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Populism—the political appeal made by, or on behalf of, ‘ordinary citizens’ against

political elites—swept across Europe after the Great Recession. Globalization, an exodus of

youth from rural areas, and loss of traditional manufacturing jobs economically and socially

displaced communities across the continent.1 Concurrently, European governments implemented

broad austerity measures that reduced government program success in the name of economic

growth. Alongside rising waves of internal and external migration, these factors granted a

modern group of far-right political parties more electoral success in national and European

Parliamentary elections compared to recent decades.2 This phenomenon is most visible in the

United Kingdom, where the Brexit movement, referendum, and recent withdrawal from the

European Union demonstrated the great influence that populist movements have on a country’s

politics and policies.

The Brexit movement took root within the Conservative Party, and after a period of

infighting, its disciples have come to dominate both the Party in Parliament and the Party’s

electorate. Where David Cameron’s premiership promoted austerity and social liberalism—his

2 Daphne Halikiopoulou and Sofia Vasilopoulou, “Support for the Far Right in the 2014 European Parliament
Elections: A Comparative Perspective,” The Political Quarterly 85, no. 3 (October 28, 2014): 285–88,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923x.12102.

1 Alina Polyakova and Anton Shekhovtsov, “ON THE RISE: Europe’s Fringe Right,” World Affairs 179, no. 1
(2016): 70-80, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26369498.

https://journals.library.cornell.edu/index.php/ciar/article/view/619
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party led the charge for same-sex marriage legalization less than a decade ago—Boris Johnson’s

Government has shifted. So far, Johnson has focused on implementing policies from the

neglected mid-twentieth-century tradition of “One-Nation Conservatism”: The paternalistic

Conservative ethos that the government has a duty to provide a good life—thus ensuring the

provision and longevity of the British way of life. At the same time, Johnson’s government is

more socially conservative, moving to implement a points-based immigration system.3 On the

part of the electorate, a similar shift has occurred: While Conservatives abandoned their hold on

most urban areas, they have ubiquitously penetrated the Labour Party’s “Red Wall” in the

English North significantly by promising to “Get Brexit Done”. This vowed to ensure the North

its traditional heartland status, and by running non-elite, local candidates who promised to ‘shake

up’ London-centric politics.

With all of this in mind, I sought to shed more light on how these changes play out.

Scholarship has explored populism at length—including European populism—but has not yet

provided detailed accounts on how a populist movement co-opts an existing political order, as

these ideas co-opted the Conservative Party in the United Kingdom. In my research project, I

asked the following question: Why has the Conservative Party changed so markedly in the years

following the Brexit referendum, and what explains the Party’s rhetorical and general policy

changes as well as its factional shifts?

I placed my research within an ongoing scholarly debate on the causes of modern

populism. One school of thought views voters as “demanders” of populism that set the agenda

for what populist leaders will discuss, while another school of thought views parties and elites as

3 Jessica Elgot, “Boris Johnson Vows Push on Immigration Points System,” The Guardian, June 26, 2019,
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/jun/27/boris-johnson-vows-push-on-immigration-points-system.

Also see the “English Channel migrant crossings” that have taken place since 2018, especially from Calais, France.
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the key “suppliers.”4 However, a new school of thought, which I call the ‘Third Way’ approach,

looks more directly at the relationships between voters and politicians.5 Building on these

scholars’ work, I designed a study focusing its attention on what I call ‘Party Actors’: The

Parliamentary or party staffers, youth group members, and local Councilors that sit in the middle

of the Party and the electorate. I used a semi-structured, qualitative approach towards my fifteen

interviewees, and conducted a thematic analysis on their answers.

The first of my two key findings was a feedback loop between the English working class

and the Conservative Party: As the Conservative Party became dominated by ‘anti-elite rhetoric’,

it fled increasingly left-wing urban areas towards rural, formerly Labour strongholds in the

English North that experienced a lack of ‘acknowledgement’ from elites. Workers who felt that

globalization and London-centrism was harming their way of life highly preferred to vote for

‘people like them’ instead of urban elites. The new class of Members of Parliament, with its

empowered majority, claims the mandate to represent these voters and promises to ensure their

best interest: Northern renewal, local healthcare, restricted immigration, and more police officers

to protect them. All-in-all, there has been a “decoupling of political authorities and citizens” in

the lead-up to Brexit, continued between Conservative Party’s political authorities and its voters

until the 2019 election.6 The resulting political realignment has placed the Conservative Party in

6 Scott Blinder and William Allen, "UK Public Opinion Toward Immigration: Overall Attitudes and Level Of
Concern," The Migration Observatory 28 (2016): 438.

5 For a sampling of scholarship on the “Third Way” school of thought, see: Lubbers and Scheepers (2002), Mete
(2010), Golder (2016), and Vines and Marsh (2018).

4 For a sampling of scholarship on the former, “Demand Influences Supply” school of thought, see: Scheuch and
Klingemann (1967), Post (2004), Bekhuis et al. (2013), Ünver (2016), Umbrasas (2017), Karakas and Mitra (2017),
Rodrik (2018), de Búrca (2018), and Vasilopoulos et al. (2019).

For a sampling of the latter, “Supply Influences Demand” school of thought, see: Mair (2006), Mudde (2010), van
Spanje (2010), and Mondon (2015).
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its most advantageous electoral position in decades and realigned the core ideological tenets

within the party.

My second finding was what my interviewees and I called a “libertarian-authoritarian

dichotomy.” Without morally loading the terms, a ‘libertarian Conservative’ was described as

someone who supports an increasingly small role for the government in the economy and

people’s social lives, while an ‘authoritarian Conservative’ is increasingly willing to intervene in

economic or social affairs, such as by expanding the NHS, while restricting immigration. Most

libertarian Conservatives in Parliament sought to remain in the European Union: Today, they

have either resigned, or gone silent as Johnson chose his cabinet from the ‘Get Brexit Done’

loyalists of the 2019 Parliamentary election campaign. Voters viewed authoritarian Conservatives

as people who could ‘lead Britain better than the EU could,’ though interviewees also noted that

their new electorate considered Johnson’s Conservative Party to represent them better than the

London-based ‘Etonians’ or alumni from ‘Oxbridge’.7

This research explicates the burst of populism seen across Europe and helps explain the

post-Brexit political realignment in the U.K. Future research should focus on applying the Third

Way approach and ‘libertarian-authoritarian dichotomy’ cross-nationally, whether by looking at

Brazil’s Bolsonaro, France’s National Rally Party, Mexico’s MORENA, or the United States’

Donald Trump.

Policy makers interested in “inoculating” their populations against populism might also

consider implementing economic and social policies preventing the grievances that lead to the

‘Worker-Party feedback loop’ that this research describes—preventing the decoupling of citizens

from political authorities as seen in the United Kingdom. Such policies might rigorously

7 Eton is an elite British boarding school from which many affluent young students get their start before
matriculating at ‘Oxbridge’: Either Oxford University or Cambridge University.
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re-invest in opportunities for communities and regions that have been ‘left behind’ by

globalization; lawmakers should also consider combating regional and individual income

inequality. Doing so may ensure that their country’s citizens feel that they can achieve a high

quality of life without having to leave their homes or communities, and may generate feelings of

respect from national leaders.

Finally, on the supranational level, anti-European Union populism seems to arise when

stagnant wages, high unemployment, underdeveloped infrastructure, and perceived erosion of

culture can be blamed on “elites”—especially when these elites are of a different national origin.

To the extent that austerity policies provoke these conditions, these policies must be either

avoided or mitigated by all national governments and political parties that are concerned with a

political turn against democratic norms. Finally, in the medium to long-term, policymakers

within the European Union can adapt to Euroscepticism through further democratizing reforms

that empower the European Parliament and engage in deeper MEP constituent services, bringing

Europe to the local level. By recognizing constituencies on a more local basis, the ‘European

Union’ can come to be seen not as synonymous with “elite”, but as a “protector of Europe” that

fits more comfortably within countries’ national self-identities.
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