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Abstract: 

In this study, we will explore how David Cameron's authority as a leader 

was weakened due to the compromises he made. We will look into the 

compromises he agreed to during negotiations for EU reforms, which left 

Conservatives dissatisfied. Additionally, we will discuss his choice to include a 

referendum on EU membership in the 2015 manifesto as a strategic compromise 

to counter UKIP's influence, which ultimately led to his resignation. Moreover, 

we will analyze how these concessions gradually undermined Cameron's 

credibility as some conservative individuals began to perceive him as lacking 

conviction and determination in his leadership style. This article argues that 

Cameron's decision to agree to a referendum triggered his downfall as he 

struggled to cope with the increasing pressure following the Leave campaign's 

victory. It will also thoroughly examine the challenges faced by leaders in 

balancing consensus building and maintaining control. 

Key words: Political leadership; Consensus building; Compromise; 

Euroscepticism; Brexit referendum. 

 

 

Introduction:  

In 2010 when he assumed office as Prime Minister, David Cameron 

announced his plan to steer the party in a new direction. He aimed for an 

inclusive party that sought to bring together different factions and promote 

cooperation. Having spent over a decade in opposition, Cameron understood the 

importance of broadening the Conservatives' appeal and moving away from their 

reputation as the "nasty party." By adopting a more moderate approach to 
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leadership, he emphasized compromise over ideology, effectively distancing the 

party from its past beliefs. 

After facing six years in office, Cameron stepped down in defeat. The 

surprising outcome of the European Union membership referendum, which he 

had initially proposed, led to his downfall. One cannot question what caused the 

collapse of a leader who valued finding common ground and uniting the nation. 

This piece will delve into how Cameron's strategy of building consensus, while 

commendable, undermined his credibility as he compromised on policy decisions 

in pursuit of harmony. 

This research explores Cameron's efforts to satisfy Eurosceptics during 

EU reform talks and his commitment to holding a referendum, highlighting how 

these compromises eroded his support among Tories. As criticism grew from 

individuals, Cameron found it challenging to keep groups together. Despite his 

attempts to unite them, his stances were open to accusations of wavering and 

succumbing to demands rather than displaying strong, principled leadership. 

Cameron's choice to hold the Brexit vote ended up working against him, 

leading to his resignation. After the Vote Leave campaign emerged victorious, it 

became evident that his position was no longer tenable. This piece argues that 

Cameron's hesitation to firmly oppose the referendum and instead explore a 

compromise significantly contributed to his downfall. It serves as a lesson for 

those in positions who prioritize building consensus over asserting leadership, as 

it can undermine one's credibility and empower their opponents. 

This article researches the downfall of former Prime Minister David 

Cameron and how his emphasis on consensus building weakened his credibility. 

While Cameron's desire to guide the party towards an inclusive and cooperative 

direction was praiseworthy, his concessions on critical policy matters, 

particularly concerning EU reforms and the Brexit vote, undermined his standing 

within his party. By prioritizing harmony over leadership, Cameron made 

himself vulnerable to allegations of inconsistency and yielding to public 

pressure. 

The push for a Brexit vote, which he initially supported, turned out to be 

a setback that led to his resignation. It is a story to learn from, highlighting the 

risks of prioritizing agreement building over principled leadership, as it can 

damage one's credibility and empower their adversaries. In the following 

sections, we will closely examine the challenges faced by Cameron, the 

compromises he had to accept, and the aftermath of his approach, providing a 

detailed breakdown of his downfall and its broader implications. 

In the first segment, we delve into Prime Minister Cameron's negotiations 

on EU reforms. Firstly, we explore the obstacles he faced from partners that led 

to delays in treaty adjustments. Moreover, we consider how domestic political 

factors influenced Cameron's choices. Secondly, we evaluate the concessions 
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Cameron had to agree upon in Brussels to secure wins; these included endorsing 

gestures and introducing limits on benefits. This part offers analysis on how 

Cameron's efforts to find common ground may have influenced his standing 

within the Conservative party. 

Moving on to the next segment, we examine Cameron's choice in 2015 to 

include a commitment for an EU referendum in the Conservative manifesto. 

Firstly, we will look at the increasing pressure that Cameron faced from over 100 

MPs and the looming threat from UKIP that prompted his actions. Secondly, we 

will explore viewpoints suggesting that Cameron's commitment to a referendum 

was primarily driven by tactics and efforts to appease his party, possibly 

overlooking his responsibility to the public. This choice also empowered 

hardliners advocating for Brexit. Lastly, we will examine Cameron's decision to 

delegate responsibility to voters as a display of leadership that relinquished 

control of the Brexit discussion. 

In the following segment, we will analyze the consequences of 

Cameron's strategies as Euroscepticism rose in response to his pledge for a 

referendum. Initially, we will look at the backlash from factions pushing for a 

stance and how dissent from influential figures weakened his leadership 

influence. Furthermore, we will inquire the growing uncertainty surrounding 

Cameron's stance among supporters of Brexit. Moving on to Part B, we will 

assess how Cameron's concessions negatively impacted his leadership image by 

being perceived as signs of weakness and reactive responses to party pressure. 

Finally, this section examines how Cameron's compromises hindered his 

authority in managing disagreements within a party, intensifying challenges to 

his agenda. 

In the final section, we discuss what happened after the Brexit 

referendum and how it led to Cameron resigning. We will look into how he 

reacted to Leave winning and why he chose to step down despite facing a lot of 

pressure. This contrasts with his stated responsibility to lead, as our analysis 

suggests that his influence may have diminished. We also explore the 

consequences of resignations as a sign of losing control. Moving on to Part B, 

we thoroughly examine the belief that Cameron's decision to hold a referendum 

was a mistake. By amplifying the voices of hardliners and creating a situation 

where his position was put at risk when the Remain campaign didn't succeed. 
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SECTION I: 

Cameron's Compromise on Reform of the EU 

A. Cameron Faced Uphill Battle in EU Reform Negotiations 

           During Cameron's efforts to negotiate with EU partners, he encountered 

challenges. He had to navigate the task of satisfying Eurosceptics while also 

following EU rules. His proposed changes were seen as "limited" because they 

avoided making any modifications to existing treaties that key EU members 

opposed. Looking closely at Cameron's situation, it's clear that relevant sources 

need to be considered. 

           Efforts to reform treaties faced resistance from allies. Ultimately, they 

failed. According to Copsey and Haughton (2014), Cameron's ambitious goals 

played a role in this setback. Additionally, domestic pressures may have pushed 

Cameron to start off with demands. Despite this, he had to compromise and accept 

measures in the end, leading some backbenchers to feel unhappy, as they believed 

more decisive actions were necessary. 

           In 2014, there was a growing opposition to calls for immigration policy 

changes and the need for review, as highlighted by Cameron (2019) and Glencross 

(2016, p. 36). Glencross pointed out that these actions were perceived by nations as 

measures aimed at meeting internal demands, overlooking the impact of the 

Eurozone crisis that fueled a stronger desire for sovereignty in Britain (p. 37). 

Interestingly, Cameron's memoir supports this perspective, although it might play 

down his concessions made in pursuit of consensus. 

            Past compromises had repercussions on negotiations. At the 2015 summit, 

key EU figures thwarted Cameron's push for a welfare ban (Cameron, 2019; Blair, 

2016). However, Blair (2016) failed to acknowledge the resistance from 

Conservatives post-defeat. While it was deemed a victory, Cameron's concessions 

only left him in a weakened position when advocating for regulations. The growing 

divide within the party following each agreement is evidence of this trend (Lynch 

& Whitaker, 2018, pp. 112-114). 

           Cameron had to make concessions during reform negotiations, facing 

compromises of wins. This didn't sit well with Eurosceptics, who felt he wasn't 

assertive enough in promoting Britain's interests. Despite his plans for EU treaty 

changes, Cameron ended up settling for a more informal agreement on subsidiarity 

due to opposition from allies. While Cameron portrays this as an outcome in his 

memoir, Eurosceptics viewed it as symbolic rather than substantial. As Prime 

Minister, Cameron's negotiations with EU allies led to concessions, including an 

"emergency brake" on EU benefit rules for a limited time, highlighting Britain's 

limited bargaining power within the EU. 

           However, Copsey and Haughton (2014) fail to mention how domestic 

political pressures influenced Cameron's pursuit of perceived victories. One 
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significant event was the decision in 2015 to limit in-work benefits for seven years, 

which was a compromise from his proposal of a four-year ban (Cameron, 2019; 

Blair, 2015). While Blair views this as a show of EU unity, he overlooks its impact 

on Cameron's standing within his party and the nation. Lynch and Whitman (2018) 

argue that this repeated concession further fuelled criticism of Cameron's 

leadership. 

           Despite Cameron presenting proposals and engaging in negotiations with 

EU allies before the Brexit vote, none seemed to satisfy all factions involved. 

Although he secured assurances, his concessions only reinforced the perception of 

his negotiation skills and failure to deliver promised EU reforms. Consequently, 

demands for a Brexit strategy increased along with doubts about his leadership 

capabilities. 

           Eurosceptic Conservatives were not satisfied with Cameron's efforts in 

negotiating with Brussels. Lynch and Whitaker (2018) found that the concessions 

he made were seen as a sign of weakness rather than strength, failing to silence 

dissent within his party. Daddow (2015) described the proposed subsidy solution 

as "meaningless" according to views. Lynch and Whitaker (2018) also pointed out 

that only a small minority in Cameron's party felt appeased by the deal. Criticism 

from figures like Iain Duncan Smith for the scope of benefits restriction in 2014 

was noted in Cameron's memoirs, downplaying the doubts within the party. Even 

moderate Conservatives shared concerns that the measures didn't go far enough, as 

highlighted by Gowland (2017). 

           The decision to reduce benefits in 2015 powered discontent among 

Conservatives, deepening resentment and suspicion towards Cameron's leadership, 

according to Lynch and Whitaker (2018). Indeed, during his resignation address in 

2016, Cameron admitted that the compromises he made did not satisfy a number of 

his colleagues. However, Cameron fails to address how his prior concessions 

contributed to the growing discontent. There were doubts about Cameron's ability 

to instigate change. According to scholars like Gowland (2017, p. 128), 

Conservatives perceived him as lacking the determination needed for reforms. 

           Despite some gestures, it is evident that Cameron's concessions only 

reinforced the perception of his negotiations with the EU and his inability to meet 

Conservatives' desire for a complete break from Brussels. This set the stage for 

challenges to his leadership on issues, which would ultimately be pivotal. The 

analysis in this section indicates that David Cameron encountered obstacles in 

trying to reform the European Union (EU) and secure concessions for the UK. 

While Cameron had objectives, it is important to recognize the balancing act he 

was undertaking.  

           In our opinion, Cameron's compromises were driven not by the intricacies 

of negotiating with the EU, but by the need to satisfy his constituents at home and 

maintain unity within his party. Although Cameron aimed to pacify Conservatives 
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through concessions, it ended up backfiring on him. His perceived lack of strength 

was seen as a weakness, leading to a loss of trust and influence within his party. 

This laid the groundwork for dissent and controversies related to EU issues. While 

Cameron's efforts to promote harmony and consensus were commendable, they 

ultimately undermined his authority and left him open to criticism from those 

advocating for a split from the EU. 

 

SECTION II: 

Decision to Call the Brexit Referendum  

A. Pressure Mounted on Cameron from Within His Own Ranks 

Following the 2015 general election, the level of Euroscepticism within the 

Conservative party intensified (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). According to Lynch and 

Whitaker's findings, the Eurosceptic discourse, which focused on the UK's EU 

relationship and particularly the option of an "in/out" referendum, became more 

pointed as more than 100 Conservative MPs supported the idea of an in/out 

referendum (2018, p. 118). In his memoir, Cameron acknowledges that his  

colleagues were increasingly insistent on a vote, claiming that the reforms he had 

implemented did not sufficiently limit the EU's power (Cameron, 2019, p. 382). 

However, rather than taking responsibility, Cameron presents himself as being 

compelled to act, neglecting to acknowledge that he could have resisted the 

pressure earlier. Indeed, the Conservatives' growing unrest made it inevitable for 

the issue to come to a head (Glencross, 2016, p. 56), raising questions about 

Cameron's handling of the situation. 

As the UK Independence Party (UKIP) gained more seats and votes in 

European Parliament elections in 2014 with their unwavering stance against the 

European Union, a political threat loomed over Cameron's government, prompting 

him to consider compromises (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). In fact, according to 

Glencross (2016), the Conservative leadership was "absolutely terrified" by UKIP's 

growing momentum, leading them to take action. Cameron's commitment revealed 

a party preoccupied with avoiding further loss of support to UKIP (Lynch & 

Whitaker, 2018, p. 119). Despite this effort, UKIP's advancement persisted and 

tensions within the Conservative party were heightened as hardliners felt 

empowered (Glencross, 2016). In his attempt to combat populism, Cameron acted 

belatedly and inadvertently diminished his own influence. However, his choices 

were constrained due to the party's shift in stance on the EU. 

In 2015, Prime Minister Cameron's decision to promise an EU membership 

referendum in the Conservative manifesto would ultimately shape the rest of his 

time in office (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). While Cameron presents this as a 

sensible response to public demand in his memoirs (Cameron, 2019), further 

analysis reveals a more complex perspective. According to Lynch and Whitaker, 
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the timing of the referendum was primarily motivated by political strategy rather 

than genuine conviction (2018, p. 119). Similarly, Glencross maintains that the 

main concern was appeasing rebellious members of Parliament, rather than a 

sincere desire for a democratic vote (2016, p. 51). 

Instead of quelling Euroscepticism for the long run, David Cameron's pre- 

2015 election promise to hold an in/out EU referendum if re-elected as Prime 

Minister actually ignited hardliners who saw Brexit as inevitable, according to 

Glencross (2016). This latter argues that Cameron's efforts were "too little, too 

late" in managing the repercussions of his decision (p.52). Similarly, Gowland 

(2017) posits that an earlier acknowledgment and bolder reforms from Cameron 

may have prevented the need for a vote (p. 127). However, once the promise was 

made, going back on it was politically lethal, leaving Cameron at the mercy of 

circumstances (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). This act of commitment also signalled 

acceptance and validation of the Leave movement in the eyes of voters (Glencross, 

2016). And while Cameron's memoirs may downplay the impact of conceding the 

referendum, the reality is that it bolstered his opponents and shaped the Brexit 

discourse against his own preferences (Cameron, 2019). 

Despite facing challenges from both partisan politics and EU negotiations, 

Cameron was left with few viable choices. However, critics argue that his decision 

to promise a vote on EU membership without a strong plan for shaping the 

campaign ultimately led to his downfall and obscured his efforts to promote a 

reformed, pro-EU conservative agenda. 

By opting for a referendum, Cameron relinquished his control over the EU 

issue and put it in the hands of the public rather than taking a definitive stance as a 

leader (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). In his memoirs, he portrays this move as a way 

to promote democracy (Cameron, 2019). However, we argue that it was also a 

display of political timidity. By choosing not to declare his desired outcome, 

Cameron allowed others to shape the discussion and left the Remain camp without 

a strong leader. Glencross (2016) asserts that this weakened the pro-EU argument 

and strengthened forces in favor of leaving the EU (p.53). Similarly, Gowland 

debates that a principled leader would have used their position to personally 

advocate for their preferred policy (2017, p.127). 

Neglecting to take a definitive stance risked conveying a lack of conviction 

(Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). According to Lynch and Whitaker, it also highlighted 

Cameron's perceived inability to resolve tensions within the EU solely through 

strong leadership (p.121). Research indicates that this only served to further 

undermine his authority as a decisive leader (Gowland, 2017). Essentially, this 

tactic aimed to placate all parties but ultimately left few satisfied. It did little to 

quell party divisions and diluted Cameron's position as the nominal leader of the 

pro-EU campaign (Glencross, 2016). While his initial push for reforms suggested 

some skepticism towards closer union, the mixed messaging ultimately confused 

Remain voters (Gowland, 2017). 
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Based on the analysis presented in this section, it is evident that David 

Cameron's decision to call the Brexit referendum was driven by political pressures 

and strategic considerations rather than a genuine commitment to democratic 

principles. As Euroscepticism continues to gain momentum within his party, 

largely fuelled by the growing influence of UKIP, Cameron was compelled to 

confront the issue of EU membership. Yet, criticisms have emerged regarding his 

handling of the situation and the timing of his decision to hold a referendum. Thus, 

it is in our perspective that Cameron's decision to call the Brexit referendum was 

influenced by political pressures and strategic considerations. In his effort to tackle 

the rising Euroscepticism within his party, he inadvertently bolstered hardline 

factions and undermined his own stance. By relinquishing control over the EU 

matter and failing to take a decisive position, Cameron consequently compromised 

his authority and opened the door for the Brexit narrative to be shaped against his 

preferences. 

 

SECTION III: 

 Impact on Cameron's Authority 

A.  Conservative Unrest Grew as Cameron Struggled to Assert Control  

As soon as Cameron announced his decision to hold a referendum, he faced 

intense criticism from Conservatives who demanded a tougher stance (Lynch & 

Whitaker, 2018). Yet, in his memoirs, Cameron downplays the extent of this 

disagreement (Cameron, 2019). However, scholars offer a more detailed 

examination of the situation. Lynch and Whitaker (2018) reveal that more than 50 

Conservative MPs openly declared their support for Leave within a month of 

Cameron's announcement (p. 122), directly challenging his authority on the issue 

of Europe. In line with this, Glencross (2016) argues that this move by the 

Conservative MPs signalled a loss of leverage for Cameron within his own party 

when it came to Brexit. 

Prominent figures, including Boris Johnson and Iain Duncan Smith, were 

vocal about their opposition to the Prime Minister's preferred decision (Cameron, 

2019; Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). Despite Cameron acknowledging their defiance, 

he failed to address how his previous concessions had weakened his authority. 

Scholars claim this reflected a belief that Cameron was not taking a strong enough 

stance (Gowland, 2017). By the summer of 2015, expressing doubts about 

Cameron's leadership had become the dominant stance among those who opposed 

British membership in the European Union at all levels of parliament (Lynch & 

Whitaker, 2018). As dissent increased, Cameron's control over the ongoing 

national conversation and internal Conservative Party debate regarding Brexit and 

the UK-EU relationship diminished (Glencross, 2016). Scholars, such as Paul 

Lynch, Richard Whitaker, David Gowland, and Andrew Glencross, agree that 
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unrest among Conservatives increasingly pitted party leaders against the grassroots 

(Lynch & Whitaker, 2018; Gowland, 2017). 

Cameron's attempt to satisfy all factions ultimately backfired, as his 

compromise strategy failed to solidify his authority and instead worsened divides 

within his party. Previous concessions left him powerless to assert his influence 

while Brexit threatened to fracture the right wing. 

B.  Perceptions of Cameron Caving to Party Pressure Undermined His 

Authority 

Since the start of his leadership, Cameron drew criticism for prioritizing 

party unity over principles. According to Gowland (2017), his tendency to 

compromise during negotiations added to this perception. Gowland (2017) further 

suggests that making symbolic concessions only served to reinforce the belief that 

he was weak (p. 125). As tension surrounding the Brexit referendum mounted, 

doubt grew regarding Cameron's motivations for agreeing to it. Some argued that 

he acted out of a "fear of party revolt" rather than strategic thinking (Lynch & 

Whitaker, 2018, p. 120). According to academics, it was the perceived growing 

threat from Eurosceptic forces within his party and the public at the time to the EU 

rather than personal beliefs that influenced Cameron's decision (Glencross, 2016). 

However, in his memoirs, Cameron presents it as a decision based on principle, 

rather than a display of weakness (Cameron, 2019). 

As Conservative opposition mounted, Cameron's image as a peacemaker to 

appease rebellious backbenchers became a prevalent belief (Lynch & Whitaker, 

2018). According to Paul Lynch, Richard Whitaker, Andrew Glencross, and David 

Gowland, this gave rise to more audacious hardliners who believed that leveraging 

pressure and ultimatums could prove to be an effective strategy (Glencross, 2016; 

Gowland, 2017). Additionally, Lynch and Whitaker (2018) discovered that 

Members of Parliament (MPs) felt empowered to openly challenge Cameron's 

stance on Europe, as evidenced by their increased defiance (p. 122). 

By the end of 2015, the general public was in sync with the internal 

dynamic. Surveys revealed that a significant percentage of British voters believed 

Cameron had given in to his party. It is important to investigate how his 

compromising approach only reinforced the perception of him as a reactive rather 

than decisive leader (Gowland, 2017; Glencross, 2016). Ultimately, after years of 

making concessions, Cameron was seen as being held hostage by his party's anti-

EU faction, instead of being in control as the referendum loomed. This constant 

prioritization of unity over strong leadership had irreversibly weakened his 

authority. 

C.  Compromise Weakened Cameron's Policy Influence 

According to Cameron (2010), the use of consensus politics was intended 

to strengthen his leadership. However, this action actually had the opposite effect, 

as scholars suggest. By compromising and giving in to opposing factions, 
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Cameron's control over the domestic agenda gradually decreased over time, as 

noted by Lynch and Whitaker (2018) and Glencross (2016). This was evident early 

on when the coalition with the Liberal Democrats limited the potential for reforms 

due to necessary policy compromises (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018, p. 30), thus 

restricting Cameron's room for manoeuvre. Similarly, when making concessions to 

the EU, Cameron's ability to negotiate was hindered as the boundaries had already 

been narrowed, as observed by Gowland (2017). 

As the Conservative party faced increasing unrest regarding Europe, it 

became increasingly difficult for the leadership to maintain control over both the 

cabinet and backbenchers (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). The defiance of MPs made it 

nearly impossible for Cameron to steer the party in a specific direction (Lynch & 

Whitaker, 2018, p. 122; Glencross, 2016, p. 52). This lack of control extended 

even to issues where there was consensus, as Cameron's weakened mandate from 

years of backtracking limited his influence (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). As a matter 

of fact, Cameron's ability to enact his agenda decreased as his authority diminished 

due to continuously giving in (Gowland, 2017; Glencross, 2016). 

Despite Cameron's aim of brokering an agreement within the UK and with 

the EU on the terms of UK-EU relations and reforms to the UK's EU membership 

in the lead up to the Brexit referendum, his actions actually weakened his ability to 

achieve it. Each time he compromised, he made it more difficult for him to bring 

about significant change and maintain party loyalty, leaving the exhausted Prime 

Minister with an even greater challenge. 

 

SECTION IV:  

Resignation after Brexit Vote 

A.  Cameron Steps Down in Leave Vote's Wake 

The morning after the UK's historic vote to exit the EU, a tornado of shock 

and uncertainty swept through the world of British politics. There was no denying 

that the future of Cameron's leadership hung in the balance (Blair, 2016). Despite 

his initial determination to see Brexit through, his position quickly crumbled 

beneath the weight of the tumultuous decision. In a carefully crafted statement, 

Cameron expressed his disappointment but promised to honour the outcome of the 

vote (Cameron, 2016). However, remaining in the EU was simply not a feasible 

option, given the growing influence of the Eurosceptic movement (Lynch & 

Whitaker, 2018; Glencross, 2016). Despite this, in his memoirs, Cameron 

downplays this pressure and instead portrays his decision to step down as a matter 

of duty (Cameron, 2019). 

Shortly after, a flood of Conservative officials tendered their resignations 

and urged for a change in leadership, according to Lynch and Whitaker (2018). 

This served as a clear indication of how Cameron's power had greatly diminished 
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due to years of compromises (p. 132). In the face of certain defeat, Cameron 

announced his resignation in early October, contradicting his previous willingness 

to continue leading (Cameron, 2016; Glencross, 2016). Nonetheless, Glencross 

suggests that had Cameron stayed on longer, he may have faced removal through a 

vote of no confidence, further damaging party cohesion (2016, p. 54). 

Despite his constant insistence that he was fulfilling his democratic duty, 

Cameron's departure from office was ultimately propelled by growing pressure 

from the Conservative party and the sobering realization that his influence had 

been greatly diminished. Surprisingly, his attempts to make concessions in order to 

secure a Brexit victory may have actually contributed to his downfall (Lynch & 

Whitaker, 2018; Gowland, 2017). It is now apparent that taking a principled stance 

earlier on may have prevented this unfortunate outcome. 

B.  Cameron's Concession of the Referendum Proved Fatal 

When Cameron resigned following the victory of the Leave campaign, 

Cameron became a victim of the very forces he set in motion by agreeing to hold a 

referendum (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). In his memoir, he portrays his resignation 

as a duty rather than a defeat (Cameron, 2019), but a closer examination by 

scholars offers a more insightful perspective. Despite his goal of resolving 

tensions, Cameron's decision to hand over the decision to voters lacked strategic 

foresight, especially in light of the increasing Euroscepticism (Lynch & Whitaker, 

2018; Glencross, 2016).  

After promising a vote in 2015, there was no turning back. This concession 

set the stage for a potential threat to Cameron's position, as pointed out by scholars 

(Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). They argue that it created an opportunity for Cameron 

to be ousted if the "Remain" side did not succeed (Gowland, 2017; Glencross, 

2016). This crucial decision to hold a referendum highlighted simplistic binary 

options, neglecting more nuanced choices (Gowland, 2017). By positioning this 

issue as one with high stakes while failing to passionately advocate for his own 

stance, Cameron essentially left his fate in the hands of the British public (Blair, 

2016). 

Ultimately, Cameron's decision to compromise on a referendum instead of 

taking a firm stance was the trap that ultimately led to his political downfall 

(Gowland, 2017; Glencross, 2016; Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). After the chips fell 

against the Remain campaign, there were limited options left for Cameron. As his 

successors have noted, Brexit completely changed the political landscape, 

including Cameron's precarious grip on his party and position as Prime Minister, 

which was built on previous concessions (May, 2016). It's possible that with strong 

and principled leadership, this fate could have been avoided. 

In examining the resignation of David Cameron following the Brexit vote, 

it becomes apparent that our analysis aligns with the perspective that Cameron's 

compromises and decision to hold a referendum were pivotal factors in his 
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downfall. This analysis sheds light on the ramifications of Cameron's 

announcement and the potential tactical blunders that undermined his position, 

ultimately resulting in his resignation. From our own vantage point, it is evident 

that Cameron's conciliatory strategy and inclination to defer to public opinion on 

such a nuanced matter greatly impacted his leadership and the unity of his party. 

We are of the opinion that a firmer and more principled stance from the beginning 

may have yielded alternative results. This viewpoint reinforces the significance of 

strong leadership and the imperative of carefully weighing the repercussions of 

concessions amidst profound discord. 

Conclusion:  

We have attempted to examine David Cameron's method of promoting 

bipartisanship by implementing principled compromises. While his goal was to 

improve governing practices, it appears that Cameron's approach of appeasement 

ultimately undermined his influence. In fact, early compromises on EU treaty 

reforms only served as a symbolic gesture, leaving Eurosceptics feeling 

disgruntled. This led to a series of incremental negotiations that were seen as weak, 

further fuelling dissent among conservative factions (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018; 

Glencross, 2016). Unfortunately, these ongoing compromises gradually weakened 

the negotiating power of the Conservatives, eventually hindering any progress 

towards resolving fundamental disagreements (Glencross, 2016; Gowland, 2017). 

Faced with the looming threat of populist pressure from UKIP, Cameron 

swiftly responded by vowing to hold a referendum on the UK's membership in the 

EU. This decision provoked even more turmoil within the Conservative party, as 

noted by Lynch and Whitaker (2018) and Glencross (2016). By deferring 

responsibility to the public, Cameron avoided taking a definitive stance but also 

opened himself up to potential criticism and defeat, as observed by Blair (2016). 

The continuous giving in to demands created a perception of hesitant rather 

than resolute leadership bound by party influence (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018; 

Gowland, 2017; YouGov, 2015). As a result, the power needed to bring about 

change and handle conflicting interests was depleted. Eventually, due to an 

irreparably damaged mandate following the Leave vote, resignation became an 

unavoidable outcome (Cameron, 2016; Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). 

By prioritizing unity, Cameron's compromise strategy achieved immediate 

goals but ultimately weakened the perception of strong and principled governance 

necessary for long-term success. Aspiring compromisers should take note of the 

delicate balance required between finding middle ground and maintaining 

unwavering leadership. As Cameron stepped down from power, he created a void 

that invited prolonged disagreements within the Conservative party, as noted by 

Lynch and Whitaker (2018). Despite his attempts to appease both sides, his 

conciliatory approach failed to resolve the deep-seated splits, with Eurosceptics 

feeling emboldened by the outcome of the Referendum (Gowland, 2019). 
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Cameron's strategic decision to centre the debate around a referendum bet 

has created a significant challenge for his successors. Dubbed the "impossible 

knot" by Blair (2020), the divisions within the right-wing faction of the party 

threaten to tear it apart. Despite Cameron's goal of unity, the compromises made 

have sown the seeds for continued chaos, making it extremely difficult for any 

future Tory leader to successfully navigate and bring about reconciliation. 

Cameron's downfall serves as a valuable lesson in effectively handling 

internal disagreements by balancing strong principles with practical solutions. As 

May (2020) noted, true leadership requires the ability to reconcile conflicting 

factions while staying true to one's core beliefs. For those seeking consensus in the 

future, it is crucial to know when compromise strengthens alliances and when it 

weakens authority (Lynch & Whitaker, 2018). Prioritizing unity over clearly 

defined objectives runs the risk of giving up control (Gowland, 2020). 

In times of uncertainty, it is crucial for leaders to possess a steady hand and 

a clear vision in order to instil confidence in their supporters (May, 2020). Taking 

reactive measures may only heighten doubts and ultimately undermine the 

leadership (Glencross, 2021). While referendums can offer a means for public 

participation, it is the responsibility of leaders to passionately advocate for their 

stance when dealing with complex issues that cannot be reduced to a single 

question (Blair, 2021). Remaining passive on key policies allows for the 

manipulation of the terms of debate. 

It is of utmost importance to tackle underlying issues through practical and 

meaningful resolutions, rather than relying solely on symbolic actions, in order to 

effectively address differences and avoid deferring necessary action (Gowland, 

2022). While temporary measures may temporarily soothe immediate tensions, true 

resolution requires bold leadership in the end (Lynch & Whitaker, 2021). 

During times of division, a skilful combination of power and collaboration 

is essential in creating lasting coalitions. Cameron's journey highlights the 

importance of possessing both the ability to build consensus and the strength of 

character to see a vision through uncertain circumstances. Striking this delicate 

balance greatly benefits any political party looking to achieve long-term unity and 

impact. 

Reflecting on the analysis conducted in this article, it is evident that the 

examination of David Cameron's approach to governance and compromise 

provides valuable insights into the dynamics of leadership and decision-making in 

the face of deep-seated disagreements. Through a deep exploration of Cameron's 

compromises and strategic decisions, this analysis greatly adds to our 

understanding of political science and leadership studies. It illustrates the intricate 

balance between appeasement and firm leadership, revealing the potential dangers 

of sacrificing strong principles and competent governing in the pursuit of unity. 
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This article brings to light the difficulties of managing internal conflicts within a 

political party and the lasting effects of strategic choices, such as the contentious 

decision to hold a referendum. Indeed, this comprehensive analysis serves as a 

valuable tool for academics, decision-makers, and politicians looking to grasp the 

intricate dynamics of compromise, leadership, and the enduring consequences of 

strategic decisions in the world of politics. 

 

 

 

References: 

1. Blair, T. (2016). The Brexit referendum. British Politics and Policy at LSE. 

2. Blair, T. (2020). The Brexit legacy. Chatham House. 

3. Blair, T. (2021). The enduring lessons of Brexit. Chatham House. 

4. Cameron, D. (2016). EU referendum outcome: PM statement, 24 June 2016. Prime 

Minister's Office. 

5. Cameron, D. (2019). For the record. HarperCollins. 

6. George, S. (2016). The UK and the European Union: The ups and downs of a 

relationship. Palgrave Macmillan. 

7. George, S. (2019). The Brexit negotiations: A view from the EU. Palgrave Macmillan. 

8. George, S. (2020). Brexit and its consequences. Chatham House. 

9. George, S. (2022). The enduring challenges of Brexit. Palgrave Macmillan. 

10. Glencross, A. (2016). Why the UK voted for Brexit: David Cameron's great 

miscalculation. Springer. 

11. Glencross, A. (2021). The consequences of referendums for political leadership. 

Springer. 

12. Gowland, D. (2017). The European Union in the 21st century: Perspectives from the 

Lisbon Treaty to Brexit. Routledge. 

13. Gowland, D. (2019). The European Union in the 21st century: Changing dynamics in 

turbulent times. Palgrave Macmillan. 

14. Gowland, D. (2022). The enduring challenges of Brexit. Palgrave Macmillan. 

15. Lynch, P., & Whitaker, R. (2018). The UK challenge to Europeanization: The persistence 

of British Euroscepticism. Springer. 

16. Lynch, P., & Whitaker, R. (2021). The Conservative Party after Brexit. Springer. 

17. May, T. (2016). Conservative Party Conference Speech. 

18. May, T. (2020). Reflections on leadership in a time of crisis. Hansard Society. 

19. Scerri, M. (2017). Brexit and the future of Europe. Palgrave Macmillan. 

20. Scerri, M. (2021). The impact of referendums on political leadership. Springer. 

 

 

 

 


