
As David Cameron faces pressure from the 
right wing of his own party to stand up 
for core Conservative values and assert his 
authority over Nick Clegg, Ian Richards 
looks at the causes of Tory frustration and 
the form it is taking

In a public sign of backbench frustration the feisty 
MP, Nadine Dorries, used her opportunity at PMQs 
on 7 September to ask the question, ‘Does the prime 

minister think it is about time he told the deputy  
prime minister who is the boss?’

Who is the boss?
There is a widespread feeling on the Conservative 
backbenches, and in the Tory press, that Cameron has 
been too willing to give ground to the Lib Dems on 
significant areas of policy. From the NHS reform ‘pause’ 
in the spring through to recent changes on elected 
police commissioners and abortion, there is growing 
frustration with the prime minister. It is not merely 
that the Lib Dems appear to have undue influence 
over coalition policy (they have only 8% of MPs in the 
Commons), but that many traditional Tory concerns 
are not being pursued for fear of upsetting Cameron’s 
partners in government.

Much of this grumbling is not new. Cameron’s 
‘decontamination’ of the party post 2005 has left many 
Tories feeling uncomfortable. However, three factors 
since 2010 have exacerbated matters:
•	 Cameron’s failure to win an outright majority at the 

2010 election left many MPs and activists aggrieved. 

Some MPs still feel bitter about this electoral ‘own-
goal’.

•	 Many Tory MPs resent the fact that close to half 
of the 57 Lib Dem MPs hold ministerial positions 
(including five in the cabinet). They question the 
apparent influence of Nick Clegg over government 
policy and the fact that many important decisions 
are taken by the QUAD (the quartet of Cameron, 
Clegg, Osborne and Alexander — two Tories and 
two Lib Dems). 

•	 Most important, the Tory right feels that in recent 
months the Lib Dems have won too many significant 
policy concessions (for instance, on NHS reform) 
and have thwarted policies close to the hearts of the 
Tory right (such as measures on abortion, elected 
police commissioners and the 50p tax rate).

In mid-September 100 Tory backbench MPs met in 
Portcullis House to create a new Eurosceptic group to 
lobby the government to adopt a more aggressively anti-
EU position. Though Tory anger is directed primarily at 
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the Lib Dems, the prime minister is being blamed for 
not standing up to his junior coalition partner. 

Rebellious MPs
Backbench dissent among government MPs is running 
at a historically high level — with a rebellion in almost 
one in every two Commons votes. The rate of rebellion 
for Conservative MPs alone is higher than in any first 
session since the war (Figure 1).

Activity
Fill in Table 1, which outlines areas where there 
has been recent tension between David Cameron 
and elements within the Conservative Party.

Table 1 What are the issues?

Area of tension Explanation
Europe

NHS reform

50p tax rate

Abortion

High speed rail

Planning regulations

Weblinks to follow up
BBC item about the new Eurosceptic Tory group: 
http://tinyurl.com/6g3qvk5 
Frustration on the Tory benches:  
http://tinyurl.com/3hvg5cj 
Tory rebels: http://tinyurl.com/3u4avl4 
Piece suggesting that trust in Cameron should  
be high among backbenchers, but isn’t:  
http://tinyurl.com/69ynpa8 

What Cameron wants?
There is an intriguing theory among some commen-
tators, such Telegraph journalist Daniel Knowles, that 
it suits Cameron to blame the Lib Dems for obstruct-
ing Tory policy since it allows him to avoid pursuing 
right wing policies he secretly opposes anyway. Con-
servative tensions may ultimately reflect David Camer-
on’s unease with his own party, as much as the policy 
demands of the Lib Dems.
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