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In a recent BBC “Question Time” programme the usual panel of MPs, ex-Cabinet Ministers, 

journalists, business tycoons and other pundits were all debating the pros and cons of the UK’s EU 

membership banding about bewildering arrays of facts and statistics when a member of the public 

observed that in his opinion, most voters will not decide on the basis of the facts but rather on “how 

they feel”.  He was quite right.  Not least because if the professional politicians and other “experts” 

cannot agree how is the man in the street supposed to make up his mind. 

 

Why is there no consensus? 

Why, he might ask, if the experts have all the facts, is there so much disagreement?  As with so many 

political issues, the debate is not really about facts but about values.  It is between those who favour 

a collaborative model of international relations with increasing cross border integration and 

transfers of resources from richer to poorer countries and regions as the best way of promoting 

peace and prosperity for all and those who favour a more stand-alone model with governments 

seeking to exploit their competitive advantage vis à vis other countries and giving priority to their 

own citizens.  This dichotomy of views is reflected at a national level in that between those who 

favour a social democratic or an old style Tory model of an inclusive and caring society and those 

who believe that, in Margaret Thatcher’s famous phrase, “There’s no such thing as society, only 

individuals”, and that people should stand on their own feet and not rely on a “benefit culture”.  

 

People looking at the same “facts” from radically different standpoints will draw very different 

conclusions.  It  follows that while  politicians of both the centre-left and centre-right such as Gordon 

Brown or Ken Clarke are happy to embrace the EU, right-wing Conservatives such as Ian Duncan 

Smith, Michael Gove or Liam Fox  are intrinsically hostile and Margaret Thatcher and her close 

cabinet colleagues were always deeply euro-sceptic.  On the other hand left wing socialists, while in 

principle committed to internationalism, are unhappy with the free-market capitalism espoused by 

the EU which is why Tony Benn moved from enthusiastic support to outright hostility and Jeremy 

Corbyn remains lukewarm.   Not surprisingly far right parties across Europe including UKIP and the 

French Front National are universally hostile. 

 

An abdication of government responsibility 

All this does not help the poor bemused  voter who is called upon to make a philosophical decision 

as well as make sense of a surfeit of  complex and contradictory arguments which he or she has 

rarely the knowledge or experience to evaluate  in any meaningful way. This situation should never 

have arisen.  Governments are elected to govern!  They are chosen by voters on the basis of a broad 

programme of principles, policies and projects to take the myriad of difficult and often very complex 

decisions involved in running the country; and few issues are more complex than that of EU 

membership.   A referendum can be appropriate when a government has decided to take a major 

step which affects the future of the whole country and wishes the confirmation of the electorate for 

the path chosen.   If the government genuinely believes that the best future for Britain was to 

remain in the EU it should not have put that future at risk by calling a referendum.  But to announce 

a referendum before any decision had been taken and then give ministers and backbenchers the 



right to oppose the government’s own position - effectively abandoning the decision to the public at 

large – is not democracy but rather an abdication of government responsibility.  

 

The great mistake 

 The decision was of course taken for party political rather than national reasons.  Britain has a long 

tradition of collective Cabinet responsibility whereby ministers who cannot support the official 

government position must either resign or be sacked so that the government speaks with one voice.  

That this tradition has been abandoned in the case of the EU referendum is a reflection of David 

Cameron’s extreme political weakness; also of his political ineptitude.  He had thought by 

announcing the referendum to pacify his right-wingers and to dish UKIP, who were making inroads 

into the Tory vote, by stealing their clothes.  Instead he has opened up a Pandora’s Box giving 

comfort to the euro-sceptics, tearing apart the Conservative Party and causing enormous 

uncertainty and instability which can only be bad for the economy.  He has also unwittingly created 

an opportunity for Boris Johnson, the ultimate opportunist, who having carefully sat on the fence for 

as long as possible to see how the wind was blowing has thrown all his considerable energy and 

charisma behind the “Out” campaign as offering the best hope of enabling him to supplant David 

Cameron in the Tory leadership.  Most seriously Cameron has set in train a process which could even 

destroy the UK itself. 

 

The Scotland Factor 

One thing is clear.  Whatever the economic consequences, Brexit would almost certainly signal the 

end the UK as we know it.  The Scottish government and people are strongly pro-Europe and the 

indications are that they will vote overwhelmingly to remain in the EU.    While the SNP government 

had ruled out any further independence referendum “for a generation”, a vote in favour of Brexit 

against the wishes of a clear majority of the Scottish people would create a new situation, and 

trigger demands for a second referendum now, a possibility confirmed by Scottish First Minister 

Nicola Sturgeon.    In that event the result would be very different.   Many Scots who voted for the 

Union, if faced with a choice between the Union with England without EU membership or 

membership of the EU without the Union with England would opt for the latter in sufficient numbers 

to swing the vote in favour of independence.  This possibility was obvious to any seasoned political 

observer but is one which David Cameron has, it appears, come to recognise very belatedly.  It is this 

which explains what Laura Kuensberg, the BBC’s Chief Political Correspondent, described as the 

“increasing desperation “of his pro-EU rhetoric.  Cameron probably does not care too much whether 

the UK is in or out of the EU but he does not want to be remembered as the Prime Minister who 

broke up the United Kingdom. 

 

A political folly 

If as seems increasingly likely, the British people vote to remain in the EU, the decision to hold the 

referendum will have been a political folly of the first magnitude, costly and  divisive at home and 

damaging to the UK’s economy and reputation abroad.  If they vote to leave it is likely to be a much 

weakened and truncated UK which has to negotiate its future with the mighty EU. Whatever 

happens, David Cameron’s political career is finished.    He may limp on until the next election but 

his authority has been fatally undermined and there is no way he could continue to lead an effective 

government when so many of his senior Cabinet colleagues have campaigned against him. His 

departure will not be lamented. 


