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As a rule it’s best to regard nations as exceptional. Bernie Sanders does not herald anything for 

Jeremy Corbyn. Donald Trump and Syriza can learn nothing from each other. There is, however, 

one exception to national exceptionalism. The most powerful political idea of our age is that 

politics is working for an out-of-touch elite but not for the people. This corrosive idea, which is 

neither wholly true nor entirely fictitious, is the principal danger to Britain’s membership of the 

European Union. 

Some part of the case is merely banal. Representative democracies require governing elites and 

can scarcely avoid producing them. If we are to be governed by an elite then better a liberal than 

an illiberal one. The accusation that the political elite is out of touch with the electorate is simply 

wrong. I would not be surprised to find doctors, electricians or landscape gardeners were out of 

touch with the electorate. The public is out of touch with itself. Politicians, though, devote half 

their lives to working out what the public think. Indeed, they do so much of it we lambast them 

for having no opinions of their own. 

Indeed, it is precisely when politicians pander to what people say they want that our leaders 

make indefensible decisions for political reasons. The governments from 2010 to 2020 will be 

seen by history as having avoided difficult questions about the long-term affordability of the 

NHS and the granting of welfare entitlements to wealthy pensioners. Aware that withdrawing 

either of these funding streams would bring forward volleys of accusations of being “out of 

touch”, it is hard to blame the Conservatives for exempting pensioners from austerity. It worked 

too. Voters under 45 chose a Labour government last year; the over-45s overwhelmingly voted 

Tory. Some other generation, some other day, can pay the bill. 

None of which is to say that anti-political sentiment is stupid. Rather, it is a surrogate for other 

events and a compound cry of anguish. The dissatisfaction with democracy is what the Marxists 

call an epiphenomenon. It is rooted in the industrial decline of Britain and the rapid 

disappearance of the skilled manual work that, for my father’s generation, provided household 

income and self-worth. In those very same places, the once-industrial towns of England, the 

promise of globalisation has rung hollow. Immigration and open trade are clearly beneficial, in 

the aggregate, to the nation, but nobody lives in the aggregate.  

The best philosopher of English conservatism, Michael Oakeshott, once pointed out that change 

almost always presents itself as loss. This is how it feels to many people in this country. The 

political expression of that sentiment is a howl at the system and a brief call to a tin-pot 

demagogue such as Nigel Farage or Donald Trump or a promise-laden naif such as Jeremy 

Corbyn or Bernie Sanders. 

It is too easy for these fringe characters to stand apart from the established politicians who, as the 

cliché confirms, “are all the same”. Labour are Tory-lite and Tories are Blair mimics. But there 
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is some truth in this observation. As Michael Caine so profoundly put it in The Times last week, 

“once you’re left of Blair or right of Cameron I don’t trust you”.  

The crucial point here is that millions of British people are, indeed, either left of Blair or right of 

Cameron but the government isn’t. The quest for victory in electoral politics tends to favour the 

bland. The largest number of votes can be harvested in Sir Michael’s narrow domain so, until we 

change the electoral system, professional politicians will concentrate on it. They will look and 

sound a bit like each other because they win when they do and they lose when they don’t. 

However, in order to satisfy our demand that the parties differentiate themselves, they do so 

rhetorically. A large part of the dissatisfaction that affects every once-popular politician is the set 

of poetic claims they make while running for office. Tony Blair and Barack Obama were both 

haunted by the implicit promises they made in opposition. Generating a sense of hope is vital to 

victory but fatal to governing. Nobody can specify what they wanted from you but they know 

you haven’t provided it. 

Which is one possible verdict on David Cameron’s renegotiation of Britain’s position in the EU. 

Proclaiming the deal, even though somewhere en route to Brussels he abandoned the pledge to 

repatriate specific powers, the prime minister claimed that he had placed the power “back in our 

hands”. That is true only in the sense that power will now, probably on June 23, pass into the 

hands of the people, in a referendum.  

Of course nobody outside the political class will cast a vote on the deal, which is a total 

irrelevance to the lives of almost everyone in Britain. Woe betide the next person who tries to 

persuade me that this is a national emergency rather than a game of elite politics within the Tory 

party. Now that the tedious, fake prelude is over, let us get on with the In-Out referendum that 

this was always going to be. 

The danger for those of us who hope, and think, that Britain will vote for the status quo is not 

that there is a revolt against the deal, which will disappear more efficiently than Lord Lucan, but 

a revolt of the people against the elite. This referendum will not catch fire like it did in Scotland. 

The Scottish referendum was a fierce battle of identity. As Mr Cameron said in his Bloomberg 

speech in 2013 there is no European demos.  

Both sides will pretend the debate pertains to who we are as a people but, as Keir Hardie once 

said, “the British are a practical people, not given to blowing bubbles”. The building is not 

burning, at least not the wing of it that we inhabit. There is no reason to get too exercised and, if 

you can ignore the participants in the campaign, nobody will. 

The conditions, though, are gathering for the possibility of a debate that is not In versus Out but 

Us versus Them. In a more deferential age, the electorate would have taken the guidance of most 

of the cabinet, the bulk of the opposition and the greater part of organised business. These days, 

it could work the other way round. If they, the establishment, are all in it together, then it must be 

a conspiracy against the ordinary people. If Boris Johnson wants to stay In the best thing he 

could do now is to declare for Out. 



 


