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British Conservatism after the vote for Brexit:  

the ideological legacy of David Cameron 

 

Richard Hayton 

 

Abstract 

 

Following the referendum on membership of the EU, this article assesses the ideological legacy 

of David Cameron on Conservative politics in Britain. It focuses on three areas of ideological 

tension in contemporary conservatism, namely European integration, the divide between 

social liberals and traditionalists, and the future of the Union post-Brexit. Applying the concept 

of heresthetics to offer a theoretically informed account, it argues that while Cameron enjoyed 

ゲﾗﾏW ゲ┌IIWゲゲWゲ ｷﾐ けデｴW ;ヴデ ﾗa ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ﾏ;ﾐｷヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐげ ふ‘ｷﾆWヴ ヱΓΒヶぶ ┘ｷデｴ WﾉWIデﾗヴ;ﾉ benefits, his 

desire to modernize conservatism was ultimately undone by his failure to restructure the key 

ｷゲゲ┌W SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐｷﾏ;デｷﾐｪ ｴｷゲ ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞く Uﾉデｷﾏ;デWﾉ┞ デｴｷゲ a;ｷﾉ┌ヴW ┌ﾐSｷS ｴｷゲ ヮヴWﾏｷWヴゲｴｷヮが 

leading to his downfall.    
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Introduction 

 

It was not meant to end this way. Following his unexpected triumph in the 2015 general 

election, David Cameron outlined his plans for his next term of office in a statement outside 

Number 10 Downing Street. In it, he spoke ﾗa ｴｷゲ SWゲｷヴW デﾗ けHヴｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌ヴ Iﾗ┌ﾐデヴ┞ デﾗｪWデｴWヴげが ┘ｴｷIｴ 

meant けgiving everyone in our country a chanIWが ゲﾗ ﾐﾗ ﾏ;デデWヴ ┘ｴWヴW ┞ﾗ┌げヴW aヴﾗﾏ ┞ﾗ┌ ｴ;┗W デｴW 

opportunity to make the most of your life. It means giving the poorest people the chance of 

training, a job, and hope for the futureげ ふC;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ 2015a). The Prime Minister hoped that a 

focus on social justice and this life chances agenda, which he would flesh out further in a 

speech in the following January (Cameron 2016a), would come to define his final term of 

office. Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが デｴW CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wゲげ ﾉ;ヴｪWﾉ┞ ┌ﾐaﾗヴWゲWWﾐ ﾗ┌デヴｷｪｴデ ┗ｷIデﾗヴ┞ ｷﾐ デｴW ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ WﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ 

also meant something else for the new Cameron government, to which he dedicated a single 

ﾉｷﾐWぎ けAnd yes, we will deliver that in/out referendum on ﾗ┌ヴ a┌デ┌ヴW ｷﾐ E┌ヴﾗヮWげ ふC;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ 

2015a).  

 

The promise of a vote on UK membership of the European Union (EU) ┘;ゲ けHorne from tactical 

considerations concerning party management and party competitionげ ふL┞ﾐIｴ ヲヰヱヵが 200). When 

he made this pledge in January 2013, Cameron was exercised by the rise in support for the UK 

Independence Party, and the not unrelated growing restiveness amongst Eurosceptics on his 

own backbenches. Warned in November 2012 by the Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg, that 

ｴｷゲ ヮﾉ;ﾐ デﾗ ヴWﾐWｪﾗデｷ;デW Bヴｷデｷゲｴ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲｴｷヮ ﾗa デｴW EU ;ﾐS ｴﾗﾉS ; ヴWaWヴWﾐS┌ﾏ ┘;ゲ けｴ┌ｪWﾉ┞ ヴｷゲﾆ┞げが 

C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ヴWヮﾉｷWS けYﾗ┌ ﾏ;┞ HW ヴｷｪｴデく B┌デ what else can I do? My backbenchers are unbelievably 

E┌ヴﾗゲIWヮデｷI ;ﾐS UKIP ;ヴW HヴW;デｴｷﾐｪ Sﾗ┘ﾐ ﾏ┞ ﾐWIﾆげ ふケ┌ﾗデWS ｷﾐ L;┘ゲ 2016, 237). C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ 
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undertaking was, theoretically at least, dependent on securing a Conservative majority at the 

next election, and commentators accordingly speculated that the Prime Minister would 

happily trade it away in a future round of coalition negotiations. However, in practice he knew 

that if the 2015 election were to deliver another hung parliament and he sought to lead a 

second coalition, a failure to secure agreement to hold the referendum would in all likelihood 

enrage enough of his backbenchers to scupper any such deal. Cameron consequently signalled 

that the referendum pledge would be a red-line in any future coalition negotiations. Senior 

Liberal Democrats were also aware of this and were prepared to concede it, should the 

situation arise. As one of デｴW ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ special advisers ｷﾐ Dﾗ┘ﾐｷﾐｪ “デヴWWデ ﾉ;デWヴ IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデWSが け┘W 

were definitely going to go along with it, [and] had basｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ゲ;ｷS ゲﾗ ｷﾐ ヮ┌HﾉｷIげ ふKWﾏヮ 2016). 

 

Following his 2015 win it was soon reported that Cameron wished to bring forward the date of 

the referendum, which he had pledged in the Conservative manifesto to hold by the end of 

2017. Government sources indicated days after the election that they wished to け;IIWﾉWヴ;デW 

デｴW ヮヴﾗIWゲゲげ ふW;デデ 2015), and the EU Referendum Bill was the most prominent feature of the 

Q┌WWﾐげゲ “ヮWWIｴ ﾗ┌デﾉｷﾐｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾐW┘ ;Sﾏｷﾐｷゲデヴ;デｷﾗﾐげゲ programme a few weeks later. During the 

2015 general election campaign David Cameron had let slip in a television interview that he did 

not plan to fight another, although he insisted he planned to serve け; a┌ﾉﾉ ゲWIﾗﾐS デWヴﾏげ ふBBC 

News 2015). Conscious no doubt of the clock ticking on his tenure in Number Ten, the Prime 

Minister exuded the appearance of a man in a hurry, keen to get the referendum over with so 

that he could focus in his remaining years at the top on the wider legacy of his premiership. 

Tragically for him, his place in history is condemned to be indelibly defined by the issue of 

Europe ;ﾐS デｴW ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐげゲ SWIｷゲｷﾗﾐが ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ ｴｷゲ aWヴ┗Wﾐデ ;S┗ｷIWが デﾗ ﾉW;┗W デｴW E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ Uﾐｷﾗﾐく Like 
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ThatcｴWヴ ;ﾐS M;ﾃﾗヴ HWaﾗヴW ｴｷﾏが C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ヮヴWﾏｷWヴゲｴｷヮ ┘;ゲ ┌ﾉデｷﾏ;デWﾉ┞ SWゲデヴﾗ┞WS H┞ ｴｷゲ 

ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ aｷゲゲ┌ヴW ﾗ┗Wヴ E┌ヴﾗヮWく  

 

This article considers the Cameron legacy for conservatism by analysing it along three aspects 

that have been central to defining it in recent years. The first is the issue of European 

integration, which has been the key rift within the Conservative Party since the late-1980s 

(Gamble 1996, 22). The second is the union between the nations of the United Kingdom, which 

was one of the pillars of Conservative hegemony during the twentieth century (Gamble 1995), 

but has been under increasing strain in the twenty-first. And the third is the morality divide 

between social liberals and traditionalists, which has been particularly prominent over the past 

decade (Hayton 2012; Heppell 2013). It should be noted at the outset that けIﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷゲﾏげ ｷゲ 

used here to refer primarily to the ideology of the British Conservative Party. This is not to 

deny the broader field of conservative political thought that lies beyond this, but this is outside 

of the scope of this article.  

 

In theoretical terms this article starts from the position that けｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾏ;デデWヴゲげが ;ﾐS デｴ;デ 

ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐｷﾐｪ Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌Wゲ デﾗ HW ;ﾐ けan important concern for political partiesげ ;ﾐS those 

that lead them (Buckler and Dolowitz 2012, 576), even if rhetorically party leaders in recent 

decades ha┗W Wﾐｪ;ｪWS ｷﾐ けｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ケ┌ｷWデｷゲﾏげが a┌Wﾉﾉｷﾐｪ デｴW ヮWヴIWヮデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲ ｴ;ゲ 

become less ideologically driven than it once was (Dommett 2014). As such it contributes to 

the growing body of scholarship that has challenged this view (Finlayson 2012; Griffiths and 

Hickson 2010; Buckler and Dolowitz 2009, 2012; Kerr 2007), and indeed the persistent (and 

more longstanding) one that the Conservative Party is somehow non-ideological (Green 2004). 
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It builds on previous scholarship that has argued that contemporary Conservative politics 

needs to be understood in terms of the ideational debates that underpin it, as well as 

questions of leadership and electoral context (Hayton 2012, 2016).  

 

Moreover, the article deploys the concept of heresthetics to analyse the Cameron legacy for 

conservatism. Originally formulated by William Riker (1983), heresthetics has been utilised in 

more recent years to analyse a range of political figures including former Conservative leaders 

Margaret Thatcher (McLean 2001) and Stanley Baldwin (Taylor 2005). Central to the concept is 

‘ｷﾆWヴげゲ IﾗﾐデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIｷ;ﾐゲ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ structure the political world to their 

advantage, through political manipulation of issue dimensions (Riker 1986, McLean 2002). In 

‘ｷﾆWヴげゲ words, ｷデ ｷゲ けデｴW ;ヴデ ﾗa ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ┌ヮ ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐゲ に composing the alternatives among which 

political actors must choose に in such a way that even those who do not wish to do so are 

IﾗﾏヮWﾉﾉWS H┞ デｴW ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW ﾗa デｴW ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ デｴW ｴWヴWゲデｴWデｷIｷ;ﾐげゲ ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲWげ (1983, 55). 

WW I;ﾐ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS ｴWヴWゲデｴWデｷIゲ ;ゲ WﾐIﾗﾏヮ;ゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴW け;デデWﾏヮデゲ ﾗa ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ;Iデﾗヴゲ デﾗ ゲWデ ﾗヴ 

control agendas, reformulate procedures, transform policy or issue space and redefine 

ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐゲ ゲﾗ ;ゲ デﾗ IヴW;デW ﾐW┘ ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲげ ふFｷﾐﾉ;┞ゲﾗﾐ ;ﾐS M;ヴデｷn 2008, 451). This often 

ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗Wゲ SWﾐ┞ｷﾐｪ ;S┗Wヴゲ;ヴｷWゲ けヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ﾗヴ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ゲヮ;IWげ ふBWﾐﾐｷゲデWヴ ヲヰヱヵが ヱヶΒぶく  In terms of the 

ideological legacy of a leader on their party, our attention is directed towards how they have 

attempted to transform issue spaces, control political agendas and debates, and close off issue 

space to ideological opponents. 

 

Of particular relevance to this study is the article by Heppell (2013a) analysing the party 

leadership of David Cameron between 2005 and 2012 through the prism of heresthetics.  
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Heppell argued that Cameron attempted to bring about a realignment of British politics 

through the formation of the Coalition government with the Liberal Democrats, seeking to 

occupy and redefine the political centre-ground. He credits Cameron with successful 

manipulation of his coalition partners に a view that was vindicated by the 2015 general 

election result. Here however, I contend that Cameron ultimately failed as a heresthetician in 

his management of the issue dimensions of Europe, social liberalism, and the politics of the 

Union. Ideological divisions have been a persistent source of political and electoral difficulties 

for the Conservative Party, and Cameron bequeathed his party a problematic ideological 

legacy and failed to entrench his agenda of ideological modernization.  

 

Social liberalism 

 

From the outset of his campaign for the party leadership in 2005, Cameron had stressed his 

desire to see conservatism modernized (Dorey 2007; Bale 2010). The need for modernization 

derived from his diagnosis that the Conservatives found themselves out of step with the 

trajectory of contemporary society and thus in need of a process of catch-up. Central to his 

agenda for modernization was an emphasis on social issues, where he sought to signal a 

decisive shift in what was broadly regarded as a socially liberal direction, at the expense of 

more traditionalist Conservative stances. As Heppell (2013b, ンヴヱぶ ﾐﾗデWSが aﾗヴ けC;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ;ﾐS デｴW 

modernizers, Thatcherite social conservatism created a negative image which reinforced an 

ｷﾏヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ┘WヴW ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷﾐデﾗﾉWヴ;ﾐデげが ゲﾗ ｷﾐゲデW;S デｴW ヮ;ヴデ┞ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ;デデWﾏヮデ デﾗ 

demonstrate a marked change of attitude across a range of issues with which it was not 

usually associated. Social liberalism is understood for the purposes of this paper not in the 
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sense of a willingness to use the state to achieve social objectives, but in relation to what 

IﾐｪﾉWｴ;ヴデ ふヱΓΑΑぶ ﾉ;HWﾉﾉWS けヮﾗゲデ-ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉｷゲデげ ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲく TｴWゲW けｷﾐIﾉ┌SW Wケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞が SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞が ; IﾉW;ﾐ 

environment, and a more permissｷ┗Wが デﾗﾉWヴ;ﾐデ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWげが ;ﾐS mean that social liberals are more 

ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ デﾗ WﾐSﾗヴゲW けｷﾐIヴW;ゲWS ヴｷｪｴデゲ aﾗヴ ﾏｷﾐﾗヴｷデ┞ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲが デｴW ヮヴﾗデWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Iｷ┗ｷﾉ ﾉｷHWヴデｷWゲが ﾉWゲゲ 

repressive law and order measures, [and] greater personal freedom on moral and lifestyle 

mattersげ ふ)ｷヮヮ ヱΓΒヶが ンヰヲぶく Social liberalism was signalled across a range of issues during the 

W;ヴﾉ┞ ヮｴ;ゲW ﾗa C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ヮ;ヴデ┞ ﾉW;SWヴゲｴｷヮく HW ;デデWﾏヮデWS デﾗ ゲﾗaデWﾐ デｴW ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ ｷﾏ;ｪW ﾗﾐ IヴｷﾏW 

┘ｷデｴ デｴW I;ﾉﾉ デﾗ けｴ┌ｪ ; ｴﾗﾗSｷWげが ﾗヮヮﾗゲWS デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ヮﾉ;ﾐゲ デﾗ ｷﾐデヴﾗS┌Ie 42-day detention 

without trial on civil liberties grounds, and on the issue of climate change was photographed 

hugging a huskie on a visit to the Arctic. His short-lived dalliance with the notion of けGWﾐWヴ;ﾉ 

Well-BWｷﾐｪげが ;ヴｪ┌ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ デｴW CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wゲ ﾐWWSWS デﾗ aﾗI┌ゲ けﾐﾗデ ﾃ┌ゲデ ﾗﾐ GDPが H┌デ ﾗﾐ GWBげ, 

also implied a desire to engage more with post-materialist politics (Cameron 2006; Hayton 

2012, 104.) 

 

Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ;ゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa ｴｷゲ ﾏｷﾐｷゲデWヴｷ;ﾉ IﾗﾉﾉW;ｪ┌Wゲ ｷﾐ Cﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗHゲWヴ┗WSが けﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa デｴｷゲ 

けIﾗﾏヮ;ゲゲｷﾗﾐ;デW CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wげ ;ｪWﾐS; SｷS ﾐﾗデ ゲ┌ヴ┗ｷ┗W aﾗヴ ﾉﾗﾐｪ ﾗﾐIW ｷﾐ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ ふL;┘ゲ ヲヰヱヶが 

ヵヶヰぶく WｴｷﾉW デｴWﾏWゲ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ｴ;S ヮヴﾗﾏﾗデWS ｷﾐ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ デｴW けBｷｪ “ﾗIｷWデ┞げ SｷS ヮヴﾗ┗W デﾗ 

be rather hollow in office, one standout socially liberal victory was achieved by the Coalition 

government, namely the passage of the Marriage (Same-Sex Couples) Act 2013. This measure 

was closely associated with Cameron himself, and it is notable that he chose to cite it in his 

statement the day after the referendum, and in his final words as Prime Minister on departing 

Downing Street, when he defended his record in office:  
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I believe we have made great steps, with more people in work than ever before in our 

ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞が ┘ｷデｴ ヴWaﾗヴﾏゲ デﾗ ┘Wﾉa;ヴW ;ﾐS WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐが ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪ ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ ﾉｷaW Iｴ;ﾐIWゲが 

building a bigger and stronger society, keeping our promises to the poorest people in 

the world, and enabling those who love each other to get married whatever their 

sexuality. (Cameron 2016b).  

 

Although Cameron succeeded in passing the equal marriage legislation in 2013, there is limited 

evidence that his premiership has transformed his party into a socially liberal one. The new 

intake of MPゲが ゲﾗﾏW ﾗa ┘ｴﾗﾏ ｴ;S HWWﾐ ゲWﾉWIデWS ┗ｷ; デｴW ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデ┞ I;ﾐSｷS;デWゲ ﾉｷゲデ ふﾗヴ けA-ﾉｷゲデげぶ 

instituted by Cameron as Leader of the Opposition, were more socially liberal than the 

colleagues they joined in the Commons. Analysis by Heppell (2013b, 349) found that 42% of 

new entrants could be classified as liberal on social issues, compared to 17.9% of returning 

Conservative parliamentarians. So as a means to transforming the PCP the A-list enjoyed at 

least partial success (McIlveen 2009) although it left it deeply divided on social liberalism. Matt 

BWWIｴ SWゲIヴｷHWゲ ;デデｷデ┌SWゲ デﾗ ｪ;┞ ﾏ;ヴヴｷ;ｪW ;ゲ けデｴW IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ﾉｷデﾏ┌ゲ デWゲデ aﾗヴ ┘ｴWデｴWヴ ; 

CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W ｷゲ ﾏﾗヴW ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉ ﾗヴ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ IﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wげ ふヲヰ15, 8). On this basis, the PCP 

was split down the middle (127 Conservative MPs voted for the measure at second reading 

and 136 voted against it) and the legislation was saved only by the votes of Labour and Liberal 

Democrat MPs (Beech 2015, 8). Among the wider party membership, six out of ten opposed 

デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ふB;ﾉW ;ﾐS WWHH ヲヰヱヶが ヱヴヴぶく C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ;Iﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWS デｴW W┝デWﾐデ ﾗa デｴｷゲ 

intra-ヮ;ヴデ┞ Sｷ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ ; Iﾗﾐ┗Wヴゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ ｴｷゲ DWヮ┌デ┞ PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ｷﾐ Aヮヴｷﾉ ヲヰヱンぎ けG;┞ 

marriage has been an absolute disaster. It has totally split my party. It has been as bad for me 

;ゲ デ┌ｷデｷﾗﾐ aWWゲ ┘WヴW aﾗヴ ┞ﾗ┌が NｷIﾆげ ふケ┌ﾗデWS ｷﾐ L;┘ゲ ヲヰヱヶが ヱヰヵぶく  
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Beyond this totemic issue Cameronite modernization also sought to exhibit its socially liberal 

distinctiveness from Thatcherism across issues ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ けデｴW Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデき aWﾏｷﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐき 

ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;ｷSき デｴW NH“き ;ﾐS ヮﾗ┗Wヴデ┞ ;ﾐS ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ﾃ┌ゲデｷIWげ ふHWヮヮWﾉﾉ ヲヰヱンHが ンヴヱぶく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ; 

wide-ヴ;ﾐｪｷﾐｪ ;ゲゲWゲゲﾏWﾐデ ﾗa C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ﾉW;SWヴゲｴｷヮ aﾗ┌ﾐS デｴ;デ け┘ｴ;デ ｴ;S WﾏWヴｪWS ｷﾐｷデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ;ゲ ; 

relatively bright and promising modernization strategy had been either eventually abandoned 

altogether, or widely blown off course, in the lead up to the 2010 general election and beyondげ 

(Kerr and Hayton 2015, 115). Although some emblematic policies were maintained, for 

example the undertaking to spend 0.7 per cent of GDP on overseas aid, they remained 

┗┌ﾉﾐWヴ;HﾉW デﾗ W┝デWﾐゲｷ┗W IヴｷデｷIｷゲﾏ aヴﾗﾏ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヮ;ヴデ┞が ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ;ゲ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾗデｴWヴ ;ヴW;ゲ 

of government spending faced substantial cuts. Part of the explanation for this lies in the 

economic context within which the Coalition was formed, and the decision at that time to 

prioritize deficit reduction, which made pursuing what might ordinarily be labelled 

けIﾗﾏヮ;ゲゲｷﾗﾐ;デWげ ヮﾗﾉｷIｷWゲ ;ﾉﾉ デｴW ﾏﾗヴW SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデく Fﾗヴ example, in relation to poverty and social 

justice, benefits for working age claimants were heavily squeezed, with further cuts planned 

for this parliament. Similarly, the emphasis Cameron placed on the importance of the 

environment as leader of the opposition did not translate into government, and he was 

criticized for failing to provide leadership on the issue as Prime Minister (Carter and Clements 

2015, 220), with the Liberal Democrats acting as the primary advocates of green issues in the 

Coalition.  

 

Cameron failed to convince a majﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa デｴW PCP ﾗa デｴW ﾏWヴｷデゲ ﾗa ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏぎ HWヮヮWﾉﾉげゲ 

study found that half the 2010 PCP could be classified as socially conservative, one in five as 
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socially agnostic, and less than a third as socially liberal (Heppell 2013b, 345). As Beech (2015, 

Αぶ ヮ┌デゲ ｷデが ┘ｴWﾐ ｷデ IﾗﾏWゲ デﾗ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏが デｴW けH;デデﾉW aﾗヴ デｴW ゲﾗ┌ﾉ ﾗa デｴW IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ 

CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W P;ヴデ┞ ｴ;ゲ ┞Wデ デﾗ HW ┘ﾗﾐげく Aﾐ ｷﾏヮﾗヴtant part of the explanation of the failure to 

embed social liberalism more deeply in contemporary conservatism is the lack of ideological 

coherence to the modernization agenda. A series of policy positions adopted to differentiate it 

from Thatcherism do not add up to an alternative ideational prospectus, which might have 

provided greater resistance to them being downgraded in the face of a range of internal and 

external pressures. While for Beech the motive for the same-sex marriage legislation was that 

けC;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ｴｷゲ ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷ┣Wヴゲ ゲ;┘ ;ﾐ ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデ┞ デﾗ Iｴ;ﾐｪW ; ﾆW┞ ;ゲヮWIデ ﾗa Bヴｷデｷゲｴ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ に 

the definition of marriage に ｷﾐ ﾉｷﾐW ┘ｷデｴ デｴWｷヴ ﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げ ふBWWIｴ ヲヰヱヵが Γぶが デｴW ヴWｪヴWデ 

Cameron expressed about his decision to champion the issue suggests a lack of firm ideological 

commitmeﾐデ ふDげAﾐIﾗﾐ; ヲヰヱンき L;┘ゲ ヲヰヱヶぶく  

 

C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ SWIｷゲｷﾗﾐ デﾗ Sヴｷ┗W デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW ゲ;ﾏW-sex marriage legislation can therefore be 

interpreted as a heresthetic move that aimed to change public perceptions of the 

Conservatives, which might incur some sort-term damage (the appearance of divisions in 

public) but with the longer-term benefit of putting the party in greater alignment with public 

opinion, and possibly even credited as leading it. Clements (2014) has demonstrated a clear 

trend towards greater public support for same-sex marriage between 2008 and 2012. The 

Prime Minister also knew that he could rely on the support of a large majority of Labour and 

LｷHWヴ;ﾉ DWﾏﾗIヴ;デ MPゲ デﾗ Wﾐゲ┌ヴW デｴW ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐげゲ ゲ;┗W ヮ;ゲゲ;ｪWが W┗Wﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW a;IW ﾗa ; ゲｷ┣;HﾉW 

Conservative rebellion. However, if Cameron hoped that championing this largely symbolic 

measure (same-sex couples already had access to the legal rights related to marriage through 
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civil partnerships) would mark a decisive victory embedding his modernization agenda he was 

mistaken. As he acknowledged, he underestimated the scale of opposition he would face, and 

was unable to manipulate the PCP into supporting the measure. Furthermore, the issue 

became a focal point for discontent in the wider party membership, amongst whom cultural 

conservatives were most likely to defect to UKIP (Webb and Bale 2014). On this issue 

dimension we can therefore credit Cameron with partial success as a heresthetician, achieving 

a key victory for his socially liberal view which looks unlikely to be reversed. This shift is 

certainly of significance, and it is difficult for example to imagine that an openly gay female 

politician such as Ruth Davidson would have been elected to a leadership position in the pre-

Cameron Conservative Party. However, he failed more broadly to transform the Conservatives 

into a socially liberal party, leaving his successor to manage divisions over a range of social 

matters where liberal and more traditionally conservative attitudes clash. These include issues 

of gender, equality, marriage, adoption, abortion, penal policy, recreational drug use, and the 

debate over grammar schools (Beech 2015, 12).  

 

Unionism  

 

Commitment to the Union has long been a feature of Conservative statecraft, and was a key 

WﾉWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ｴWｪWﾏﾗﾐ┞ ｷﾐ デｴW けﾉﾗﾐｪ CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞げ aヴﾗﾏ ヱΒΒヶ デﾗ 

1997 (Seldon and Snowdon 2001). This Unionism was a core element of the Chamberlainite 

tradition, which brought the Liberal Unionists into the Conservative fold over the issue of 

HﾗﾏW ‘┌ﾉW aﾗヴ IヴWﾉ;ﾐSく JﾗゲWヮｴ Cｴ;ﾏHWヴﾉ;ｷﾐ ヮヴﾗﾏ┌ﾉｪ;デWS ; ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; けGヴW;デWヴ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげ H;ゲWS 

on imperialism, collectivism and protectionism (Gamble 1996, 21), and this subsumed an older 
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デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Eﾐｪﾉｷゲｴ Tﾗヴ┞ｷゲﾏ ふG;ﾏHﾉW ヲヰヱヶぶく TｴW ﾉ;デデWヴ ｴ;ゲ け;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴWS デｴW Uﾐｷﾗﾐ デﾗ HW 

desirable, but it comes second in their thinking to the need to protect the sovereignty of the 

Bヴｷデｷゲｴ ゲデ;デWが デｴW IﾗヴW ﾗa ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲ Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐS ;ﾐS ｷデゲ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲげ ふG;ﾏHﾉW ヲヰヱヶが ンヶヰぶく 

Contemporary Conservative ideology contains a growing cleavage between traditional 

unionism, which retains a powerful emotional pull, and an English patriotism which is less 

IｷヴI┌ﾏゲヮWIデ ;Hﾗ┌デ ;ゲゲWヴデｷﾐｪ Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐSげゲ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデゲが W┗Wﾐ ┘ｴWヴW デｴW┞ ヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ヮ┌デ ゲデヴ;ｷﾐ デｴW 

bonds of the Union (Kenny 2014, 180-183; Hayton 2012, 81-101). One of the paradoxes of the 

Cameron premiership was that while he consistently articulated his own belief in the 

importance and value of the Union, the territorial integrity of the UK was imperilled to an 

extent not seen since the partition of Ireland. 

 

As Leader of the Opposition, Cameron resisted the siren call of English nationalism, and diluted 

ふH┌デ SｷS ﾐﾗデ SｷゲヮWﾐゲW ┘ｷデｴぶ ｴｷゲ ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ ;ﾐゲ┘Wヴｷﾐｪ デｴW WWゲデ Lﾗデｴｷ;ﾐ Q┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ 

(Aughey 2010). This approach, while appealing to the traditional Conservative attachment to 

デｴW Uﾐｷﾗﾐが ;ﾉゲﾗ Sﾗ┗Wデ;ｷﾉWS ┘ｷデｴ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ modernization agenda, as the language of the 

Uﾐｷﾗﾐ ┘;ゲ ﾏﾗヴW ゲ┌ｷデWS デﾗ ;ﾐ ｷﾐIﾉ┌ゲｷ┗W ヮ;デヴｷﾗデｷI ;ヮヮW;ﾉ ふW┝ヮﾉﾗｷデｷﾐｪ けOﾐW N;デｷﾗﾐげ ヴｴWデﾗヴｷIぶ デｴ;ﾐ ; 

ﾏﾗヴW ﾗ┗Wヴデ Eﾐｪﾉｷゲｴ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏく Gｷ┗Wﾐ デｴW けゲｴｷaデ ┘ｴｷIｴ デﾗﾗﾆ ヮﾉ;IW S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴW Tｴ;デIｴWヴ ┞W;ヴゲぐ 

towards a narrower English nationalism and a rejection of any compromise of British national 

ゲﾗ┗WヴWｷｪﾐデ┞げ ふG;ﾏHﾉW ヱΓΓヶが ンヵぶ デｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ IﾗﾐゲｷゲデWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ゲデヴ;デWｪ┞ ﾗa ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ 

Sｷゲデ;ﾐIｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ Tｴ;デIｴWヴｷゲﾏが Sヴ;┘ｷﾐｪ ┌ヮﾗﾐ けデｴW さﾗﾐW ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐざ デｴWﾏW ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ IﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷゲﾏ デｴat 

Tｴ;デIｴWヴ ｴ;S ;ヴｪ┌;Hﾉ┞ WゲIｴW┘WSげ ふMIAﾐ┌ﾉﾉ; ヲヰヱヲが ヱヶΒぶく  
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The 2010 Coalition Agreement provided an opportunity to despatch the contentious issues of 

reforming the Barnett formula, and formulating a workable proposal for English votes for 

English laws, intﾗ けデｴW ﾉﾗﾐｪ ｪヴ;ゲゲげ ふH;┞デﾗﾐ ヲヰヱヵが ヱヲΑぶく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが W┗Wﾐデゲ WﾉゲW┘ｴWヴW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS aﾗヴIW 

the future of the Union to the forefront of the political agenda. In the May 2011 Scottish 

Parliament election the Scottish National Party (SNP) unexpectedly won an overall majority, 

giving them a mandate to hold a referendum on Scottish independence. Legislation was 

enacted scheduling this for September 2014. The prospect of Scottish independence was 

けヴWｪ;ヴSWS ;ゲ ; ヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉ Sｷゲ;ゲデWヴ H┞ デｴW ﾉW;SWヴゲ ﾗa デｴW デｴヴWW ﾏ;ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷWゲげ ふL;┘ゲ 2016, 439). 

Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが デｴW IﾗﾐゲｷゲデWﾐデ ヮﾗﾉﾉｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ a;┗ﾗ┌ヴ ﾗa けｷﾐげ ﾏW;ﾐデ デｴ;デ ｷデ ┘;ゲ ﾐﾗデ ヴWｪ;ヴSWS ;ゲ ; けｴｷｪｴ ヴｷゲﾆげ 

in government (ibid.), until the polls dramatically narrowed in the closing weeks of the 

I;ﾏヮ;ｷｪﾐが ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾉWS デﾗ け; ｪヴﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa ヮ;ﾐｷIげ ふL;┘ゲ 2016, 441). Cameron reportedly 

けヴWﾏ;ｷﾐWS ｷﾐ ; ゲデ;デW ﾗa ﾐW;ヴ ヮ;ﾐｷIげ ;ﾐS ;SﾏｷデデWS デﾗ ｴｷゲ DWヮ┌デ┞ デｴ;デ けI ;ﾏ ゲﾗ ｷﾐIヴWSｷHﾉ┞ ﾐWヴ┗ﾗ┌ゲく 

I really cannot be the Prime Minister who oversaw the break-┌ヮ ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ UﾐｷデWS KｷﾐｪSﾗﾏげ ふL;┘ゲ 

2016, 444). Two days before polling day Cameron joined with Nick Clegg and Ed Miliband in 

jointly pledging an extensive further round of devolution should Scotland vote to remain in the 

UK.  

 

This moment of unity between the three major party leaders was short-lived, as for Cameron it 

carried with it the implication that the English Question finally had to be fully addressed. On 

デｴW S;┞ ﾗa デｴW ┗ﾗデW ｴW デﾗﾉS NｷIﾆ CﾉWｪｪぎ けTﾗ ﾏWが Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐS ｷゲ ﾐﾗ┘ デｴW ﾏｷゲゲｷﾐｪ Hｷデ ﾗa デｴW ﾃｷｪゲ;┘く 

AﾐS I ﾐWWS デﾗ ﾆWWヮ ﾏ┞ ヴ;デｴWヴ ヴWゲデｷ┗W H;IﾆHWﾐIｴWヴゲ ｴ;ヮヮ┞げ ふケ┌ﾗデWS ｷﾐ L;┘ゲ 2016, 447). The 

DWヮ┌デ┞ PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴ Sｷゲ;ｪヴWWSが ;ヴｪ┌ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デぎ けIデ SﾗWゲﾐげデ ﾏ;ﾆW ゲWﾐゲW aﾗヴ ┌ゲ デﾗ デ┌ヴﾐ デｴW 

ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲ ﾗa ｪヴｷW┗;ﾐIW ｷﾐ “Iﾗデﾉ;ﾐS ｷﾐデﾗ デｴW ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIゲ ﾗa ｪヴｷW┗;ﾐIW ｷﾐ Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐSげ ふケ┌ﾗデWS ｷﾐ L;┘ゲ ヲヰヱヶが 



This is an accepted, pre-publication version of an article accepted for publication in The British Journal of Politics 

and International Relations. The published version can be found at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1369148117737278 

 

14 

 

448), but this did not deter Cameron from announcinｪ デｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ﾏﾗヴﾐｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ けWW ｴ;┗W 

heard the voice of Scotland に ;ﾐS ﾐﾗ┘ デｴW ﾏｷﾉﾉｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ┗ﾗｷIWゲ ﾗa Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐS ﾏ┌ゲデ ;ﾉゲﾗ HW ｴW;ヴSげ 

(Cameron 2014). He therefore announced a commission to bring forward proposals to 

implement some form of English votes for English laws (EvfEl). According to the Conservative 

ヮWWヴ LﾗヴS Nﾗヴデﾗﾐが デｴｷゲ ﾏﾗ┗W ┘;ゲ SWゲｷｪﾐWS デﾗ けゲｴﾗヴW ┌ヮ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ ;ﾏﾗﾐｪ H;IﾆHWﾐIｴWヴゲが ;ﾐS 

ﾗ┌デaﾉ;ﾐﾆ UKIPげ ┘ｴﾗ ｴ;S ゲデヴ┌Iﾆ ;ﾐ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ ゲデヴｷSWﾐデ デﾗﾐW ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ デｴW “NP ふNﾗヴデﾗﾐ ヲヰヱヵが 

847).  The Coalition was unable to reach agreement on EvfEl, so the measure instead found its 

way into the 2015 Conservative manifesto. 

 

Following the general election, EvfEl was implemented through changes to the Standing 

Orders of the House of Commons, requiring the consent of English MPs for provisions of Bills 

which have been certified by the Speaker as concerning England only (Kelly 2015). In its first 

year of operation despite the remonstrations of the SNP this has not had a radical impact on 

the workings of Parliament, with eight Bills utilising the new procedures without a major issue 

(HC 569, 2016). Indeed, it could be argued that the move represents a pragmatic response to 

address some of the most glaring asymmetries of devolution and help sustain the Union, and 

in that sense consistent with the tradition of Conservative unionism.  

 

The most striking departure under Cameron from the unionist tradition came instead during 

the 2015 general election. During the campaign, the Conservatives focused remorselessly on 

the possibility of an SNP-L;Hﾗ┌ヴ けIﾗ;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Iｴ;ﾗゲげ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW aﾗヴﾏWヴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ｴﾗﾉS デｴW ﾉ;デデWヴ 

to ransom (Tonge and Geddes 2015, 257). This was a strategic and tactical calculation by the 

Conservatives, but one which underlined how unperturbed in ideational terms the party now is 
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with an explicit appeal to Englishness. According to Cowley and Kavanagh (2016, 172), more 

デｴ;ﾐ ゲｷ┝ ﾗ┌デ ﾗa デWﾐ ﾗa デｴW ヮヴWゲゲ ヴWﾉW;ゲWゲ ｷゲゲ┌WS H┞ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ヮ;ヴデ┞ ﾏWﾐデｷﾗﾐWS WｷデｴWヴ デｴW “NP 

or its leader, Nicola Sturgeon. Ed Miliband was slow to tackle this head on, only firmly ruling 

out a possible deal with the SNP late in the campaign. The message to voters in England was 

clear に only the Conservatives could protect English interests from being sold out by Labour. 

While some psephologists ｴ;┗W aﾗ┌ﾐS けﾉｷttle robust evidence that attitudes towards the SNP 

;ﾐS W┝ヮWIデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ ; ｴ┌ﾐｪ ヮ;ヴﾉｷ;ﾏWﾐデ ヴWゲ┌ﾉデWS ｷﾐ ｪ;ｷﾐゲ aﾗヴ デｴW CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wゲげ ふGヴWWﾐ and 

Prosser, 2015) many of those involved in the campaign believed that the issue was a live one 

on the doorstep, and reported conversations with voters who cited it as their reasoning for 

voting Conservative (for example Laws 2016, 540). Even if it had little discernible impact on the 

result, it painted the Conservatives as a party that would put England (and in some contexts 

England and Wales) first, downgrading the centrality of the Union to conservatism.  

 

Assessed in terms of heresthetics, Cameron had scarce control of the wider political context of 

rising Scottish nationalism and the electoral success of the SNP in Scotland, so had little choice 

but to grant the independence referendum, and was successful in securing his desired 

outcome. However, he allowed the referendum aftermath and 2015 general election to embed 

the drift within his party towards a more explicitly English politics, and failed to articulate a 

modernized Conservative national identity politics which might have countered this に for 

example through a new vision for Britishness based on a federal constitutional settlement. 

Such a view has been promulgated by Conservatives such as the Welsh Assembly Member 

David Melding ふヲヰヱンぶ ┘ｴﾗ ｴ;ゲ ┘;ヴﾐWS デｴ;デ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ｷデ デｴW ┌ﾐｷﾗﾐげゲ a┌デ┌ヴW ｷゲ a;ヴ aヴﾗﾏ IWヴデ;ｷﾐ 

(Convery 2016). Instead, Cameron left a conservatism that increasingly struggled to speak 
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meaningfully with one voice to all the nations of the United Kingdom, illustrated by the 

radically different messages offered by the Conservatives in Scotland under the leadership of 

Ruth Davidson. The referendum prompted the party north of the border to move firmly in 

favour of further devolution as an alternative to independence, even though Davidson had 

ｷﾐｷデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ HWWﾐ WﾉWIデWS け;ゲ デｴW Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌ｷデ┞ I;ﾐSｷS;デWげ ふCﾗﾐ┗Wヴ┞ ヲヰヱヶが ヴヱぶく Tｴｷゲ デヴWﾐS ┘;ゲ 

reinforced further after the vote for Brexit, which prompted Davidson to defy the wishes of 

Downing Street to campaign effectively on her own platform at the 2017 general election. The 

“Iﾗデデｷゲｴ CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wゲげ ゲ┌IIWゲゲ ｷﾐ ｪ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ デ┘Wﾉ┗W ゲW;デゲ ふｷﾐ Iﾗﾐデヴ;ゲデ デﾗ デｴW ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ wider 

fortunes) prompted speculation that the party in Scotland would breakaway completely and 

become an independent organisation (Cochrane and Johnson 2017), as Murdo Fraser had 

previously proposed in the 2011 party leadership election (Convery 2016, 48). The Cameron 

legacy in terms of unionism has therefore been to leave the Union itself in something of a 

parlous state, while hollowing out the capacity of conservatism to defend it. His tenure as 

leader failed to shift the current of ｴｷゲ ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷSWﾐデｷデ┞ ｷﾐ ; ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷzed 

direction or revitalise its unionism, which in the context of Brexit is a resource his successor 

would like to be able to draw upon (May 2016b).   

 

Europe 

 

That Europe is an issue that divides the Conservative Party has become one of the truisms of 

British politics. The vote for Brexit is the culmination of longstanding tensions that can be 

traced to the key ideological shift that took place in the Conservative Party in the Thatcher era 

(Gamble 2003). Thatcherism brought with it an exclusivist view of national sovereignty which 
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was incompatible with the notion of ever closer union, derived from a Powellite view of the 

state (Smith 1999, 188; Lynch 1999, 28-3; Wellings 2007). Somewhat ironically, the most 

significant dilution of national sovereignty understood in this way was the far-reaching 

extension of Qualified Majority Voting agreed by Margaret Thatcher herself when she signed 

the Single European Act (SEA) in 1986, a decision she later claimed to regret (May 2013, 74; 

Snowdon 2010, 16; Gamble 2003, 123). Thatcher had endorsed the SEA as she saw the 

economic advantages to the UK of a single European market, which the Act created. However, 

Conservative hostility to the EU grew as デｴW┞ ヮWヴIWｷ┗WS ｪヴW;デWヴ デｴヴW;デゲ デﾗ けデｴW aﾗヴﾏゲ ﾗa 

political identity which they have traditionally promoted [which] have been closely linked to an 

appeal to the sovereign British nation state (in particular parliamentary sovereignty)げ (Baker et 

al. 2002, 401; Buller 2000). Following Thatcher, Conservative intraparty debate over Europe 

would largely be conducted in zero-sum terms, namely over how much sovereignty could be 

sacrificed in return for the economic benefits of membership of the single market. What 

Andrew Gamble labels デｴW けCｴ;ﾏHWヴﾉ;ｷﾐｷデW デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐげ ┘ｴｷIｴ WﾏHヴ;IWS E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ Iﾗﾗヮeration 

;ゲ ;ﾐ けW┝デWﾐSWS ゲヮｴWヴW aﾗヴ Bヴｷデｷゲｴ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWげ ふヱΓΓヶが 22), had dominated twentieth century 

Conservative politics prior to the advent of Thatcherism, but had been almost completely 

marginalized by the start of the twenty-first. This left British Conservative politics bereft of 

voices making a fundamentally positive case for membership of the European Union.   

 

The narrowing of the parameters of ideological acceptability for the Conservative Party on 

Europe was illustrated by the tightrope Cameron walked on the issue during his eleven-year 

tenure as party leader. The issue was a notable absentee from his modernization agenda 

ふL┞ﾐIｴ ヲヰヱヵき L┞ﾐIｴ ;ﾐS Wｴｷデ;ﾆWヴ ヲヰヱヶぶく Aﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｴW ｴ;S ;ヮヮW;ﾉWS デﾗ ｴｷゲ ヮ;ヴデ┞ デﾗ けゲデﾗヮ 
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H;ﾐｪｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐげ ;Hﾗ┌デ E┌ヴﾗヮW ｷﾐ ヲヰヰヶが デｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ; request to turn down the volume of intraparty 

debate and temper some of the rhetoric, rather than a substantive policy shift. If anything, 

┘ｴｷﾉW C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ゲデヴ┌Iﾆ ; SｷaaWヴWﾐデ デﾗﾐW ｴW WaaWIデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ヴWデ;ｷﾐWS デｴW けｴ;ヴSWヴ H┌デ ケ┌ｷWデWヴげ ゲデ;ﾐIW 

on European integration adopted under the leadership of Iain Duncan Smith (Bale 2006), 

ヴWaﾉWIデｷﾐｪ けthe deepening Eurosceptic consensus within his own partyげ ふV;ｷﾉ ヲヰヱヵが ヱヲヰぶく MｷﾐSa┌ﾉ 

perhaps of the 2001 leadership election, which saw the pro-European Ken Clarke defeated by 

the firmly Eurosceptic Duncan Smith largely because of the European issue, Cameron was 

careful to signal his own Eurosceptic credentials during his campaign for the party leadership 

in 2005. He pledged to withdraw Conservative MEPs from the federalist European PWﾗヮﾉWげゲ 

Party (EPP) grouping in the European Parliament, which he eventually did in 2009. In 

opposition he also called for a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, although he declined to hold 

one retrospectively once elected, arguing that the ratification process had been completed.  

 

As a heresthetician Cameron conclusively failed to effectively manage the European question, 

leading directly to the termination of his premiership. At the root of this failure were decisions 

he took at the very outset of his leadership in two key areas: Euroscepticism and immigration. 

On the first of these, his accommodation with Eurosceptic opinion within his party (discussed 

above) led to the manifesto pledges designed to pacify it. These were the promises to 

introduce a referendum lock on any new treaties, a sovereignty Bｷﾉﾉが ;ﾐS けデﾗ ヴWﾐWｪﾗデｷ;デW デｴW 

return of various powers from the EU to Westminster, which logically had to involve 

ﾐWｪﾗデｷ;デｷﾗﾐゲ aﾗヴ WｷデｴWヴ ; ﾐW┘ デヴW;デ┞ ﾗヴ ヴW┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;ﾐ W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐWげ ふTｴﾗﾏヮゲﾗﾐ ヲヰヱΑが ヴヴンぶく 

Although the sovereignty Bill fell by the wayside, the Coalition government did introduce a 

referendum-lock on any future transfers of sovereignty to Brussels. The robustness of this was 
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dissected by Conservative Eurosceptics (Gifford 2014, 520-521), but as Helen Thompson (2017, 

443-446) demonstrates, it effectively closed off the possibility of a significant renegotiation of 

Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげゲ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ Uﾐｷﾗﾐが ┘W;ﾆWﾐｷﾐｪ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ｴ;ﾐS S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴW ヴ┌ﾐ-up to the 

referendum. Rather than transform the issue space of Europe within the PCP Cameron steered 

a course which further embedded Euroscepticism, which is one of the enduring ideological 

legacies of Thatcherism on the Conservative Party. The strength of Eurosceptic feeling is 

demonstrated by analysis of the PCP during the Coalition government which found that just 

ゲW┗Wﾐ MPゲ Iﾗ┌ﾉS HW Iﾉ;ゲゲｷaｷWS ;ゲ けE┌ヴﾗヮｴｷﾉWげが ヶヴ ┘WヴW け;ｪﾐﾗゲデｷIげが ;ﾐS ヲンヴ ┘WヴW けE┌ヴﾗゲIWヮデｷIげく Iﾐ 

デｴW ﾉ;デデWヴ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮｷﾐｪが Βヱ ┘WヴW けH;ヴS E┌ヴﾗゲIWヮデｷIゲげが ┘ｴﾗ ｴ;S ;S┗ﾗI;デWS ┘ｷデｴSヴ;┘;ﾉ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW EU 

and/or rebelled against the party whip to demand a referendum on membership, while 154 

┘WヴW け“ﾗaデ E┌ヴﾗゲIWヮデｷIゲげ ふHWヮヮWﾉﾉ ヲヰヱンHが ンヴヵぶく  

 

On the issue of immigration, while Cameron softened the tone of ｴｷゲ ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI ;ﾐS ふｷﾐ 

contrast to the 2005 election) sought to downplay it as a campaign issue, the Conservatives 

retained a firm policy line, pledging in the 2010 manifesto to reduce net migration to the tens 

of thousands (Hayton 2012, 89-96). This was arguably a tougher policy than that contained in 

the 2005 election manifesto under the leadership of Michael Howard, which featured the issue 

prominently and used the language of けcontrolげ ふ┘ｴｷIｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ヴWI┌ヴ ｷﾐ デｴW BヴW┝ｷデ ヴWaWヴWﾐS┌ﾏぶ, 

but said that the actual limit would be set annually by parliament. The policy position adopted 

by Cameron was in line with public sentiment, but was not one he was in a position to deliver 

while the UK remained a member of the European Union (barring a highly unlikely radical 

reform of EU treaty law). Cameron consequently had set up the circumstances for him to be 

attacked years later in the referendum campaign over the immigration issue, by Conservatives, 
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UKIP and others who prioritised controlling it over any other issue (Ford and Goodwin, 2017). 

The issue dimension of immigration therefore represents a key heresthetic failure by Cameron, 

and forms a central component of his ideological legacy to Theresa May, leaving her with little 

room for manoeuvre on the issue in the Brexit negotiations without facing a major backlash. 

 

When, in January 2013 Cameron made the commitment to a referendum on EU he would have 

known that it carried significant risks for his premiership, not least in party management 

terms. Relative unity was assured in the short-term, as the bulk of Conservatives could 

coalesce around the promise of a referendum, but in the medium term it threatened to 

reopen the ideological schism that had plagued previous Conservative Prime Ministers. Two 

Conservative MPs, Douglas Carswell and Mark Reckless, did defect to UKIP in the second half 

of 2014, but their respective triumphs in the by-elections they triggered did not lead to the 

flood of further defections Nigel Farage hoped for. Following the election however, party unity 

soon began to fray. In June 2015 a new group けCﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗Wゲ aﾗヴ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげ ┘;ゲ aﾗ┌ﾐSWSが ┘ｷデｴ デｴW 

ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ ﾗa ﾗ┗Wヴ ヵヰ CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W MPゲく OゲデWﾐゲｷHﾉ┞が デｴW ｪヴﾗ┌ヮ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデWS C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ Waaﾗヴデゲ デﾗ 

renegotiate the terms of UK membership of the EU, but it was clear from the outset that they 

were unlikely to be satisfied by any deal the Prime Minster was likely to be able to secure. The 

ｪヴﾗ┌ヮげゲ Iﾗ-Iｴ;ｷヴが “デW┗W B;ﾆWヴ MP ゲ;ｷSぎ けWe wish David Cameron every success but, unless 

senior EU officials ;┘;ﾆW デﾗ デｴW ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ デｴ;デ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW EUげゲ ﾉ;ヴｪWゲデ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ ｷゲ ゲWヴｷﾗ┌ゲ 

about a fundamental change in our relationship, our recommendation to British voters seems 

ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ デﾗ HW W┝ｷデげ ふケ┌ﾗデWS ｷﾐ ‘ﾗゲゲ ヲヰヱヵぶく  

 



This is an accepted, pre-publication version of an article accepted for publication in The British Journal of Politics 

and International Relations. The published version can be found at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1369148117737278 

 

21 

 

As the re-negotiation process continued, the Prime Minister was obliged to make clear that 

collective responsibility would be suspended during the referendum campaign, to allow 

government ministers to campaign to leave the EU without resigning their positions. In the 

event, twenty-one ministers, including six who sat in Cabinet, declared that they would oppose 

デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげs position. In the PCP as a whole, 144 MPs sided with Leave (Heppell et al., 

2017, 9). This was a much higher number than had been widely anticipated, but reflected the 

fact that the Conservative Party, including the PCP, had already transformed itself into a 

Eurosceptic one, with what could be regarded as the pro-European views typical of many 

leading figures in the 1980s all but completely side-lined. The positions Cameron had adopted 

throughout his leadership condoning hard Euroscepticism and a hard-line position on 

immigration contributed to the legitimation of the anti-EU position so many Conservative MPs 

eventually took, as it was plausibly consistent with the stance the party had taken on 

immigration and sovereignty. If anything, the wider party membership was more strongly 

Eurosceptic, with 60 per cent indicating they would vote to leave in the light of the deal 

secured by Cameron (Bale et al. 2016).  

 

The importance of retaining full access to the single market would ultimately become the most 

powerful argument of the Remain campaign in the 2016 referendum, with significant 

downside economic risks being predicted if membership of it were lost (Ford and Goodwin 

2017, 24). However, the European Commission made clear that membership of the single 

market could not be divorced from the principle of free movement of people within it. The 

Leave campaign was forced to accept the reality of this position, and suggested instead that 

the UK should pursue a free trade agreement with the EU outside of the single market. 
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Ultimately for many voters, curtailing free movement took priority over single market 

membership (Goodwin and Milazzo 2017). The potent rhetoric of the Leave campaign, that the 

UK Iﾗ┌ﾉS けデ;ﾆW H;Iﾆ Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉげが ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ﾗ┗Wヴ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ HﾗヴSWヴゲ ;ﾐS ｷﾏﾏｷgration, is rooted in a 

zero-sum, Thatcherite understanding of sovereignty, and echoed rhetoric used in the 2005 

election by the Conservative campaign (Seldon and Snowdon 2005). Given the referendum 

campaign and debate took place largely on the right of British politics, played out to a notable 

degree as a battle between wings of the Conservative Party, with the UK Independence Party 

providing supporting fire for Leave, there was little space for, or effective articulation of, the 

notion of pooling sovereignty to assert greater national control through cooperation via 

international institutions.  

 

Following the announcement of the referendum result, the Conservatives moved quickly to 

accept, and buttress, the new political reality it represented. Within an hour of the official 

declaration of the result, Cameron stood in Downing Street giving his resignation statement. In 

ｷデが ｴW ┘;ゲ ﾆWWﾐ デﾗ ゲデヴWゲゲ デｴ;デ ┘ｴｷﾉW ｷデ ﾏW;ﾐデ デｴW WﾐS ﾗa ｴｷゲ I;ヴWWヴが けTｴW Bヴｷデｷゲｴ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ｴ;┗W 

voted to leave the European Union and their wｷﾉﾉ ﾏ┌ゲデ HW ヴWゲヮWIデWSげ ふC;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ 2016b). Other 

Conservative politicians quickly adopted this line, notably Theresa May, who pronounced 

aｷヴﾏﾉ┞ デｴ;デ けBヴW┝ｷデ ﾏW;ﾐゲ BヴW┝ｷデげ ;ゲ ゲｴW ﾉ;┌ﾐIｴWS ｴWヴ ﾉW;SWヴゲｴｷヮ HｷS six days later (May 2016a). 

The apparent ease with which the party was able to cohere around this position reflected the 

extent to which pro-European sentiment had diminished in Conservative ranks. The depth of 

Eurosceptic feeling in the PCP suggests that had the referendum result been reversed, with 

Remain prevailing by a small margin, David Cameron would have faced acute problems holding 

his party together. Many Eurosceptics would not, as Nigel Farage had indicated during the 
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campaign, have accepted that such a result meant that the issue was closed. A narrow victory 

for Remain would also most likely have left the government with a policy out of line with the 

majority of Conservative voters: polling after the referendum indicated that 58 per cent of 

those who voted Conservative in 2015 went on to vote to leave the EU (Ashcroft 2016). Similar 

polling at the time of the 2017 general election found that 68 per cent of those who voted 

Conservative had voted Leave in the referendum (Ashcroft 2017).  

 

Under C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ゲ┌IIWゲゲﾗヴ, Theresa May, the question for Conservatives rapidly became not 

whether the UK should leave the European Union, but what Brexit can and should look like. 

There is scope for major intraparty divisions and disagreements over this に between those who 

would like to retain as much privileged access to the single market as possible for economic 

reasons, and those who see the reassertion of the primacy of UK sovereignty as the essence of 

Brexit which should not be compromised. Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ ヴW┗W;ﾉｷﾐｪ ﾗa C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ a;ｷﾉ┌ヴW ;ゲ ; 

heresthetician in his management of the European issue. He was unable to manipulate a large 

section of the PCP into supporting his desired position in the EU referendum, having been 

unwilling to confront the tenets of Thatcherite Euroscepticism at any point during his 

leadership. Critically, having allowed the terms of the debate to be framed in Thatcherite 

lexicon, especially in terms of sovereignty, he leaves his successor with little ideological space 

or resources with which to present the compromises and complexities that are likely to be a 

feature of the Brexit negotiations, and of any deal acceptable to both sides.  

 

This is reflected in the language used by Theresa May to discuss Brexit. At the Conservative 

Party conference in October 2016 May ゲ;ｷS BヴW┝ｷデ ﾏW;ﾐデ HWIﾗﾏｷﾐｪ け; fully-independent, 
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sovereign counデヴ┞げ aヴWWS aヴﾗﾏ ぐ ぷ┘ｷデｴへ the freedom to make our own decisions on a whole 

host of different matters, from how we label our food to the way in which we choose to 

Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ｷﾏﾏｷｪヴ;デｷﾗﾐげが ;ﾐS ヴWﾃWIデWS デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ デｴWヴW ┘;ゲ けデヴ;SW-ﾗaaげ デﾗ HW ゲデヴ┌Iﾆ HWデ┘WWﾐ 

single market access and immigration control (May 2016c). Discussing the issue in her first 

ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa ヲヰヱΑ デｴW PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ゲデヴ┌Iﾆ ; ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ デﾗﾐWが Iﾉ;ｷﾏｷﾐｪ けWW ┘ｷﾉﾉ HW ;HﾉW デﾗ 

ｴ;┗W Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ HﾗヴSWヴゲが Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ ﾉ;┘ゲが デｴｷゲ ｷゲ ┘ｴ;デ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ┘WヴW ┗ﾗデｷﾐｪ aﾗヴげ ふM;┞ 

2017). It is striking how in formulations such ;ゲ デｴｷゲ ﾗa ┘ｴ;デ ｴWヴ IヴｷデｷIゲ ｴ;┗W ﾉ;HWﾉﾉWS けｴ;ヴS 

BヴW┝ｷデげ デｴW PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴげゲ ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪW Wﾏ┌ﾉ;デWゲ Tｴ;デIｴWヴｷデW Iヴｷデｷケ┌Wゲ ﾗa E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デｷﾗﾐが 

and channels a narrow conception of national sovereignty drawn from the Westminster Model 

(Smith 1999). Others in the Conservative Party are fearful of the economic risks of Brexit, and 

in the light of the 2017 general election result, which has greatly weakened the Prime 

MｷﾐｷゲデWヴげゲ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞が ｴ;┗W HWｪ┌ﾐ デﾗ ﾏﾗヴW ┗ﾗI;ﾉﾉ┞ ヴWゲｷゲデ けｴ;ヴS BヴW┝ｷデげく “ﾗ ┘ｴｷﾉW C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ｴ;ゲ ﾉWaデ 

his successor a party largely willing to accept the principle of Brexit, it remains deeply divided 

over what that means in practice.  

 

Conclusion: conservatism after Cameron 

 

D;┗ｷS C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ヮヴﾗﾃWIデ デﾗ ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷze the Conservative Party brought electoral success, but 

did not ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗W ; a┌ﾐS;ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ヴW;ヮヮヴ;ｷゲ;ﾉ ﾗa デｴW ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ (Hayton 2016). This article 

has found this to be a failure of heresthetics, as on the key issue dimensions that divide 

contemporary conservatism, Cameron did not succeed in restructuring those to his advantage, 

or in ways that helped resolve the tensions the party has been grappling with in the post-

Thatcher era. So, while Heppell (2013a, 277) could conclude that Cameron was a successful 
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heresthetician ;ゲ ｴW ｴ;S けSWﾏﾗﾐゲデヴ;デWS ｴｷゲ ゲﾆｷﾉﾉげ ｷﾐ ﾏ;ﾐｷヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾐｪ デｴW LｷHWヴ;ﾉ DWﾏﾗIヴ;デゲ ｷﾐ デｴW 

coalition negotiations and over the Alternative Vote referendum, here I conclude that while 

デｴ;デ W;ヴﾉｷWヴ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ ｴﾗﾉSゲ ┌ヮ ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ﾏﾗヴW ゲｴﾗヴデ-term political management 

and electoral success (demonstrated by the 2015 general election victory), a more sceptical 

ヮｷIデ┌ヴW WﾏWヴｪWゲ ┘ｴWﾐ ;ゲゲWゲゲｷﾐｪ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ﾉWｪ;I┞ ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa デｴW SWWヮWヴ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ 

undercurrents in contemporary Conservative politics. As noted in the introduction, these are 

an important, if often overlooked aspect of political leadership and of the prospects of political 

parties.  

 

At the outset three key divides in contemporary conservatism were identified, over European 

integration, unionism, and social liberalism. These all predate the Cameron era, but in each 

case they are left unresolved by his leadership. This is important as it has implications for 

C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ professed objective of modernizing conservatism. Shifts in Conservative ideology 

were required to embed moderniz;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐデﾗ デｴW ヮ;ヴデ┞げゲ DNA に デﾗ ヴWゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW ｷデが ｷﾐ ‘ｷﾆWヴげs 

terminology. In terms of social liberalism, Cameron enjoyed some success, most notably his 

victory over traditionalists on same-sex marriage. However, on the union he missed the 

opportunity to offer a modernized Conservative vision of British national identity in response 

to the growing appeal of Scottish nationalism and instead sought to politicise English identity 

in the 2015 election (Kenny 2016), a path which might yet see the party north of the border 

effectively breakaway. And on European integration he could not に or would not に challenge 

doctrinaire Euroscepticism, and in attempting to appease it structured the political 

environment in such a way as to lead to his own downfall.   
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AゲゲWゲゲｷﾐｪ C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ﾉW;Sership, Philip Norton (2015, 475) concluded that it lacked a けclear set 

ﾗa ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ HWﾉｷWaゲげく Tｴｷゲ ﾏW;ﾐデ デｴ;デ ┌ﾐSWヴ ｴｷゲ SｷヴWIデｷﾗﾐ IﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷゲﾏ ゲデWWヴWS ┘ｷデｴｷﾐが ヴ;デｴWヴ 

than against, the prevailing ideological legacy of Thatcherism, and did not find a clearly defined 

new course. It is evident that C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ゲ┌IIWゲゲﾗヴゲ will face key dilemmas not only in 

attempting to deliver Brexit, but in balancing liberal and traditionalist attitudes within the 

party, and reformulating its approach to unionism given the political divergence of Scotland 

and Northern Ireland with England and Wales in the referendum (Gormley-Heenan and 

Aughey 2017; McHarg and Mitchell 2017). As this article has demonstrated, the complexity in 

Sﾗｷﾐｪ ゲﾗ ヴWaﾉWIデゲ デｴW a;Iデ デｴ;デ ヮ;ヴデ┞ ﾉW;SWヴゲ a;IW ; けデ┘ﾗ-ﾉW┗Wﾉげ ｴWヴWゲデｴWデｷI ｪ;ﾏW ふP┌デﾐ;ﾏ ヱΓΓΒが 

434; Dardanelli 2009, 54) in which attempts to manage one level (the party) can have 

unpredictable consequences for efforts in relation to the other (the electorate). Successful 

management of these tensions as the Brexit process unfolds will require a degree of 

ｴWヴWゲデｴWデｷI ゲﾆｷﾉﾉ ﾗa Wﾐﾗヴﾏﾗ┌ゲ ヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐゲが ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐげゲ ゲ┌IIWゲゲﾗヴゲ ;ゲ CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W P;ヴデ┞ 

leader wish to avoid his fate of being undone by the issue of Europe. 
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