skewed 

 
802 See further details about participants at Confidential Annex: Focus group and interview participants.  
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because of an unusual audience.  Contextual data wa s drawn from the researcherɄs existing 
knowledge of British politics (undergraduate readings via the London School of Economics 
drew extensively on UK materials), additional readings on the history of the relationship 
between the EU and UK, and focused rea ding on the Brexit campaign itself.  Sources 
included academic works, including books and peer -reviewed articles, and incidentally 
included newspaper columns, discussions on social media groups and so on, as 
encountered in the course of research. 803  These, in conjunction with campaign materials, 
allowed for mapping of the Brexit assemblage, and meaningful discussion of the constraints 
and context surrounding the Brexit campaign and EU -blaming.  This in turn permitted 
translation from the specific case study  to more general theoretical findings about the 
vilifying effects of blame.  A timeline with major campaign dates is included at Annex: Brexit 
timeline .  Contextual data is presented in E1: The Brexit context . 

4.4.4. The Metro  
Articles and public commentary surrounding Brexit and the EU was collected from the free 
metropolitan newspaper ɇThe MetroɈ.  It had the third-largest circulation in the UK at the 
time of t he referendum, per Figure 16.  Unlike the paid newspapers The Daily Mail and The 
Sun, each of which had higher circulations at that time, The Metro makes claims to polit ical 
neutrality, including with regard to the referendum. 804  It was therefore selected as a 
relative ly neu tral location for observing blame and identifying context around the Brexit 
campaign.  The Metro could then act as a data point for what might b e a ɃnormalɄ 
performance of blame around a politically salient issue.  

 
803 To this extent, the researcher was subjectified to similar materials to UK voters.  
804 Ponsford, ɃWho Says Millennials DonɄt Read Newspapers?Ʉ 
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Figure 16: UK daily newspaper average circulation per issue per month, 2000-2020 (million)805 

 

Another thing that made The Metro  interesting for analysis purposes is that it solicits 
comments on articles about current events and publishes them in its section 'MetroTalk' in 
ensuing days.  This meant it was possible to examine a sample of blaming  performed  by the 
public during the ti me of the referendum, in addition to examining blame published in 
articles. 806 

Data was collected in September 2019  using the archives of the British Library in London , 
for the period 1 April to 23 June 2016 (the day of the Brexit referendum).  This is a to tal of 84 
days, including 60 days on which the paper was circulated.  It was anticipated that this 
would be sufficient content to reach ɃsaturationɄ for analysis purposes, particularly given that 
the closer the referendum drew, the more it dominated headli nesɀthe most salient content 
would be available directly before the referendum.  Every article and MetroTalk comment 
that concerned the EU or Brexit was photographed, individually (one text) and in context 
(the entire page).  Optical Character Recognition (ɃOCRɄ) was used to automatically extract 
text from MetroTalk comments and some articles.  It was not used for articles that included 
several columns of text, as the OCR could not 'read' these.  This meant that coding of blame 

 
805 Image from Tobitt and Majid, ɃNational Press ABCsɄ. 
806 This improved ecolog ical validity by examining 'real' materials for performance of blame by the public, 
rather than relying entirely on responses prompted by the researcher.  
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and the other items necessary  per the data analysis framework took place on text and 
images of text, occasionally limiti ng what software -based forms of analysis could be used as 
noted in empirical chapters.  As all text was hand -coded, rather than using software -based 
search tools, th is did not pose an issue for coding blame, victims, emotions, etc.  

4.4.5. Campaign materials 
Campaign materials were necessary to identifying context and performance of blame in the 
Brexit campaign.  They connect the effects of blame noted in FGIs and the SE with  what was 
actually done in the lead -up to the referendum, showing that blame made a villain of the EU 
in the specific case study of Brexit.  

Pro-Leave parties were the focus of data collection as likely exemplars of anti -EU blaming 
during the campaign. 807  Data from the pro -Remain campaign, Britain Stronger in Europe 
(ɃBSIEɄ, Stronger In), was also collected as the 'other side' of the debate, to shed light onto 
contestation in particular.  Sources included texts from Leave.EU's website, BSIE's official 
website, articles written by former UK Independence Party (ɃUKIPɄ) party leader Nigel Farage, 
and pro -Brexit social media advertisements collected by the Information CommissionerɄs 
Office (ɃICOɄ) in the course of their ɇInvestigation into data analytics for political purposesɈ 
inquiry. 808  These include d Facebook ads from the officially designated Leave campaign, Vote 
Leave.  Vote Leave's website did not receive the bare minimum of internet traffic required to 
be archived by the Internet Archive's Wayback Machine until after the referendum had 
already taken place, suggesting that articles on their website did not reach a wide audience, 
reducing their priority. 809  As the objective of this research is to uncover how blame makes 
villains, it is considered that the col lected materials are sufficient to demonstrate 
performance, even without Vote Leave articles. 810 

 
807 This was borne out during empirical work, where pro -Leave parties  performed  blame and the Remain 
campaign did not; see E2: Blame campaign.  See also 2.3 What does blame do?, which highlights the need to 
research blame by actors outside of ɃgovernmentɄ. 
808 Information CommissionerɄs Office, ɃInvestigation into the Use of Data Analytics in Political CampaignsɄ. 
809 It is also possible that Vote Leave built the website to prevent content from being crawled; it is not clear 
why this would be done for a public political campaign, as the same activity would prevent search engines 
from indexing material so that people could search and find the website or its content.  
810 Interestingly, the researcher checked for availability of data on Vote Leave's website using the Internet 
Archive's Wayback  Machine in 2019 and early 2020, at which point no archived news was visible.  As of 6 
March 2021, archives of news articles as at 24 June 2016 are visible, and there is a news section on the live 
website at http://voteleavetakecontrol.org/news.html.  Per the Internet Archive,  "sometimes a web site 
owner will contact us directly and ask us to stop crawling or archiving a site. We comply with these 
requests."  Internet Archive Wayback Machine, ɃFAQsɄ; Internet Archive Wayback Machine, ɃWayback 
Machine General InformationɄ.  It is possible t hat the news archives were suppressed for an unknown 
reason, whether generally or when accessing from Brussels; I as the researcher can provide little other 
explanation for how I did not see the articles on previous visits.  The lack of archives prior to J une 24 2016, 
the day after the referendum, suggests that the campaign's online materials had little reach when 
compared to those of Leave.EU, whose materials were available.  It could be that Vote Leave blamed slightly 
more or less than Leave.EU, or even f or slightly different things: but this would not affect investigation of 
the causal powers of blame per se.  
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4.4.5.a) Texts from Leave.EU 
Pro-Brexit group Leave.EU had the explicit intention of using polemic to affect how people 
ɃfeelɄ about the EU and thus lead them to vote out.811  As such they are an example of people 
'trying'  to make the EU a villain, necessitating inclusion and analysis in the present research.  

Leave.EU was not the official Brexit campaign nominated by the British Electoral 
Commission, but was notable for th e amount of money it put into grassroots and social 
media campaigning. 812  It described itself as ɇthe peopleɄs campaignɈ and claimed to have 
and some 750,000 supporters and donors by March 2016. 813  It had a large reach, and any 
blame done by the campaign i s important to consider.  

Leave.EU content collected was that present, or linked  to , on the News and Media sections 
of the Leave.EU website as of 24 June 2016.  The Internet ArchiveɄs Wayback Machine was 
used to Ƀtravel backɄ to this date, ensuring that any items since deleted or made unavailable 
were able to be captured.  This was important, as at some point between January 2016 and 
March 2019, Leave.EUɄs website was rearranged and much content removed, including all 
news from prior to February 2016. 814  The earliest piece was from June 2015, meaning the 
entire campaign and then -Prime Minister David Cameron's renegotiation with the EU were 
captured by the researcher.  

It is understood that publishing on the website constituted an endorsement of the content 
by the campaign, and that statements made by Leave.EUɄs representatives were made 
freely.  Some pieces were hosted directly on Leave.EUɄs site, while others were linked to, and 
both types were included in collection.  Articles behind paywalls, not being available to the 
public at large, were not included in analysis.  Where a piece was both linked and briefly 
introduced on the site, only the full article was collected.  There was no clear separation of 
what was ɃnewsɄ and what was ɃmediaɄ on the website, with both sections including local and 
externally -hosted content.  Videos and other media recordings were not collected (or 
collectable in most cases), and hence were not analysed; additional booklets and pamphlets 
were collected where possible (e.g.  Leave.EU pamphlets and booklets linked from the News 
pages).  This gave a total of 287 texts analysed, ranging in length from two paragraphs to 32 
pages.  Most pieces were 1ȿ1.5 pages. 

4.4.5.b) Articles by Nigel Farage 
UKIP's long-standing campaign to leave the UK  focused on Ƀtown hallsɄ, meetings, and door-
knocking, none of which are available in text format. 815  Additionally, news and blog posts on 

 
811 Arron Banks: ɇɄfacts donɄt workɄ and thatɄs it. The remain campaign featured fact, fact, fact, fact, fact. It 
just doesnɄt work.  You have got to connect with people emotionally .Ɉ  Booth, Travis, and Gentleman, ɃLeave 
Donor Plans New Party to Replace Ukip ȿ Possibly without Farage in ChargeɄ.  See also Banks and 
Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit. (location 1552 on Kindle).  
812 Waterson, ɃAnti-EU Campaign Has Already Spent at Least £200, 000 on Facebook AdsɄ. 
813 Leave.EU, ɃArron BanksɄ. 
814 The website is unavailable as of March 2021, as once they left the EU, UK organisations were no longer 
able to use .eu domain names.  
815 Goodwin and Milazzo, UKIP. 
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UKIPɄs website are sparse.  For that reason, content authored by then-leader Nigel Farage 
was collected from Breitbar t.com as another example of texts aiming to persuade people to 
leave the EU.  43 articles were collected in December 2019, covering the period June 2015 
through May 2016.  This proved to be one of the only places in which significant UKIP 
content was ɃpublishedɄ, with FarageɄs speeches and other public presentations otherwise 
rarely documented.  

4.4.5.c) Social media advertisements 
Social media advertisements surrounding Brexit have been subject to an inquiry and on -
going scandal.  Cambridge Analytica infamously used  advanced targeting to advertise to 
audiences based on specific psychometric profiles, in attempts to persuade them to vote 
Leave,816 Russia allegedly provided support for the Brexit campaign, including via social 
media posts; 817 and funding for social media advertisements has been associated with 
breaches of both privacy and campaign finance laws. 818  These ads were important enough 
to break laws for ɀand given the attempts to manipulate people via microtargeting 
(discussed in 5.3 The Brexit assemblage  and E4: Blame and underlying characteristics ), were 
considered relevant for the present research.  

In the course of the official Information CommissionerɄs Office (ɃICOɄ) inquiry, social media 
ads from pro -Leave parties and re lated audience data were made briefly available and were 
collected. 819  UKIPɄs ads were not provided to the ICO due to an ongoing court battle, and so 
were not included. 820  Ads available were primarily from or paid for by Vote Leave, as well as 
from the Dem ocratic Unionist Party (ɃDUPɄ), a Northern Irish party, and other groups/pages 
including BeLeave, 50 Million, and Veterans for Britain (each connected to Vote Leave) and 
Brexit Central.  

4.4.5.d) Texts from BSIE 
Britain Stronger in Europe were the official Remain ca mpaign, and materials were collected 
for comparison purposes: after all, perhaps they too blamed the EU, or cast the EU in a 
similar light to the Leave campaign ɀor perhaps they contested blame and thus mitigated 
its causal, vilifying power.  The website wa s still live, seemingly in its entirety, until early 
2020.821  Data was collected in December 2019 ȿJanuary 2020. 

 
816 E.g. Wylie, Mindf*ck; Kaiser, ɃWritten EvidenceɄ.  See 5.3 The Brexit assemblage . 
817 E.g. Field and Wright, ɃRussian Trolls Sent Thousands of Pro-Leave Messages on Day of Brexit 
Referendum, Twitter Data RevealsɄ; Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, ɃDisinformation and ɇFake 
NewsɈ: Final ReportɄ. 
818 Cambridge Analytica, ɃSelect 2016 Campaign-Related DocumentsɄ; Electoral Commission, ɃInvestigationɄ; 
Information CommissionerɄs Office, ɃRE: ICO Investigation into Use of Personal Information and Political 
Influence.Ʉ, 2 October 2020; Graham-Harrison, ɃLeave.EU Donor Arron Banks Loses Data Breach AppealɄ. 
819 Facebook, ɃVote Leave 50 Million SpreadsheetɄ; Facebook, ɃVote Leave 50 Million AdsɄ; Facebook, ɃBrexit 
Central BeLeave AdsɄ; Facebook, ɃBrexit Central BeLeave SpreadsheetɄ; Facebook, ɃDUP Vote to Leave AdsɄ; 
Facebook, ɃDUP Vote to Leave SpreadsheetɄ. 
820 Marzouk, ɃUKIP Appeals against the ICOɄs Demand for Election Data DetailsɄ. 
821 The website has since been redirected to a page collecting email addresses; investigations on Wayback 
Machine suggest this happened between February and April 2020.  
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Campaign materials for BSIE seemed richer than those for Leave.EU; there were series of 
images and facts throughout the website, leaflets and re ports on the campaign materials 
page, and news articles.  The researcher collected 10 of 35 pages of news articles, then 
skimmed and scanned the 42 articles posted immediately before the referendum.  The news 
articles typically replicated brochure content and images and were not significantly different 
in style, so were not formally coded. 822  Instead, the images and reports, which had wide 
reach due to being leveraged elsewhere to support the Remain campaign (e.g. on social 
media and in newspaper articles),  were collected for analysis.  This resulted in 25 texts from 
BSIE (164 pages; mode length 2 pages), including campaign posters; leaflets for workers' 
rights, the renegotiation, farmers, myths, and family; an 'easy read' accessible leaflet; ten  
'condensed reports'; and the full 'Get the Facts' and 'What the experts say' website pages (37 
and 75 pages respectively).  This was considered sufficient material for the purposes of 
comparison.  

Ẇ 

With data collection explained and justified against the data analysis framework, the final 
part of this chapter turns to points of potential critique: particularly reliability, validity, and 
limitations.  

4.5. Reliability, replication, and validity 
Alan Bryman gives reliability, replication, and validity as the most impor tant criteria for the 
evaluation of social research. 823  Of these, reliability relates to result stability, so that for 
example a measure generated in the course of research ɀan IQ test, or perhaps a 'moral 
foundations' test 824ɀwould give consistent results o ver time and space, including with the 
same audience.  Replicability indicates results may be reproduced.  Lastly, validity, "in many 
ways the most important criterion of research", 825 considers the integrity of research 
conclusions.  Each of these is discu ssed below.  

4.5.1. Reliability 
This research aims to generate theory (not generate a theory) that gets closer to 'real' , 
relatively stable social  reality, not create a specific new construct or measure.  However, 
effort was made to ensure within -case reliability.   While payment of a third party for the 
purpose of checking data was beyond the means of the researcher, measures were taken to 
ensure consistency across time, documents, and data collection stages as outlined below .   

 
822 There were many videos posted as news articles, for insta nce videos with 'experts' or thought leaders ɀ
including Bear Grylls (!).  These videos were not collected due to the additional layer of complexity in the 
face of what was already substantial data collection for this research.  Videos for Leave.EU were not 
collectable.  
823 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 46. 
824 E.g. Atari, Graham, and Dehghani, ɃFoundations of Morality in IranɄ. identified the need for an additional 
measure when researching 'moral foundations' in Iran.  
825 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 47. 
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Note that data was stored in three separate MaxQDA files: 'text -based' data, FGI, and SE 
responses.  This was partly due to the processing power constraints of the researcher's 
laptop, and partly to enable approaching each type of data with 'fresh eyes' th at would see 
coding based on what is present rather than on what is expected. 

4.5.1.a) Consistency across time 
As indicated  in 4.2.5 The research spiral , the researcher had previously coded blame in 
several months' data from the Leave.EU campaign during her MA.  This data was stored 
separately.  After the researcher had coded all instances o f blame in the present research, 
which included a new collection of Leave.EU data, it was possible to compare recognition of 
blame for the same texts across the different projects.  In this way, the 'past' version of the 
researcher was able to act as a cod ing check on the 'present' researcher, verifying 
consistency and intracoder reliability.  

4.5.1.b) Consistency within and across documents 
Once all texts within a data file had been processed per the data analysis framework, codes 
were checked for consistency using MaxQDA's "Overview of Retrieved Segments" tool.  This 
shows all text and images coded with a given code.  This permitted more fine -grained coding 
where applicable (e.g. re -coding blame from 'general EU' to 'EU regulations'), and was used 
to ensure consiste ncy across all codes within all documents, such that for example all 
instances of 'blame' were compared next to one another, and likewise for blamees, victims, 
emotions, discourses, and all other information present.  This helped ensure data had been 
coded  in the same way everywhere it appeared, and inconsistencies ɀthat could give rise to 
flawed results ɀremoved.  

4.5.1.c) Consistency across data types 
Each MaxQDA data file was processed at a different point of time ɀtext -based data from 
December 2019 through February 2020, the survey -experiment in March and April 2020, 
and the FGI data in May. 826  Once all data had been processed, June was spent ensuring 
consistency across documents, so that items were labelled in the same way (e.g. 'angry' 
used in all projects rather than 'angry' in one and 'anger' in another) and codes were applied 
consistently across documents.  For example, blame identified in SE responses was 
compared side -by-side to blame in the text -based data, ensuring blamees were identified, 
named, and grouped in the same way.   This is reflected in the codebook at Annex: 
Codebook.  

4.5.2. Replicability  
It is understood that some parts of this research are more replicable in the first instance 
than others (e.g. analysis of campaign materials, by using Wayback Machine to access them, 
or referring to archives).  As the salience of Brexit passes in ti me, it would be difficult if not 
impossible to replicate the focus groups or survey -experiment vis-à-vis the specific case of 

 
826 This is in addition to initial readings and analysis as indicated in 4.2.5 The research spiral. 
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EU-blaming in the Brexit  campaign .  However, it is anticipated that for as long as similar 
conditions exist, that relate certain t ypes of blame to certain emotions, the general 
principles underlying this research will be replicable.  This includes outside of the UK itself, 
per  4.2.6 Case study selection, and would be a useful area for further research.  

4.5.3. Validity  
Bryman describes four main types of validity, 827 three of which are considered below.  As the 
present research does not aim to construct a measure, 828 measurement validity is not 
discussed. 

4.5.3.a) Internal validity  
Internal validity assesses whether causality is apparent, which is particularly necessary vis-à-
vis the survey -experiment.  As describe d above, 829 the key part of the survey -experiment 
that 'changed' was the vignette containing blame.  All elements bar the 'blamee' were kept 
consistent, and a control in the form of a 'no blame' vignette included.  The possibility for 
contrast allows for co nclusions to be drawn about the effects of blame, through comparing 
effects between subjects 830 and across the different vignettes ɀfor example, examining the 
emotions participants describe themselves as experiencing after reading the Ƀno blameɄ 
vignette wit h those resulting from the ɃEU blameɄ vignette.831  Such experiments are vital in 
identifying the causal mechanisms underlying ɃrealɄ reality per 4.2.1 Multiple realities  above, 
as they enable an artificial and ethical ɃclosureɄ of the social world.832  Experimental research 
ɇengenders considerable confidence in the robustness and trustworthiness of causal 
findingsɈ, helping to ensure strong internal validity.833 

Later, results from FGIs are triangulated with those from the SE, allowing consideration of 
whethe r interlocutors are vilifying the EU as a post facto justification for a Leave vote rather 
than a contributor. 834  This triangulation helps deliver insight that is both broad and deep, 
improving internal validity through examination at multiple levels.  

4.5.3.b) Ecological validity 
Ecological validity is concerned with whether findings are applicable to natural, everyday 
social settings. 835  This research addresses ecological validity through:  

 
827 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 90.  
828 E.g. A measure of Ƀsusceptibility to blameɄ, or a personality measurement such as ɃagreeabilityɄ. 
829 See 4.4.1 Survey-experiment . 
830 Such designs are suitable for communication experiments such as the present one.  Oeldorf -Hirsch, 
ɃBetween-Subjects DesignɄ.  This is particularly relevant in E4: Blame and underlying characteristics, which 
compares effects between subjects based on their underlying characteristics . 
831 Discussed in E3: Effects. 
832 López, ɃCritical Realism: The Difference It Makes, in TheoryɄ. 
833 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 50. 
834 7.4.2.a) Does the 'compassion backhand' actually happen? 
835 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 48. 
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ɡ Drawing vignettes in the survey -experiment from actual published news sources and 
information  

ɡ Analysing naturally -produced discussion in the form of MetroTalk opinions  
ɡ Bolstering findings via use of mixed methods, including focus groups and interviews  

Regarding the FGIs specifically, a risk is that participants might not say  what they would say 
'in the real world'.  In the focus groups, this could be because of disciplining effects (peer 
pressure, performativity), or in interviews, deception or performativity.  This was addressed 
through generating empathetic spaces where peo ple could feel safe and heard as described 
in 4.4.2 Focus groups and interviews .  Notably, several participants reached out after the 
groups or interviews were complete offering to help further in whatever way they could, 
suggesting they did feel safe, heard, and supported.  

4.5.3.c) External validity 
External validity ɀgeneralisability ɀis addressed several times during data collection.  It is 
noted that results are expected to bear out similarly in similar discursive formations, but 
may not be generalisable to radically different ones.  This is because vilification via blame 
happens when peopl e experience 'villain -type feelings' towards the blamee.  As discussed in 
Blame and its effects  and 3.3 Constructing emotions , 'emotion concepts' can vary from 
person to person, and are deeply intertwined with culture.  As such, they can operate 
differently in different cultures, and potentially different languages, as implied in 4.3.4 
Recognising vilification .836  Blamees could also be omitted from descriptions of harm 
through changing from an active voice (they did it) to a passive voice (it was done). 837  This 
means that, for the present research to be generalised beyond the UK, people must have 
similar emotion concepts, and potentially similar linguistic structures.  For that reason, the 
present research is most generalisable to broadly similar cultures where English is used in 
the first instance. 838   

Note that there are different ways to 'feel' towards blamees, per previous research where 
endogenously blaming the 'self' has been  associated with guilt or shame rather than 
anger;839 this implies that the emotions of blame interface with stories  and the roles 
available in those stories .  In the present research, the main story is the villain/hero/victim 
metaphor (a 'Rescue' narrative); 840 it is at least possible that other metaphors co uld exist.  
That said, the present research uses ɃvillainɄ because it is an agent towards whom we feel 
negatively, and it is this idea that should be translated into future research. 841 

 
836 Certain emotions (such as ɃangryɄ) and not others (such as ɃcontentɄ) can take direct objects in English; 
which emotions can and cannot take objects could vary in other languages . 
837 See discussion in E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
838 Vasilopoulou, Halikiopoulou, and Exadaktylos, ɃGreece in CrisisɄ. indicate that blaming might be 
performed differently in Greece.  
839 2.3.7 Blame is emotional 
840 Lakoff, The Political Mind. 
841 Note for example Imke HenkelɄs discussion of the EU as a ɃbullyɄ.  Henkel, Destructive Storytelling. 
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Generalising within the UK is facilitated by the mixed methods research  strategy that 
combines quantitative (scale) and qualitative (deep) data.  FGI and SE participants were 
drawn from all over the UK, ensuring the research wasn't, for example, about 'blame in 
London', but was rather generalisable to the UK.   This grants gre ater external validity in the 
specific case study of Brexit, permitting the degree of analytical inference necessary to 
generat e theory based on this case.  

4.6. Limitations and mitigation  
This subsection considers the methodological limitations of this research  and how they have 
been mitigated.  

4.6.1. Incompleteness and the role of the researcher 
in mixed methods research 

Freshwater criticises mixed methods research as too ɇfocused on fixing meaningɈ,842 arguing 
that researchers need to adopt a ɇsense of incompletenessɈ,843 and that the use of the 
'objective' third -person in writing hides that theory is ɇalways for someone, and for some 
purposeɈ.844  The present research takes a critical, abductive approach that accepts theory 
as an unfinished approximation of reality, suc h that meaning is only 'fixed' for the 
meantime, in the specific way described, and only until a better explanation comes along.  
Mixed methods are used simply to get closer to that reality. 845 

To the latter criticism, the present research avoids exclusive academic language where 
possible, and notably in the empirical chapters, to make it more available and therefore 
open to generation of new meanings; it severally acknowledges the role of the researcher 
and uses the first -person 'I' when speaking specifical ly from her perspective; 846 and 
recognises that alternate interpretations and ways can exist, as in the form of alternate 
'cultures' with differing metaphors and emotion concepts.   While the researcherɄs role in 
generating the research is noted in this chap ter , she is decentred in favour the perspectives 
of study participants . 

4.6.2. Breath-holding (survey-experiment) 
It is possible that having a person hold their breath to read the vignette in the survey -
experiment could cause them to feel physically worse than th ey otherwise would, and 
thereby skew results towards negative emotions.  It is also possible that a participant would 
be so distracted by holding their breath that they would write only about this in the 
questions following the vignette.  This was mitigate d by (a) reassuring the person that it is 

 
842 Freshwater, ɃReading Mixed Methods ResearchɄ, 137. 
843 Freshwater, 138.  
844 Cox, ɃSocial Forces, States and World OrdersɄ. 
845 See 4.2 Research design. 
846 E.g. 1.5 Researcher positionality. 
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okay if they do not manage to hold their breath (b) designing the vignettes around average 
reading speed and average length an adult can comfortably hold their breath.  The 
comparison between different vignette con ditions allows for consideration of effects.   

It could have equally been that allowing people as much time as they would like to read the 
vignette, and thereby engaging information -seeking 'System 2' behaviours, 847 would have 
resulted in more thoughtful re sponses.  However, per 4.4.1 Survey-experiment , it is not 
considered likely that the public at large typically read news texts 'for d eeper meaning', 
spending a large amount of time thoughtfully engaging with a piece.  If the natural timer of 
breath -holding were not used, this might have reduced ecological validity.  Further research 
could evaluate the relative frequency of vilification when people have limited, or unlimited 
time to consume blame, to establish whether thoughtfulness intervenes with blame's causal 
powers.  

4.6.3. źWhy do you feel that way?Ż (survey-
experiment) 

In the original survey -experiment, four questions were asked following the vignette, starting 
with ɇhow do you feel after reading the above text? Ɉ.848  This meant that while emotions 
were explicit, it would have been up to the researcher to consider why the participant was 
feeling a particular way.  This became apparent after analysis of initial results per 4.2.5 The 
research spiral : Remainers were 'ann oyed' following the vignette, though it was not clear 
why or at whom.  Thus in the second edition of the survey, an additional question ( ɇwhy do 
you feel that way?Ɉ) was added to ensure the researcher was not interpolating her opinion 
into the data; these results were triangulated with those from the initial survey to permit 
generalisation and meaningful interrogation/interpretation of the data. 849 

4.6.4. Between focus groups and interviews 
Per 4.4.2.a) COVID-19 adaptations , due to the coronavirus pandemic, it was necessary to 
switch from in -person focus gr oups to online forms of data collection, predominantly 
interviews.  The approach, including structure and questions, was kept as similar as 
possible.  As discussed above, it seems as though in both the focus groups and the 
interviews, participants felt saf e to freely share their opinions and ideas.  It is possible that 
doing entirely focus groups would have shed light into person -to -person disciplining effects 
(e.g. ɇdonɄt say things like thatɈ, or encouraging/dismissing body language).  However, this 
was not necessary to the present research, and it appears that both methods were 
successful in gaining the requisite data.  Limitations of conducting data collection online 
have already been acknowledged, and did not appear to create a significant barrier to 
collection.  

 
847 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. 
848 See questions in 4.4.1 Survey-experiment. 
849 Participants did someti mes say why they felt a certain way regardless.   
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4.6.5. Researcher subjectivity 
Per 1.5 Researcher positionality , the researc her has previously been subjected to UK 
discourses, including emotion concepts.  However, not being exclusively subject to UK 
discourses and emotion concepts might lead to a mismatch between how the researcher 
would perceive emotions and what participants or speakers are ɃactuallyɄ feeling.  For this 
reason, only explicitly -labelled emotions are used in analysis per 4.3.5 Recognising 
emotions . 

4.7. Roadmap for empirical chapters 
This chapter has established the critical realist research design for the present research, 
shedding light into how blame may be examined as a relatively stable phenomenon in the 
social world.  Vitally, it focused not on 'causes', but rather causal power, whereby a given 
mechanism such as blame always has the capability to affect audiences (e.g. by generating 
villain -type feelings towards blamees), but that these effects may not always be visible due 
to intervening mechanisms. 850  This highlights the need to consider 'contestation' of blame 
in the present research as a means by which its effects could be mitigated . 

Next, the abductive approach was introduced, explaining the ever -widening 'spiral' of 
research through a visual 'rese arch spiral' that shows interaction between theory and data, 
and ongoing reiteration of research design in order to get ever -closer to a 'true' theory of 
the ways in which blame makes villains in politics.  This was linked to experimentation and 
pragmatic application of mixed methods as a means by which such theory ɀas a description 
of ɃrealɄ realityɀmay be emerged.  The case study of Brexit was selected for the campaignsɄ 
use of blame as a ɃnormalɄ political behaviour, and because causal mechanisms become 
more visible during periods of crisis. 851 

A data analysis framework was developed that draws from existing work in critical discourse 
studies but that allows examination of 'effects' of a particular discursive practice, in this case 
blame, and drills down to  give specific methods for identifying items key to the present 
research: namely blame, victims, villains, emotions, and contestation.  The reading process, 
echoing the abductive approach, was outlined, and quote selection explained.   

4.4 Data sources  described and justified data sources against the data analysis framework.  
These included 104,000 words of focus group and interview transcripts, 1368 complete 
survey-experiment responses, 60 issues of the Metro including several hundred articles 
about the EU or Brexit and public commentary therein, 287 texts from Leave.EU, 43 from 
FarageɄs series for Breitbart, 25 from Britain Stronger in Europe as the Remain campaign, 
and over a thousand pro -Brexit ads collected by the Information CommissionerɄs Office. 

 
850 Fletcher, ɃThe Reality of Gender (Ideology)Ʉ, 211. 
851 Bhaskar, ɃOn the Possibility of Social Scientific Knowledge and the Limits of NaturalismɄ. 
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Following chapters present the results of analysis per the steps of the data analys is 
framework as follows:  

The first empirical chapter  (E1) establishes the 'context' for blame in the Brexit campaign.  
This includes a brief history, description of the Brexit assemblage, and considering 'who 
voted Leave/Remain' vis-à-vis participants in t he present research.  

E2 addresses the second part of the data analysis framework: identifying performance.  It 
focuses on the text -based data produced prior to the referendum, establishing the key role 
of blame for the Leave campaig n.  It then introduces the focus group/interview data, in 
which blame performed is very similar to that from during the campaign.  

The third component of the data analysis framework, 'identify effects', is considered in two 
chapters.  E3, the key effects chapter, estab lishes how villains were made in the FGIs and SE 
alike.  It engages with potential critique and alternate explanations, and highlights how 
blame spreads and may therefore create additional villains.  E4 shows that the vilifying 
effects of blame are not clo sely correlated to people's underlying characteristics.  That is, 
any 'vilification' is not happening because people are disagreeable or angry, but because of 
blame itself.  Existing knowledge and preferences ɀas captured in voting preference ɀ
appears to med iate the effects of blame.  

Lastly, per the final section of the data analysis framework, E5 identifies forms of 
contestation that may help mitigate the causal powers of blame, with implications for how 
'blaming' campaigns may be redressed in future.  
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5. E1: The Brexit context  

5.1. Introduction  
This first of five empirical chapters focuses on the context surrounding the Brexit 
referendum.  The need for a level of contextual understanding has been highlighted by 
previous research; for instance, Hansson points out t hat ɇ[A]nalysts may need a lot of non-
linguistic contextual knowledge to grasp what kind of common ground with the audience at 
hand the arguer presumes, and how this knowledge can be exploited for the purposes of 
persuasionɈ.852  Hence Ƀidentify context Ʉ is the first component of the data analysis 
framework laid out in Methodology . 

This chapter first gives a brief history of Brexit that outlines relations between the UK a nd 
EU prior to the referendum.  Th e UKɄs high level of Euroscepticism, as alluded to in 2.3.1 
Blame and Euroscepticism , is highlighted.  Concurrent issues are raised, and particularly the 
Ƀmigrant crisis Ʉ and Ƀglobal financial crisis Ʉ that construe Ƀblameworthy events Ʉ, as highlighted 
in the following chapter.   Understanding concurrent issues helps provide context to what is 
blamed ɃforɄ and informs particular images: for instance, of Greeks as ɃvictimsɄ to an 
extractive EU. 853 

Next, the Brexit ɃassemblageɄ is discussed.854  This is the network of people present as 
subjects and objects in Brexit discussions, as emerged in the course of reading.  Per 
Methodology , assemblages help explain how a particular discourse ɃspreadsɄɀin th is case, 
how blame as a discursive practice spreads.  This pre -empts discussion of subjects and 
objects in E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestati on, where it becomes clear that despite 
being ɃpresentɄ as an object of blame, the EU itself is ɃvoicelessɄɀan effect also experienced 
by other objects, such as migrants.  Understanding the assem blage is thus important 
contextual information for the present work.  Representative voices from that assemblage 
are identified, with their works presented and analysed in E2: Blame campaign . 

The third part of this chapter focuses on the audience in the Brexit context: UK voters, who 
the campaigns attempted to influence via blame.  As well as illustrating an important part of 
the Brexit assemblage, this section compares p eople who voted Leave/Remain per previous 
research with those who prefer to Leave/Remain in the current research, indicating 
ecological validity of the sample and enabling the researcher to speak meaningfully of 
vilification of the EU as an outcome of blam e in the Brexit case study.  Thanks to the 
questions asked in the survey -experiment, further novel information becomes apparent ɀ

 
852 Hansson, ɃAnalysing OppositionȿGovernment Blame GamesɄ, 234. 
853 See also E3: Effects. 
854 See discussion in  2.4.1 What kind of thing is blame?.  ɃAssemblageɄ is used, per Paliewicz and McHendry, 
to mean ɇwebs or networks where multiple and different forms of rhetoric (spoken, performed, bodily, 
symbolic, and material) interact and connectɈ.  Paliewicz and McHendry Jr, ɃWhen Good Arguments Do Not 
WorkɄ, 291.  See also Deleuze and Guattari, ɃA Thousand PlateausɄ. 
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Leaver attachment to local geographies (e.g. ɃNortherner Ʉ) rather than simply ɃEnglandɄ or 
ɃBritainɄ, and higher levels of Just World Beliefs and in -group values amongst Leavers.  This 
section provides context, establishes sample validity, and contributes new information 
about Brexit voters, while pre -empting discussion in E4 of whether underlying 
characteristics such as age, healt h, or psychological factors mediate the villain -making 
effects people experience when exposed to exogenous blame. 855 

Overall, this chapter achieves the first part of the data analysis framework in identifying 
essential context, and provides a necessary know ledge base for comprehending data in the 
following chapters.  

5.2. A brief history of Brexit  

5.2.1. Joining the EU 
The UK was invited but did not join the European Coal and Steel Community ( ɃECSCɄ) when it 
was instituted with the Treaty of Paris in 1951.  They likewise  did not join the European 
Atomic Energy Community (Euratom) nor the European Economic Community ( ɃEECɄ) in 
1957, even joining a rival ɃEuropean Free Trade Association Ʉ founded in 1960. 856  There was a 
dislike for the supranational element, a perceived possibility of damaging Commonwealth 
relations, and a preference for an alternate economic system. 857 

The UK applied to join the EEC in 1961, under Conservative Prime Minister Macmillan, but it 
was vetoed by French President de Gaulle who publicly ɇdoubted the UK Ʉs political will Ɉ.  
There was a perceived desire to prevent English becoming the common langua ge of the 
Community. 858  De Gaulle likewise blocked the second British application in 1967, under 
Labour PM Harold Wilson.  In this time, Euratom, the EEC, and ECSC were combined into 
one body, the European Communities. 859 

A third application to join the now -EC was submitted under Conservative PM Edward Heath, 
and accepted.  Heath signed the Accession Treaty in 1972; 860 the UK became a member in 
January 1973.861  Wilson again became PM in 1974, renegotiating the country Ʉs membership 
then staging a referendum on  continuing membership in 1975. 862  ɃRemainɄ won 67% to 

 
855 E4: Blame and underlying characteristics shows that 'demographic' factors do not seem to mediate the 
effects of blame, while existing beliefs do.  This enhances generalisability of the present research.  
856 UK in a Changing Europe, ɃA Brief History of the EUɄ. 
857 UK in a Changing Europe, ɃWhy Did the United Kingdom Not Join the European Union When It Started?Ʉ 
858 Ƀ1973Ʉ. 
859 UK in a Changing Europe, ɃA Brief History of the EUɄ. 
860 UK Parliament, ɃInto EuropeɄ. 
861 Ƀ1973Ʉ. 
862 The National Archives, ɃThe EEC and BritainɄs Late EntryɄ. 
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33%.863  In 1984, Conservative PM Margaret Thatcher negotiated a rebate on Britain Ʉs 
contribution to the EC budget. 864 

5.2.2. History of Euroscepticism865 
The UKɄs joining the EU, as it later became, was content ious.866  Domestic support was 
divided, and there were suspicions over the Ƀsupranational agenda Ʉ of preceding 
institutions. 867  Eurobarometer data 868 shows the UK was consistently amongst the countries 
with lowest public support for EU membership: per Figure 17, UK perceptions of 
membership as ɇa bad thingɈ reached peaks of 28 -48% in 1980, 1996, and 2010, compared 
to a record peak of just 19% for the EU as a whole in 2011 following the Global Financial 
Crisis (Figure 18).  As a result of this more Eurosceptic attitude, the UK negotiated several 
Ƀopt -outsɄ, meaning it was not part of the Schengen borderless zone (1985), euro currency 
agreement (2002), or area of freedom, security and justice. 869 

Figure 17: UK opinions on EU membership, 1973-2011.  Opinion on EU membership peaked as żA good thingŽ in 
1991, with over 40 points Ż advantage over żA bad thingŽ.  For most of the period 1973 -2011, there were less 
than 20 pointsŻ difference between żA good thingŽ and żA bad thingŽ. 

 

 
863 UK in a Changing Europe, ɃA Brief History of the EUɄ. 
864 UK in a Changing Europe.  
865 See also 2.3.1 Blame and Euroscepticism. 
866 "Domestic opinion was strongly against membership and there was strong concern over whether the 
terms negotiated were good enough for Britain."  UK Parliament, ɃInto EuropeɄ. 
867 The National Archives, ɃThe EEC and BritainɄs Late EntryɄ. 
868 European Commissi on, ɃEurobarometer InteractiveɄ. 
869 UK in a Changing Europe, ɃA Brief History of the EUɄ. 
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Figure 18: European Union overall opinions on EU membership, 1973-2011.  Membership as żA good thingŽ is 
30-60+ points higher than żA bad thingŽ. 

 

Opinion polls illustrate the divide in domestic support ( Figure 19).  Preferences fluctuated, 
with pro -Remain sentiment winning out in 2015 prior to the Brexit campaigns .  In the 
YouGov polls directly preceding and pr oceeding the referendum, desires to Leave and 
Remain were equal , though Remain sentiment has grown since.  An increase in pro -Leave 
sentiment after years of downward trending seems to correlate with the institution of the 
Leave campaigns (see next).  

Figure 19: Referendum preferences870 

 

The UK hadɀand continues to have ɀseveral loudly Eurosceptic parties: the British National 
Party declared itself against the EU 871 and UKIP, the single -issue United Kingdom 

 
870 YouGov data courtesy of What UK Thinks, ɃIf There Was a Referendum on BritainɄs Membership of the EU, 
How Would You Vote?Ʉ 
871 Though the BNP was careful to specify that this did not mean it was against 'Eastern Europeans' as the 
bogeymen of the day. British National Party, ɃBritish National Party Language and Concepts Discipline 
ManualɄ. 
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Independence Party, officially founded in 1993 and originating in the Anti -Federalist League 
that campaigned against the Maastricht Treaty. 872  Nigel Farage led UKIP 2006ȿ2009, and 
from 2010 until after the 2016 re ferendum, and has since founded the Brexit Party (now 
ɃReform UKɄ).873  Matthew Goodwin and Oliver Heath noted in 2016 that Euroscepticism 
within the UK has both ɇwidened and narrowedɈ in recent years, in that it is ɇmore 
widespreadɈ but also more closely tied to education level.874 

5.2.3. Leaving the EU 
With the Conservatives haemo rrhaging support to UKIP, 875 PM David Cameron promised a 
renegotiation then referendum on the UK Ʉs continued membership of the EU, as with Wilson 
decades earlier.  He began renegotiations in 2015, announced the deal ɀwith measures for 
deportation of EU migra nts and limitations on bringing family to the UK ɀin February 2016, 
and scheduled the referendum for 23 June 2016. 876 

Several campaign groups formed in preparation for the referendum.  Leave.EU was founded 
in July 2015 as ɃThe KnowɄ877 then relaunched as Leav e.EU in September; 878 Vote Leave was 
founded in October 2015, and was designated as the official pro -Leave campaign by the 
Electoral Commission in April 2016; 879 Britain Stronger in Europe was formed as a cross -
party pro -Remain campaign in October 2015. 880 

The campaignsɀdiscussed further below ɀwere marred by infighting between the 
competing Leave campaigns, 881 and the murder of pro -Remain MP Jo Cox in mid -June.  The 
campaigns agreed to refrain from campaigning for several days following the murder. 882 

Voter turn out for the referendum was 72.21%, and went for 'Leave' 51.89% vs 'Remain' 
48.11%.883 

Following the referendum results, David Cameron resigned; Theresa May became Prime 
Minister until defeat in the 2019 General Election.  Boris Johnson has been Prime Minist er 
since. 

 
872 BBC, ɃQ&AɄ. 
873 The Brexit Party, ɃAboutɄ; The Brexit Party, Farage, and Tice, ɃReformUKɄ. 
874 Goodwin and Heath, ɃThe 2016 Referendum, Brexit and the Left BehindɄ. 
875 Goodwin and Milazzo, UKIP. 
876 Kuenssberg, ɃCameron Calls EU Referendum for JuneɄ. 
877 Leave.EU, ɃBe in The KnowɄ. 
878 Banks and Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit. 
879 Stone, ɃVote Leave Has Been Designated the Official EU Referendum Out CampaignɄ. 
880 BBC News Service, ɃEU ReferendumɄ. 
881 E.g. Leave.EU, ɃArron BanksɄ Leave.EU Referendum Campaign Launches Formal Bid to Merge with Rival 
Vote LeaveɄ; BBC News Service, ɃEU Referendum: ɇNoɈ Campaign Group Attacks RivalɄ. 
882 BBC News Service, ɃEU Referendum Campaigns Suspended until Sunday after Jo Cox AttackɄ; Cobain, 
Parveen, and Taylor, ɃThe Slow-Burning Hatred That Led Thomas Mair to Murder Jo CoxɄ.  See also Annex: 
Brexit timeline.  
883 Electoral Commission, ɃEU Referendum ResultsɄ. 
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5.2.4. Concurrent issues 
Several major 'crises' were affecting the EU during the Brexit campaign.  These became 
important campaign issues and were amongst the things the EU was blamed for, 884 per the 
following chapter.  

First and foremost was the so -called 'migrant crisis', an influx of refugees from countries 
including Syria due to regional instability and violence.  German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
was 'sinking the ship' of Europe by welcoming refugees ( Figure 20), and Farage used images 
of refugees and migrants at the Hungarian border in UKIP campaign materials (see Figure 
21).  Anti -migrant headlines were common in newspapers such as the Daily Mail and Daily 
Express (Figure 22).  Under the EU -Turkey Statement and Action Plan, Turkey received large 
number of migrants as well as EU funding to take in more migrants, thereby easing the 
pressure on Europe; 885 the Plan included visa liberalisation, and there were rumours the UK 
would t herefore soon see a mass influx of Turkish and Middle Eastern migrants ( Figure 23). 

Figure 20: Angela Merkel as 'Ms Migration' steers the ship underwater.   The text underneath reads "All under 
control!??"886 

 

 
 
885 Corrao, ɃEU-Turkey Statement & Action PlanɄ. 
886 Canusapatriots, ɃMad Mother Merkel Pits Nationalist Euro-Nations Against Each Other Over MigrationɄ. 
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Figure 21: Farage in front of his/UKIP's 'Breaking Point' poster showing migrants, all of whom are young men, 
ostensibly entering Europe.  "The EU has failed us all."887 

 

Figure 22: Front page anti-migrant headlines in the Daily Express and Daily Mail in the lead-up to the 
referendum in 2016 888 

 

Figure 23: A Vote Leave ad showing that up to '76 million' people from Turkey would be immigrating to the UK, 
along with people from neighbouring Syria and Iraq.   This ad was shown on Facebook from parent page 

 
887 Image by Stefan Wermuth/Reuters.  Hall, ɃHow the Brexit Campaign Used Refugees to Scare VotersɄ. 
888 Compiled by @gameoldgirl on Twitter and found at Ghattas, ɃTweet: Visual Reminder of How Immigration 
Played in Leave Camp Narrative. ..Ʉ 
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https://www.facebook.com/voteleave/ alongside text calling to leave the EU, and was seen by 1.4 Ɖ3.2 million 
times by people within the UK. 889 

 

A second major crisis was the 2007 -2008 Global Financial Crisis ('GFC'.)  The GFC coincided 
with an increase in Euroscepticism, 890 and one focus group/interview participant argued that 
without the GFC, there would have been no Brexit referendum. 891  Particularly noteworthy 
for the following chapters is the effect on southern European states, such as Portugal, Spain, 
Italy, and Greece; as they are in the eurozone, they could not adjust their currency to reduce 
the strain o f the GFC on their economies, and were thus subjected to austerity measures by 
the European Central Bank. 892  Greece was a particularly visible victim ( Figure 24). 

 
889 Ad impressions are given in ranges in the parent document.  Facebook, ɃVote Leave 50 Million 
SpreadsheetɄ; Facebook, ɃVote Leave 50 Million AdsɄ. 
890 Hobolt and de Vries demonstrate that impact of the crisis helps explain 'defection' to Eurosceptic parties 
in the 2014 European elections (Hobolt and de Vries, ɃTurning against the Union?Ʉ).  Serricchio et al, 
somewhat conversely, argue that the 'most pronounced increase' in Euroscepticism occurred in those 
countries most affected, but that economic factors themselves were not the source  of such Euroscepticism .  
This points to the ways in which economic discourses were leveraged to generate Euroscepticismɀfor 
inst ance, through use of blame per the present research.   (Serricchio, Tsakatika, and Quaglia, 
ɃEuroscepticism and the Global Financial CrisisɄ.) 
891 See also 6.4.2.a) Creating economic disasters. 
892 Matthijs, ɃMediterranean BluesɄ; Zamora-Kapoor and Coller, ɃThe Effects of the CrisisɄ.  See Cavero, ɃThe 
True Cost of Austerity and Inequality: Greece Case StudyɄ. for a summary of austerity measures and 
implications.  
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Figure 24: The EU tells a naked, starving Greece that it needs to tighten its non-existent belt via further austerity 
measures893 

 

These two broad issues ɀmigration and the economy ɀare discussed extensively in the 
context of blame i n the campaign in the following chapter.  It is not possible to know 
whether the EU were blamed for these things because they were perceived as genuinely 'at 
fault', or whether they were two 'harmful' things that, because of their harmful nature, 
became salient for blaming.  What  does become  clear is that concurrent issues of the day 
are reflected in blame attribution discussions. 894 

5.3. The Brexit assemblage 
Identifying context for EU -blaming in the Brexit campaign necessitates identifying the Brexit 
'assemblag e'ɀthe players and bodies associated with the referendum campaign. 895  This 
provides context for the blaming that took place, and informed data selection.  The 
assemblage was identified in processing pro -Leave materials and wider reading by and 
about the ac tors indicated.  This again indicates the abductive, iterative approach used and 

 
893 Image credit Chappatte in NZZ am Sonntag Zurich, Hill, ɃCartoonɄ. 
894 Per Klapp, characters are liable to be created in crises; crises are also ideal for examination of the 
mechanisms underlying reality, as they become more visible.  Klapp, ɃThe Creation of Popular HeroesɄ; 
Klapp, ɃHeroes, Villains and Fools, as Agents of Social ControlɄ; Bhaskar, ɃOn the Possibility of Social Scientific 
Knowledge and the Limits of NaturalismɄ. 
895 See also 4.3.1 Data analysis framework. 
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indicated in 4.2.5 The research spiral ; reading informed data selection, which informed 
reading, until an assemblage emerged.  

Brexit figures have here been gathered into seven groups: UK political parties, referendum 
campaigns, EU-related actors, intern ational political actors, media, the 'elite', and regular 
'people'/the public.  Particular attention is paid to 'high -level' or public actors, who can use 
their platforms to reach a wider audience; their blame can affect more people.   

5.3.1. UK parties 
This grou p includes UK political parties and their figures: then -Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, 
whose ambiguous approach towards 'Remain' was oft -noted; 896 then -UKIP leader Nigel 
Farage; former PM David Cameron , and Theresa May and Boris Johnson who followed him; 
fellow Tories Michael Gove (Lord Chancellor at the time, and briefly campaign manager for 
Boris Johnson's bid to become PM) and George Osborne (then -Chancellor of the Exchequer).  
David Cameron, followin g his renegotiation and referendum declaration, became de facto 
figurehead of the Remain campaign.  Johnson, since elected Prime Minister, was based in 
Brussels as a journalist for many years and known for writing inflammatory articles about 
the EU, includ ing blaming it for regulations over the bendiness of bananas and condom 
sizes.897  He became de facto figurehead for Vote Leave.  Material from the campaigns and 
Farage is analysed in the following chapter.  

5.3.2. Campaigns 
Three major campaigns may be identified:  Britain Stronger in Europe ('BSIE', 'Stronger In') as 
the official Remain campaign; and Vote Leave and Leave.EU, as candidates to become the 
official Leave campaign.   

Pro-Brexit group Leave.EU had the explicit intention of affecting how people feel about  the 
EU and thus lead them to vote out :898   

ż.º ÇJ´ ºJ¦ «z J«  ªX³ NJ«-´ºÉӃX ªXT J J°°³­JN|ŵŽ ´J T #J«¦´Ÿ żF|Jº[our campaign 

strategy team] ´J T XJ³ӃÉ ­« ÇJ´ źZJNº´ T­«Żº Ç­³¦Ż J«T º|JºŻ´  ºŸ A|X ³XªJ « NJª°J z«

ZXJºÄ³XT ZJNºŵ ZJNºŵ ZJNºŵ ZJNºŵ ZJNºŸ .º ¤Ä´º T­X´«Żº Ç­³¦ŸYou have got to connect with 

people emotionallyŸ .ºŻ´ º|X A³Äª° ´ÄNNX´´ŸŽ 

As such they are an example of people trying to make the EU a villain, necessitating inclusion 
and analysis in the present research  (see also 6.1.1).   

Leave.EU was founded by insurance millionaire Arron Banks and Richard Tice; Liz Bilney was 
chief executive, Andy Wigmore head of communications, and Jack Montgomery lead writer 
and content adviser.  Liz Bilney is a director of Westmonster, a far -right publication co -

 
896 E.g. Leave.EU, ɃWhitewashɄ; Leave.EU, ɃLabour GO Respond to CorbynɄs pro-EU SpeechɄ. 
897 Rankin and Waterson, ɃHow Boris JohnsonɄs Brussels-Bashing Stories Shaped British PoliticsɄ; Brunsden 
and Oliver, ɃFact or Fiction?Ʉ 
898 Booth, Travis, and Gentleman, ɃLeave Donor Plans New Party to Replace Ukip ȿ Possibly without Farage 
in ChargeɄ. 
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owned by Arron Banks and Nigel Farage's former pres s officer. 899  Bilney and Banks had 
further relations, including being co -directors of Better for the Country Ltd (Brexit donor), 
for which Bilney, Wigmore, and Banks were on the Board. Bilney is director of Eldon 
Insurance, Banks' company (accused of shari ng data with Leave.EU) 900, and of Big Data 
Dolphin, 901 a data company set up by Banks and Wigmore after meeting with Cambridge 
Analytica. 902  Peter Hargreaves and Jim Mellon were important Leave.EU funders. 903  Tice, 
Wigmore, Farage, and Banks have been referr ed to as the 'Bad Boys of Brexit'. 904 

Vote Leave was founded by Matthew Elliott (chief executive) and Dominic Cummings 
(campaign director) and included Conservative and Labour MPs, notably Priti Patel and Boris 
Johnson, and MEPs Daniel Hannan and Lord Lawso n.  Michael Gove served as Co -Convenor 
with Gisela Stuart (Labour). 905  Vote Leave was selected as the official Leave campaign by the 
Electoral Commission, and was later fined for breaking electoral spending laws. 906 

A report by Martin Moore and Gordon Ramsay indicates that ɇalmost two-thirds of all front -
page print leads were published by newspapers backing LeaveɈ, indicating that the Leave 
campaign received disproportionate media attention. 907  This in turn implies that the vilifying 
effects of blame us ed by that campaign may have been far -reaching.  

BSIE had fewer recognisable figureheads, with David Cameron becoming the de facto face of 
'Remain' as indicated above.  

The present research focuses on materials from Leave.EU as the 'people's campaign' (see 
4.4 Data sources ), as well as BSIE documents and ads from Vote Leave. 908 

5.3.3. EU 
The EU is an 'international political actor', but has been separated from the others due to its 
role vis-à-vis the Brexit campaign.  The EU was largely an object during the campaign, 
whether considering its benefits (Remain) or detractions (Leave).  Important related figures 
were then -European Commission President Jean -Claude Juncker, and German Chancellor 
Angela Merkelɀherself not 'part of' the EU as an institution, outside her role in the Council, 
but frequently depicted alongside Juncker, and described as 'r unning' the EU. 909  The EU did 

 
899 Bad Boys of Brexit, ɃWhat about the Bad Girls of Brexit?Ʉ 
900 Bad Boys of Brexit; Information Co mmissionerɄs Office, ɃICO to Audit Data Protection Practices at 
Leave.EU and Eldon Insurance after Fining Both Companies for Unlawful Marketing MessagesɄ. 
901 Information CommissionerɄs Office, ɃInvestigation into the Use of Data Analytics in Political CampaignsɄ. 
902 Bad Boys of Brexit, ɃWhat about the Bad Girls of Brexit?Ʉ; Wylie, Mindf*ck . 
903 Banks and Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit. 
904 Banks and Oakeshott.  
905 Vote Leave, ɃAbout the CampaignɄ. 
906 Electoral Commission, ɃEU ReferendumɄ; Electoral Commission, ɃInvestigationɄ. 
907 Moore and Ramsay, ɃUK Media Coverage of the 2016 EU Referendum CampaignɄ, 21. 
908 According to notes taken by whistle -blower Britt any Kaiser at a UKIP meeting, UKIP saw Leave.EU as the 
"one to put their weight behind", with Vote Leave "off the mark completely".  Cambridge Analytica, ɃSelect 
2016 Campaign -Related DocumentsɄ, 208. 
909 See also Annex: Who is the EU? and 9.4 Changing subjects and objects. 
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not participate in the Brexit campaign ɀwhich Juncker 'regrets' ɀand so none of the 
materials analysed in this thesis were produced by the EU. 910 

5.3.4. International political actors  
International political actors include President Oba ma, who met with David Cameron during 
the campaign and suggested the UK would go to the 'back of the queue' in making trade 
deals with the US if it were to vote out; 911 the Trump campaign; and Cambridge Analytica 
('CA'), a political lobbying group/data firm  who use d micro -targeting and in -person tactics to 
sway elections.  

Steve Bannon, former Chief Strategist and Senior Counselor to Donald Trump, was the co -
founder of Breitbart News (partially owned by Robert Mercer). 912  Farage attended Trump 
campaign rallie s in 2016 and 2020 913ɀthere is an ongoing relationship between pro -Brexit 
and pro -Trump campaigns.   (These close links speak to the generalisability of the present 
research: if the campaigns cooperated such that similar strategies worked in the US and UK 
alike, then similar contestation strategies may also be effective.  See E5: Can EU not? Limits 

and contestation.) 

CA was the British branch of SCL Group.  Using 'psychometrics' (psychological profiling), part 
of their suite of services included "[creating] advanced models that predict voter behavior in 
a number of different areas, ranging from likelihood to turn out on Election Day to how they 
might vote on a specific ballot initiative or their propensity to donate." 914  Its CEO was 
Alexander Nix; 915 the two whistle -blowers were Christopher Wyl ie from the data side and 
Brittany Kaiser from the marketing side.  It was partly owned by the Mercer family, 916 
received funding from Facebook board member and surveillance firm 'Palantir' founder 
Peter Thiel, 917 and was approached to provide services for L eave.EU, UKIP, and Arron Banks' 
insurance company. 918  Its Canadian branch AggregateIQ worked on the Vote Leave 
campaign. 919  

Leaked email correspondence indicates that CA were to receive data from UKIP, combine it 
with external data to produce a series of s upporter profiles and 'ideal messaging' per group, 
and return this data to UKIP to be shared with Leave.EU. 920  The project for Leave.EU was to 

 
910 Gotev, ɃJuncker Regrets Not Intervening in Brexit Referendum CampaignɄ. 
911 Referenced by  both the Leave.EU and BSIE campaigns.  Banks, ɃKeep Sending Obama OverɄ; Edwards, 
ɃHuw EdwardsɄ; Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃTop 10 RebuttalsɄ. 
912 Stone and Gordon, ɃFBIɄs Russian-Influence Probe Includes a Look at Breitbart, InfoWars News SitesɄ. 
913 Farage, Nigel Farage Speaks at Trump 2020 Campaign Rally. 
914 Cambridge Analytica, ɃSelect 2016 Campaign-Related DocumentsɄ, 7. 
915 Since banned from running limited companies. The Insolvency Service, Ƀ7-Year Disqualification for 
Cambridge Analytica BossɄ.  
916 E.g. Stone and Gordon, ɃFBIɄs Russian-Influence Probe Includes a Look at Breitbart, InfoWars News SitesɄ. 
917 Morse, ɃFacebook Board Member Peter Thiel Helped Fund Cambridge AnalyticaɄs WorkɄ. 
918 Leave.EU, ɃThe Science Behind Our StrategyɄ. 
919 Observer Editorial, ɃThe Observer View on the Information CommissionerɄs Cambridge Analytica 
InvestigationɄ. 
920 Cambridge Analytica, ɃSelect 2016 Campaign-Related DocumentsɄ, 166ȿ67. 
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be focused on mobilising voter turnout. 921  CA was heavily involved in 2014 US political races 
as well as Ted Cruz's then Trump's presidential campaigns. 922   

Note that Cambridge Analytica's method of 'psychometric targeting' may not have been 
effective, even if it were used:  

"while the models showed some success in correctly predicting attributes on 

individuals whose data was used in the training of the model, the real-world accuracy 

of these predictionsƊwhen used on new individuals whose data had not been used in 

the generating of the modelsƊwas likely much lower. Through the [UK Information 

Commissioner's Office]'s analysis of internal company communications, the 

 «ÆX´º zJº ­«  TX«º Z XT º|X³X ÇJ´ J TXz³XX ­Z ´NX°º N ´ª Ç º| « Ɛ$ Ż´ °J³X«º z³­Ä°Ƒ

SCL as to the accuracy or reliability of the processing being undertaken. There 

appeared to be concern internally about the external messaging when set against the 

reality of their processing."923   

This is engaged with in E4: Blame and underlying characteristics . 

Cambridge Analytica closed in the wake of the 2018 scandal where its use of micro -targeting 
on Facebook to manipulate people towards a particular party ɀor away from voting at all ɀ
was made public.  SCL's other operations continue, apparently with access to the same data 
set that Camb ridge Analytica had. 924  CA has been essentially replicated as Emerdata, with 
similar owners and leadership .925  

Russia and CA are both included as 'international political actors' due to whistle -blower 
allegations, 926 and because of recent US Senate Intel re ports that indicate a link between 
former Trump campaign chair Paul Manafort, Russian intelligence, and Arron Banks 
business partner Frank Mermoud. 927 

While international actors are understood as part of the Brexit assemblage, specific 
materials are not ana lysed.  This is because whistle -blower reports have focused on the role 
of such actors in amplifying  campaign materials rather than producing their own.  

 
921 Cambridge Analytica, 208.  
922 Cambridge Analytica, 19 ȿ25; Burke, ɃTrump Ʉ16 Campaign, PAC Illegally CoordinatedɄ. 
923 Kaminska, ɃICOɄs Final Report into Cambridge Analytica Invites Regulatory QuestionsɄ. 
924 Siegelman, ɃChartɄ; Wylie, Mindf*ck . 
925 Siegelman, ɃChartɄ. 
926 CA whistle-blower Wylie alleges that Russia was involved in both the Trump and Leave campaigns; 
researchers Bastos and Mercea point to the suspicious bot behaviour on Twitter in the lead -up to the 
referendum promoting Leave,  and suggest potential use of a 'bot net' (a technique associated with Russian 
operations); and The Guardian has documented an extensive relationship between Arron Banks of 
Leave.EU and the Russian government.  The British Information Commissioner's Office  has found that CA 
was not involved in the Brexit referendum and referred allegations of Russian interference elsewhere, as 
they "fall outside the remit of the ICO."  Bastos and Mercea, ɃThe Brexit Botnet and User-Generated 
Hyperpartisan NewsɄ. Cadwalladr and Jukes, ɃArron Banks ɇMet Russian Officials Multiple Times before 
Brexit VoteɈɄ. Information CommissionerɄs Office, ɃLetter to Mr Julian Knight MP Re ICO Investigation into Use 
of Personal Information and Political InfluenceɄ, 2 October 2020.  
927 Cadwalladr and Jukes, ɃArron Banks ɇMet Russian Officials Multiple Times before Brexit VoteɈɄ; 
Cadwalladr, ɃThread by @carolecadwallaɄ. 
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5.3.5. Media 
Media include traditional media such as the Metro newspaper, alternative media, and social 
media.  'Alternative media' includes platforms such as Breitbart News or Stormfront ɀright -
wing and extremist blogging platforms that make no attempt at journalistic neutrality.  
Farage wrote a series for Breitbart in the lead -up to the referendum.  Breitba rt Facebook 
and user data was made available to Cambridge Analytica via UKIP, as well as data from 
Farage.928   

Arron Banks describes Richard Desmond (owner of the Express newspapers) as his "most 
powerful media ally", and Simon Heffer (Telegraph columnist)  as seeing "eye to eye" with 
himself and Wigmore "on almost everything." 929  

Facebook was used by Cambridge Analytica in targeting campaigns, and retains active pro -
Brexit groups including 'We are the 17.4 Million (Leave Voters)' 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/17.4Million/; 12.2k members), 'We support independent 
Britain' (https://www.facebook.com/groups/716541045463761/, 5.7k members), 'UK And 
Ireland Unite Against The EU' (https://www.facebook.com/groups/2059502337621581/, 1.4k  
members), 'The Bruges Group' (https://www.facebook.com/groups/bruges.group/, 13.3k 
members) and many more. 930   

Materials analysed include Farage's pieces for Breitbart, content from the Metro, pieces 
from each of the authors and publications preferred by Arron Banks, 931 and Facebook ads.  

5.3.6. Elite 
Who is 'elite' is subjective.  It is understood that this group members of this include upper -
class British citizens, such as aristocrats; international businesses; academics; and the rich.  
BSIE's board included seve ral peers; Vote Leave was run in large part by MPs; Leave.EU was 
founded by multi -millionaires.  Both Leave and Remain campaigns refer to 'elite' in justifying 
their campaigns; the 'elite' acts as a topos of authority. 932  International business figures 
such as Richard Branson wrote pieces in favour of Remain. 933 

5.3.7. People 
These include migrants to the EU (important for the referendum given the 'migrant crisis' 
described above); the UK public (including voters and non -voters, and EU citizens resident in 
the UK), and social media groups such as Facebook groups.  

 
928 Cambridge Analytica, ɃSelect 2016 Campaign-Related DocumentsɄ, 208. 
929 Loc 135, Banks and Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit. 
930 Facebook groups and membership numbers accurate as of December 2020.  Reddit did not appear 
extensively used during the Brexit campaign (in comparison to its use for the 2016 US Presidential 
campaign).  While there is the possibil ity of astroturfing on Twitter, Facebook was a preferred data source 
due to its use by CA.  
931 As part of Leave.EU 'news and media'; see also 4.4 Data sources. 
932 See also 9.4 Changing subjects and objects. 
933 E.g. Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃRichard Branson on Why HeɄs Voting RemainɄ. 
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5.3.8. Depicting the assemblage 
These seven groups are shown in Figure 25.  Select relations are depicted using lines. 934  
David Cameron is linked to BSIE, due to his de facto figurehead role; and Obama, because 
Cameron asked him to make a statement dissuading people from voting Leave. 935  Boris 
Johnson is associated with Vote Leave due to his de facto figurehead status.  Nigel Far age is 
linked to Leave.EU due to his behind -the -scenes support for the campaign; 936 Trump's 
campaign as outlined above; and alternative media due to publishing on Breitbart.  Angela 
Merkel is linked to migrants due to the depiction of her 'opening the gates  of Europe' to 
them.  BSIE is linked to the elite group due to references to these audiences as 'experts' 
when justifying their arguments. 937  Leave.EU is linked to the UK public as the 'people's 
campaign', and to Cambridge Analytica.  Cambridge Analytica f orms a hub, with links to 
Leave.EU, Vote Leave, Trump's campaign, UKIP, social media, social media groups, and 
Russia.  Russia is linked to social media and alternative media due to their use and 
amplification of platforms such as Breitbart, 938 and role of Russia's 'Internet Research 
Agency' and for -hire consultants in 'astroturfing' social media platforms to control campaign 
narratives. 939  The campaigns, shown at the centre of the diagram, are the primary source of 
pre -referendum materials discussed in the following chapter.  

 
934 Relations are limited in order to retain readability of the diagram; other figures and relations already 
mentioned in the text, or with lower presumed relevance, or not included.  
935 Foster, ɃCameron Asked Obama to Make Brexit WarningɄ. 
936 E.g. Banks and Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit..  The Vote Leave campaign was seen as ineffective (ibid)  
and Cambridge Analytica, ɃSelect 2016 Campaign-Related DocumentsɄ, 208. 
937 See 9.4 Changing subjects and objects. 
938 Stone and Gordon, ɃFBIɄs Russian-Influence Probe Includes a Look at Breitbart, InfoWars News SitesɄ. 
939 Greenberg, Sandworm. 
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Figure 25: The Brexit Assemblage 

 

5.4. Who voted for Brexit?  
With the overall socio -political, historical, and network context for Brexit established, this 
section achieves four functions: (1) identifying who voted f or Brexit, giving additional insight 
into the 'UK public' part of the Brexit assemblage; (2) comparing who voted for Brexit per 
previous research with those in the current research, establishing ecological validity; (3) 
presenting new information about Lea vers/Remainers identified in the present research; (4) 
pre -empting E4, where the interface between people's 'underlying characteristics' and 
'blame' is discussed, by showing how Leavers and Remainers differed in the present sample.  

5.4.1. Portrait of a Leaver: existing research 
Several existing studies have established tendencies in who voted for Brexit. Lord Ashcroft 
conducted a referendum -day voter poll (N=12,369); 940 Sascha Becker et al compared local 
area district data with voting behaviour to explain why a giv en area voted Leave/Remain; 941 
Eleonora Alabrese et al combined individual and regional data in the form of the UK -wide 
'Understanding Society' survey (N=13,136) to identify differences between people who voted 

 
940 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ. 
941 Becker, Fetzer, and Novy, ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ 
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Leave/Remain; 942 educational attainment is highly correlated with Brexit vot ing patterns, to 
the point Robert Jump and Jo Mitchell found education level alone could correctly classify 
over 90% of local authorities. 943  Harry Garretsen et al identified 'regional clusters' of 
psychological traits, and then interpreted those regions' Leave/Remain vote in terms of 
those traits; 944  Alex Macdougall et al identified a need for justice and reduced feelings of 
threat, plus a gr eater sense of control, as associated with a Leave vote amongst 158 
participants in the Greater Manchester area. 945   

Findings from those works is summarised in Figure 26, with measures used in the present 
research explored in Table 11 below.  Note that this 'summary' does not necessarily 
describe all Leave voters, and any given Leaver may not have most (or any!) of the 
characteristics shown.  It is a population -level average only, indicating that ɀbased on 
previous research ɀLeave voters were more likely to have the characteristics shown than 
were Remainers.  Leave voters are the focus of  this section, given this research draws 
primarily from pro -Leave sources. 

Figure 26: Portrait of a Leaver , based on the previous research outlaid above.946 Characteristics are loosely 
grouped into demography, work and benefits, how  they live their lives, geographical then political identification, 
and psychological profile. 

 

 
942 Alabrese et al., ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ They noted it was harder to distinguish voters in s ocio-
economically disadvantaged areas.  
943 Jump and Michell, ɃEducation and the Geography of BrexitɄ. 
944 Garretsen et al., ɃBrexit and the Relevance of Regional Personality TraitsɄ. 
945 Macdougall, Feddes, and Doosje, ɃɇTheyɄve Put Nothing in the Pot!ɈɄ 
946 I.e. Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ; Becker, Fetzer, and 
Novy, ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ; Alabrese et al., ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ; Jump and Michell, ɃEducation and the 
Geography of BrexitɄ; Garretsen et al., ɃBrexit and the Relevance of Regional Personality TraitsɄ; Macdougall, 
Feddes, and Doosje, ɃɇTheyɄve Put Nothing in the Pot!ɈɄ 
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5.4.2. Survey-experiment participants 
One of the key methods used in the present research was a survey -experiment ('SE'), which 
had 1368 complete responses.  Per Methodology , the SE consisted of a number of questions 
about voting behaviour, educational attainment, psychological profile, and identity, then 
presented one of four vignettes featuring blame. 947  The participants then answered 
questions about their reactions to their vignette.  Responses from UK voters were received 
from all over the UK, per 4.4.2 Focus groups and interviews . 

The data collected does not aim to be completely representative of the UK population, and 
indeed, people with voting pref erence 'Remain' were more common than 'Leavers'. 948  What 
it does aim to achieve is emerging those items that previous research has suggested 
moderate or mediate blame (discussed in E4) and voting preference, to help understand the 
differentiated effects of  blame in E3: Effects.  It compares the Leave voters in this research 
to Leave voters in previous research, and similarly for Remain voters.  It shows that the 
audience s to pre -referendum material discussed in the following chapter and the 
participants in the current research are similar, permitting discussion of vilification of the EU 
via blame in the specific case study of the Brexit campaign.  

5.4.2.a) Voting preference in this research 
SE responses were grouped by voting preference (ɃVPɄ), per a question on how participants 
would vote were the referendum to be held 'today'. 949  This gave five groups: VP Leave (ɃVPLɄ, 
402), VP Remain (ɃVPRɄ, 845), VP Unsure (72), VP Would not vote (25), and VP Would rather 
not say (18).950   ɃLeaversɄ and ɃRemainersɄ in this section refers to voting preference. 

5.4.2.b) IdentificationƊ. Jª JƎ«ƏŹ 
This research approached data collection differently to preceding research, specifically as it 
related to 'identity'.  Per 4.4.1 Survey-experiment , participants were asked to finish the 
sentence "I am (a/n)ɍ" with up to five of 78 possible options, which included gender, 
sexuality, race, geo -attachment, religion, generation, politi cal affiliation, and class.  They 

 
947 Complete responses included participant answers to questions following the vignette.  Questions 
establishing psychological agreeability, value system, Just World Beliefs, sense of agenc y, health and mental 
health, education were asked in the first round of the SE only, per 4.4.1 Survey-experiment.  This was to 
shorten the survey and encourage complete responses.  The first round of the survey had 1122 total 
responses, vs 450 in the second round.  People with voting preference Leave were more apparent in the 
second round (31.8% vs 23.6%).  1040 of the 1368 complete responses were from the first round of the 
survey.  There is no reason to anticipate that the remaining 328 participants would have differed 
significantly on any of the measures to people participating in the first round of the survey.  
948 For all responses, including incompletes (N=1572), 62.2% responded that they would vote Remain were 
the referendum held today, as opposed to 29.5% who would vote Leave.  
949 Voting preference at the time of the SE was used, not Leave/Remain identity or actual referendum voting 
behaviour.  
950 A minority of participants had changed their voting preference since voting in the referendum, with 5.2% 
of VP Remainers having voted Leave, and 9.0% of VP Leavers having voted Remain.  
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were then asked to order those five items from most to least important. 951  This means that, 
unlike in previous research, it is not possible to know the exact breakdown between 
men/women/other, Conservative/Labour/etc suppo rters, white English/Irish/Caribbean and 
so on.  This was done because previous research suggests that what people strongly identify 
with or believe in can interfere with the effects of blame, such that rape myth acceptance 
affects how people blame victims  of interpersonal violence. 952  It shows what is most 
important  to people.   

How may this be compared to previous research?  Take the example of gender: 69.5% VP 
Leavers giving a gender identity were men, versus 65% of VPR Remainers.  Leavers were 
4.5% more  likely to identify as men than Remainers, which is consistent with previous 
research showing men were 4.7% more likely to vote Leave. 953  That is, the VPLs and VPRs 
people who gave their gender showed a similar divide to Leavers and Remainers in previous 
research.  There is no reason to believe that people who did not centralise gender in their 
identity would skew towards men or towards women, or that people who did not centralise 
gender in their identity would skew towards Leave/Remain and a particular gen der.  The 
data collected is considered on its own merit and compared to that in previous work to 
establish a level of similarity.   

Inconsistent and ambiguous data were removed during analysis ɀfor example, where 
somebody indicated they were both Muslim and Christian, or a Labour and Conservative 
supporter.  

5.4.3. Consistency with prior research and preparing 
for E4 

The following table compares Leavers/Remainers in prior and this research and indicates 
consistency.  

Table 11: Data collected in this research compared with that from previous research  

Item Previous research This research Consistency 

Age Older voters (45-
54, 56%; 55-64, 
57%, 65+ 

50%).954 

The sample was dominated by 
younger age groups.  
Millennials were mainly 
Remainers. (12.5% VPR vs 5% 

VPL).955 

Some consistency between existing 
research and the present research, with 
Millennials tending Remain; however, the 
sample skews young. 

 
951 Where participants listed more than five responses to the question, only the first five answers per their 
own ordered ranking were included.  
952 Niemi and Young, ɃBlaming the Victim in the Case of RapeɄ; Krahe, ɃVictim and Observer Characteristics as 
Determinants of Responsibility Attributions to Victims of RapeɄ. 
953 Becker, Fetzer, and Novy, ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ 
954 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ.  Supported by Alabrese et 
al., ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ. 
955 Only 12.9% of VP Leavers and 18.3% VP Remainers included a ge nerational name in their self -
identification. 56.1% of those were Millennials, compared to 18.3% Gen Z and 16.7% Gen X.  4.5% identified 
as Baby Boomers, and 1.9% as Silent Generation.  
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Item Previous research This research Consistency 

Class Below middle 
class.  64% of 
C2DE voted 

Leave.956  C2 

signifies skilled 
working class, D 
working class, and 
E non-working. 

VP Leavers were more likely to 
present themselves as working 
class (C2D), while VP 
Remainers were more likely to 
identify as (lower) middle 

class.957  Non-working (class 'E') 

was not included as a selectable 
class identity. 

Consistent with prior research; Leavers 
were more likely to identify as working class 
than Remainers. 

Education Lacking education 
beyond secondary 

school.958 Lower 

education levels, 
and areas that 
have experienced 
fast growth in 
education 

levels.959 

VP Leavers had a lower mean 
level of education per the 
Regulated Qualifications 
Framework than did VP 
Remainers.  The mean VP 
Remainer had the equivalent of 
a foundation degree, whereas 
the mean VP Leaver had A 
levels.  See Annex: SE 
education levels for complete 
results. 

Consistent with prior research; Leavers had 
a lower level of education than Remainers. 

Gender Men (4.7% more 
likely to vote 

Leave).960 

Leavers were more likely to 
identify as men. 69.5% of VPLs 
giving a gender identity were 

men, vs 65% of VPRs.961 

Consistent with prior research; Leavers 
were more likely to identify as men. 

 
956 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ. 
957 46.5% VPLs and 46.2% VPRs included class as part of their identity. Of those, 57.6% of Leavers identified 
as working class or skilled working class vs 49.8% of Remainers; 18.6% of Remainers identified as lower 
middle class vs 9.7% of Leavers. Middle class : 25.2% VPL, 24.9% VPR; upper middle class: 7.5% VPL, 6.5% 
VPR; upper class: 0% VPL, 0.2% VPR. 
958 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ.. See also Hobolt, ɃThe 
Brexit Vote: A Divided Nation, a Divided ContinentɄ.: while around a quarter of those with post -graduate 
degrees voted Leave, two th irds of those with no post -secondary school qualifications voted Leave. Low er 
education finding likewise supported by Alabrese et al., ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ. 
959 Becker, Fetzer, and Novy, ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ 
960 Becker, Fetzer, and Novy.  
961 It appears  that overall, there were fewer women respondents to the survey -experiment, or identifying as 
a woman was not as important to women's identity as identifying as a man is to being a man.  This research 
does not presume that gender biases blame behaviour, pe r previous research.  E.g. Anderso n and Lyons, 
ɃThe Effect of VictimsɄ Social Support on Attributions of Blame in Female and Male RapeɄ. find that beliefs 
around gender roles are more important than gender per se, in the specific context of gender -based 
violence. This is supported by Becker and Tinkler, ɃɇMe Getting Plastered and Her Provoking My EyesɈ: 
Young PeopleɄs Attribution of Blame for Sexual Aggression in Public Drinking SpacesɄ; Burt and DeMello, 
ɃAttribution of Rape Blame as a Function of Victim Gender and Sexuality, and Perceived Similarity to the 
VictimɄ; Garland et al., ɃBlaming the VictimɄ; Krahe, ɃVictim and Observer Characteristics as Determinants of 
Responsibility Attributions to Victims of RapeɄ. 
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Item Previous research This research Consistency 

Geo-
attachment  

In England: 
Exclusively or 
predominantly 
English rather 
than British (39% 
of Leavers vs 18% 
of Remainers). 
In Scotland: 
Predominantly 
British rather than 

Scottish.962 

Leavers identified more as 
British, English, British and 
English, Northerner, English and 
Northerner, or British and 
Northerner.  
Remainers identified more as 
Scottish, European, Irish, 
European and British, City 
person, and Welsh.  
See Annex: SE geo-attachment 
for data. 

Inconclusive.  This work's methods are 
different to those used in the Ashcroft poll 
from the first column; there, people were 
asked to rate their 'Englishness' (or 
Scottishness) against their 'Britishness' on a 
5-point scale from 'English not British' to 
'British not English'.  People could not 
identify as both, which they could in the 
present research. 
This work does though echo research on 
Brexit as an 'English' phenomenon and 

relating to English identity,963 though 

previous work has not considered more 

local identities such as 'Northerner'.964 

 

Health Poor health.965 Both Leavers and Remainers 
described themselves as having 
fair-good general health, in 

contrast to prior research.966  

Not consistent with prior research.  It could 
be that 'poor health' in previous research 
acts as a proxy for 'age', noting that the SE 
sample appears younger than the general 
population. 

Political 
leanings 

Voted for UKIP in 
the 2015 General 
Election (96%) or 
Conservative 

party (58%).967 

Conservative 
voters more likely 
to support Leave, 
and Labour voters 

Remain.968 

Leavers significantly more likely 
to describe themselves as 
Conservative Party supporters 
(14.4% VPL vs 1.7% VPR).  
Remainers more likely to be 
Labour supporters (10.7% VPR 
vs 2.2% VPL), Scottish National 
Party supporters (6.4% VPR vs 
0.2% VPL), and Liberal 
Democrat supporters (3.4% 
VPR, 0% VPL). 
3.5% of VP Leavers identified 
as Brexit Party or UKIP 
supporters compared to 0.5% 

of Remainers.969 

Consistent with prior research. 

 
962 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ.  See also Henderson et al., 
ɃEngland, Englishness and BrexitɄ, 194.; those in England "who felt more British than English were actually 
most positive in their attitudes towards the EU", whereas those with "a strongly or exclusively English sense 
of their own national identity" were the most hostile.  
963 E.g. Henderson et al., ɃEngland, Englishness and BrexitɄ; Virdee and McGeever, ɃRacism, Crisis, BrexitɄ. 
964 See also Berry, ɃBrexitɄ. on the role of the 'North', and particularly blaming of the North, in Brexit 
discourses.  
965 Alabrese et al., ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ 
966 Participants could select 'poor' (0), 'fair' (1), 'good'  (2), or 'excellent' (3) general health (see also 4.4.1 
Survey-experiment).  VP Leavers had a mean health of 1.5 (SD 1.0) and VP Remainers 1.4 (SD 1.0). 
967 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ. 
968 Alabrese et al., ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ. Leave/Remain voters look similar in socio -economically 
disadvantaged areas. People who 'look like' Leavers (older, less educated, male, less employed) but who 
support  Labour were more in favour of Remain, while people who 'look like' Remainers but identify with the 
Conservative Party more likely to support Leave.  
969 This may be partially explained by a researcher oversight: 'The Brexit Party' was not included in the first 
round of the SE.   It was included in v2, with 19/450 (4.2%) of all those that started the survey indicating they 
were Brexit Party supporters.   5 of those people did not complete the survey by responding to the vignette.  
Adding the 14 people with completed surveys would have brought identification as a Brexit Party supporter 
up to 5%, I.e. a little more than double that for Labour and still significantly less than that for the Tories. 
UKIP were included in both SE iterations.  At the time of the survey, Nigel Farage was leader of the Brexit 
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Item Previous research This research Consistency 

Psychology: 
agreeability 
and sense of 
control  

Low 

agreeableness.970 

Higher sense of 

control.971 

Leavers and Remainers had 
similar senses of agency (2.5 vs 
2.7 of 6) and agreeability (26.8 

vs 27.7 of 40).972 

Consistency unclear. 
Agreeableness: ostensibly inconsistent with 
prior research. However, Garretsen et al 
identify the level of agreeability for a 
particular voting district, then compare that 
with how the district as a whole voted in 
the referendum, on the premise that 
personality characteristics are found in 
'regional clusters'.  Such regional clustering 
would not be apparent in the present 
research, which considers VP 
Leavers/Remainers 'on average', rather than 

first allocating them to particular locales.973 

Sense of control: ostensibly inconsistent 
with prior research, perhaps because 
different tools were used, or because 
Macdougall et al's sample size was smaller 
(N=158), and noting that Macdougall et al 
located a higher sense of control only in 
wealthy Leavers; the present research did 

not collect income data.974 

 
Party, and no longer that of UKIP. It is likely that his personal role as Brexit champion saw increased 
support for Brexit Party and reduced it for UKIP once he was no longer a member.  
970 Garretsen et al., ɃBrexit and the Relevance of Regional Personality TraitsɄ.  Per Meier and Robinson, lower 
agreeability is associated with more anger and aggressio n in response to blame,  (Meier and Robinson, 
ɃDoes Quick to Blame Mean Quick to Anger?Ʉ), which suggests that L eavers would be angrier in response to 
blame during the campaign. However, see E4: Blame and underlying characteristics. 
971 Macdougall, Feddes, and Doosje, ɃɇTheyɄve Put Nothing in the Pot!ɈɄ 
972 See full data in 8.4 Psychometric data, health, and education level. 
973 Garretsen et al., ɃBrexit and the Relevance of Regional Personality TraitsɄ, 170. 
974 Whereas Macdougall et al used an abbreviated adaptation of Lachman and Weaver's 'Mastery and 
Constraint' scale, (Clarke et al., ɃGuide to Content of the HRS Psychosocial Leave-Behind Participant Lifestyle 
QuestionnairesɄ.) the present research used an abbreviated adaption of the Sense of Agency scale ( ɃSOASɄ) 
per 4.4.1 Survey-experiment.  Questions used by Macdougall et al, using a 6 -point Likert scale: (i) I often feel 
helpless in dealing with the problems of life. (ii) Other people determine most of what I can and cannot do. (iii) 
What happens in my life is often beyond my control. (iv) I have little control over the things that happen to me. (v) 
There is really no way I can solve the problems I have.  Questions used in the present research, with 7 -step 
sliding scales used b etween available responses : (i) Generally, how much control do people have over their 
lives? Things people do are subject only to their free will (0) -> People are just instruments in the hands of 
somebody or something else (6) (ii) How much control do you feel you have over your life? I am full control of 
what I do in life (0) -> Nothing I do is actually voluntary (6).  Sliders for responses started in the centre (i.e. at 
3).  It could be that these measure different things, though questions appear broadly  similar. The present 
research's adaptation of the SOAS may have had lower validity than the measure used by Macdougall et al.  
Macdougall et al used a smaller sample size (N=158) than this research, from only one geographic location 
(Greater Manchester), which likewise may have skewed results; they divided Leavers and Remainers into 
'poorer' and wealthier' groups, and it was only for wealthy Leavers that a higher sense of control was 
identified.  Macdougall, Feddes, and Doosje, ɃɇTheyɄve Put Nothing in the Pot!ɈɄ, 988ȿ89.  The present 
research does not divide voters in this manner.   The full list of questions can be viewed at Annex: Ethics 
Review Attachments.  See also discussion in Methodology . 
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Item Previous research This research Consistency 

Race White (53% voted 

Leave).975 

For participants that included 
race as part of their identity, 
90.9% of VP Leavers identified 
as 'white', vs 80.6% of VP 

Remainers.976 

Consistent with prior research; Leavers 
were more likely to identify as white.  

Religion Christian (58% 

voted Leave).977 

47.2% of VP Leavers giving a 
religious identity were 
Christian, vs 12.2% of 
Remainers. 80.2% of VPRs 
identified as non-religious. 

Consistent with prior research; Leavers 
were more likely to identify as Christian. 

5.4.3.a) A comment on consistency 
This research shows good consistency with prior research, such that Leavers herein 'look 
like' Leavers in prior research: they are more likely to identify as working class, men, white, 
less educated, Conservative/UKIP supporters, and Christian than are Remainers.  There is 
less consistency for age, as the present sample skews young; for health, where both groups 
are equally healthy (likely related to the young cohort); agreeableness (both groups similar) 
or sense of control (though the latter two come with caveats as noted above).  Data about 
geo-attachment is inconclusive due to different methods used.  The overall similarities 
suggest that participants in the current research were broadly similar to 'real' Brexit voters, 
granting a level of ecological validity and enabling meaningful discussion of creation of the 
EU specifically as a villain as an outcome of the Brexit campaign in the following chapters.  

5.4.4. Empirically relevant new findings 
This research gathered information about Leaver/Remainer Just World Beliefs (ɃJWBsɄ) and 
in-group values (ɃIGVsɄ), which had not been done in previous research.  JWB is the notion 
that the world is essentially fair, and thus wha tever happens to somebody is in some way 
precipitated by them; IGVs centralise protection of the 'group' rather than any individual 
member thereof.  Each of these is associated with conservative politics and blame 
behaviours that stigmatise victims and out siders, though results in E4: Blame and 

 
975 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ.  Supported by Alabrese et 
al., ɃWho Voted for Brexit?Ʉ. 
976 39.6% of VP Leavers included their race as part of their identity, compared to 30.9% of Remainers. 30.3% 
of all VP Leavers identified as 'white', with a further 1.2% identifying as white -Irish and 4.5% as Anglo-Saxon 
(36% total, compared to 24.9% for Remainers).  Use of 'Anglo -Saxon' perhaps reflects right -wing co -option 
of this term.  The British National Party explain the need to couch ideology "in terms of specifically British 
history and the specific national identity of Britain", and to present right -wing revolutions are "restoring 
older traditions". British National Party, ɃBritish National Party Language and Concepts Discipline ManualɄ. 
Historian Billie Melman posits the "invention of an Anglo -Saxon tradition" as just such a strategy. Melman, 
ɃClaiming the NationɄs PastɄ.  Excluding ɃMixed/multiple ethnicɄ (1.2%), 'White and Asian' (0.5%), ɃWhite and 
Black AfricanɄ (0.2%) and ɃWhite and Black CaribbeanɄ (0.2%) from analysis, given it is unclear what role 
'whiteness' plays in these, just 1.2% of Leavers included a race identity that did not include being white.  
(Note: Whil e convention demands capitalisation of 'Black', the researcher has chosen not to capitalise 
'white' in order to not lionise it where alternate race -based identities are absent.)  
977 Ashcroft, ɃA Reminder of How Britain Voted in the EU Referendum - and WhyɄ. 
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underlying characteristics  will prove surprising. 978  Per Figure 27 and Figure 28, Leavers were 
higher in IGVs and JWBs than were Remainers.  

Figure 27: Normal distribution curves for in-group values per voting preference; VP Leavers indicated higher 
levels of in-group values.  Mean (VPL) = 9.3, mean (VPR) = 6.0979 

 

Figure 28: Normal distribution of Just World Beliefs per voting preference .  Mean (VPL) = 5.2; Mean (VPR) = 
3.8.980 

 

 
978 E.g. Double, ɃBlaming the Victim and Blaming the CulpritɄ; Hayes, Lorenz, and Bell, ɃVictim Blaming 
OthersɄ; Niemi and Young, ɃWhen and Why We See Victims as ResponsibleɄ. 
979 Recall that just over two thirds of responses occur at mean +/ - standard deviation, and ~95.5% of results 
are found in the range mean +/ - 2SD. 
980 Recall that this research used an abbreviated version of the tool for measuring JWBs (3/7 questions).  See 
discussion in Methodology . 
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5.5. Chapter conclusion 
This chapter has established context surrounding the Brexit campaign, including a brief 
history of EU -UK relations and outlining the concurrent issues around migrant and financial 
crises that informed what was salient  for blame, as illustrated in the next chapter.  The 
second part showed the Brexit assemblage and key links between actors, informing data 
collection per Methodology  and discussion of subjects and objects in E5.  The third part gave 
insight into who voted for Brexit, as an important part of the Brexit assemblage; 
demonstrated that Leavers in the present research are broadly similar to those in previous 
research (and simi larly for Remainers), rendering it possible to speak of vilification via blame 
specifically in the context of Brexit; prepared for the later chapter E4: Blame and underlying 
characteristics ; and presented new information about Leavers' comparatively higher in -
group values and Just World Beliefs.  

With the first part of the data analysis framework, 'identify context', addressed, th e next 
chapter will go on to consider the second requirement: 'identify performance'.  It discusses 
what blame actually happened in the lead -up to the referendum, including what was blamed 
'for', who was blamed for it, and who suffered as a result.  It com pares blame from the 
Brexit campaigns to what focus group and interview participants recalled of the campaign 
two years later, verifying that blame performed by political actors was consumed and 
recalled by private voters, with implications for the creatio n of the EU as a villain in E3: 
Effects.  
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6. E2: Blame campaign 

6.1. Introduction  
The previous chapter addressed the first part of the data analysis framework developed in 
Methodology : identifying context.  It gave a brief history of Brexit, outlined the 'Brexit 
assemblage'ɀthe network of people and organisations involved in the campaign ɀthen  
considered who voted for Brexit.  It outlined concurrent issues, such as the 'economic' and 
'migrant' crises.  These issues, and the Brexit assemblage, appear again in this chapter, 
which considers the performance  of blame both before and after the Brexit  referendum.  
This identification of performance is the second step in the data analysis framework, and is 
important for several reasons.  Firstly, it must be established that blame was present in pre -
referendum materials to meaningfully consider its role vis-à-vis the creation of villains in the 
Brexit case study.  Secondly, the way in which blame was done ɀwho was blamed? for what? 
who were the victims? ɀmust be identified in order to replicate similar conditions in the 
survey-experiment, enhancing realism and thereby ecological validity.  Thirdly, the 'spread' 
of blame must be considered, such that what campaigns said was reiterated by the public.  
This indicates that blame in the campaign 'reached' voters, and was therefore able to affect 
them as discussed  in E3: Effects. 

This chapter begins by considering whether the campaigns wanted to tell a story of heroes 
and villains, finding that the Leave campaign did explicitly label those who fought against 
the EU 'heroes', with the EU described in villainous terms.  This complements the existing 
finding of Alexander Spencer and Kai Oppermann , that the Leave campaign was 
characterised by 'romantic' narratives 981 such as that of heroes rescuing victims from 
villains. 982 

A reminder of t he methods used when discussing performance of blame in this chapter are 
then briefly reiterated  alongside a description of the 'meaning of numbers' in the context of 
this chapter , before 6.2 goes on to consider what blame was apparent in pre -referendum 
materials.  These included campaign materials, content from The Metro newspaper, and 
commentary in MetroTalk, all produced prior to the June 2016 referendum.  It shows that 
pro -Leave campaigns used blame more frequently than the general public as located in 
MetroTalk commentary, while the Britain Stronger In E urope ('BSIE') campaign refrained.  To 
check that this is not simply because the campaigns considered different topics, the section 
establishes what the campaigns spoke about, and that pro -Leave actors blamed for what 
they talked about in a way that BSIE d id not; BSIE were an anomaly.  

Next, the subjects and objects of blame are considered ɀblamees (and what they are 
blamed for), victims, and beneficiaries.  The EU appears as the 'most common' blamee, and 

 
981 Spencer and Oppermann, ɃNarrative Genres of BrexitɄ. 
982 I.e. A Rescue narrative, Lakoff, The Political Mind. 
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the UK as victim.  The presence of multiple blamees su ggests multiple villains would be a 
possible outcome of the campaign; however, the predominance of the EU as blamee means 
it is the focus of the following chapters.  The blamees and victims identified therefore help 
inform later stages of research, and par ticularly the design of the survey -experiment.  

The 'subjects and objects' section also notes  'non -agentic' blamees, such as 'the weather' or 
'Brexit'.  Unlike individual people, or organisations composed of people, these cannot have 
'agency'ɀthey cannot ma ke a decision or act upon it.  In previous research, blaming of 
'situations' has been associated with emotions such as sadness; 983 whatever the outcome, it 
is difficult to see how a 'non -agent' could be morally bad, as they cannot have morals.  
Therefore, under  the typology of a villain used in the present work ɀvillains being 
bad/strong/active and we feel negatively towards them ɀthey cannot be a villain. 984  For this 
reason, and the fact they are not as common as other blamees in the materials analysed, 
they are not the focus of this chapter.  They are however highlighted when they appear. 985 

The final part of this chapter considers blame amongst pro -Leave focus group and interview 
('FGI') participants.  It shows that they could recall and repeat blame from the  campaign, 
even nearly four years after the fact (March 2020), indicating the success of campaign 
discourses. 986  FGI interlocutors discussed blame intelligently, whether describing blame that 
had been done in the campaign or when conveying their own views about who is 'at fault' 
for a given problem, mitigating and even disagreeing with it.  This shows that they could 
consume exogenous blame ɀblame from third parties, such as Leave.EU or Vote Leave ɀbut 
not necessarily agree with it in full.  Blame can be cont estedɀits causal powers perhaps 
intensified  or mitigated ɀwith implications for varying levels of vilification. 987 

Overall, this chapter helps unearth the ways in which blame made villains in the specific 
context of the Brexit campaign by establishing that t he EU was frequently blamed by the 
Leave campaign, and that this blame was similar to that reiterated by FGI participants nearly 
four years later.  It enabled design of the FGI questions and survey -experiment alike, 
permits meaningful discussion of the EU specifically as vilified as an outcome of the 
campaign, and identifies initial sites where blame is contested. 988 

 
983 Kim and Cameron, ɃEmotions Matter in CrisisɄ; Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, ɃEmotion Priming and 
Attribution s for TerrorismɄ.  See 2.3.7 Blame is emotional. 
984 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters.  This may vary with culture ɀfor instance, if a volcano is 
conceived of as a deity, t hen it could well have evil intentions.  It is presumed in the current research that 
the majority of the public do not imbue non -agents such as 'the weather' or 'Brexit' with personhood.   (See 
also Annex: Who is the EU?.) 
985 See also 7.3.4 Blaming niches: do people blame the EU because the EU is responsible?, where blaming the 
situation is more common in response to the no -blame vignette.  
986 Whether they originated with the campaigns or with the public.  
987 See also E3: Effects, E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
988 See also E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
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6.1.1. Characters in the text 
Is there any evidence that the Leave campaign were attempting to use blame to make a 
villain  of the EU?  Explicit charac ter labelling in the texts helps answer this question, 
providing insight into how the campaigns saw, or wanted to portray, various actors.  In 
short, they were making it a story of heroes and villains, and this narrative was understood 
by the public as see n in MetroTalk comments at the time. 989 

Explicit references to 'heroes', 'victims', 'villains', and cultural representations thereof were 
present in pre -referendum materials, albeit infrequently; they appeared 13 times in pro -
Leave materials, and not at all  in the limited BSIE materials.  Explicit labelling of characters is 
rare when compared to blame, which is why it is so important to consider the role of blame 
in creating villains and supporting associated, ultimately divisive narratives. 990 

6.1.1.a) Victims are questionable 
Note: This section contains references to sexual violence. 

There are several explicit references to victims in the analysed texts.  These include victims 
of sexual assault in Cologne:  

"If Tim Farron wants facts, he should go to Cologne and speak to the New Year's Day 

victims instead of burying his head in the sand and hoping the problem will go away." 

(D Turner, Suffolk)991 

And victims are re -victimised by Europhiles to get their way:  

"The Europhiles who wanted people to vote for the opt -ins, used images of victims of 

child sex abuse and human trafficking all across the media to try and scare people into 

voting for more EU."992 

Notably, despite being consistently depicted as a victim through having, or having had, 
harmful things done to it, the UK i s not labelled a victim.  Rather, it is exceptional.  It has a 
'destiny', 993 it is a "powerful, capable, and successful nation" (if only the EU weren't in its 
way),994 is "formidable" and "influential", 995 and indeed, one of the 'greatest countries on 
earth':  

"The truth is, the doom-mongers think the UK is too small, too poor and too stupid to 

make its own way in the world. They completely ignore the talent of our people, our 

history of economic success, our world -beating inventions and our contributions in 

 
989 Spencer and Opperman argue that the Leave narrative was successful in part because it conformed to a 
typical romantic narrative  (Spencer and Oppermann, ɃNarrative Genres of BrexitɄ.); Lakoff's 'Rescue 
narrative' of heroes rescuing victims from villains is such a romantic story (Lakoff, The Political Mind.)   Blame 
was used to create these characters, per  E3: Effects. 
990 See also 4.3.7 Reading process and quote selection; discussion of affective polarisation in Intr oduction . 
991 MetroTalk, 1 April 2016  
992 Leave.EU, ɃDanes Reject Surrendering More Powers to the EUɄ. 
993 Leave.EU, ɃNorthern Irish CaseɄ, 4. 
994 Leave.EU, ɃA New Face, Same Old StoryɄ. 
995 Leave.EU, ɃBush Backs BritainɄ., Leave.EU, ɃCan We Secure a Brighter Future Outside of Political Union?Ʉ 
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culture, sport and science that have made us one of the greatest countries on 

earth."996 

This echoes the issue described in 3.2.8 The tension in victimhood ɀon the one hand, victim 
status is desirable, as it means that one is innocent,  above reproach, and deserves rescue or 
emancipation; on the other, it indicates a lack of agency, strength, or ability.  Thus, while the 
UK is being victimised by the malevolent EU, it is described as anything but. 997  This also 
highlights that characteris ation does not need to be 'true'; in principle, a victim should be 
'weak', which is a difficult case to make for a rich, highly -developed, UN Security Council 
member. 998  'Victim type feelings' become vital to understanding successful characterisation 
as a victim, per Constructing vill ains and emotions ɀjust as 'villain type feelings' towards 
blamees are vital to identifying whether characterisation as a villain has been su ccessful. 

Migrants are explicitly discussed as victims.  On the one hand, they are victims if they have 
been raped:  

"Those to be accepted in Britain are deemed to be particularly vulnerable cases - such 

as children and rape victims - who have fled into warº­³« ?É³ JŻ´ «X z|M­Ä³´ 2XMJ«­«ŵ

Jordan and Turkey."999   

However, other headlines question this, with one piece linked from the quoted article 
entitled "Migrants flee incomprehensible violence but are they all victims?". 1000  With the 
portrayal of Cologne's sex attacks as committed by migrants, the status of migrants as 
victims becomes even murkier:  

"Nigel Farage is absolutely right when he says we could well see Cologne-type sex 

attacks if we have a mass influx of men who think that because a woman is not 

covered from head to toe she is 'asking for it'." (Lisa, Surrey)1001 

British minorities are likewise contested victims, though this notion arises just once:  

"It is divisive and harmful to our society to portray specific British ethnic groups as 

victims and caricatured British white men as oppressors when actually all sections of 

society should be encouraged to vote in the referendum." (Paul, London)1002 

This questions minorities as victims, and objects to characterisation of white men as 
villainous 'oppressors';  there is an attempt to redesignate characters played by various 
actors. 1003 

 
996 Leave.EU, ɃItɄs Time for the pro-EU Campaign to Get PositiveɄ. 
997 See also discussion in Zappettini, ɃThe UK as Victim and Hero in the SunɄs Coverage of the Brexit 
ɇHumiliationɈɄ. 
998 A victim is good and weak per Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
999 Hall, ɃMigrant Crisis Is Causing More People to Want to Leave the European UnionɄ. 
1000 Hall. 
1001 MetroTalk, 1 April 2016 . 
1002 MetroTalk, 27 May 2016 . 
1003 This highlights character creation as an ongoing, constructed activity, as well as its subjective and 
contested nature.  See also 3.2 The art of character work.  It is further worth noting this mention of race 
dynamics, be cause in many ways, pro -Leave parties appear to have followed the ethnonationalist British 
National Party playbook.  See for example rule 6, where the BNP is not 'anti -European', but "'anti -EU' or 
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Lastly, the EU is no agent's victim, but rather the "victim of peace".  

"The EU has been a victim of peace, papering over major differences in national 

attitudes as part of its federalising mission. During the same period the US has refused 

to take peace for granted, and neither has the UK, both retaining formidable military, 

intelligence and diplomatic resources."1004  

Here, the word 'victim' is used to depict the EU's lack of ability.  Because it was lackadaisical 
and unthinking, it naively stumbled over problems of national attitudes; the strong and 
agentic US and UK, as 'thinking' countries, are instead capable and prepared.  Victim status 
is accorded to the EU, but in such a  way as to portray it as weak ɀa drain, without being in 
need of rescue. 1005 

6.1.1.b) Heroes and villains 
In a similar vein, the EU is sarcastically described as a saviour of Britain (meaning the 
opposite): "ItɄs surprising we were able to get anything done before the saviour that is the 
European Union took Little Britain under its wing". 1006  Indeed, only those with bad 
intentions would describe the EU as a saviour at all:  

"No doubt the US will be covertly funding the pro -EU side to the hilt Ź JӃ­«z Ç º| º|X

Tory z³J«TXX´ J«T J ZXÇ «XŻX³-do-wells who once told us that joining the EU single 

currency would be our saviour."1007   

At-the -time Greek Prime Minister Tsipras becomes a hero through his 'bravery' in standing 
up to the EU, 1008 while David Cameron is portrayed as wanting to become a hero in the same 
way when he fights for the UK against the EU ( though he may not be an effectual heroɀhe is 
unlikely to 'make a sound'):  

"it is crunch time for Mr Cameron as he remains naively tight-fisted, clinging on to his 

meagre reform package. His mission today: to convince a rather inflexible bunch of EU 

leaders to give him somethingƊanythingƊthat he can portray as a victorious 

restoration of power from Brussels; his great European triumph, his White Paper 

moment. The question is, despite the vision Cameron wants conveyedƊthe heroic 

British leader throwing his weight around, bargaining hard and fighting stoically for the 

 
'anti -European Union' or 'anti -Brussels'. Do not criticise Europe per seɀonly the institution of the EU", rule 
7 on not being "'anti -Polish' or 'anti -Eastern European'" or the claim that "it is the EU 'Freedom of 
Movement' rules  ɍ that are ultimately responsible for recent demographic changes, and not the people 
themselves", rule 11 prescribing the use of British 'history', 'national identity', and 'traditional rights', or rule 
12 on use of 'restorationist' terms.  British National Party, ɃBritish National Party Language and Concepts 
Discipline ManualɄ. 
1004 Leave.EU, ɃBush Backs BritainɄ. 
1005 See also discussion of victim uncreation in  9.4.2 Uncreating victims . 
1006 Leave.EU, ɃCan We Secure a Brighter Future Outside of Political Union?Ʉ 
1007 Trade Unionists against the European Union, ɃTrade Unionists against the European Union Press 
ReleaseɄ. 
1008 Farage, ɃItɄs Advantage EU, And Tsipras May Be Forced to ResignɄ. 
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British peopleƊdo European leaders have more to worry about than Britain? If David 

Cameron bangs his fist and no one is listening, does it make a sound?"1009 

ɃTrueɄ heroes fought for Britain in World War Two, 1010 or challenge the European Union.  One 
article from Leave.EU explicitly states that "We can be heroes" ɀand 'we' can do so by voting 
to leave the EU (Figure 29).1011  Notably though, while Leavers can be 'heroes', they are also 
ɃvilifiedɄ by Remainers:1012   

"[M]any of you [have written] in to tell me about instances where you've se en or 

experienced those in the education sector seeking to push and promote the European 

Union or indeed vilify those who oppose it." 1013   

Leavers are the underdog heroes, fighting both the superior force of the EU and the 'enemy 
within' in the form of the Remainers who are attacking them.  

Figure 29: 'We can be heroes'1014 

 

Villain metaphors are reserved for the supporters of the EU: at that time newly -elected 
London mayor Sadiq Khan is 'inhuman' and compared to Frankenstein's monster, with 
questionable integrity and motives:  

"We have new political figure in our midst 'Khaneron', a Frankenstein-like amalgam of 

political opportunists and most certainly bereft of the more human characteristics of 

Mary Shelley's tragic figure. What cheek of Sadiq Khan to campaign with David 

Cameron on the issues of workers' rights in the EU when the Labour movement 

bitterly opposes the Conservatives' 'draconian' plans to limit the right to strike."  

(Richard McCauley, London)1015  

German Chancellor Merkel and then -Commission President Juncker are likewise portrayed 
as villains preying on the UK.  In  his intimate physical spaces, Leave.EU's founder Arron 
Banks chose decor depicting EU parties as storybook monsters:  

Ɯ?XÆX³JӃ ­Z #J«¦´Ż´ ª­´º ´X« ­³ ´ºJZZ |JÆX MXX« T ÆX³ºXT º­ J ²ÄX´º º|Jº ªJººX³´ º­

him enormously. A poster on his office wall shows a vampiric Angela Merkel and Jean-

 
1009 Leave.EU, ɃTwenty Seven States Arrive in Brussels for a Summit. One Arrives to Have a Conversation with 
ItselfɄ. 
1010 Farage, ɃBattle of Britain Bravery Came in Many Forms, and Should Be RememberedɄ. 
1011 Leave.EU, ɃWe Can Be HeroesɄ. 
1012 See 6.4.3 Victimisation of Leavers below.  
1013 Farage, ɃUniversities Are Rife With EU PropagandaɄ. 
1014 Leave.EU, ɃWe Can Be HeroesɄ. 
1015 MetroTalk, 1 June 2016 . 
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Claude Juncker, the German chancellor and European commission [sic] president 

respectively, źsucking the life out of Great BritainŻ."1016 

The story of Leavers as heroes emancipating the UK from such monsters becomes clear ɀ
the qu estion becomes how the Leave campaign could convince others of the same story.  
Blaming of the EU and thereby making it a villain is an important part of the answer.  

6.1.2. The meaning of numbers 
This chapter, like those that follow, makes use of both quantitativ e and qualitative forms of 
analysis.  The next two sections ɀpre -referendum performance of blame, and subjects and 
objects appearing in that performance ɀmake use of qualitative content analysis. 1017   While 
other forms of content analysis focus on quantitativ e description 1018 of pre -selected items, 
qualitative content analysis emerges underlying themes 1019 and emphasises the context in 
which data is produced; for instance, the related assemblage per E1: The Brexit context .  It 
requires familiarising onesel f with the context in which texts are produced, becoming 
familiar with a small number of documents, generating categories (codes), testing them, and 
refining those codes as work continues.  In short, the process described in 4.3.7 Reading 

process and quote selection.1020 

This allowed for discourses to be located during analysis ɀfor instance, regarding the 
economy or migration; both important at the time of the campaign per E1.  This differs 
somewhat from th e activity of identifying items such as 'blame', as contextual knowledge of 
how ideas fit together is required. 1021  It is on the basis of such knowledge that 'themes' may 
be identified ɀfor instance, items such as 'tax' or 'trade' belonging to an overall the me of 
'economy'.  This highlights the role of the researcher in producing knowledge.  The method 
for identifying blame, victims, and contestation is outlined in 4.3.1 Data analysis framework 
and reiterated as appropriate below.  

All this 'identification' produces a set of 'coded' data, in this case wi thin the software 
MaxQDA.1022  Information such as the number of codes 1023 can be discussedɀindicating, for 
instance, the frequency of blame ɀas can intersections between types of data.  'Intersection' 
means that data overlaps, so that for instance 'blame' could overlap with the discourse of 

 
1016 Leave.EU, ɃArron BanksɄ. 
1017 Also known as Ƀethnographic content analysisɄ per Altheide and Schneider, ɃEthnographic Content 
AnalysisɄ.  In this form of co ntent analysis, ɇthere is an emphasis on allowing categories to emerge out of 
data and on recognizing the significance for understanding meaning in the context in which an item is being 
analysedɈ. Bryman, Social Research Methods, 291. 
1018 Berelson, Content Analysis in Communication Research., 18. 
1019 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 557. 
1020 Altheide and Schneider, ɃProcess of Qualitative Document AnalysisɄ. 
1021 Per Bryman, "[c]oders must draw upon their everyday knowledge as participants in a common culture in 
order to be able to code the material with which they are confronted."  Bryman, Social Research Methods, 
306. 
1022 See codebook at Annex: Codebook . 
1023 I.e. Quantitising, ɇwhereby a priori and/or data -derived codes are attached to  segments of text and 
numerical values are then assigned to those codes. Ɉ  Sandelowski, Voils, and Knafl, ɃOn QuantitizingɄ, 210. 
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'economy', indicating that the economy  is 'blamed for'.  The frequency of intersections can 
likewise be discussed.  

On the one hand, frequency is important: something appearing frequently may mean that it 
is important (or prescriptively important), or acceptable to speak about.  On the other, 
focusing on frequency can hide what is 'not' discussed, and does not take subjective 
'intensity' into account.  For example, where blame is quantified in terms of 'instances of 
blame', all blame appears equal.  However, previous research suggests blame can be more 
or less 'intense' when factors such as backing or intentionality are taken into account. 1024  
For this reason, quantitative results throughout this research are complemented by 
discussion of qualitative examples. 1025 

Further, there are several ways in which to 'count' incidences of items such as blame.  This is 
because 'blame' could be counted as the number of instances of blame attributed to a 
particular blamee; it could also be the number of things (e.g. policies) blamed for .  One 
sentence could conta in multiple blamees and/or multiple things they are blamed for, while 
at the same time, depending on the speaker's style, an 'instance' of blame may take place 
over multiple sentences.  There is no perfect way to 'quantify' blame, and this should be 
borne in mind when considering results ɀthough, within any section, the ways in which a 
given item is 'counted' is kept consistent.  As above, the quantification of blame and other 
items in this chapter is not intended to stand as a priori  'evidence'; rather, it is used to 
investigate trends.  Numerical information is always considered in context ɀfor instance, the 
unusual 'lack' of blame in the Remain campaign's texts is discussed with regard to the 
objectives of the campaign, and identified as a source of contest ation that is later discussed 
in E5. 

A complete codebook may be found at Annex: Codebook .  This is divided into 'codes' (for 
instance, 'the economy') and 'subcodes' (for instance, 'taxes').  In this research, subcodes are 
'collapsed' into their parent code s in several places to enable more complex forms of 
analysis.  Such analysis is useful in identifying trends, but there are limitations to what the 
researcher can do manually or even as assisted by software.  In this case, the software used, 
MaxQDA, does not permit more than two levels of codes for certain types of analysis.  

One example is examining which blamees are blamed for harming particular victims, as 
seen in 6.3.3 Who were their victims? .  This requires identifying intersections between 
blamees and victims within the text.  However, the parent code 'blame' contains multiple 
levels of subcodes: for instance, blame>EU>specific EU figure.  The same applies to 'victim', 
e.g. victim>UK>geographical part of the UK.  As only two levels of codes can be used for 
analysis, a second version of MaxQDA files were created where third -level codes were 

 
1024 See 2.4 Defining blame; the 'way' in which blame is said could have an effect, e.g. Aristotle, The Art of 
Rhetoric.; see also Malle, Guglielmo, and Monroe, ɃA Theory of BlameɄ; Alicke, ɃBlaming BadlyɄ; Lagnado and 
Channon, ɃJudgments of Cause and BlameɄ; Guglielmo and Malle, ɃEnough Skill to KillɄ. 
1025 Per 4.3.7 Reading process and quote selection, qualitative examples are selected with equanimity to their 
support for the thesis' argument, with an attempt made to find quotes that do not support it.  See also 4.2.2 
Methodological pluralism and 4.5 Reliability, replication, and validity. 
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collapsed into their parents.  This means that all 'child' codes of 'EU', such as 'specific EU 
figure', were merged into 'EU'.  

This had a slight effect on numerical results.  In the file for text -based dataɀthe source for 
much of this chapter ɀ'economy' goes from a total of 474 instances to a 'collapsed' total of 
451.  This is because a statement that was coded as generally 'economy' may also have 
included a subcode (e.g. 'currency'), and as the same statement cannot be coded in the 
same way twice , in merging the codes, the second code was removed.  The same applies 
where one statement had previously had two subcodes of 'economy' ɀwhen they both 
became 'economy', only one instance of the 'economy' code was retained.  

For text -based data, total incide nces of codes are affected as follows ( Table 12): 

Table 12: Original code counts vs 'collapsed' counts 

Code Original total, including 
subcode counts 

'Collapsed' total  

Economy 478 451 
Migration  517 453 

Quality of Life  140 124 
Security 24 23 
BlameeƊź;J³º ­Z (CƄ(($Ż 32 32 (no change) 
BlameeƊź;­Ӄ º NJӃ °J³ºÉŻ 188 181 
BlameeƊź(CŻ 492 479 
BlameeƊź8º|X³Ż(note that 
ź5 z³J«º´ŵmigrant crisis (inc. 
 ª°Ӄ XTƏŻŵ ­º|X³Ç ´X J
´ÄMN­TX ­Z ź8º|X³Żŵ  ´
retained as a separate 
category due to its salience 
per the previous chapter and 
6.3 Subjects and objects of 
blame, below. 

76 76 (no change) 

BlameeƊź6­«-
JzX«ºƄ´ ºÄJº ­«Ż 

38 38 (no change) 

VictimƊź(CŻ 113 108 
VictimƊź;­Ӄ º NJӃ °J³ºÉŻ 62 62 (no change) 
VictimƊźC1Ƅ#³ ºJ «Ż 418 382 
BeneficiariesƊź(CƄ(Ä³­°XŻ 27 27 (no change) 
BeneficiariesƊźC1Ƅ#³ ºJ «Ż 39 38 

This code collapsing is marked in tables, graphs, and analysis below with the term 
'collapsed'.  

6.2. Pre-referendum performance of blame 
When investigating the ways in which blame makes villains in politics, it is necessary to 
identify what blame actually happens ɀif there were no blaming in the Brexit campaign, 
there would be no effects to co nsider.  This section begins by identifying the incidence of 
blame, finding that pro -Leave parties blamed more than the general public (as captured via 
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MetroTalk commentary), while the Remain campaign refrained.  To check that this is not 
simply because th e campaigns were talking about different topics, section 6.2.2 What did the 

campaigns talk about? identifies what the campaigns 'talked about', then comparing this to 
the topics that drew blame to show that parties other than the Remain campaign 'blamed 
for' similar things to what they generally talked about: the Rem ain campaign was aberrant .  
Blame may be something 'normal' (the public do it, as in MetroTalk), but it also may be 
'done' or 'not done', for the Leave and Remain campaigns respectively.  Identifying such 
differences can provide initial insight into how bl ame is contested, meaning identifying 
performance is essential to discussion of contestation in E5.  Overall, this section establishes 
that the Leave campaign used blame in their campaign, meaning there was scope for 
vilification ɀthe effects of which are elucidated in E3. 

6.2.1. What blame was apparent prior to the 
referendum? 

Per 4.3.2 Recognising blame , identifying blame necessitates locating, at a minimum , a 
'harmful thing' and a perpetrator as blamee.  Pre -referendum materials analysed for the 
presence of blame included Leave.EU materials (news and media, plus brochures and 
pamphlets), texts from Farage for Breitbart, 1026 Britain Stronger in Europe ('BSIE')  content, 
and MetroTalk comments (public remarks). 1027 

All MetroTalk comments for a given day were gathered into one document for analysis, 1028 
noting that unlike BSIE, Leave.EU, or Farage materials, they could be expected to include 
both Leave and Remain pers pectives.  

Pro-Leave ads were excluded from this initial analysis due to their repetitive nature: ads 
were differently targeted, and often changed just one to two words.  As such, one sentence 
with very small changes could form the basis for tens of ads, a nd this would have skewed 
results.  Articles in the Metro were likewise not included in this analysis, due to the way they 
were collected by the researcher: every article containing references to Brexit or the EU was 
photographed, and where there were mult iple articles on one page or double -page spread, 
that entire spread was photographed and coded together ( Figure 30).  This means one 
'document' could contain multiple 't exts', rendering measures such as the percentage of 
documents featuring blame less meaningful. 1029 

 
1026 A right -wing news blog; see 4.4 Data sources and 5.3 The Brexit assemblage. 
1027 See 4.4 Data sources. 
1028 I.e. One document represents one day's comments.  
1029 Were the researcher to begin again, each 'text' ɀan article, for instance ɀcould be photographed and 
analysed separately.  The format of the  Metro meant optical character recognition ɀrendering articles into 
text, like for MetroTalk ɀwas not feasible.  Collecting and transcribing articles separately would have added 
weeks to data collection, to little if any additional benefit.  
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Figure 30: A page from the Metro on 6 June 2016, containing 4.5 articles  

 

The groups of documents used in analysis for this section were therefore BSIE, MetroTalk, 
Farage for Breitbart ('Farage'), Leave.EU News and Media ('LNAM'), 1030 Leave.EU Brochures 
and Pamphlets ('LBROCH'), and Leave.EU combined content ('L.EU (ALL)').   

Table 13: Blame in campaign materials 

 BSIE MetroTalk  Farage LNAM  LBROCH L.EU (ALL) 

Number of documents  25 45 43 281 6 287 

% of corpus 6.3% 11.3% 10.8% 70.3% 1.5% 71.8% 

# documents containing blame 2 26 31 165 3 168 

Total instances of blame 2 51 92 445 84 529 

% documents containing blame 8% 57.8% 72.1% 58.7% 50% 58.5% 

The amount of Leave.EU content heavily outweighed materials from other sources, and as 
such it could be expected that all kinds of words and discursive practices would appear 
more commonly.  Nevertheless, some interesting ratios appear when comparing the raw 
number of instances of blame with the number of documents in which blame appears 
(Table 13); blame was found in two BSIE documents and occurs a total of two times ɀthere 
is a 1:1 ratio between instances of blame and documents containing blame.  MetroTalk 

 
1030 There wasn't al ways a clear divide between the 'media' and 'news' sections of Leave.EU's website, with 
media articles, or text from those articles, occasionally posted in the news section.  
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shows a ratio close to 2:1, so two instances of blame for each document (day) in which 
blame appeared.  Farage and LNAM content are closer to 3:1, with the ratio steeper again 
for LBROCH materials, though this can be understood as a result of the greater length of 
those documents.  An initial analysis therefore suggests that the pro -Leave campaigns may 
be using blame more frequently than the BSIE campaign or public as expressed in 
MetroTalk.  

This is likewise apparent in the percentages of documents featuring blame.  The BSIE 
campaign is less prone to blaming (8% of documents) than the public as expressed in 
MetroTalk (57.8%, noting that each 'document' for MetroTalk includes comments from 
different members of the public ), Farage (72.1%), or the Leave.EU campaign (58.5%). 

Could a different document selection have led to different results?  BSIE documents focus ed 
on brochures and booklets produced for the public, images, and website content, and did 
not include news items as for Leave.EU or blog posts like Farage.  It is at least plausible that 
there could have been more polemic, blame -based, content in the news  items.  However, 
two things fly in the face of this: firstly, the rough comparability between Leave.EU's 
brochures and pamphlets with BSIE content ɀ50% of Leave.EU's brochures contain blame, 
and the documents are of similar length and for a similar intende d audience 1031 to those 
from BSIE.  Secondly, the following direct comparison between published statements from 
BSIE and Vote Leave as the official Remain/Leave campaigns respectively shows that the 
Leave side blamed in a way that the Remain campaign did not . 

6.2.1.a) Boris versus Cameron 
Figure 31: The Metro front cover, 3 May 2016 1032 

 

On 3 May 2016, The Metro published an article where the Remain and Leave campaigns 
gave their "12 essential reasons why the vote should go their way" ( Figure 31).  It pictured 
David Cameron with the Remain reasons, noting that he "heads the official Conservative 
campaign to stay in"; Boris Johnson was displayed for 'L eave', with the comment that he "is 
backing the Brexit campaign".  While it is implied through use of their images that Blair and 

 
1031 I.e. UK referendum voters.   See also 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, and proofs . 
1032 Britain Stronger In Europe and Vote Leave, ɃIn or Out? The Two Sides Give Their Reasons for Us to 
Remain - or BrexitɄ. 
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Johnson are the authors, the accompanying blurb suggests it is instead BSIE and Vote Leave, 
as official campaigns, that provid ed the text.  

This article is exceptional in that both campaigns provided text of the same length 
formatted in the same way, allowing direct comparison.  No similar such text appeared 
elsewhere in The Metro, or in any of the articles linked from Leave.EU. 1033  As such, this 
article is used to engage with the possibility outlined above that BSIE and Leave 
campaigners blamed in similar ways in similar texts, while acknowledging that this text was 
not authored by the campaign whose materials are a primary text so urce in the present 
research, i.e. Leave.EU. 

In the Leave part of the article, blame is included in six of the twelve essential reasons to 
vote Leave (  

 
1033 As Leave.EU were not the official campaign, they were not invited to participate.  
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Table 14). 
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Table 14: Vote Leave's 'reasons to leave' that contain blame  

Reason #  Text  Comment  
1 "Our money, our priorities". We send 

£350million to the EU every week, 
enough to build a new fully -staffed NHS 
hospital.  This payment is forecast to go 
up in the coming years and will be 
£400million in 2020.  We can take back 
control of this money and spend it on our 
priorities.  

The UK's money extracted via the EU would 
otherwise go to the National Health Service; it 
is implied 1034 that it is  because of the EUɀand 
membership thereof ɀthat the UK does not 
have control and that the NHS is 
beleaguered.  It is 'our' money being used, so 
'we' as UK residents are victim.  The implied 
blame is complemented by a threat of 
increasing contributions in co ming years.  

4 "Support business".  Regulation from the 
EU costs our businesses £600million 
every week.  Only six per cent of UK 
businesses export to the EU, yet 100 per 
cent have to comply with these 
burdensome rules.  

EU regulations blamed; UK businesses suffer.  

5 "Protect our NHS".  Uncontrolled 
immigration has put huge strain on A&E 
waiting times and demand for GP 
registrations.  EU law also prevents UK 
authorities from checking qualifications 
and language skills of doctors coming 
from the EU , putting patient safety at 
risk. 

EU law blamed for putting patient safety at 
risk; it is also the source of the problematic 
"uncontrolled immigration" indicated by 'also' 
in the second sentence.  Patients in Accident 
and Emergency departments, or waiting to 
register with their local General Practitioner, 
need to wait longer than they otherwise 
wouldɀthey are the victims.  

8 "Safer border protection".  Free 
movement within the EU means that the 
European Court has control over who can 
come into the UK.  This  means we have 
been unable to prevent dangerous 
individuals walking into our country.  

The EUɄs free movement policy is blamed for 
dangerous individuals arriving in ɃourɄ 
country.  

9 "Control of our tax system". The EU 
decides the levels of VAT we pay on 
goods and services.  This was most 
recently evident when the government 
couldn't reduce VAT on women's sanitary 
products.  

The EU's tax system means women in the UK 
pay more for sanitary products (and the 
government is helpless to assist).  

In comparison, bla me appears just once in the Remain reasons to stay:  

#8 "Future generations". Entry-level jobs are already at risk due to uncertainty around 

leaving Europe. 

Here, the blamee is Brexit itself; it is due to uncertainty about Brexit that entry -level jobs are 
at risk.  Use of 'already' suggests entry -level jobsɀand more to the point, entry -level 
workersɀare suffering.  No agent is blamed; Brexit is not a person or  collection of persons 

 
1034 Implied blame must be 'c ompleted' by the audience using contextual information.  Niemi, Roussos, and 
Young, ɃPolitical Partisanship Alters the Causality Implicit in Verb MeaningɄ. find that support for a political 
party has implications for interpretation of causation.  Es sentially, the "causal structures of events" are 
reinterpreted to favour preferred candidates and vice versa. (p. 816)  It is reasonable to assume that 
implied blame would be 'interpreted' to disadvantage the EU by those against the EU.  This can "[allow] 
people to uphold political allegiances while evading the costs of overtly aggressive speech" (p. 816).  See 
also 4.3.2 Recognising blame. 
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that could be argued to have agentic powers.  It is more akin to blaming a situation than an 
Otherɀthere is no Other to vilify. 1035 

The Remain side did talk about broadly similar issues to the Leave side, suggesting that 
"public servic es" including the NHS were reasons to stay; likewise for "British trade" and 
"jobs" (rather than "business"), "security" (for "safer border protection"), and "lower prices" 
(as opposed to the VAT addition to prices).  However, they did so without blaming t he EU, 
rather suggesting opportunities arising out of EU membership. 1036 

This example article bolsters the suggestion from the analysis above, that the Leave 
campaign used blame at a higher frequency than the Remain campaign.  There is something 
quite intuit ive about this: when arguing against being part of something, it would be 
expected to say that it is doing (or has done) bad things, and will probably continue to do so 
in future.  These would not be highlighted when arguing to become (or remain) part of t hat 
same body.   

There are several other possibilities ɀperhaps the Leave and Remain campaigns simply 
talked about different things, and the Remain campaign did not talk about the 'bad' things 
that the EU has done or does.  For this reason, the following tw o sections establish (a) what 
the campaigns talked about, and (b) what the campaigns 'blamed for', showing parties tend 
to blame 'for' those things they talk about; BSIE is an anomaly.  This is picked up again in E5, 
where BSIE's limitations in whom they c ould blame, and preference for other strategies such 
as giving credit, are discussed.  

Another possibility is that the Remain campaign did not use blame in the same way, as in the 
above text where they blamed the 'non -agent' of Brexit for creating uncertain ty; section 6.3 
Subjects and objects of blame  considers 'who or what' the campaigns blamed to engage 
with this notion. 1037 

6.2.2. What did the campaigns talk about? 
Per 4.3.7 Reading process and quote selection , identifying what campaigns talked about 
necessitated a close, multiple reading of exemplar texts, and all recurre nt ideas, motifs, and 
practices were identified in Leave.EU news and BSIE materials as samples. 1038  Recurrent 
discourses including practices were located, coded, and grouped as follows: 1039 

 
1035 Per 2.3.7 Blame is emotional, blaming a situation may be associated with emotions such as sadness, 
rather than villain -type feelings. Kim and Cameron, ɃEmotions Matter in CrisisɄ; Small, Lerner, and Fischhoff, 
ɃEmotion Priming and Attributions for TerrorismɄ; Lerner and Tiedens, ɃPortrait of the Angry Decision MakerɄ.  
See also 9.4.3 No-blame: rendering the perpetrator invisible, or calling for blame to be laid?. 
1036 See discussion of 'credit' in E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
1037 See also 4.3.6 Resistance and contestation and E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
1038 Given the extensive overlap between what was posted on the Leave.EU 'News' and 'Media' sections of 
its website, it was considered legitimate to select just texts from one of these locations.  Leave.EU's 
materials were more accessible than those of Vote Leave; see 4.4 Data sources.  BSIE's materials were 
selected to represent the pro -Remain campaign.  
1039 Topoi and metaphor could be understood as discursive practices in the same way as is blame.  
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1. 'Things that can be done' or affected within existing infrastructu re , such as policy 
topics that can be legislated.  This includes migration, security, the economy, and closely 
related topics ɀfor example,  'racism', 'terrorism', 'border security', and the policy topic of 
'migration' were heavily interlinked  in the texts . 

Two non -'policy' topics were included here: 'identity/traditions/values/culture' and 
'status/voice/influence/global representation'.  The former was discussed in the text as 
being affected by UK government or EU policy, though the link between specific pol icy and 
identity or values was not necessarily present.  E.g.:  

ƜA|X (C JTÆJ«NX´ J«T °³­ºXNº´ º|X ÆJӃÄX´ º|Jº #³ ºJ «Ż´ É­Ä«z °X­°ӃX MXӃ XÆX  «Ÿ #É

enshrining LGBT rights in its treaties, the EU is a force for inclusion and respect".1040   

This category incl uded references to British 'traditions', such as cricket, fox -hunting, and 
Christmas stockings.  

The latter, status/voice, referred to governmental choices that could be made ɀnamely 
participation in political bodies as forums for representation ɀand as such was likewise 
included.  E.g.:  

"The threats we face today are global in nature Ɖ whether it is Isis, cyber-crime, a 

more assertive Russia or even climate change Ɖ and international collaboration is the 

surest route to influence and impact."1041  

"by being outside the EU and CFP Norway has its own seat and voice on the World 

Trade Organisation, the Food and Agriculture Organisation (and its fisheries 

committee) and Norway holds the presidency of the North Atlantic Salmon 

Conservation Organisation"1042 

This group was labelled "Discourses ɀpolicy concerns".  

2. Meta -level discussions on the nature of politics and political values  such as 
accountability, sovereignty, democracy, liberty, or populism. 1043  This group was labelled 
"Discoursesɀpolitical meta", and coul d include blame.  For example:  

"Brexit offers the opportunity to restore critical aspects of UK sovereignty, currently 

undermined by unelected EU institutions."1044 

(The EU is blamed for the harmful act of undermining the UK's sovereignty.)  

3. Warrants that help back up claims  such as topoi of facts vs untruth, good/bad, 
just/ unjust , or testimony of authorities.  These cannot  be a 'topic' of blame, a 'blameworthy 
thing', as they are about the nature of/justification for a thing, rather than what  harmful 
thing is actually done or doable.  

 
1040 Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃYoung People Are Stronger in EuropeɄ. 
1041 Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃWhat the Experts Say on SecurityɄ. 
1042 Leave.EU, ɃNorthern Irish CaseɄ. 
1043 Populism/anti -establishmentarianism is considere d a 'political meta' topic as it relates to who is 
represented, and by whom, thus cutting to the core issue of representation within democracies.  
1044 Leave.EU, ɃNorthern Irish CaseɄ. 
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4. 'Other' discourses and practices , including the nature of the UK (European or not, UK 
exceptionalism), constituted subjects (e.g. families, young), 1045 outcomes (threat, danger, 
unity, collaboration, promise for future), the nature of the EU (reforming, drawing closer, 
falling apart), and metaphors/motivators (war and violence, 1046 religion, 1047 gender, 1048 
strength, 1049 patriotism 1050).   

As this research addresses what blame is done, not how it is supported, the first and  second 
groups above were selected for analysis: they contain 'blameworthy topics'.  Table 15 shows 
that BSIE prioritised discussion of policy to the almost total exclu sion of discussion about 
the nature  of politics: despite comprising just 10.1% of the documents in this analysis, BSIE 
contributed more than a third (34.1%) of the instances of policy discourse identified in 
total. 1051  Leave.EU did discuss policy, but some 32.7% of their content discussed 'political 
meta' issues; this is in comparison to BSIE, who focused on policy 98% of the time.  

 
1045 See discussion of objects in E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
1046 These were some of the most frequent metaphors, with politics depicted as a battleground, bolstered 
by references to World War 2 and even the Napoleonic Wars.  
1047 E.g. Metaphors around confessions, crusades, or Biblical plagues ("The only thing we haven't h eard yet 
is how leaving the EU would bring a plague of locusts upon us", Farage, ɃThe Only Thing We HavenɄt Heard 
Yet Is How Leaving The EU Would Bring A Plague of Locusts Upon UsɄ.)  
1048 Note that gender was referred to in no n-metaphorical ways on few occasions, namely relating to the 
'tampon tax' (VAT on sanitary products ɀcoded under 'Taxes/VAT') and in relation to sexual assaults in 
Germany and Sweden (coded under 'Crime').   Where there were references to "women's rights", t his was 
coded under 'Rights and standards'.  However, largely, gender was invisible in the campaign materials; 
Leave.EU materials were dominated by men, whether authors, quoted, or depicted.  Women speakers 
depicted are limited to Liz Bilney; Leave.EU 'Mes senger' for small business' Caroline Drewett (one 
occasion)ɀa young, attractive, smiling, blonde woman ( Drewett, ɃCaroline Drewett - Leave.EU Ambassador 
for Small BusinessesɄ.); and Angela Merkel, who is depicted as either an impediment to negotiations or as 
incompetent, with  people passing notes behind her ( Hall, ɃHuge Boost in Fight to Quit EU: Campaigners 
Unite to Win Crucial ReferendumɄ; Leave.EU, ɃDavid CameronɄs ɇPathway to a DealɈɄ; Farage, ɃThe Turkey-EU 
Migrant Deal Verges on ɇInsanityɈ, A New Tide Awaits BritainɄ.).  Women, when depicted in BSIE materials, 
were shown as mothers,  (Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃFamily LeafletɄ.) though they were also quoted more.  
Gender metaphors included referring to campaigns as having 'balls' ( Farage, ɃTime for Tory Eurosceptics to 
Put up or Shut Up, Do the ɇBastardsɈ Have the Balls?Ʉ) or being impotent ( Farage, ɃIs Cameron REALLY Going 
To Get A ɇVictoryɈ On The Tampon Tax? DonɄt Be So Sure...Ʉ), while Britain is feminised in the older linguistic 
convention ("Britain's relationship with the rest of Europe was her business", Leave.EU, ɃBush Backs 
BritainɄ.).  Women were often treated as objects of policy ("it is better for women" , Britain Stronger In 
Europe, ɃFamily LeafletɄ.), or just objects ("The first thing we saw as we arrived were some very pretty girls 
serving champagne. So we indulged." , Farage, ɃThe EU Referendum Is Our WaterlooɄ.).  In short, the 
campaigns as a whole appeared highly gendered, but gender was not spoken of as an issue of 'policy' so 
much as a metaphor or motivation.  In this thesis, where an author is introduced for the first time, their full 
name is used to help render gender ɀand to a degree, origin ɀmor e transparent.   The references list 
includes a gender breakdown for the unique first authors cited.   See also Harmer, ɃBrexit ɇMansplainedɈɄ; 
Ross, ɃX Marks the Spot but the Ys Have ItɄ. 
1049 Key to BSIE's campaign, I.e. 'Stronger in'.  
1050 Patriotism appeared explicitly in few instances, and was not used in conjunction with identity - or 
tradition -related discourses; instead the focus was on how to be a 'true patriot' ( Wintour, ɃStuart Rose to 
Launch EU Campaign Saying True Patriots Are Not Inward -LookingɄ.) and whether Leave/Remain was more 
patriotic (e.g. Ferrari, ɃEU In And Out Campaigns Have Blazing Row On LBCɄ.). 
1051 Two of the BSIE documents ɀwebpage printouts ɀwere longer than the average news item posted on 
Leave.EU, but this is offset by the presence of one -line posters, so the higher frequency of policy discussion 
is unlikely to be due to a differ ence in document length.  
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Table 15: Policy concerns and meta-level discussions 

 

Even excluding 'political meta', Leave.EU and BSIE appear to have addressed different policy 
concerns (Table 16; top three items are highlighted).  While the 'economy' was the top issue 
for both, Leave.EU also prio ritised migration. 1052  It had two just clear policy issues, as 
opposed to BSIE, which was more extensive.  

Table 16: Relative frequency of policy concern discourses in BSIE and Leave.EU news content 

Discourses Ɖ policy concerns BSIE Leave.EU News 

Business, industry, fisheries 5.4 3.3 
Climate change / environment  1.7 3.8 
Crime 4.3 4.0 
Economy 24.4 29.3 
Education / universities / research / qualifications  4.7 0.7 

Identity / traditions / values / culture  0.7 5.2 
Jobs (inc. trade unions) 13.4 6.2 
Migration  8.7 27.4 
Public services inc. NHS 5.7 0.9 
Quality of life  15.7 2.6 
Rights and standards 4.7 3.8 
Security 3.3 0.7 
Status / voice / influence / global representation  5.4 4.7 
UK pays money to the EU 2.0 7.5 
Figures represent % of policy spoken about.  BSIE N=25, Leave.EU News N=223.  Columns total 
100%. 

One limitation to this analysis is that the BSIE materials included several leaflets discussing 
specific topics (e.g. 'Farmers leaflet', 'Workers rights' leaflet', 'Experts on the economy'), 1053 
which may not have been as wide -ranging as the opinion pieces, blog posts, and news items 
included under Leave.EU's 'News' tab.  In principle, using materials from other parts of 
BSIE's website could have illu strated more convergence in messaging between BSIE and 
Leave.EU.  A review of the final 41 text -based blog posts on the BSIE website posted prior to 
the referendum did not give any reason to think this was the case. 1054  Further, as will 
become apparent in t he following section, even where BSIE spoke on a similar topic to 
Leave.EUɀthe economy ɀthey refrained from blame.  That is, while the present analysis 
indicates the campaigns often spoke about different things ɀone potential reason BSIE 

 
1052 The presence of the economy and migration as important concerns is not surprising, given the ongoing 
crises outlined in E1: The Brexit context . 
1053 Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃFarmers LeafletɄ; Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃWorkersɄ Rights LeafletɄ; Britain 
Stronger In Europe, ɃWhat the Experts Say on EconomyɄ. 
1054 10/35 pages of BSIE blog posts were collected and reviewed by the researcher.  Due to the similarity of 
that content to the BSIE materials used in this analysis, these documents were not formally coded and do 
not appear in analysis.  See discussion of ski mming and scanning in 4.3.7 Reading process and quote 

selection. 
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blamed so infrequent lyɀBSIE also did not blame in relation to the main topic they had in 
common with Leave.EU; it was anomalous.  

Now that they had been identified, the same codes ɀɃpolicy concernsɄ and Ƀpolitical metaɄɀ
were used throughout the rest of analysis wherever blame o ccurred. 1055  So, for Leave.EU 
news and BSIE, all text was coded with these items; for the other pre -referendum materials, 
only text that also contained blame was coded with these items (see also the codebook at 
Annex: Codebook ).  It was on this basis that t he following section is able to speak of what 
topics drew blame.  

6.2.3. What topics drew blame? 
MaxQDA's ɇCode Relations Browser Ɉ was used to investigate where the items above , policy 
concerns and political meta,  intersected with instances of blame.  This meant i t was possible 
to see what 'things' were blamed for ɀif something coded as 'blame' intersects with 
something coded as 'the economy', then somebody is being blamed for something to do 
with 'the economy'.  

Table 17 shows the intersections of a given discourse with blame, in raw numerical 
instances and as a percentage of total instances of blame for a given source (BSIE, The 
Metro, MetroTalk, Farage and s o on).  BSIE blamed a total of twice: once in connection with 
business/industry/fisheries and once concerning the economy; 50% of BSIE's blame 
regarded the economy. 1056 

In the Metro, parties were 'blamed for' the economy (generally, and trade/foreign 
investm ent/Single Market), though this was overshadowed by blame for migration.  The 
topic of migration appeared in MetroTalk as well, though jobs were more important, 
followed by crime then the economy generally.  For Farage, migration was 'blamed for' far 
more than any other topic.  Well behind were business/industry/fisheries and 
education/university/research/qualifications.  Leave.EU news and media blamed for 
migration , followed by climate change (etc) then control  (etc), while in their brochures and 
pamphlets , business/industry/fisheries preceded jobs then control (etc).  Migration is 
consistently 'blamed for'.  

 
1055 See discussion of qualitative content analysis above ( 6.1.2 The meaning of numbers ), and Altheide and 
Schneider, ɃEthnographic Content AnalysisɄ; Altheide and Schneider, ɃProcess of Qualitative Document 
AnalysisɄ.  Data collection, analysis, and interpretation are circular, as is implied by the abductive research 
design of the current study.  
1056 See also section 6.3 Subjects and objects of blame below, where it is found that this 'blame' is non -
agentic; a situation is blamed rather than an actor with 'agency'.  
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Table 17: Intersection of blame with 'policy' and 'political meta' discourses .  Percentages are rounded to the 
nearest whole number, and the highest three values in each columnƊexcluding subtotalsƊare shaded.1057 

 

Pro-Leave ads showed some minor differences, with 'UK pays money to EU' as the pre -
eminent 'blamed for' item, followed by migration generally and public services includin g the 
NHS.  This may reflect the progression of the Leave campaign ɀads were from organisations 
including the official 'Vote Leave' campaign, which (as exemplified by the infamous side -of -
the -bus slogan, shown in Figure 32) highlighted the connection between an ostensibly failing 
and definitely underfunded NHS with the UK's money instead being sent to Brussels.  

 
1057 The table's final row gives the 'sum' of discourse/blame intersections, and this sum appears higher than 
the total number of instances o f blame given in 6.2.1 What blame was apparent prior to the referendum? .  
Per section 6.1.2 The meaning of numbers , this is because one 'instance' of blame m ay contain multiple 
things for which a blamee is blamed.  
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Figure 32: The 'NHS' bus1058 

 

For the  remaining images and analysis in this section, subtotals for the categories of 
economy, migration, quality of life, and security were used to simplify comparison between 
parties; these subtotals are shown in Table 17 above. 

Per Figure 33, there is clear alignment between what Leave.EU talked about generally, and 
what the y blamed somebody for. 1059  The 'inner' ring of the donut chart indicates that the 
economy represented 19.7% of what was spoken about in the Leave.EU news sample, 
versus 18.9% of what was 'blamed for'; migration represented 18.4% of what was discussed 
and 20 .5% of what was blamed for  (outer ring) .  There were some shifts: a 4.9% drop in 
populism spoken about vs blamed for, a 3.4% increase in prevalence of climate change 
blame vs climate change discussion, and a 2.9% increase in blame for 
business/industry/fis heries over the prevalence of this topic overall.  This suggests that 
migration, climate change, and business/industry/fisheries were considered particularly 
salient topics for blame .1060  However for the most part, it appears that what Leave.EU talk 
about i s what they blame about.  This is unlike BSIE, who per the previous section, speak 
more about the economy than any other topic ɀbut do not blame for it.  

 
1058 Image credit PA Drewett, ɃBorisɄs Brexit Bus Should Have Said £350,000,000 a Year for NHS - Not a 
WeekɄ. 
1059 Data for this figure is shown in Table 17 above for the blame intersections, with the prevalence of 
discourses available at Annex: What the campaigns talked about.  
1060 See also 5.2.4 Concurrent issues ; note too that a climate change topic was selected for the vignettes 
used in this research . 
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Figure 33: Donut chart showing Leave.EU News discourse prevalence (inner ring) and intersection of that 
discourse with blame (outer ring) 

 

Are Leave.EU an outlier in what they find blameworthy, s uch that Leave.EU is as different to 
Farage or the public as it is to BSIE?  Figure 34, showing data from Table 17, suggests not.  It 
illustrates what is 'blamed for' for four sets of documen ts: Leave.EU (all content; outermost 
ring), MetroTalk comments, Farage for Breitbart, and The Metro articles (innermost ring). 1061 

'Migration' intersects with blame more than any other topic, for all parties.  The economy, 
business/industry/fisheries, and jo bs consistently take second to fourth place, albeit in a 
slightly different order.  

Farage appears an outlier, as he blames about migration in nearly half of all instances (44%) 
in which he blames.  Migration is clearly a pressing issue for him, 1062 and more so than for 
Leave.EU or in MetroTalk commentary.  Migration is also important in The Metro articles 
about the EU/Brexit, with 34% of blame appearing in conjunction with 'migration'.  Articles in 
The Metro appear similar in terms of blame to Farage's work f or Breitbart.  It is perhaps 
surprising that this would be the case, given The Metro is a mainstream commuter paper 

 
1061 BSIE's documents have been excluded for the lack of blame, as have the pro -Leave ads for the reasons 
outlined in 6.2.1 What blame was apparent prior to the referendum? . 
1062 FarageɄs insistence upon migration as the issue that would win the referendum is clearly documented in 
Banks and Oakeshott, The Bad Boys of Brexit. 
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that professes its political neutrality, 1063 whereas Farage's pieces were written for the right -
wing online Breitbart blog. 1064  

Figure 34: Donut chart showing what was 'blamed for' in Leave.EU (outermost ring), MetroTalk, Farage, and the 
Metro (innermost ring)  

 

Another, even more striking similarity is that between blame in Leave.EU content and the 
public's comments in M etroTalk.  There are several explanations for this: that Leave.EU truly 
was the "people's campaign", and it described the same things as blameworthy as did the 
public; that Leave.EU was entirely and factually accurate in terms of its blam ing (not 
evaluated  in the present research); that editors were biased towards Leave.EU claims in 
their selection of comments; 1065 or that the public had been informed by Leave.EU's 

 
1063 "Along with the i, Metro is the only UK national newspaper to take a neutral political stance.  In the run -
up to t he EU referendum, [editor Ted] Young says the Leave campaign wanted to take out a cover -wrap 
advert (worth £250,000). He says he said the only way the paper could do it was if Remain took out an 
advert as well. As it turned out, they did, meaning Metro mad e £500,000. ɍ 'We donɄt want to upset our 
readers. The reason we are even handed is because we are a very broad church, I think we are a one -nation 
newspaper.'" Ponsford, ɃWho Says Millennials DonɄt Read Newspapers?Ʉ  Hameleers  et al highlight that 
media may be biased towards populist frames as ɃnewsworthyɄ, with journalists using similar frames and 
causal stories.  June Woong Rhee similarly notes that ɇnews texts construct a narrative representation of a 
situation featuring wel l-motivated agents, dramatic actions, background events, and possible implicationsɈ.  
Even ɃneutralɄ news may narrate causal stories that incorporate blame.  Hameleers, Bos, and de Vreese, 
ɃSelective Exposure to Populist CommunicationɄ; Rhee, ɃStrategy and Issue Frames in Election Campaign 
CoverageɄ, 28. 
1064 Sources for media bias: Thompson, ɃInteractive Media Bias ChartɄ. used in conjunction with Smith, ɃHow 
Left or Right -Wing Are the UKɄs Newspapers?Ʉ and Fighting Fake, ɃFighting FakeɄ.; see also Greenberg, 
Sandworm; Marantz, Antisocial. 
1065 It is not clear how comments were selected to be published, and whether for instance there was 
editorial policy applied that ensured an approximate 50/50 split between pro -Remain and pro -Leave voices.  
The researcher attempted to contact the Metro editorial team via phone, email, and social media, over the 
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campaign (and perhaps that of UKIP beforehand), and thus had been educated about what 
issues were blameworthy.  I.e. The public's performance of blame could be an effect of 
blame from pro -Leave campaigns, and this notion of 're -blaming' is considered in E3.1066 

Ẇ 

The most important outcome of this subsection is that all parties other than BSIE, including 
the newspaper The Metro and the public per commentary in MetroTalk, found broadly 
similar things blameworthy, and blamed for them.  This indicates that BSIE is an outlier in 
their lack of blame ɀeven though they frequently spoke about the 'economy ',1067 they only 
blamed in connection with it once.  This, and the implications thereof, are discussed in E5: 
Can EU not? Limits and contestati on.  However, while this su bsection gives an overview of 
what blame was 'done' and what it was 'about', it does not give an indication as to who the 
subjects and objects of blame were.  In these texts, was it just the EU that was blamed for 
the items above, or were others also invol ved?  Who were the blamees, and potential 
villains?  Who were their victims?  And who were the beneficiaries of their nefarious deeds?  
This is the task of the following section.  

6.3. Subjects and objects of blame 
This section concerns itself with the subjects and objects of blame, and particularly those 
actors that appear 'within' blame itself.  In the definition of blame, blame is a discursive 
practice whereby a speaker claims that a party did, or has done, a harmful thing , there are 
already two explicit roles : the speaker as blamer, and the 'party' doing the harmful thing as 
blamee.  A 'harmful' thing is also done to somebodyɀthe victim.  There may be 
beneficiaries, who benefit from the situation. 1068   

The 'blamers' in this selection are constrained by what dat a sources were used, per 4.4 Data 

sources and 5.3 The Brexit assemblage.  Other than the pro -Leave parties, 'BSIE' is included as 
one 'speaker' who does not tend to use blame; the notion of who speaks and who does not 
is discussed in E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation.  Blamees and victims can however be 
identified in pre -referendum texts, as can ɀrarelyɀbeneficiaries. 1069   

It becomes quickly apparent that the EU is the most common blamee in the analysed texts, 
though other blamees appear ɀincluding the UK government.  These two 'groups' are 
shown on the Brexit assemblage diagram in E1, as are the 'speakers' doing the blame in this 
section.  MaxQDA is used to identify where blamees and discourses per the previous section 

 
course of more than a year.  There was no response and thus editorial policy with regard to comment 
selection could not be e stablished.  
1066 As a form of endogenous blame provoked by exogenous blame ɀI.e. we hear blame from an external 
third party, then generate blame in response.  
1067 See previous section . 
1068 See also ǏŸǑŸǐ #ӃJªX Z­³ źMX «zŻ Æ´ MӃJªX Z­³ źT­ «zŻ. 
1069 See also 4.3.1 Data analysis framework. 
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intersect (I.e. overlap); 1070 this shows what blamees are blamed 'for', and the EU is revealed 
to be blamed for a wide range of issues.  Thirdly, victims are identified, with the UK/Britain 
(as reflected in the 'public' part of the Brexit assemblage) the most common victim of 
harmful activities; a relationship between the EU as blamee and UK as victim arises.  Lastly, 
an investigation of beneficiaries shows that the EU were (allegedly) in alignment with a 
range of elite 'others' (per the assemblage) when harming the UK. 1071 

This section performs three functions: verifying that the EU was blamed in the course of the 
Brexit cam paign, enabling meaningful discussion of the EU being made a villain in the 
specific context of the Brexit campaign; refining research design through informing survey -
experiment and focus group/interview design; and providing context for later discussions of 
contestation. 1072 

6.3.1. Who was to blame? 
Blamees identified in the analysed texts were the EU (including its component institutions, 
specific figures, and policies), UK -based political parties (including the Prime Minister, Leave 
and Remain campaigners, and public servants), parts of the EU/EEC 1073 (member states and 
their leaders), non -agents and situations (including Brexit fears, climate change, and other 
non -agents), and 'other' (academia, the 'elite', ISIS and terrorists, media, migrants/t he 
migrant crisis, other countries including their leaders or policies, and the people of the UK).  
As shown in Table 18, it was not just the EU that was being blamed ɀeven in texts from The 
Metro, which were specifically selected for discussing (relations with) the EU.1074  

Table 18: Relative frequency of blamees per source.  Columns add to 100%; all instances of blame are counted, 
rather than the nu mber of documents containing blame,  for accurate weighting.  

 

Per 6.2.1 What blame was apparent prior to the referendum? , BSIE only blamed twice in all 
documents; Table 19 shows that this blame was of a non -agent.  Indeed, the  only thing BSIE 
blame is Brexit itself ɀand the fears that relate to the upcoming referendum. 1075  Texts from 

 
1070 See 6.1.2 The meaning of numbers. 
1071 See also 5.3 The Brexit assemblage. 
1072 See E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation, 4.2.5 The research spiral, 4.4.1 Survey-experiment, 4.4.2 Focus 

groups and interviews . 
1073 ɃEECɄ = European Economic Community.  This was a precursor to the EU, such that the EU of 2016 
contained all members of the EEC as well as additional Member States.  I.e. Reference to the ɃEECɄ in this 
and other labels in this chapter make no substantive differ ence.  See Annex: Codebook . 
1074 Per 4.4 Data sources, articles collected from The Metro concerned Brexit, the EU, or Europe.  
1075 "[T]he planned June referendum on European Union membership has already created uncertainty for 
investors" Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃWhat the Experts Say on EconomyɄ, 3.; "56% of small and medium -
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The Metro and MetroTalk  comments  likewise blame non -agents,1076 whereas this is barely 
apparent in materials from pro -Leave actors (Farage, Leave.EU, pro -Leave ads).  Again, the 
'Remain' campaign blames differently to the public and ostensibly neutral parties, and very 
differently to pro -Leave campaign. 1077 

Several other trends become apparent: in The Metro and MetroTalk, where somebody is 
blamed, that pa rty tends to be a UK political party (e.g. the 'Government', David Cameron).  
Farage blames UK political actors first, followed by blaming the EU.  Leave.EU materials and 
the pro -Leave ads are dominated by blame of the EU.  This is presumably because they were 
staying 'on topic' ɀblaming the EU to get out of the EU.  There was little motivation to blame 
other parties, as this would distract ɀand possibly detract ɀfrom their central message.  

'Zooming in' ( Table 19), the 'EU' in the form of its institutions, Eurocrats, 'Brussels' and so on 
is a favoured blamee for all pro -Leave parties, with Leave.EU brochures additionally 
targeting specific EU policies. 1078  The UK government is  a favoured  blamee for the Metro, 
MetroTalk, and Farage.  The 'elite', with 9.5% of all blame in Leave.EU's brochures, are 
popular  blamees , while in MetroTalk, migrants/the migrant crisis are frequently blamed.  

 
sized businesses say the uncertainty surrounding a possible British withdrawal from the EU is holding 
growth back" Britain Stronger In Europe, ɃSmall Businesses Are Stronger in EuropeɄ, 2. 
1076 E.g. "I'm frightened by the dangerous wave of ignorance, beligerence and bigotry that is drowning this 
country." ɀ'ignorance, belligerence, and bigotry' (blamee) are to blame for 'drowning' (harmful act) 'this 
country' (UK as victim) (MetroTalk, June 22).  "one of the reasons Welsh steel was suffering was the strength 
of the  pound" ɀ'the strength of the pound' (blamee) is causing the 'suffering' (harm) of 'Welsh steel' (victim).  
Farage, ɃWhy For The First Time In 29 Question Time Appearances, I Applauded Another Member Of The 
PanelɄ. 
1077 See also E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
1078 EU policies are understood as agentic because they are done, created and implemented ɀand by the EU.   
They donɄt Ƀjust happen Ʉ. 



E2: Blame campaign  L. M. Skillen 

Subjects and objects of blame   |  217 

Table 19: Blamees per document set, as a percentage of overall blame from that source 

 

Considering just MetroTalk comments per Table 20 below, there is some difference between 
people who were identifiably pro -Leave and those who were non -Leave or where it was 
unclear. 1079  For pro -Leave commentators, UK political actors and the EU alike were 
consistent blamees, while non -Leave commentators p redominantly blamed UK political 
actors (60.8%).  That is, pro -Leave commenters blamed the EU and non -Leave commenters 
did not; this trend is replicated in E3: Effects. 

Overall, while there were multiple blamees present in the collected texts, the EU is the 
primary blamee for the Leave campaign, with the UK government also created as blamee 
and potential villain.  For this reason, vignettes used in the su rvey-experiment in this 
research to evaluate the vilifying effects of blame include both blame -EU and blame -UK 
variants; as the EU is the most common blamee, it provides a focal point for examining 
effects in E3.  Questioning in the FGIs likewise focused on what the EU had done. 1080  
'Performance' of blame in the Brexit campaign thus informed research methods in following 
stages. 

 
1079 Commentators were identified as likely pro -Leave where their  comment was in support of pro -Leave 
actors, where they advocated for voting Leave, or where they criticised Remain supporters (but not 
Leavers).  81 statements were from clear Leavers, and 146 from non -Leavers/unclear.  50% of instances of 
blame in MetroT alk were from pro -Leave speakers, despite this group contributing only 36% of comments 
overall.  No other difference between Leaver/Remainer blaming frequency was found in the present 
research; see  Figure 44 on page 1. 
1080 See 4.4.2 Focus groups and interviews  and Annex: FGI questions . 
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Table 20: MetroTalk commenters and the incidence of blame .  Prepared using collapsed codes. 

MetroTalk - Speaker Blamee Segments Percent 
Leave Migrants, migrant 

crisis 
5 10.9% 

 Part of EU (+) 1 2.2% 
 UK political party (+) 9 19.6% 

 EU (+) 8 17.4% 
 Subtotal 23 50.0% 
    
Non-Leave / unclear Political party (+) 14 30.4% 
 EU (+) 2 4.3% 
 Other (+) 4 8.7% 

 Non-agent / situation 
(+) 

3 6.5% 

 Total 46 100.0% 

6.3.2. What were they blamed for? 
The below Sankey diagram shows the relation between particular blamees and what they 
are blamed for, for all sources combined ( Figure 35).1081  This was established by locating the 
intersections between instances of 'blame' and other discourses as outlined in the previous 
section. 1082  It becomes quickly apparent that the EU is not  just the most popular blamee; it 
is blamed in connection with a wide variety of things ɀparticularly the economy, migration, 
business/industry/fisheries, and payment of money from the UK ɀin short, all the items that 
were 'blamed for' in the previous sectio n are blamed upon the EU.  UK political parties are 
blamed in connection with migration and the economy. 1083 

 
1081 Collapsed codes were used due to software limitations (see 6.1.2 The meaning of numbers ). Leave.EU 
blamed the EU for migration (13% instances of blame), the economy (11.8%), business/industry/fisheries 
(7.1%), control/sovereignty/independence (6.4%) and jobs (5.6%).  Farage blamed UK political parties (13%) 
and the EU (11.6%) alike for migration, blaming the EU for business/industry/fisheries (7.2%) and parts of 
the EU/EEC for migration (7.2%). See Annex : Who is blamed for what?  for full data.  
1082 See 6.2 Pre-referendum  performance of blame. 
1083 E3: Effects makes it apparent that blaming is a 'normal' thing to do; spontaneous (endogenous) blaming 
is performed by study participants after reading a vignette containing no blame.  However, who is blamed 
depends to a large extent on existing beliefs and allegiances.  Counter -blaming as blame reallocation is 
discussed in E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
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Figure 35: Sankey diagram showing blamees and what they are blamed for (collapsed codes)1084 

 

Climate change/the environment was one issue for which the EU was blamed, albeit 
infrequently.  Blaming the EU for something in this area would therefore be ecologically 
valid for the present research, while research participants would be less familiar wit h the EU 
as potentially 'responsible' for something in this area than they would be for the economy, 
migration and so on.  For this reason, due to ongoing salience, and thanks to the availability 
of a suitable text from Leave.EU that could be adapted, an e nvironmental issue was selected 
for the survey -experiment vignette used to investigate the vilifying effects of blame in E3. 

6.3.3. Who were their victims? 
Figure 36 shows the intersections between blame of a particular blamee and victims.  The 
UK/Britain is consistently the victim (63%) in blameworthy situations, whether they are the 
victim of the EU, migrants, non -agents, constituent parts of the EU, UK political actors, or 
others.  There is a clear trend between blaming the EU, and the suffering of the UK.  In the 
figure, 'EU*' on the victim side includes the EU itself, members of the European public, parts 
of the EU such as member states, and EU leaders.  

 
1084 Several names are abbreviated so they are not cut off.  
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Figure 36: Sankey diagram showing intersections between blamees and particular victims (collapsed codes) 

 

Other notable perpetrator -victim relationships are between the EU as blamee and parts of 
the EU itself  (e.g. member states) as victims; 1085 and UK political actors harming the 
UK/Britain or other UK political actors, though this is less frequent than the EU blamee/UK 
victim relationship.  The UK as frequent victim is selected as an appropriate and salient 
victim for use in the survey -experiment vignette, while in the FGIs, participants could supply 
their own victims.  

6.3.4. Who were the beneficiaries? 
Relationships between blamees and beneficiaries were mapped through identifying the 
intersection of blame against on e party (the blamee) and benefits accorded to another party 
(the beneficiary).  The smaller number of intersections compared to the preceding sections 
permitted for more fine -grained analysis.  In the resultant figure ( Figure 37), EU blamees are 
coloured dark blue, parts of the EU (e.g. Germany) pink, UK political actors orange, and 
'others' yellow.  

 
1085 See also 6.4 Post-referendum performance of blame and discussion of Greece and other Member States 
as victim in E3: Effects and E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
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Figure 37: Sankey diagram of intersection of blamee with beneficiaries.  Does not use collapsed codes 

 

From this, it appears that parties such as the EU, foreign countries, and international 'elite' 
are in league, to the benefit of big money/elite.  This is apparent in the text, where for 
example Arron  Banks claims that "The failed political classes of Europe sit on the gravy train, 
in league with big corporate business, which flourish while small business is regulated to 
death". 1086  The EU is likewise working to the benefit of itself (EU/Europe), the Eu ropean 
public, and non -UK parts of the EU, 1087 while the UK/Britain does not benefit from the EU's 
dastardly activities at all.  That is, the EU (and others) are incurring harm, and it is never to 
the UK's benefit.  

There were only 67 intersections of blame a nd explicit beneficiary, representing a maximum 
of 7.9% instances of blame. 1088  While it could be that the presence of beneficiaries makes 
blame more outrageous ('not only are they harming us, they're doing it for somebody else!'), 
the relative infrequency of beneficiaries in the analysed texts meant this factor was not 
included in later examination of effects.  The survey -experiment vignette therefore does not 
include beneficiaries.  

Ẇ 

 
1086 Banks, ɃOver 60,000 Supporters Are in the Know!Ʉ 
1087 E.g. "The EU has had 7 years to solve the Eurozone crisis and has enforced austerity on some of the 
poorest states, such as Greece, which under its current deal  will remain in debt to richer EU countries like 
Germany indefinitely." Leave.EU, ɃTime for a School of EU Disintegration StudiesɄ. 
1088 The figure would be lower  where instances of blame intersect with multiple beneficiaries.  
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Overall, this section has found that the EU was the most frequent blamee in the analysed 
materials, with the UK its most common victim (and the most common victim overall).  It 
verifies the EU as blamee and potential villain in the Brexit case study, and informs design of 
the focus groups/interviews and survey -experiment alike.  

6.4. Post-referendum performance of blame 
The previous sections have considered what blame was performed prior to the Brexit 
referendum; this section instead focuses on what blame was remembered or reiterated 
afterwards.  Focus group and interview ('FGI') participants were asked what the EU was 
blamed for during the Brexit campaign and how they felt about it, enabling them to put 
their experiences into their own words. 1089  This was vital to revealing the causal powers of 
blame 1090 in following chapters .  Participants were asked about the EU specifically, as the 
predominant blamee in pre -referendum materials.  

Recall that exogenous blame is third -party blame, as when a politician blames somebody 
and an audience 1091 hears or reads that blame, and endogenous blame is blame arising 
within the audience ɀas when a person encounters a harmful act and blames somebody for 
it.  That person could well encounter the harmful act because they hear about it from a third 
party; blame can spread from speaker to speaker.  In this section, endogenous blame 
arising within the audience is referred to as (re)blame, as participants may ɃreɄ blame the 
same party as did the Leave campaign, or blame somebody else ɀif they blame 
endogenously at all.  

This section has two major purposes: (1) verifying that members of the public consumed 
third -party blame from the Leave campaign through being able to recall it ɀeven nearly four 
years afterwards 1092ɀand (2) identifying differences in endogenous blame that arise as a 
result of that con sumption.  The first addresses whether blame was just 'on the page' in the 
sense of being something Leave campaigners did, or whether it was effective in circulating 
among the public. 1093  If blame was ineffective in reaching ɀor being reiterated by ɀthe 
publi c, then vilification via blame would be limited to Leave campaigners and would not 
have taken place at a wider scale.  The second helps identify points of contestation and 

 
1089 See also Annex: FGI questions . 
1090 See discussion of Ƀcausal powerɄ in 4.2 Research design. 
1091 As a group of 'receivers'; anybody who encounters the blame, whether or not they were the recipients 
intended by the speaker.  See also 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, and proofs. 
1092 At the time data was collected, Brexit had not yet ɃhappenedɄ.  Related issues may have remained 
salient , particularly in the pro -Brexit social media groups that were one of the sites of participant 
recruitment  (4.4.2.e) Participant recruitment ).  The ɃtimingɄ of EU-blaming  is not considered problematic, as 
only its effects ɀincluding endogenous (re)blaming that would lend itself to circulation ɀare under 
investigation.   See also discussion in 7.2.1 Unveiling blame -villain links through the FGIs . 
1093 The Leave campaign is not understood as the 'only' source of EU blaming; they simply had a public 
platform and funding to reach wide audiences.  It is possib le that blame emerged in members of the public 
and was then given a wider platform by the Leave campaign.  
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disagreement, as well as emerging additional blameworthy items ɀparticularly, the 
victimisation of Leavers. 1094 

Analysis required identifying blame ɀwhether exogenous or endogenous ɀin FGI responses, 
then grouping it into general topics of 'what was blamed for' (e.g. the economy), as in the 
preceding sections.  Complete FGI transcripts were ne xt reviewed for the presence of those 
topics elsewhere to locate any other ways in which a given interlocutor constructed them, in 
case for example they elsewhere credited the EU in connection with that topic, contesting 
the blame.  Typically though, when participants were asked to recall blame from the 
campaign, they would repeat it and immediately say whether they agreed or disagreed and 
why.1095  Quotations are used throughout this section to illustrate blame, and have been 
selected such that all FGI parti cipants are represented, that key ideas are conveyed ɀ
whether or not they support the present research ɀand ultimately, with a view to 
presenting participants' opinions as they may have wished them to be presented. 1096  
Stutters and fillers have been removed , and asterisks (*) indicate speaker emphasis . 

FGI participants included seven women and eleven men; five students (three 
undergraduate, two graduate) and at least one other person with a graduate -level 
education; four people who appeared to be in their 20s,  four in their 30s, five in their 40s ȿ
50s, two in their 60s, and three over 70 years of age.  There were two widows; three political 
activists (a former Labour campaigner; Brexit Party candidate; Vote Leave organiser); only 
one visibly non -white person; on e person who identified themselves as LGBT; two people 
who work in IT, 1097 and one unemployed person who otherwise works in STEM.  One person 
living in Wales and one originally from Wales were included; the only person in Northern 
Ireland was originally from  Australia, as was one person in England; two people lived in 
Scotland, with two participants self -identifying as Scottish and another Scottish accent 
present in the sample; everybody else was English.  All names have been changed. 1098 

This section illustrat es that participants recalled blame from the Leave campaign; however, 
unlike in the campaign itself, FGI participants contested the blame, for example by pointing 
out mitigating circumstances. 1099  This could be expected in that the Leave campaign would 
have little reason to hedge their blame, as the more direct blame is, the more it would help 
them to achieve their goal of a Leave vote; on the other hand, it illustrates that people do 
not just blindly believe exogenous blame, even where they may be sympathet ic to the cause 
of the blamer. 1100  Some participants are even described as 'low -blame'; they are able to 

 
1094 See also E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
1095 See 4.3.2 Recognising blame, 4.3.6 Resistance and contestation. 
1096 Watts, ɃUser Skills for Qualitative AnalysisɄ. See also 4.3.7 Reading process and quote selection. 
1097 This is unsurprising, given people were recruited via an online survey.  See also 4.4 Data sources. 
1098 See also Confidential Annex: Focus group and interview participants  and 4.4.2 Focus groups and 

interviews . 
1099 See also 4.3.6 Resistance and contestation. 
1100 Confirmation bias does however appear strong in circumscribing the effects of blame; see E3: Effects.  
Christopher Hood, in considering blame, talked a bout 'vindictive' and 'sympathetic' blamers, with a 
vindictive public understanding politicians as to blame where those politicians had direct control over the 
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reiterate  the exogenous blame from the Leave campaign, but do not (re)blame anybody 
themselves.  

For instance, Jamal was able to recall and repeat blame  from the Leave campaign, but did 
not appear to endorse it.  He couched it in modifying language and specified that it was not 
'his' view, but 'possibly' that of others:  

"It's kind of difficult because I suppose some of the things are kind of specific to 

certain people. And they wouldn't necessarily be my views, but I can see why they 

would be affecting people, so I suppose immigration from Eastern European countries 

to the UK. I think a lot people maybe think that that is kind of unchecked, or people 

are taking their jobs, that kind of thing. I mean personally, I don't have an issue with 

that myself." 

He said that "I don't really have anything specifically against the EU", and that his vote wasn't 
because the EU had done something specifically "bad", but be cause he "saw it as a kind of 
an opportunity to maybe try something different."  Jamal did not appear to have the rancour 
against the EU that some of the other participants had.  That is, a person who did not 
believe exogenous blame that the EU was truly  at fault did not appear to feel it was a villain, 
supporting the present research.  

Sam was able to recall blame from the campaigns, but stressed that "These aren't *my* 
opinions".  Other than when specifically asked what the EU was blamed for, Sam focused o n 
the European Central Bank (for linking bail -outs to austerity measures), though indicating 
that they had to take measures "out of necessity", hedging this with "I guess" and indicating 
that "you've got the complications".  Like Jamal, Sam seemed indispos ed to blaming others,  
or believing exogenous blame of others,  and again like Jamal, did not seem to have strong 
emotions for or against the EU.  

Such 'low-blame' participants are particularly helpful when considering vilification via blame, 
as with them, it is clear that they are reiterating exogenous blame but not blaming 
endogenously.  For the other participants, it is difficult to disentangle wh ether they are 
recalling and repeating blame from the campaign, or simply believe the EU should be 
blamed for a given item and blame endogenously.  For that reason, after showing that 
participants could reiterate campaign ideas, this section largely refers  to (re)blaming, 
encapsulating both possibilities.  

6.4.1. Recalling what the campaigns talked about 
In the focus groups and interviews, participants were asked specifically what the EU should 
be blamed for.  The initial phrasing for this question, used at the in -person London focus 
group, was:  

 
harmful event.  In this typology, Leavers would presumably be 'vindictive' against the EU, and i t is not clear 
whether their nuanced approach to blaming of the EU is because of the EU's lack of direct control, or 
because Hood did not test his ideas: he instead theorised what endogenous blame the public would 
generate in response to a harmful act done  by a politician.  Hood, ɃThe Risk Game and the Blame GameɄ. 
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"Think back to the EU referendum campaign. There were a number of things the 
EU was blamed for. Please work together to come up with a list of as many of 
these things as you can remember." 

This proved unsuccessful in that Lo ndon focus group participants went on to produce a 
poster of all the issues they could remember arising in the campaign, rather than just those 
things the EU was blamed for.  Phrasing was later amended to "Think back to the EU 
referendum campaign. What wer e some of the problems with the EU raised in the 
campaign?", with the optional follow -up "What was or should the EU be blamed for?". 1101  
This was more successful, presumably because it is easier to think of 'bad things the EU has 
done' than think explicitly  in terms of blame.  

Despite the miscommunication, the resultant poster ( Figure 38) is interesting in that it 
closely reflects what the campaigns talked about, including  content from the Remain side, 
even nearly four years after the fact.  That is, campaign messaging appeared effective (or 
the campaigns were saying what 'the people' really thought).  This is important, because it 
implies that blame was not just 'on the pa ge'; it was 'heard', and potentially spread to 
others. 1102  Vilification via blame could then 'go viral'.  

Note that despite the presence of 'Turkey', 'house prices', 'border control', and 'pressure on 
social services', each ostensibly linked with immigration , 'immigration' itself was not listed 
on the poster.  There appeared to be strong reluctance in the group to name this as an 
issue, presumably due to the potential for being labelled 'racist' as discussed further 
below. 1103  However, following a comment from  a participant that the poster was "quite 
balanced" and an extended pause, four participants began to cross -talk about security, 
cross-border movements, community change, and terrorism.  At this point the rest of the 
group looked at myself as the researche r, and once it was clear I was not going to sanction 
or condone them for explicitly discussing immigration, there seemed to be an aura of relief: 
the group as a whole relaxed, and began to discuss immigration and its implications in 
detail.  This speaks to  the effectiveness of the researcher in creating an empathetic safe 
space for discussion in the FGI, as well as the censoring effects of a group.  It is with a view 
to preventing such censorship that the focus groups were designed to include only people 
fr om one camp ɀLeave.1104  Reluctance to discuss immigration was not apparent in the 
other FGIs. 

 
1101 See Annex: FGI questions . 
1102 See also 7.3.3 (Re)blaming in the . 
1103 See 6.4.3 Victimisation of Leavers. 
1104 See also discussion around the role of the researcher and gen eration of empathetic spaces in 4.4.2 
Focus groups and interviews . 
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Figure 38: Poster of referendum issues created by London focus group.  While the 'side of the bus' message that 
£350 million was being sent to the EU was pre-eminent, the (CŻ´growth including Turkey's potential accession 
was listed as a secondary issue. Other issues included the idea of 'empire' and expansion, the concept of the EU 
as Armageddon, the Brussels 'gravy train', and the UK's global voice.  Pro-Remain messaging also appears, 
including access to Erasmus and scientific funding, access to labour from the EU, and the importance of being in 
a trade block. Credit was given to the EU for subsidising parts of the UK. 1105 

 

6.4.2. What was the EU at fault for? 
FGI interlocutors (re)blamed the EU for a wide range of things that closely match what was 
'blamed for' in the pre -referendum materials.  Particularly apparent were t he economy, 
migration, and 'doing the wrong thing' by industries and workers.  (Re)blame, whether an 
effect of recalling Leave campaign items or recalling earlier anti -EU discourses,1106 also 

 
1105 See discussion of credit in 9.3.1 Crediting the EU. 
1106 It is not necessarily  important in this research that FGI participants could have been exposed to anti -EU 
blaming prior to the official Leave campaign; more important is the link between EU-blaming and 
vilification , noting that blame was particularly evident during  the campaign per the previous chapter .  
Further, while there may have been additional items  for which the EU was blamed ɀsuch as the memorable 
Ƀbendy bananasɄɀthe items raised in t he FGIs largely reflected campaign discourses.  Lastly, triangulation of 
FGI and SE data allows verification of the blame and vilification link in the specific case study of Brexit.  See 
also 4.5.3 Validity . 



E2: Blame campaign  L. M. Skillen 

Post-referendum performance of blame   |  227 

appeared in connection with the bendiness of bananas, the lack of a minimum wage in the 
EU, EU internet policies and regulation, the 'revival of the far -right' (as the fault of the EU), 
environmental destruction, nepotism, and (over)regulation of London as a financial hub. 1107  
The economy, migration, and business/industry /fisheries are focused on below, as issues 
drawing frequent blame in pre -referendum campaign materials.  

6.4.2.a) Creating economic disasters 
The EUɀand other parties, including the UK government, banking industry, and 'the 
establishment' ɀwas blamed in connection wi th the 2008 ȿ2009 financial crisis and related 
outcomes. 1108 

"I think there is *still* an *incredible* sense of anger about how the financial crisis was 

dealt with in the UK, *and* in the EU. The fact that the banking industry was seen to 

get away with things scot-Z³XXŵ J«T Ź . º| «¦ º|Jº º|X³X ÇJ´ J Ɣ|ÄzXƔŵ ƔƔ|ÄzXƔƔ

amount of ill -Ç ӃӃ º­ÇJ³T´ ƔJӃӃƔ °­Ӄ º N J«´ Z­³ JӃӃ­Ç «z º|Jº º­ |J°°X«Ÿ Ź Ɛ.Ƒºƛ´ JM­Äº

the outcomes of it, not necessarily the act itself of bailing them out, but also the fact 

that you've had suppressed interest rates, which has really affected people's savings; 

you've had suppressed wages, which is affecting people's standard of living."  

(John)1109 

The crisis was associated not just with destruction to people's savings and suppressed 
wages, but also with unemployment, particularly in Greece, but also in Italy, Spain, and 
Ireland:  

"Now they say that Greece is a 'poor country full of very rich people'. Well yes, there 

are some very rich people in there. But overall, as far as the country is concerned, they 

were *royally screwed* by the EU. Yeah, partly their fault, but when you call an 

ambulance 'cause you're in trouble, you expect the people that rock up there are going 

to actually try to make you get better, not give you another broken leg or what ever 

else it might be and that's *exactly* what they did to Greece." (Todd) 

"high levels of youth unemployment in sort of Italy and Spain and the Eurozone crisis 

and in Greece. If you were to blame the EU for anythingƊI suppose those would be 

the issues that the EU sort of partly caused" (Luke) 

"what the European Commission has done to Ireland is criminal, that they've indebted 

them for life basically, that IrelandƊeven if they wanted to leaveƊ couldn't afford to." 

(Liz)  

On the one hand, austerity and the EU's controlling policies in this regard were seen as 
negative:  

 
1107 Blame of local UK parties such as Theresa May for the Grenfell Tower disaster also appeared, but as the 
focus here is on the EU, this item is not discussed.  See also 2.3 What does blame do?. 
1108 As the focus of this section is blaming of the EU, other blamees are not discussed in -depth here.  They 
do reflect the blamees for 'economy' in pre -referendum data above; see 6.3.1 Who was to blame?  and also 
Annex: Codebook . 
1109 Jonathan Baron and John Hershey find that outcome bias matters for endogenous blame, with bad 
outcomes heuristically understood as the result of bad decisions or ba d people (e.g. villains).  Hershey and 
Baron, ɃJudgment by Outcomes: When Is It Justified?Ʉ 
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"And yeah I think the *imposition* of austerity politics onto Greece in particular. Yeah, 

that made me really, really angry." (John)  

On the other, the EU were blamed for giving out money with out such controls:  

"it was like giving a child your wallet and said 'Go, go out and just *spend*, go *crazy*, 

you don't ever have to pay it back'" (Liz, regarding Ireland) 

The EU's treatment of Greece, through austerity policies and bail -outs following the  financial 
crisis, was a recurrent theme.  Several participants said that originally they had seen Greek 
suffering as Greece's fault, but over time they had come to see that it was really the EU that 
was the problem.  This was either because Greece was bei ng exploited, via the EU, to the 
benefit of Germany; or because the EU were giving money to people who were too 
irresponsible to use it (as with Ireland in Liz's quote above).  

"I became increasingly concerned about what was happening in Greece. And again, 

and I'm ashamed to say that part of me was thinking well, you know, 'the Greeks have 

brought this on themselves'. You know, they're a bunch of spendthrifts, they don't do 

this, they don't do that, they should never have been let in in the first place. But then I 

started to have a bit of a closer look into this. And I think it's probably true to say that 

the Greek people have been *royally screwed* by theƊI mean these bailouts that we 

have heard so much about, were they for the benefit of the Greek people? Nooo! 

They went to the German banks. And, you know, the Greeks giving the Germans 

money is really, really bad news for them. So, having had very little sympathy for the 

Greeks, I started to have a lot more sympathy for them and thinking 'is this the way 

the European Union is supposed to run?'" (Todd) 

The EU was relatedly portrayed as an extractive mechanism for both resources and 'brain 
power' from 'Southern' to 'Northern' European states:  

"You know, you don't like the idea of the southern European states in particular 

becoming client states of the rich *north*. I mean that's not what the EU should be 

about, but that's the way I feel it is very much about at the moment." (John) 

"Poland [indistinct] is not happy with the EU because they've been brain-drained, 

MXNJÄ´X  ºƛ´ «­Ç «­ °ӃJNX Z­³ J«É­«X Ç º| J M³J « ³ z|ºŸ Ź Ɛ ƑӃӃ º|X ´ªJ³º °X­°ӃX |JÆX

leftƊI mean, partly it's the Soviet Union, but also that the thing with the Schengen 

area is that if you're intelligent and you're from Greece, it makes no sense to stay [in] 

the country." (Alex, London FG)1110 

Two participants contested this, with Liz suggesting that the relationship was the other way 
around, with 'poorer' states exploiting the rich thanks to the freedom of movement afforded 
by the EU: 

"And then the countries who weren't as wealthy could *really* exploit and abuse what 

the wealthy countries were [offering]" (Liz)  

 
1110 NB: The EU's fundamental freedom of movement is unr elated to the Schengen travel area.  
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Mac agreed there was an institutional problem causing brain -drain from poorer states to 
richer states, but suggested it was the result of a lack of minimum wage in the EU, rather 
than freedom of movement.  There was perhaps too little  EU rather than too much.  

Overall, the concern with the economic issues appears to echo that in the campaign 
materials discussed above.  Unsurprisingly though, gi ven campaigns must stay on message 
to be effective, there was significantly more nuance amongst FGI participants.  Even when 
they agreed that the EU was to blame for a given issue, the reasons it was at fault were 
contested. 1111 

6.4.2.b) Causing (inappropriate) immigration 
When it comes to the migrant crisis described in E1, Luke said "I don't know if there's 
anything that [the EU] could have done differently or handled differently".  Whether or not 
the 'crisis' itself was due to the EU, the 'abandonment' of its Membe r States was highlighted 
by Steve as problematic:  

"January 2015 the refugee crisis happened, and I noticed that the top level of the EU 

were inviting all and sundry to come to the EU. But then I noticed that they were 

leaving the individual countries to deal with the repercussions of that. And there didn't 

seem to be much consideration or planning for either the people welcoming the 

refugees, or the refugees themselves." (Steve) 

Here, it is not just the Member States that are suffering due to the EU, but th e refugees 
themselves.  

Other pressing topics included immigrant -related crime, 1112 lack of immigrant 
integration/assimilation, and the lack of jobs or opportunities associated with immigration.  
Lack of integration, including speaking English or participatin g in communities in particular 
ways, was raised in both the London and Scottish focus groups.  Georgina, in Scotland, 
pointed to the feeling of "whole communities almost altering", though said that this did not 
affect Scotland, but rather other parts of th e UK.  Mother -daughter pair Margot and Megan 
in the London focus groups were cynical about migrant integration, with Megan saying she 
was upset by the lack of English spoken in her community, and how this causes isolation of 
the elderly:  

5XzJ«ŷ ƜŹ º­ MX  « your own community and not be able to speak to people or be able 

to get your point across or to be able to communicate is incrediblyƊit's quite fearful. 

And it's very isolating, and you can see why [there's] such a big problem with 

loneliness at the moment, because if you're an elderly person and you can't leave the 

house, every carer who might come to the house Ź ƐT­X´«ƛºƑ ´°XJ¦ («zӃ ´| J´ J Z ³´º

language, their culture is very different in the way that they do things. If you go into a 

shop, you're trying to get your point across and no one can understand youƊ"  

 
1111 See also E5: Can EU not? Limits and contestation. 
1112 Luke indicated that (ostensibly migrant -related) terrorism was particularly important to him; he was 
working near London Bridge during the 2017 terror attacks, and admitted "it does have a little bit of an 
impact on your thinking".  
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Margot: "Or they don't want to understand you."  

Margot's comment suggests a lack of desire to integrate via learning English, with Douglas 
inferring that those who did not speak English could not be understood as equals:  

"It's because it's like I want to be able to interact with the people around me, and to be 

able to engage with them as equals." (Douglas, London FG) 

Particularly problematic were the lack of jobs, opportunities, health services, or  school 
places ostensibly due to EU -facilitated immigration, with leaving the EU seen as the answer 
to these problems:  

"it was really the breakdown over the years that I've seen of not being able to get 

|XJӃº| ´X³Æ NX´Ŷ Ź friends of mine Ź NJ«ƛº zXº º|X ³kids into the local schools because 

the migrant children go in there." (Liz) 

"I think people felt thatƊdue to things like immigrationƊthere was actually less 

opportunities and less *jobs* for native people. And obviously people got quite 

*annoyed* about th ings like that. And I do feel that now that we're leaving, and given 

that we'll be making our own decisions, there *will* be greater opportunities for 

people. People *can* do things that they have been *stopped* from doing previously 

[due] to EU rules." (Aileen, London FG)1113 

Jacob recalled from the campaign that "social services and housing" were "under pressure 
because of the open borders", though clarified he "didn't necessarily agree with" that ɀwhile 
he could reiterate the campaign line, he did not blame  the EU for the problem.  Abigail was 
sceptical of what she saw as Remain's argument for freedom of movement, "whereby we 
*must* have it, we need it, we can't survive without it".  Alex then suggested "Britain was 
framed as a Commonwealth more global power  by the Leave campaign, and as an 
intrinsically European and integrated workforce by Remain", with the real choice being 
between labour from India as a Commonwealth country or Romania as an EU country. 1114 

Generally, it appears Brexiteers blamed for similar things to the Leave campaign, blaming 
the EU for immigration which was in turn linked to crime, lack of jobs, or lack of access to 
public services.  Migrants themselves were also blamed, including for taking up space and 
failure to integrate; again, reflec ting pre -referendum materials.  

6.4.2.c) Doing the wrong thing by industries and workers 
As in the pro -Leave campaign materials, blaming of the EU appeared in the FGIs in 
connection with industry.  Todd blamed the EU and its Common Fisheries Policy for a 
decline in the British fishing industry ("'Well fishing's not what it was in this country.'  I mean 
yeah!  And *whose fault is that*?!?").  Luke shared a personal story on the same topic, 
explaining that "back in the 70s, my granddad was a trawlerman  ɍ  I know he was never 

 
1113 ɃAnnoyanceɄ is the primary emotional effect of exogenous blame of an Other  in the survey -experiment, 
per 7.3.2 Emotions experienced as an effect of blame . 
1114 This may imply a hierarchy between acceptable migrants.  
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pro -EU. Given it basicallyɀwell partly wiped out his livelihood", though added that it neither 
affect ed him nor "ninety nine point nine percent of people in 2016".  

Coal and steel industries were likewise described as being damaged by the EU, due to anti -
competitive practices that means people are told "they shouldn't produce coal" in the UK 
because they don't produce it as cheaply as elsewhere, which "puts the people in that 
region out of work, and  ɍ it increases the number of people who are unemp loyed, which 
makes the area less well off" (Mac).  

While the EU is blamed for interfering in industries (fisheries) or preventing them from 
happening (coal/steel), they are also blamed for subsidising industries (farming), leading to 
less-than -prime, 'non -economical' solutions:  

"farmers are subsidised and things across the EU, and that kind of creates kind of an 

imbalance I think, where things are maybe *propped up* which aren't kind of 

economical" (Jamal) 

John took a more libertarian perspective, linking an ti -competitive subsidies with immigration 
and defending the rights of immigrants while doing so:  

"You know, black, white, brown, yellow, whatever, *whatever* you are, if you're going 

to bring something that's going to make our place even better then come. But if you're 

going to come, you need to be paid properly. And you can't be dependent on the 

´ºJºXŸ Ź .ºƛ´ ¤Ä´º Ç|­ӃӃÉ Ç³­«zƊfreedom of movement, where people are coming over 

here and getting a job in agriculture, and then being dependent upon tax credits to 

increase their wagesƊwhich are essentially just a subsidy to bad employers. No! It's 

not right. It's *just not right*. It's just not how it should be." (John)  

Leave voters' take is again more complex than that in campaign materials.  They point ou t 
that most of the population is not affected, express compassion for those who have lost 
their jobs, and defend the rights of immigrants in the face of exploitative practices that they 
link to the EU.  Chapter E3: Effects illustrates that this compassion becomes important in the 
vilification of the EU.  

Overall, it seems (re)blaming amongst FGI participants echoes that from the Leave 
campaign, albeit with more nuance, mor e concern for victims, and varying degrees of 
ambivalence over whether the blame was 'right' or not as exemplified by the low -blame 
participants.  

6.4.3. Victimisation of Leavers 
FGI interlocutors also blamed parties for 'getting Brexit wrong', and victimisation o f Leavers.  
To the first, the EU is blamed for treating the UK and David Cameron with 'contempt', Leave 
campaigners are blamed for not having a plan for Brexit, Remain campaigners are blamed 
for failing to campaign ɀor perhaps negotiating in bad faith ɀand p oliticians are blamed for 
Brexit not having been 'done' yet.  It is understandable this did not arise to such a degree in 
the campaign, as Brexit could not have yet happened.  
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More interesting is the blame of pro -Remain parties for their abuse of Leavers in  the lead -up 
to and after the referendum, with the 'Remainer' bloc incorporating individuals, 
campaigners, and transnational alliances of 'Metropolitan Elite', including as facilitated by 
the EU.1115  This was raised by all FGI participants.  Several of the participants described this 
abuse as entrenching them in their pro -Leave vote, as well as destroying relationships.  
Essentially it boiled down to "you called me names, so I'm not going to change my mind." 1116  
Typically, participants described themselves as  having been called stupid and racist:  

"I was quite surprised at the *absolute vitriol* by *Remain* voters. I mean it *was 

disgusting*. And all you heard was 'if you're voting Leave you're racist, you're stupid'. 

And actually, I'm *not* stupid. I've got tw o degrees; I've got a postgraduate 

qualification. I am *far* from stupid. I knew *exactly* what I was voting for. I worked 

on an EU project, so I had insider knowledge that most people *didn't* have. Yet I was 

stupid; I was racist; and that really wasn't the case. And I know a lot of people fell out 

with people." (Aileen) 

"I've been called *everything*, *seriously*, onlineƊboth during the campaign and after 

the vote, and over the last four yearsƊI've been called *everything*. I had one friend 

who *totally m elted down*  ... she's a PhD, she's not somebody *stupid* Ź J«T Ɣ´|X

bombarded me*, saying that I was a racist and all this, which is totally ridiculous." 

(Bronwyn) 

"I think what they did, what the Remainers did leading up to the referendum, they 

overplayed their hand. With the Project Fear. With the labelling everybody racists and 

everything else. And I think there's a number of peopleƊwell, clearly a majority of 

peopleƊwho thought 'we're not having this'." (Todd) 

"not necessarily the campaign, but the way people argued, I think, sort of like put my 

back up. You know you'd have discussions in the pub was quite like a frequent thing. 

And then you'd say "oh you know, I think I'm going to vote Brexit". And then the 

response would be 'Oh, you're a fucking racist' or whatever." (Luke) 

This blaming of Remainers differs from during the lead -up to the referendum; Leave 
campaigners would not have wanted to blame the Remainer public, as this would ensure 
they would never vote leave.  Pro -Leave members of the public cle arly think they have been 
victimised by Remainers, and this has helped to entrench them against Remainers, speaking 
to ongoing affective polarisation in the wake of the referendum. 1117  A new evil arose in the 
form of Remainers, as captured in this blame; th ey might be villains in their own right, 
rather than simply the minions of the EU or an elite. 1118   Further research could help 

 
1115 Todd claimed the EU had infiltrated national infrastructures and created a supporting elite class.  For 
instance: "And the fact that the EU have so successfu lly infiltrated the *establishment* in *so many* 
countries, basically bribed them on board, really did it for me"; "the way that they've *created* this pro -EU, 
anti -UK class is despicable in my view".  
1116 See Table 2, where Ƀname-callingɄ is a discursive practice related to blame.  As blame is for ɃdoingɄ, name-
calling is for ɃbeingɄ.  Associated effects are out of scope for this research. 
1117 E.g. Hobolt, Leeper, and Tilley, ɃDivided by the Vote: Affective Polarization in the Wake of BrexitɄ.  See 
also discussion in  Acronyms . 
1118 Recall that per 3.2 The art of character work, Jasper et al give 'minions' as a lesser form of villain: 
essentially, characters who are 'bad' and 'active' but not 'strong' like villains. Jasper, Young, and Zuern, 
Public Characters.  These minions can be 'inept' or 'overexcitable', "immature, gullible, and childlike".  Jasper, 
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establish whether Remainer members of the public are seen as villains in their own right or 
mere 'minions' of more powerful bodie s.  This is important, as while villains are associated 
with anger, hatred, or fear, minions are deserving of ridicule and contempt 1119ɀthey are 
inherently less threatening, meaning it may be more possible for Leavers and Remainers to 
envisage shared futures .  Creating villains of Remainers via blame would be detrimental to 
such efforts.  

Ẇ 

This section has found that FGI participants (re)blamed for similar things to those appearing 
in pre -referendum materials.  This indicates campaign messages reached the pub licɀor 
that the public were the source of blame leveraged by the Leave campaign.  A limitation is 
that FGI participants may have been skewed towards those people who were interested in 
politics or current affairs, given their participation in an online sur vey-experiment ostensibly 
about the news; further, they agreed to participate in a study discussing Brexit, so may have 
been more passionate about issues than the public at large.  However, while several of the 
participants such as Todd or Liz were clearly  very passionate about Leaving the EU, this 
degree of commitment was not apparent in all participants ɀsuch as the low -blame 
participants, Jamal and Sam.  Luke and Mac even said they had not paid much attention to 
the campaigns, preferring to do their own r esearch; and yet they were able to reiterate key 
campaign claims, nearly four years after the referendum took place.  The notion of 
victimisation of Leavers at the hands of Remainers additionally appears, and is notable in 
that it was raised by every FGI p articipant.  Like in the pre -referendum materials, there is not 
just one blamee; there are multiple potential villains.  

Moreover, whether or not they identified the original source of blame as being the Leave 
campaign, FGI interlocutors blamed the EU for s imilar things to the campaigns, through with 
significantly more nuance.  Whether through not 'necessarily agreeing with' blame per Jacob 
regarding the EU and the migrant crisis, or giving mitigating circumstances  (justification) , 
contestation appeared thro ughout the FGIs.  It shows that people do not blindly believe 
blameɀthey can agree or disagree with it, and for this reason, vilification may not always 
appear.  Such agreement or otherwise, and contestation in its various forms, become 
apparent in the fol lowing chapters.  

 
Young, and Zuern, 183.   While descriptions of Remainer 'emotional snowflakes' elsewhere suggests this 
latter typology, it is clear that the Leavers in the present research ɀor that in affective polarisation studies ɀ
do not view Remainers as inept or childlike so much as part of a villainous alliance.  
1119 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters.   Jasper notes that ɇwith contempt, you are pure and 
blameless, while the other person is vile and des picable.Ɉ  Jasper, ɃNot In Our Backyards: Emotion, Threat, 
and BlameɄ, 128.  See also discussion of disgust in E3, including footnotes 1163 (p. 222) and 1317 (p. 258).  
Leaver disgust seems mainly reserved for Remainers.  
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6.5. Chapter conclusion 
This chapter set out to identify performance of blame in the Brexit case, assisting with 
research design and allowing for meaningful discussion of vilification via blame in the 
specific context of Brexit.  It began by co nsidering whether this was something the 
campaigns set out to do, and found that Leave campaigners leveraged character narratives 
of heroic campaign staff emancipating the UK as victim from a villainous EU and its 
supporters.  

Next, pre -referendum performan ce of blame was investigated, showing that pro -Leave 
parties blamed at a comparatively higher frequency than the public, while BSIE as the 
Remain campaign was an outlier in its limited use of blame.  There was a close match 
between what the Leave campaign spoke about and what they blamed for, which was not 
the case for the Remain side.  The biggest issues were migration and the economy, as 
foreshadowed by discussion of associated crises in the preceding chapter.  

The specific subjects and objects of  blame in pre -referendum materials were next identified.  
This section verified the EU was blamed in the course of the Brexit campaign, permitted 
refinement of the research design, and provided context for later discussions of 
contestation via changing sub jects and objects in E5.  As the most common blamee ɀalbeit 
not the only one ɀthe EU was selected as focus for the remaining empirical chapters and 
incorporated into experiment design.  In a similar vein, the UK appeared as consistent 
victimɀand particularly , victim of the EUɀmeaning it was used as a realistic victim in the 
survey-experiment vignette.  

Lastly, attention was given to post -referendum performance of blame using focus group 
and interview data, where it was found  that FGI participants replicated bl ame from the 
referendum campaign ɀalbeit with significantly more nuance than that found in the 
campaign itself.  This demonstrated that blame is not even in its effects, even amongst a 
sympathetic audience, and supports discussion of effects and contestatio n in the following 
chapters.  

Researcher interpretation could be a limitation in this chapter, for example when identifying 
themes in codes or selecting quotations.  This was overcome insofar as possible through the 
consistency checking procedures outlined in 4.3.7 Reading process and quote selection  and 
4.5 Reliability, replication, and validity , as well as spot checks throughout analysis.   

Overall, this cha pter informed development of the survey -experiment and focus 
group/interview questions alike, while illustrating how blame was used differently by 
different campaigns and permitting and pre -empting discussion of contestation in E5, and 
establishing that th e EU was blamed during the referendum campaign.  What effects could 
this have had?  The following chapter will go on to unveil the blame -vilification link, speaking 
to the ways in which blame created villains in the Brexit case study  and helping to develop  
theory about the vilifying effects of exogenous blame more broadly . 
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7. E3: Effects 

7.1. Introduction  
The previous two chapters established context surrounding the Brexit referendum 
campaign and examined what blame was performed during and after the campaign.  They 
showed that blame was ɃdoneɄ with particular regard to ongoing crises at the time; that the 
Leave group did frame the campaign to leave the EU in terms of heroes, villains, and victims; 
that the EU was the predominant party blamed in the lead -up to the referendum and the UK 
was the predominant victim.  This chapter considers the effects of such b lame, and 
specifically how it creates villainsɀparties who are bad, strong, and active, and who we feel 
negatively towards. 1120  As the first three of these characteristics are already implied by 
blame, this chapter focuses on the fourth: what negative Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ result from 
blame?  This investigation is central to understanding the ways in which blame makes 
villains in politics. 1121 

ɃVillain type feelings Ʉ are important in a wider sense : per the Theory of Constructed 
Emotions, the more a particula r emotion is experienced in a particular context, the more 
likely it is that that emotion will be predicted in similar contexts in future. 1122  This means the 
more people feel a blamee such as the EU is a villain, through experiencing negative 
emotions such as anger or annoyance against it, the more likely they are to construct it as a 
villain in future.  The EU becomes irredeemable.  

The vilifying effects discussed here in are those experienced by audiences and resulting from 
exogenous, third party blame.  Suc h blame arises from the ɃoutsideɄ, and is heard, seen, read, 
or otherwise consumed by an audience as the person or people that encounter the blame ɀ
whether or not they were part of an intended  audience. 1123  The audience may also perform 
blame, either after e ncountering a harmful and Ƀblameworthy Ʉ act themselves, or after 
encountering exogenous blame ɀthey learn of the harm third -hand and may reiterate or 
reallocate the blame.  These forms of social but endogenous blame are referred to 
throughout this chapter a s (re)blaming, and are an important indicator of how blame 
spreads from person to person; they also provide clues as to how new blamees enter one's 
'blaming niche'.  By examining differences in who people (re)blame, it is possible to verify 
that blame is e ffective in generating new blamees and thus possible villains.  

 
1120 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters.  See also 3.2 The art of character work.  Note that blame 
could have non -vilifying effects that are not measured in the present analysis; the focus on effects, and the 
emotional  effects, are an outcome of research design.  See 7.3.4 Blaming niches: do people blame the EU 
because the EU is responsible?  and 4.2.5 The research spiral. 
1121 See 3.2 The art of character work. 
1122 E.g. Barrett, How Emotions Are Made. 
1123 See also 2.1.1 Aristotle, audiences, and proofs. 
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Importantly, per Methodology  and critical realist ontology, blame is not a 'cause', but rather 
has 'causal power'.  As sunscreen may interrupt the causal power of sunlight to burn skin, 
things may 'get in the way' of blame's effects being realised.  This is particularly the case 
given blame is a discursive practice that is essentially social in nature: 1124 unli ke in the 
natural sciences, it is hard to control for items that may interfere with effects in the social 
world.  However, it is possible to recognise that confirmation bias ɀthe cognitive bias by 
which we tend to agree with things we already agree with and  vice versa, even in the face of 
contradictory information ɀis likely to be such a factor. 1125  For that reason, this chapter 
uses 'voting preference' (ɃVPɄ) at the time of the survey-experiment when discussing the 
effects of EU-blaming. 1126  'VPL' means 'voting preference Leave' and likewise for 'VPR' and 
'Remain'.  

This chapter begins with a reminder of the methods used, a note on anger and annoyance 
as Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ, and consideration to the role of time in collecting data.  It goes on to 
consider focus group and interview ('FGI') data, wherein interlocutors describe how blame 
turned them against the EU.  FGI participants connect several emotions with blame, 
including anger towards the EU as the blamee, and compassion towards its victims.  The 
former is already a 'villain -type emotion', meaning vilification via blame has been successful, 
while the latter is described as an 'indirect' pathway to villain creation, or the 'compassion 
backhand'.  This is because people focus on victims before turning  back on the EU.  It 
reflects work from Pfattheicher et al that shows that where people feel sorry for victims but 
are unable to help those victims, they turn on the perpetrator to punish them. 1127 

Next, results from the survey -experiment ('SE') are analysed , showing that blame again 
causes villain -type feelings, with anger still apparent but annoyance predominant.  An 
evaluation of (re)blaming in SE responses demonstrates that, in response to the blame -EU 
vignette, people (re)blame the EU more  than for the o ther vignettes .  This is not because of 
existing knowledge, but because blame itself gives them the information.  Blame thus 

 
1124 Social reality is stable ɃenoughɄ to be examined: "Even as discourse is shaped by the words and actions 
of many agents over time, at any one time it is relatively intransitive to those studying it or even being 
affected by it. " Banta, ɃAnalysing Discourse as a Causal MechanismɄ, 390.  However, it is possible to imagine 
other social realities wher e blame does not have the same causal power.  It is for that reason that the 
present research is understood to be generalisable to broadly similar cultural and discursive contexts in the 
first instance, per 4.2.6 Case study selection. 
1125 Confirmation bias is "our tendency to search for and interpret things in a way that 'confirms' our own 
long-held beliefs".  Holm, The 25 Cognitive Biases: Uncovering the Myth of Rational Thinking, 30.  This becomes 
apparent in responses to SE vignettes: people with voting preference ('VP') 'Leave' accept blame of the EU 
and are more committed to Brexit, while Remainers argue with the blame and  locate fault in somebody 
else.  There is certainly some confirmation bias at play.  However, this bias does not explain vilification, as 
VP Remainers and VP Leavers alike get ~annoyed at whomever they blame.  The text author did not 'exist' 
prior to VPRs reading the vignette, so while they may not have wanted to blame the EU, there is no reason 
they would have villain -type feelings towards somebody who was previously a non -entity.  Confirmation 
bias appears to affect blame acceptance, but by itself does no t explain emotional and therefore the vilifying 
effects of blame.  
1126 E4: Blame and underlying characteristics goes on to establish the validity of this ap proach.   Responses 
were per a question on how participants would vote were the referendum to be held ɃtodayɄ. 
1127 Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, and Keller, ɃCompassion Magnifies Third-Party Punishment.Ʉ 
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creates the possibility of the villain as well as engendering villain -type emotions.  At the 
same time, it reduces people's focus o n the victims of harm, particularly where the audience 
disagrees with the blame.  This section demonstrates what people feel as a result of blame 
and who they are talking about, but does not yet link these together  to firmly establish that 
people feel nega tively toward the blamee.  

7.4 Why we fee l that way  then delves into a qualitati ve analysis of SE responses, to emerge 
why people feel what they say they feel, in their own words.  It shows that blame primarily 

causes ~annoyance at blamees, rendering them villains.  Importantly, this is mediated by 

voting preference, so that both VP L eavers and Remainers experience ~annoyance, but at 
different parties: for Leavers, the EU is reinforced as villain, while for Remainers, the text 
author becomes a villain.  Some evidence of the 'compassion backhand' located in the FGIs 
is identified, thoug h this is less conclusive; additional villain -type emotions such as disgust 
and disappointment towards blamees also appear.  

The argument that emerges out of the empirical work in this research is depicted in Figure 
39, along with the chapter in which a given component is discussed.  The current chapter 
shows that we experience different emotions in response to blame, including several 
negative Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ (notably annoyance) as well as compassion for victims that can 
ultimately turn audiences against an ostensible perpetrator. 1128  Each of these pathways to 
villain -type feelings can complete vilification.  This is because villain -type feelings are a 
missing link; blame already implies that a perpetrator is ɃbadɄ, ɃstrongɄ, and ɃactiveɄ,1129 and it 
is these in conjunction with villain -type feelings that creates a villain. 1130 

Further, as this chapter will show, what we already know or believe ɀas captured via voting 
preference ɀmediates blame's causal powers.  VP Leavers read blame of the EU and 
(re)blame the EU; VP Remainers read the same  blame and instead blame the text author.  
This shows that one instance of blame can create multiple villains, depending on what 
somebody already knows or believes. 1131  E4 will go on to show that what we know is a 
better explanation for the mediation of bla me than what we are (for instance, angry, or 
highly educated), while E5 shows the ways in which blameɄs causal powers are contested 
and potentially mitigated.  Also shown on the diagram is where there are ambiguous 
responses to blame, as when people in the  current chapter read the SE vignette and 
experience other, non -villain -type feelings emotions such as apathy, worry (but not about 
the blamee), or even happiness. 1132   These responses are treated as ambiguous vis-à-vis the 

 
1128 Recall discussion in the discussion  in 3.2 The art of character work, where a person could be 'accepted' as 
a 'true' victim or perhaps rejected for being 'at fault', each of which is associated with a different emotional 
response.  
1129 Jasper, Young, and Zuern, Public Characters. 
1130 See 3.2 The art of character work. 
1131 This becomes apparent in the empirical results, such that VP Remainers who read the blame -EU 
vignette blame the text author rather than the EU.  
1132 See also 7.4 Why we fee l that way . 
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causal power of blame to create v illains, and further research could consider when such 
ambiguous responses arise, and what they indicate.  

On the diagram, there is a dotted line between compassion for victims and the villain, 
indicating that the compassion backhand may not always appear; Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ and 
ɃvillainɄ are tied together with three thick lines to show that experiencing villain-type feelings 
means vilification has already taken place.  In effect, the villain now exists. 1133 

Figure 39: Indicative flowchart showing the path from exogenous blame to creation of a villain 1134 

 

This innovative chapter demonstrates the differentiated vilification effects of third -party 
blame in politics for the first time, adding nuan ce to our understanding of effects.  In the 
specific context of Brexit, it shows how the EU was created as a villain, helping to explain 
affective polarisation both against the EU and between supporters and opponents. 1135  It 
shows that blame may be accepted  or contested; introduces the concept of a 'blaming 
niche' as the parties that may be acceptably blamed for a given thing; illustrates that blame 

 
1133 ɃVillain-type feelingsɄ and ɃvillainɄ were drawn in separate boxes to elucidate the argument; a direct arrow 
from the audience member to ɃvillainɄ would have obscured the villain-type feelings, and hidden such 
emotions as the Ƀmissing linkɄ in creating a villain. 
1134 Image of woman is adapted from Higgins, ɃListen, Woman, Listening, YoungɄ. 
1135 See Acronyms. 
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sometimes leads to vilification ɀand sometimes does not; 1136 and demonstrates that 
existing knowledge including p references and biases (as captured in voter preference) is 
important to understanding vilification via blame.  For this reason, blame is probably most 
effective in creating villains when people do not know much about the topic at hand, and 
have not already  taken a side. 1137  This means blaming the EU presents an interesting 
opportunity, as people may not know much about it or what it does. 1138 

7.1.1. Producing data 
Like the preceding chapter, this chapter uses data from the focus groups and interviews .  As 
described i n the introduction of E2 and 4.3.7 Reading process and quote selection , 
quotations are selected based on their relation to the topic at han d, then arranged into 
themes such that all views are represented.  Stutters and filler words were removed, and 
emphasised words indicated with asterisks (*).   Concretely, this chapter briefly establishes 
that FGI participants did come to see the EU as a vi llain, establishing an 'end point' for 
blame ,1139 and moreover unveils the blame -vilification link through identifying where an 
interlocutor spoke about both blame and emotions at the same time. 1140  Blamees are 
created as villains where we feel negatively tow ards them, per 4.3.4 Recognising vilification , 
meaning we can spot a villain b y identifying where a party is blamed and where audience 
members  feel negatively towards that blamee.  

This chapter also makes extensive use of survey -experiment data.  The SE collected a range 
of information about participants, then presented one of four vignettes in which the party 
that is blamed varies and some questions about how participants felt as a result.  The 
resultant data is analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively.  Results are used to show 
both frequency of particular results ɀfor in stance, what emotions are experienced as an 
outcome of consuming blame, or what party is (re)blamed after reading a vignette ɀand 
qualitatively, such that participants give explanations for how they feel in their own words.  

Blame is identified in the same w ay as in the preceding chapter, per 4.3.2 Recognising 
blame ; in short, by loca ting a harmful thing that is or has happened and has an identified 
perpetrator.  This was coded as an instance of blame accorded to a particular blamee ɀsuch 

 
1136 I.e. When its causal powers are interrupted.  
1137 ɇ[E]ven those with firm values are susceptible to framing on new issues that have yet to acquire a 
settled interpretation.Ɉ  Chong and Druckman, ɃFraming TheoryɄ, 111ȿ12.  See also the role of intentionality, 
causality, severity etc in allocating Ƀhow much blameɄ a blamee receives, i.e. establishing blameworthiness, 
per Hershey and Baron, ɃJudgment by Outcomes: When Is It Justified?Ʉ; Alicke, ɃCulpable Control and the 
Psychology of Blame.Ʉ; Lagnado and Channon, ɃJudgments of Cause and BlameɄ; Guglielmo and Malle, 
ɃEnough Skill to KillɄ; Rogers et al., ɃCausal Deviance and the Ascription of Intent and BlameɄ. 
1138 Consider argumen ts around 'clarity of responsibility' per Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe? discussed in 
Blame and its effects.  Per 7.3.4 Blaming niches: do people blame the EU because the EU is responsible? , the 
EU seems to enter people's 'b laming niche' only when it is introduced by third parties.  This indicates that, 
to avoid vilification of the EU in future, there is need for a mass communication and education campaign 
covering both how to communicate with the EU, how one is represented  at the EU, how the EU makes 
decisions, and in what it does and does not have competency.  See also Conclusion. 
1139 See also Annex: Suppose the EU was a pers on. 
1140 See also 7.2.1 Unveiling blame-villain links through the FGIs. 
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as the EUɀin the software MaxQDA. 1141  Only explicitly -labelled emotions were coded, such 
that 'anger ' is coded as 'anger' and so on. 1142  Emotions were occasionally grouped by the 
researcher per Table 8 in 4.3.5 Recognising emotions , and groupings are marked with a tilde 

(~).  The group ~annoyed contains annoyed, angry, exasperated, frustrated, irritated, 
miffed, and narked.  These latter two appear just once each; the re searcher used her 
knowledge of local emotion concepts to understand that these were related to annoyance.  
However, other than in cases such as this, and except where noted, emotions that appear 
fewer than seven times are not included in analysis; a total of 344 unique emotions were 
located in SE responses, and the sample size for infrequent emotions is too small to provide 
meaningful insight.  See Annex: Codebook  for a list of all emotions identified.  

7.1.2. Anger and annoyance 
This chapter emerges two Ƀvillain-type feelingsɄ in particular: anger and annoyance.  FGI 
participants consistently described themselves as angered at blamees, and SE participants 
annoyed.  Consistent with UK dictionary definitions, annoyance is understood as a less -
angry form of anger. 1143 

The researcher grouping ~annoyed includes 'anger', on the understanding that had people 
had a limited number of emotions to select from, those who wrote 'annoyed' would have 
found 'anger' to be the closest emotion to what they were feeling. 1144  Rather than c all the 

emotion grouping ~anger, the researcher chose to instead use ~annoyance: not simply 
because 'annoyance' was more frequent, but to highlight the complexity of emotions, how 
and when they may be expressed, and cultural rules that governs such express ion. 1145 

The relation between 'anger' and 'annoyance' as captured in the ~annoyance grouping 

means triangulation of anger from the FGIs and ~annoyance from the SEs is not considered 
problematic.  This is because irrespective of any relationship, it is clear that both involve 
feeling negatively towards a target; both are villain -type feelings. 1146  Thus while this 

 
1141 See also Annex: Codebook . 
1142 See also 4.3.5 Recognising emotions, 3.3.4 Recognising emotions. 
1143 ɇannoyance: "the feeling of being slightly angry". ɃAnnoyance NounɄ. 
1144 Other research has associated annoyance with irritation ( Eyetsemitan, ɃAn Exploratory Study of the 
Emotion -Expressive Behaviors of ɇPeace,Ɉ ɇContentment,Ɉ and ɇAnnoyed/IrritatedɈɄ.).  Irritation is likewise 
included in the ~annoyance grouping.  
1145 See also 3.3.2 Feeling structures. 
1146 Tom Roberts finds that annoyance involves ɇa negative construal of an object, event, or state of affairs 
as having failed to exemplify one of a suite of kinds of everyday quality or excellence.Ɉ  (Roberts, ɃOn Being 
AnnoyedɄ, 190.)  These include ɇpursuit of enjoymentɈ, ɇexercise of bodily or mental agencyɈ, or obstacles 
that prevent a person from receiving ɇsomething to which they are entitledɈ (p. 203).  He argues that 
annoyance ɇmay be continuousɈ with anger, but annoyance is not just a milder version of anger (p. 192); it 
can also devolve into disappointment and others.  Notably, while the author was based in the UK at time of 
writing, the article is a philosophical piece that does not  incorporate empirical data that supports the 
argument.  Further, emotions are understood via the lens of appraisal theory, meaning annoyance is 
typified according to tenets such as intentionality, rather than by interrogating how people themselves 
describ e the experience of, reasons for, and outcomes of annoyance.  
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research adds nuance to existing research on what we feel towards blamed others, which of 
these emotions is expressed does not affect this thesisɄ underlying argument.  

Further research may consider whether the US -based audiences that have been the 
subjects of prior work do feel 'anger' in response to blame or rather 'annoyance' or some 
variation thereof. 1147  This is important in light of emotions as con structed, as more nuanced 
emotions may be associated with alternate regulation strategies ɀ'rage' might require 
revenge, but 'annoyance' might result in pulling a face. 1148 

7.1.3. Time and data 
While texts from E2: Blame campaign  were created prior to the Brexit referendum, data 
collected and analysed in this chapter was created 3 ȿ4 years after the referendum result. 1149  
While Brexit remained topical, it could have been  considered a 'done deal'; blaming the EU 
in the survey -experiment could potentially be treated with apathy as the UK was already 
leaving, and any bad things the EU was doing would soon be escaped.  This could affect 
Leavers' responses in particular, as wh at the EU is (ostensibly) doing would meet their 
expectations, and they had already taken appropriate action to redress its nefarious actions 
by voting out.  The survey -experiment thus may not provide the exact same results as it 
would had it been carried out during the referendum campaign; it is anticipated that results 
would have been more extreme at that time, with less Leaver apathy and more antipathy.  

Focus groups/interviews redress this disconnect between SE results and the referendum 
campaign by inte rrogating participants' memories, asking them what the EU was blamed for 
and how they felt about that.  This supplements the findings of vilification resulting from 
blame in the SE data.  At the same time, it is not anticipated that people have perfect 
mem ories, and interlocutors could have sought to provide what they thought the researcher 
was looking for or a post hoc  explanation for their vote. 1150  This latter could be a factor even 
where somebody who voted Leave continued to support Leave; perhaps the re ason they 
voted Leave at the time of the referendum was not the same as the reason they would do 
so today (or at the time of the interview). 1151  Here, SE data helps to 'fill in the gaps', as it was 
completely anonymous, meaning less pressure to conform, as well as providing 'in the 
moment' reactions to blame.  It is by triangulating SE and FGI data that the short -comings of 
both methods ɀas well as the time gap ɀwere overcome.  

Note that the only thing the present research extrapolates from FGI to SE data is th at if, for 
FGI participants, feeling angry at a blamee or compassion for their victims leads to 'turning 

 
1147 See also 2.3.7 Blame is emotional. 
1148 This relates to emotional granularity; see  3.3.4.c) Language and priming and 10.4 Theory-driven reflections 

on disrupting the blame|vilification link .  Little research has been done on differences between anger and 
annoyance, though Kiviniemi, Jandorf, and Erwin, ɃDisgusted, Embarrassed, AnnoyedɄ. shows that these 
emotions predict different rates of colonoscopy uptake amongst 103 African American adults.  
1149 The SE took place AugustȿDecember 2019, and the FGIs in March ȿApril 2020.  The referendum was held 
23 June 2016.  See also Annex: Brexit timeline . 
1150 Though see also footnote 1271 on page 1. 
1151 See also section on building trust and empathy in 4.4.2 Focus groups and interviews . 










































































































































































































































































