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Britain, Britishness, and exceptionalism within the rhetoric of David Cameron 
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Abstract 

In his rhetoric on Britain and Britishness, David Cameron sets out a vision of the nation and its 

national story built upon the premise of exceptionalism. I argue this was challenging to reconcile 

with continued EU membership. His efforts to rhetorically define the nation and his ethos 

subsequently came to undermine his stewardship of the Remain campaign and Britain’s EU 

membership. In this article, I analyse Cameron’s party conference rhetoric on Britain and Britishness 

between 2006 and 2015 using the framework of Rhetorical Political Analysis. I argue that Cameron 

styles the nation as in possession of an exceptional history, spirit, and set of values. The British 

people are said to be uniquely principled, generous, and tolerant, with an uncommon aptitude for 

leadership. Additionally, the country is framed as having an exceptional past, present, and future. His 

conception of Britishness, built upon the myth of exceptionalism, jars with continued membership of 

the EU due to contrasting values, and along with his Eurosceptic credentials, ultimately left a weak 

foundation for the Remain campaign in 2016.  

Keywords Britain, Britishness, exceptionalism, British political speech, rhetorical political analysis, 

David Cameron 

 

While David Cameron’s political legacy is today defined by Europe and his decision to “gamble” 

Britain’s EU membership (see Smith, 2018; Heppell, 2020, Chapter 1), he initially sought to distance 

his party from the issue. In 2006, in his first leader’s speech at conference, he famously decreed that 

the Conservatives had been “having a different conversation” from the electorate and needed to 
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stop “banging on about Europe” (Cameron, 2006).2 For a while the Conservatives did stop talking 

about Europe, though the issue of Europe ultimately came back to bite Cameron, and led to the 

Bloomberg speech in 2013. In the absence of the “European ‘other’” (Atkins, 2016, p.612), 

Cameron’s rhetoric focused on the self: Britain and Britishness were in, while Europe was seemingly 

out, with limited discussion of the EU, at least pre-Bloomberg. The centrality of Britain and 

Britishness within his rhetoric raises some important questions. First, which values did Cameron 

argue were emblematic of Britain and Britishness? Second, what, if any, role did the myth of 

exceptionalism play in Cameron’s leader’s speeches? And finally, did his rhetoric on Britishness 

matter when it came to the 2016 referendum? 

In this article, I build upon existing scholarship on Cameron’s tenure as party leader and his rhetoric. 

In doing so, I focus on a specific type of rhetoric, the leader’s speech, delivered annually at party 

conference. I argue that the time is right for a reappraisal, with sufficient distance now realised from 

Cameron’s premiership. The rationale for this rhetorical analysis stems from the significant impact 

his understanding of, and rhetoric on, Britishness may have had prior to the EU referendum. The 

capacity for politicians, particularly Prime Ministers, to rhetorically define the nation is illustrated 

elsewhere (Toye, 2011, p.187; also Atkins, 2015a, p.159 on comparable efforts by an opposition 

leader), supporting the focus here. In the analysis that follows, I argue that the exceptional trappings 

of Cameron’s Britishness compromised his stewardship of the Remain campaign and Britain’s EU 

membership. His efforts to construe Britain as an exceptional nation further encouraged the country 

along a Eurosceptic path, during a perilous time for its membership, which led to inevitable conflict 

with – and ultimately withdrawal from – the EU. It was not, in fact, possible for Britain to be both 

exceptional and a member of the EU, due to the incompatibility of the two positions.  

 
2 On Cameron’s party modernisation see (Bale, 2008; Bale, 2010; Dommett, 2015; Hayton, 2010; Hayton, 2015, 
Heppell, 2020) 
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Here, I offer the first analysis of a corpus consisting of all of Cameron’s conference speeches using 

the framework of Rhetorical Political Analysis (RPA). Moreover, a focus on the Prime Minister’s 

rhetorical power to construe the nation (Toye, 2011) and delineate its character3, represents a 

further contribution. Additionally, I also endeavour to shed light on Cameron’s efforts to cultivate his 

ethos at conference, contributing to existing analyses (Atkins and Finlayson, 2013; Bale, 2016; 

Finlayson, 2014). I go onto explore the role that the myth of British exceptionalism plays within his 

speeches, further building on research by Atkins (2016) and Finlayson (2018).  

In what follows, I draw on the RPA toolkit to reveal the types of rhetorical appeal employed, and the 

genre of rhetoric used. First, I begin with a review of existing research on Cameron’s conception of 

Britain and Britishness, before outlining RPA’s core tenets and the justification for the dataset I use. I 

then explore values and attributes that Cameron associates with Britain and Britishness. Here, I 

demonstrate that he considers generosity, tolerance, openness, and integrity to be uniquely British 

values. Next, I detail how Cameron cultivates a patriotic ethos, before suggesting it serves to bolster 

the sincerity of his domestic policy choices and to forge an image as a diplomatic warrior in Europe. I 

then analyse the nuanced roles the myth of exceptionalism, which manifests in extraordinary and 

everyday guises, plays in his oratory. In the article, I ultimately argue that the use of exceptionalism 

within Cameron’s Britishness matters as it gave rise to a conception antithetical to continued EU 

membership.   

Existing findings 

The academic literature on Britishness is united by an acknowledgment of the pervasive role of 

exceptionalism. This scholarship finds that exceptionalism “lurks” deep in the depths of the British 

national psyche (Marquand, 2007, p.16) underpinning competing visions of the nation and national 

story voiced by its political leaders (see Finlayson, 2018; Atkins, 2016; Atkins, 2021). Of particular 

relevance is the work of Finlayson (2018) and Atkins (2016). Atkins’ (2016) study contrasts Gordon 

 
3 See Taylor (2015) for an analysis of historical efforts by a Conservative Prime Minister to define Britain.  
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Brown and David Cameron’s rhetoric on Britishness through their use of the myth of Magna Carta. 

Magna Carta, a charter agreed between a number of barons and the monarchy in 1215, today 

“symbolise[s] the rule of law and its guarantee of individual freedom” (Atkins, 2016, p.603). Atkins 

finds that Cameron “mythologises Magna Carta as the source of liberty, democracy, justice and the 

rule of law” – values central to his conception of Britishness (ibid, p.613). Efforts to make links 

between these values and other cultural symbols (like the British flag and fish and chips) and 

institutions (Parliament, a free press) sees Cameron attempt to embed his vision in the everyday to 

strengthen “his audience’s sense of national identity” (ibid). Crucially, the myth serves to underpin 

Cameron’s exceptionalist conception of Britishness, which is markedly framed in opposition to 

Europe and its legal regime (ibid, p.614).  

Similarly, Finlayson (2018) argues Cameron delineates his conception of Britishness in opposition to 

the EU within his Bloomberg speech, where he pledged to seek EU reform and hold a referendum on 

continued membership (see Smith, 2018, pp.1–2). The values of openness and independence are 

said to define Britain, in contrast to those defining the EU (Finlayson, 2018, p.72). The naturalness of 

Britain’s independent mindedness and hard-headedness are stressed through references to its 

physical geography, specifically its character as an island nation (ibid, p.71). Moreover, Cameron 

frames Britishness as possessing a “fixed nature”, which cannot be changed, meaning it is the EU 

that needs to adapt and bend to its will (ibid, p.73). References to Britain’s special historical role 

within (and contribution to) Europe in Cameron’s speech (ibid, pp.71–72), sees Finlayson allude to 

the importance of exceptionalism to Cameron’s Britishness, in common with Atkins. While existing 

scholarship reveals that exceptionalism is a recurring motif of Cameron’s Britishness, it fails to reflect 

extensively on its implications for the EU membership referendum.  

The RPA framework 

The conceptual tools of RPA will underpin the subsequent analysis (see Finlayson, 2007; Martin, 

2014; Atkins and Finlayson, 2013). RPA has an inherent focus on argumentation in political speech, 
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specifically the claims made by actors and the way they are made in an effort to persuade (Atkins 

and Finlayson, 2013, p.162). The study of rhetoric entails delving into political communications and 

the specific “forms of argument and reasoning” they contain (Finlayson, 2007, p.553). Analyses 

utilising RPA have addressed the Coalition government (Atkins, 2018; Crines, 2013), oratory of 

Conservative leaders (Hayton and Roe-Crines, 2015), and the rhetorical aspects of British politics and 

society (Atkins et al., 2014), cementing its utility as an approach for the study of British Politics.  

Drawing on classical rhetorical scholarship, particularly the work of Aristotle, a focus on the “proofs” 

or “appeals” employed by speakers seeking to persuade represents an overriding concern for RPA 

(Atkins and Finlayson, 2013, p.162). Aristotle outlines three modes of persuasion, based upon the 

speaker’s “personal character” (ethos), the audience’s mindset (pathos), or a “truth or an apparent 

truth” (logos) within a speech (2012, p.9). It is worth noting that different modes of persuasion are 

used in conjunction and combinations of these may operate at any time (Crines, 2013, p.210). The 

appeal to ethos is centred on the speaker’s character, such as their honesty (Finlayson, 2007, p.558). 

On the other hand, logos, is predicated on claims of logic and rationality, with a course of action 

presented as logical given the situation. For Martin, logos entails “leading the audience through 

certain logical steps so as to reach a specific conclusion” (2014, p.58). Finally, pathos is manifest in 

approaches to the “emotions and feelings within an audience” (Finlayson and Martin, 2014, p.7). 

Pathos can seek to move the audience in multiple ways: “to joy, anger, pity or indignation” 

(Finlayson, 2014, p.433). 

Finlayson suggests the genre of rhetoric used constitutes a further concern for RPA, as it can reveal 

“the characterisation of particular instances of rhetoric” (2007, p.556). Classical rhetoricians 

identified three genres: epideictic, forensic and deliberative (Finlayson, 2012, p.13). Each genre lends 

itself to different audiences, where it is particularly effective in terms of persuasion (Martin, 2015, 

p.29) and each is oriented towards a different time, for different purposes. Epideictic speech is 

centred on the present, encompassing rhetoric seeking to praise or to blame (Martin, 2014, p.52). 
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Forensic speech is focused on the past, seeking to uncover what happened in a particular instance 

(ibid, p.53). Finally, deliberative speech is focused on the future – on the anticipated results of a 

course of action or policy (Crines and Heppell, 2017, p.235). In this analysis, I apply the appeals 

framework to the Cameron conference speech corpus to analyse the claims made, the grounds they 

were founded upon, and the ethos he sought to create. I also use the genre framework to highlight 

genre conformity, particularly epideictic, as leader’s speeches are “primarily ‘epideictic’ in nature” 

(Atkins and Finlayson, 2016, p.169). Collectively, these tools help to determine the way an orator 

constructs their argument, the style used, and the frequency of such techniques (Crines and Heppell, 

2017, p.236). Additionally, the development of an “identity or persona”, constructed by speakers as 

an aspect of their claims to ethos (Finlayson, 2018, p.67), is revealed through rhetorical analysis.  

Data 

For this analysis, copies of conference speeches were obtained from the speech archive at the 

britishpoliticalspeech website.4 Next, I completed close readings of each speech, drawing upon the 

appeals and genre frameworks, plus classical rhetorical techniques, to conduct the rhetorical 

appraisal. Textual copies were analysed rather than audio-visual versions as they allow for easier and 

more efficient analysis by enabling searches for key words and the location of different topics. In 

total, the speech corpus consists of eleven speeches delivered between 2006 and 2015 - with two 

speeches delivered in 2006 after Cameron was elected leader. 

The analytical utility of party conference speeches, in particular leaders’ speeches, has been noted 

elsewhere (Kavanagh, 1996; Finlayson and Martin, 2008; Crines and Heppell, 2017).5 Faucher-King 

suggests the level of media interest the leader’s speech receives makes it “a crucial occasion” (2005, 

p.81). Moreover, Finlayson and Martin also highlight their analytical value, arguing they are “a rich 

site” (2008, p.454) for analysis. The leader’s speech allows us to comprehend the thoughts and 

 
4 Available at: http://www.britishpoliticalspeech.org/speech-archive.htm 
5 See Faucher-King (2005, Chapter 4) for a useful synopsis on the leader’s speech. 
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beliefs of the leader (and their team) - it is a “snapshot of ideology in action” (ibid, p.449). They also 

represent a “potent vehicle” for the delivery of messaging to the public and the party (Pettitt, 2012, 

p.113). Their recurring nature means they serve as “fixed points”, which can be used to chart 

rhetorical change (Crines and Heppell, 2017, p.234). Moreover, conference speeches also serve 

ritualistic and performative functions. Faucher-King suggests they can help ease a leader’s concerns 

over “their position and role” (2005, p.85) and consequently reaffirm it. Additionally, they provide an 

opportunity to “inspire” party activists and also offer a chance to “connect” with party elites (Crines 

and Heppell, 2017, p.234). Moreover, the speeches themselves are linked to emotion and are “about 

amplifying and articulating the feelings of an audience” (Atkins and Finlayson, 2016, p.169).  

The exclusive focus on this speech type is justified as they represent an excellent opportunity to get 

to know a leader. The length and format, in which the orator has time to speak at length – 

uninterrupted, with a friendly audience – means they represent a useful vehicle to endeavour to 

understand them.6 The occasion provides leaders with freedom to speak about a range of topics 

including themselves, their family, background, and motivation, which sets them apart and can 

provide a gateway into who they are. Or, rather, the type of person they want to be seen to be.  

Moreover, the leader’s speech also provides a space for reflection, providing insights into the 

leadership’s audit.7 Additionally, the fact they are delivered at conference can also encourage 

openness (e.g. Cameron, 2012 where he discusses his father). Conference speeches also serve as 

snapshots of political history and therefore constitute a valuable contextual resource through the 

inclusion of supplementary contextual information (e.g. Cameron, 2008 on the Gurkha justice 

campaign). Overall, context is critical for RPA, with its importance stemming from its conception of 

rhetoric as “a situated practice of argumentation” (Martin, 2014, p.9). Price-Thomas and Turnbull 

suggest this means rhetoric “must be linked to the context of a specific time and space, and 

 
6 Though this friendliness is to an extent artificially guaranteed (see Faucher-King, 2005, p.86) 
7 For example, while in opposition Cameron frequently recounted the Conservatives successes in a particular 
year within his leader’s speech, naming specific local election victories (e.g. Cameron, 2006) 
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contributes to this context in return” (2018, p.212). Paying sufficient attention to context results in a 

focus on the circumstances giving rise to a speech and the speaker’s endeavours to frame their 

response.  

Furthermore, the importance of the Prime Minister as a rhetorical actor has been established. Grube 

highlights the importance of prime ministerial rhetoric “as an act that is a vital part of the policy 

process” (2012, p.570). Additionally, Toye (2011) stresses the utility of rhetoric as a “weapon” in the 

prime ministerial arsenal. Toye reveals the importance of the “rhetorical premiership” – the power 

of premiers to rhetorically present themselves and their vision. He argues that rhetoric allows 

leaders to imagine the nation, position themselves as best placed to lead it, and appear as “national 

leaders” that transcend their party (ibid, pp.186–187). This is in addition to serving vital agenda 

setting and tone influencing functions (ibid, pp.188–189). Toye’s analysis reveals the variety and 

depth of the Prime Minister’s role as an orator, justifying the focus here. I will now go onto explore 

the detail of the speech corpus, beginning with the values Cameron associates with Britishness.   

Cameron's British values  

Cameron suggests one trait which uniquely defines Britain as a nation is the fact it is “generous” 

(Cameron, 2008). Indeed, for Cameron: “To be British is to be generous” (Cameron, 2009). In one 

example, the generosity of the British people is evidenced by the increased amount of money raised 

by Comic Relief that year – in the context of a recession (ibid). Despite their personal economic 

struggles, fears, and even hardship, the British public still dug deep in the name of charity – it is what 

they do.  

Generosity is further evidenced in the corpus through intermittent references to Britain’s 

international aid commitments. In 2011, Cameron uses an anecdote to recount his first-hand 

experience of British aid: 
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 “…I was in Nigeria, on a trade mission. While I was there, I visited a vaccination clinic ... One 

of the nurses told me that if it wasn't for British aid, many of those beautiful babies would 

be dead” (Cameron, 2011).  

Here, the use of pathos seeks to draw upon the audience’s emotional resource, many of whom may 

be parents themselves, therefore inviting identification. Additionally, the use of a witness (the nurse) 

serves to underline the importance of British aid. Rhetorically, witnesses constitute “anyone (or 

anything) we bring into our speech to support our claims … whose thoughts might bring insight and 

whom we think our audience will take seriously” (Atkins and Finlayson, 2013, p.163). Here, the 

nurse’s direct experience is intended to bolster claims of importance and constitutes a probable 

attempt to foster support among the party rank and file on a sensitive policy area (see Heppell and 

Lightfoot, 2012; Heppell et al., 2017). Cameron’s robust commitment to international aid was 

contentious and attracted criticism from “sections of the Party, the media and the public” 

(Mawdsley, 2017, p.226). Similarly, in 2015, Cameron cites Britain’s strong aid record in Syria and the 

surrounding region to exhibit generosity. He notes the UK has given “more in aid to that part of the 

world than any other country except America” (Cameron, 2015). The importance of generosity to 

Britain and ideals of Britishness is therefore clear. Cameron even suggests: “That it's a mark of our 

country, and our people, that we never turn our backs on the world's poorest” (Cameron, 2011). 

Britain is said to be uniquely generous, a quality distinguishing it from others. In the example above, 

Cameron makes an implicit comparison between Britain and others aid record in Syria. Before 

conference, while speaking in Jordan, he is more categorical, saying: “Britain has given more than 10 

times some of the countries in our region” [Europe] and that EU states should “step up to the plate” 

(McDermott, 2015). This represents an explicit comparison between Britain and Europe on the 

theme of international aid, which reiterates British exceptionality in this area. The emphasis on aid 

and generosity allows Cameron to cast Britain for the role of the good, charitable international 

citizen.  
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Another attribute said to be characteristic of Britain is its tolerance, openness, and open 

mindedness. Cameron alludes to Britain’s “proud, open tradition” during his final conference in 

opposition, stating: “To be British is to be open-minded. We don’t care who you are or where you’re 

from, if you’ve got something to offer then this is a place you can call home.” (2009). Here, 

Britishness is predicated on notions of openness and tolerance, grounded in a meritocratic logos – if 

you have something to offer (on the unspoken premise that it is something that Britain needs or 

wants), then you are welcome. Simultaneously though, perhaps with his party faithful and national 

audience in mind, Cameron curtails talk of unbounded openness when it comes to immigration, 

stressing the need for limits on immigration, which was increasingly divisive at that time and in 

subsequent years.  

A further unnamed, though significant, value which runs through Cameron’s speeches is that of 

integrity. This value is manifest through references to Britain’s conduct and evidenced by a 

willingness to own up to past mistakes - “When this country has got it wrong, we’ll admit it…” 

(Cameron, 2010) - and to investigate potential wrongdoing, exemplified by the Detainee Inquiry 

(ibid).8 Moreover, ideals of integrity are also supported in rhetoric with an international focus. While 

seeking to provide a rationale for the Libya intervention, Cameron asserts that “ours is a country – 

that never walks on by” (2011), reiterating that Britain cannot ignore the suffering and harm faced 

by those overseas. Additionally, Cameron’s reference to Britain’s adherence to “some red lines we 

must never cross”, and an aspiration to exhibit “moral strength” (Cameron, 2011), further supports 

the narrative that Britain is an especially principled nation, distinguished by its own ethical code, 

patent integrity, and essential goodness.  

 

Moreover, the idea of promise keeping is also cited as additional evidence of integrity. Cameron 

notes Britain “has kept its promises to the poorest in the world” (2014), reinforcing that Britain does 

 
8 The Detainee Inquiry, announced by Cameron in 2010, was established to investigate whether Britain’s 
security services were implicated in the possible mistreatment of detainees in other countries following 9/11.  
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what it says it will do. Here, logos derives from the notion that promise-keeping is a marker of 

integrity. Britain’s claim of integrity is later accentuated by the fact that “Other countries also made 

that promise [on international aid spending]. But they didn’t keep it” (Cameron, 2015). Britain did 

keep its promise to spend 0.7% of national income on aid, setting it apart from other states (perhaps 

lacking in integrity) and underscoring the argument about Britain’s integrity.  

Ethos of the patriot 

The ethos of the patriot is carefully cultured by Cameron across his speeches. The audience in the 

conference hall, and nationally, are left in no doubt that he is highly patriotic. Repeated declarations 

of his love for Britain are customary, presumably sitting well with the party faithful. He variously 

states that: “I love this country and the things it stands for” (Cameron, 2009), “I love this country, 

and I will do my duty by it” (Cameron, 2014) and that “I love Britain … our history and what we’ve 

given to the world.” (Cameron, 2015). It is made explicit that Cameron really does love his country. 

These repeated claims illustrate his proud patriotism and reinforce his patriotic ethos, perhaps with 

an intent of lending credence to the argument that his government’s actions are “in the national 

interest” (Cameron, 2010). Efforts to conjure, and to cling to, this ethos perhaps serve as 

counterweights to criticism that he is pursuing a narrow, elite-driven agenda, detrimental to the 

nation at large. Indeed, Cameron distances his party from accusations of self or vested interests, 

saying that “we'll leave the vested interests to others” and that his is “the party of the national 

interest” (Cameron, 2010). His patriotic ethos strives to reinforce his commitment to the national 

interest, epitomised by a desire to “do the right thing”, rise above “political games” and create “a 

strong, stable, coalition government” (ibid) following the 2010 general election. His willingness to 

compromise and forge an improbable coalition, for the benefit of the nation, demonstrate his 

commitment to public service. 

Cameron’s patriotism also perhaps aims to add weight to his healing and restoration narratives, 

promoted in opposition, predicated on the necessity of fixing all that was wrong in Labour’s Britain 
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(in particular, the country’s finances). The Broken Britain narrative, in which the UK’s society, 

economy and politics was said to be broken (see Heppell, 2020, pp.58–59) was resolutely advanced 

at conference prior to 2010. If Britain was broken, Cameron and his team (purportedly) represented 

the fix. Following the 2010 general election, the notion of brokenness receded. The time for critique 

and diagnosis was over; it was now time for solutions. Cameron suggests the public’s message was 

clear: “… we [now] know what’s gone wrong: and we want you to put it right” (Cameron, 2011), 

underscoring his mandate. The themes of fairness, responsibility, and leadership - tied to the “Big 

Society”9 – subsequently came to prominence (Cameron, 2010; Cameron, 2011). As well as healing, 

his restoration narrative envisages Britain and its citizens finding their lost confidence, thereby 

realising his vision of a “People that believe in themselves. A Britain that believes in itself” (Cameron, 

2010) – again.  

The myth of British exceptionalism 

Overall, the myth of British exceptionalism plays a significant role within the corpus, serving as a 

reminder of how great Britain once was and as a touchstone for another tilt at greatness. Cameron’s 

belief in the exceptional nature of Britain’s past, and his optimism regarding its future, is made clear 

in an early speech: “I ... believe we have both a remarkable history and an incredible future” 

(Cameron, 2008) and later restated (Cameron, 2011; Cameron, 2013). In 2011, Cameron notes that 

Britain has “one of the most incredible success stories in the history of the world” (2011). References 

to an “incredible success” story and “a remarkable history” accentuate the nation’s uniqueness and 

set it apart. The epideictic nod to Britain’s special history and latent potential going forwards 

represents a motif. 

 

Exceptionalism also underpins Cameron’s rhetoric regarding more contemporary chapters of British 

history. Cameron states that: “we've been told we were finished before. They said when we lost an 

 
9 See Heppell (2020, Chapter 4) for a recent analysis of the Big Society. 
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Empire that we couldn't find a role. But we found a role … They called our economy the sick man of 

Europe. But we came back...” (2011). Here, Cameron highlights the nation’s ability to bounce back 

from adversity, underscoring its uncommon resilience. Interestingly, the EU’s role in achieving these 

outcomes is obfuscated, with the pronoun “we”, emphasising British agency and resulting in a self-

centric narrative.  

 

Moreover, the idea that the country’s exceptional status may be at risk is a recurring trope, with 

apparent threats variously used as vehicles to display leadership or justify a policy response. In 2009, 

Cameron posits that Britain’s (exceptional) political system is under threat from the expenses 

scandal: “Our parliament used to be a beacon to the world. But the expenses scandal made it a 

laughing stock.” (2009). Moves to apologise to the public, pay back spurious claims and increase 

expenses transparency (ibid) showcased Cameron’s leadership credentials (Bale, 2010, p.387) and 

rectified the threat. Similarly, the notion of threat, this time in the economic sphere, is utilised as a 

device to support the programme of deficit reduction. Britain’s status as an enduring economic 

power was deemed to be in peril:  

 

“We have [always] thought we can pay our way. That we can earn our living as a major 

industrial country ... and we will always remain one. It has fallen to us to say - we cannot 

assume that any longer.” (Cameron, 2012) 

 

The country’s capacity to fulfil its obligations and maintain its position as an economic power, one of 

the cornerstones of its national image, was deemed at risk. Here, pathos-based arguments, seek to 

invoke a sense of concern and fear regarding the nation’s, and therefore individuals’ own, economic 

health and prosperity in a competitive, globalised world. Cameron contends that deficit reduction 

represents the only way of protecting Britain’s (exceptional) economic status. In a subsequent 

speech, the importance of economic success to Britain’s external image and as a source of domestic 
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pride, is reiterated: “Look what we are showing the world ... a country … paying down its debts … 

going from the deepest recession since the war to the fastest-growing major advanced economy” 

(Cameron, 2014). His audience are left in no doubt that even the nature of Britain’s economic 

recovery is exceptional.  

 

Specific facets of Britain’s glorious past and the array of gifts it gave the world help to remind the 

audience of exceptionality and reinforce Cameron’s claims for future optimism. In 2013, in the 

context of a diplomatic spat with Russia over Syria, Cameron replies to a supposed slight from a 

Russian official, revealed a month before his speech (see Kirkup, 2013). In his retort, Cameron 

utilises anaphora (the repetition of “when”) and a three-part list (“when they”), adding “colour and 

emphasis” (Hayton and McEnhill, 2014, p.104), alongside erotema (the use of rhetorical questions), 

to stake a claim for Britain’s continued relevance:  

 

“When the world wanted rights, who wrote Magna Carta? 

When they wanted representation, who built the first Parliament? 

When they looked for compassion, who led the abolition of slavery? 

When they searched for equality, who gave women the vote? 

When their freedom was in peril, who offered blood, toil, tears and sweat?” (Cameron, 

2013) 

 

The answer, of course, is Great Britain. Cameron invokes some of the country’s greatest hits to reject 

claims of irrelevance and make the case for Britain’s continued status as a major power. Magna 

Carta and Parliament, among others, are highlighted to stress Britain’s historical importance and 

contribution. For the likely patriotic audience in Manchester, the epideictic rhetoric serves as a 

reminder of seemingly plentiful sources of national pride and to reassert that Britain still matters. 

Claims of contemporary exceptionalism are reinforced through the citation of the country’s latest 
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world leading offerings including the Premier League, its music and its universities (ibid). While 

Britain is said to have special attributes to offer today, his argument remains rooted in its supposedly 

illustrious past. Collectively, the nation is styled as a problem solver which the world turns to when 

in need. In the quotation above, the myth of Magna Carta (see Atkins, 2016) and Britain’s 

mythologised role in the Second World War (see Beaumont, 2017) feature prominently. His 

references to past achievements constitute an exclusive reading of British history, at times, isolating 

it from and elevating it above, that of Europe. Specifically, the allusion to the Second World War, 

through the Churchill reference, sees Britain styled as Europe’s saviour, bravely preserving their 

freedom in the face of tyranny. Notably, the topic of the Second World War is also present 

elsewhere in the corpus (Cameron, 2014). Cameron remarks upon Britain’s proud record of fighting 

for human rights: “the country that time and again has stood up for human rights … whether 

liberating Europe from fascism or…” (2014). In addition, he recalled a trip to Normandy on the 

seventieth anniversary of D-Day, where he was joined by a constituent10 who was “there fighting 

fascism” (ibid). These examples accentuate Britain’s and Europe’s divergent experiences of the 

Second World War and stress the virtue of Britain’s role in it.  

 

An exceptional role is also imagined for Britain in tackling contemporary international challenges. 

Cameron envisages British leadership on a range of global problems, including in the fights against 

tyranny, poverty, and climate change. Cameron addresses the narrative of decline and the drift 

towards un-exceptionalism when discussing the Libya intervention:  

 

“…many thought Britain actually couldn't do something like that any more ... That our best 

days are behind us. That we're on a path of certain decline. Well I'm here to tell you that it 

isn't true” (Cameron, 2011) 

 
 

10 This represents another example in which a witness is used as a rhetorical device.  
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Here, the defiant spirit of exceptionalism is strong, with Cameron steadfast in his claims that Britain 

can still conduct significant military interventions (see Libya) and retains an exceptional military role. 

Moreover, the country’s aid commitments (see above) demonstrate its leadership role in fighting 

global poverty. Additionally, efforts made towards addressing global warming also testify as 

evidence of exceptionalism (see Cameron, 2014). The centrality of leadership to his conception of 

Britain’s international role, rather than a record of cooperation or collaboration, for example, 

illustrates Cameron’s tendency to employ exceptionalism. In the domains cited above, Britain leads, 

while others follow, illustrating superiority. 

 

Towards the end of Cameron’s tenure, Europe did appear within his speeches (Cameron, 2013; 

2014; 2015). Britain’s special status within the EU is made clear in his final leader’s speech in 2015. 

The audience is left in no doubt that Britain is an exceptional member, which does “things our way” 

(Cameron, 2015). Details of opt-outs from initiatives which ordinary members are party to 

(Schengen, the Euro, ECB bailouts), as well the unique benefits Britain receives (the budget rebate), 

set Britain out as a special member, with exceptional terms. With a view to the imminent 

referendum, Cameron’s emphasis on this special status serves to remind his Eurosceptic audience in 

Manchester, plus his national audience, of the UK’s privileged status. Britain’s special role within the 

EU is also highlighted, with Cameron using the device of rhetorical questions, plus anaphora (“who 

do you think got Europe to…”), to flag the good things “we get Europe into” (ibid). The EU/US trade 

negotiation, plus talks with Iran, are cited as evidence of Britain’s exceptional importance to – and 

influence within - the organisation (ibid). Here, Cameron seeks to highlight the ways in which the EU 

magnifies and serves Britain’s global interests, bolstering the case for membership. 

The British spirit of extraordinary exceptionalism 

In addition to British values, Cameron also outlines his vision of the “British spirit”. This is invoked in 

rhetoric that seeks to inspire, and provoke a reaction, from his audience, and underpins his mission 
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of returning Britain’s lost confidence. The British spirit provides an almost tangible resource that is to 

be called upon by its people to stop the rot of decline, fuel its “rise” (Cameron, 2012), help it excel in 

the “global race” (Cameron, 2013) and ultimately realise “A Greater Britain” (Cameron, 2015).11  The 

British spirit provides a valuable device,  regularly used in his narrative seeking to put the confidence 

and swagger back into the nation’s people, politics, and businesses. This sits alongside his efforts to 

rhetorically drive the country through austerity and towards prosperity. This is a goal declared to be 

attainable, if we want it enough – “we can choose to be a country that’s back on its feet and striding 

forward” (Cameron, 2011). On the whole, the British spirit is multifaceted, fluid and reveals itself in 

contrasting forms. It manifests itself in both the exceptional - the extraordinary - as well as in the 

normalcy of the everyday.   

Cameron suggests that leadership typifies the British spirit and that this constitutes the root of 

Britain’s past success and represents a foundation for its future. In his 2011 speech, he calls on the 

audience to: “… remember the origin of our achievements: the people of Britain, taking a lead” 

(Cameron, 2011). The British people are said to possess a unique spirit of, and, indeed, aptitude for, 

leadership. This predilection towards leadership differentiates the British. Cameron points to 

contemporary top-down leadership examples (his government’s battles against tyranny and poverty) 

and bottom-up ones (the creation of free schools, individual acts of social activism) as evidence of 

this trait (ibid).  

The idea of defying the odds, resilience and pluckiness augment his vision of the British spirit. 

Cameron styles the country as “the improbable hero of history ... the country that doesn't give in, 

that doesn't give up.” (2013). The British spirit is said to be marked by steadfast resilience in the face 

of adversity and a never say die attitude. Here, again Cameron draws upon exceptionalism and looks 

to the history books when seeking to energise and inspire the nation. The notion of defying the odds 

 
11 The “A Greater Britain” agenda was ultimately derailed by the EU referendum, leaving the “Big Society” as 
the lone landmark of his government’s ideological legacy.  
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and reaching the pinnacle, from a low or impeded base, features elsewhere (see Cameron, 2011): 

The power of the British spirit is said to be strong enough to overcome the various factors hindering 

the attainment of greatness.  

The British spirit of everyday exceptionalism 

Cameron delineates a further version of the British spirit centred on ideals of ordinariness and the 

everyday, in addition to the extraordinary conception outlined above. This reveals the versatility of 

his interpretation, as it is both ordinary and extraordinary. Cameron notably alludes to this everyday 

conception in 2014: 

 

“I think of the millions of people going out to work … raising their children as well they can, 

working as hard as they can … for a better future, to make a good life for them and their 

families. That is the British spirit – there in our ordinary days as well as our finest hours” 

(Cameron, 2014) 

 

Here, the British spirit is embodied by those people with simple, honest, and crucially, attainable, 

goals. The aim is more modest compared to the extraordinary form but is similarly underpinned by 

aspiration. In this case, the aspiration to do and to have better, rather than the attainment of 

greatness. This quality can be found within the hardworking masses - those quietly seeking to attain 

a better life for themselves and their family. This variation speaks to the vast majority, serving as a 

siren call that Cameron still recognises them, their sacrifice, and has their interests at heart. In a pre-

election speech, it represents a pitch to the electorate. This version of the spirit maintains a quiet, 

but still worthy, exceptionalism.  

Discussion 

The careful styling of a patriotic ethos holds advantages for Cameron’s domestic and European 

agenda. His patriotism represents an attempt to add a veneer of legitimacy to his policy programme 
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by supporting claims of serving the national interest, besides acting as a rebuttal to UKIP and its 

brand of patriotism (see Tournier-Sol, 2015; Hayton, 2016 on UKIP). Moreover, Cameron’s patriotism 

may have also intended to temper critique of his domestic policies, specifically – austerity.12 

Cameron’s rhetoric reveals a reluctance to be the deliverer of austerity: “I wish there was another 

way … an easier way. But I tell you: there is no other responsible way.” (2010). It was in the nation’s 

best interests, which he was seeking to protect. He was making the “difficult, painful decisions” 

(Cameron, 2012) to “make an insolvent nation solvent again” (Cameron, 2010) and striving to 

protect something he unquestionably loves – Britain.  

In addition to his efforts to domestically pursue the “national interest” (see Atkins, 2015b; Crines, 

2013; Atkins, 2018, Chapter 2 on this theme), the same can also be said of his endeavours in Europe. 

On the European front, the patriotic ethos adds weight to his efforts to adopt the role of a staunch 

defender of British interests, in the mould of Margaret Thatcher. Thatcher, of course, famously 

“pressed … for the British government’s money back” (Gamble, 2003, p.120) in response to tension 

over the UK’s budget contribution in the 1980s. As a patriot, any wins, concessions, or sandbagging 

moves in Europe can be construed (with greater legitimacy) as the efforts of a diplomatic warrior, 

battling in the interests of his/her country against the EU. The target for this ethos appeal is 

primarily domestic, but as seen with Thatcher, it can also lead to the creation of a persona which 

resonates on an international level.  

In line with previous research by Atkins (2016), I argue that Cameron’s rhetoric on Britain is indebted 

to and reproduces the myth of exceptionalism – although this article is distinguished by its focus on 

the implications of this for the UK-EU relationship. Several facets of contemporary Britain are said to 

be exceptional, including its: military, sport, culture, and education system, its past and its future, 

plus the spirit of its leaders and its people (see Cameron, 2013). This exceptionality is, mostly, built 

 
12 See Lowndes and Pratchett (2012) on the Coalition’s 2010 spending review. On the narrative of austerity, 
see Gamble (2015), Hay (2013) and Clarke & Newman (2012). Additionally, see Levitas (2012) and Cooper & 
Whyte (2017) for critical accounts.  
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upon shaky foundations, as illustrated by the continued decline of Britain’s economic and military 

relevance, despite Cameron’s protestations. The reliance on exceptionalism in his construction of 

the nation matters as it sustains a vision of Britishness antithetical to continued EU membership. If 

the country, plus the spirit of its leaders and its people is said to be exceptional, this is difficult to 

reconcile with membership of an institution predicated on contrasting values. Namely, the values of 

inclusion, non-discrimination and equality, among others (see European Commission, 2020). This 

exceptionalism also sits uneasily with membership of an organisation where the UK is essentially 

subordinate, at least economically, to its preeminent member and “reluctant hegemon” – Germany 

(see Bulmer and Paterson, 2013; Paterson, 2011). This pre-eminence arguably left little leeway for 

more overt expressions of Britain’s own supposed exceptionalism within the European club, with the 

possible exception of EU foreign and security policy (Paterson, 2011, p.74).  

Cameron’s use of the exceptionalism myth, while not unique amongst prime ministerial rhetoric 

(Daddow, 2015, p.79), mattered, as he called, then presided over, the EU referendum. Gordon 

Brown, for instance, also utilised exceptionalism in his interpretation of Britishness13, although his 

rendition was insular, predicated on “liberty, fairness and responsibility” (Atkins, 2016, p.608; also 

Bryant, 2010, p.256), compared to Cameron’s “outward-facing” conception “specifically … defined 

against the European ‘Other’” (Atkins, 2016, p.612). This suggests there is space for the use of 

exceptionalism within ideals of Britishness without stringent EU opposition. Moreover, Daddow 

suggests that “For Brown it was possible to be British and European – the two identities were not 

mutually exclusive…” (2015, p.79). Whether this is the case for Cameron is less clear, as he 

accentuated the differences between both and rhetorically defined one against the other. 

Cameron’s identity as a Eurosceptic (Kirkup, 2010), possessing “no romantic attachment” to the EU 

(Cameron, 2015), his deployment of EU-bashing myths14 (Cameron, 2011), pride in delivering a 

treaty veto and cut to the EU budget (Cameron, 2013), and withdrawal from “those European bail-

 
13 See also Bryant (2010, p.256) on Brown’s conception of Britishness. 
14 See his argument regarding an EU directive about diabetic drivers. 
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out schemes” (Cameron, 2014), his overt patriotism and his advocacy of exceptionalism made him 

an unlikely, or at least ill-fitting, leader for Remain. Indeed, Cameron’s contorted transformation 

from patriotic defender of British interests and a “practical [and] sensible” Eurosceptic (Kirkup, 2010) 

- to a tireless campaigner for the Remain cause, was ultimately incomplete. This weakened his 

position as an EU advocate when the time came to sell his renegotiated terms (Wellings, 2019, p.80). 

His leadership of Remain (see Oliver, 2016) and his position as an EU advocate were undermined by 

his record and rhetoric as party leader. The transition from ardent campaigner for Britain, to 

campaigner for Europe, from Eurosceptic to Europhile, appeared artificial and lacking in credibility. 

He had played the role of the patriot too well for it to be any different. Cloaking himself in the 

European flag was unconvincing after extolling the virtues of a Britishness seemingly antithetical to 

the European project in the preceding years.  

The notion of exceptionalism undoubtedly set the tone for the referendum debate, influencing both 

the Remain and Leave narrative (Daddow, 2018). However, the idea that the UK “is somehow 

exceptional” and could add something that Europe lacked is shared by previous Labour and 

Conservative governments (Gifford, 2010, p.329; also Daddow, 2015). This underscores the 

embeddedness of exceptionalism within previous conceptions of the nation, though this does not 

mean it was a path Cameron was predetermined to follow. He likewise furnished his Britishness with 

exceptionalism, perhaps with the aim of underpinning his restoration narrative. His talk of Britain 

“on the rise” (Cameron, 2012) and “striding forward” (Cameron, 2011) may have been too effective, 

with the narrative seemingly exceeding his expectations. While Cameron’s Britain was (rhetorically, 

at least) striding forward, the EU was left standing still at best, or at worse, regressing (after the 

Eurozone crisis and the migrant crisis) in the mid-2010s. His reliance on exceptionalism as a platform 

on which to build his vision of Britain and its future resonated almost too well, creating a palpable 

sense that the UK no longer needed the EU by the time it came to vote on its membership.  
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Conclusion 

A pivot to a focus on Britain and Britishness is apparent within David Cameron’s conference rhetoric. 

This pivot was driven by a modernisation drive, which was undergirded by a desire to shift party 

discussions beyond the issue of Europe (Cameron, 2006). Though the results of these efforts were 

mixed and in later years, following the Bloomberg speech, Europe did return to his conference 

rhetoric once more. His conception of Britain and Britishness represents the subject of the first 

question about British values. Regarding this question, I find that for Cameron, the values of 

generosity, openness and integrity uniquely epitomise modern Britain and its people.  

As well as British values, Cameron also dedicates passages of his speeches to the British spirit, which 

is likewise firmly underpinned by the myth of exceptionalism. In answer to the second question, I 

find that exceptionalism plays a significant and varied role within Cameron’s speeches. 

Exceptionalism serves as the foundation for – and sustains - his imaginary of Britain’s economic, 

military, and political future via references to its special history and renowned historic and present 

successes. Further, I maintain that Cameron’s perspective on the British spirit is also reliant upon 

exceptionalism, illustrating a further role for the myth. The conceptualisation of extraordinary and 

everyday guises of exceptionalism within Cameron’s rhetoric represents a contribution of this article.  

I have also illustrated how Cameron fosters a patriotic ethos and set out the domestic and 

international ramifications. Domestically, his overt patriotism conceivably intends to add credence 

to his claims of wanting to fix “Broken Britain” and perhaps to pre-emptively counter critiques that 

his policy programme is not in the interests of the country at large. Following this reasoning, 

fervently claiming to love the country serves to negate criticism he is not acting in its best interest. 

Moreover, the ethos of the patriot also has international ramifications, which links to the third 

question on the EU referendum. The patriotic ethos allows Cameron to adopt the role of the 

Eurosceptic diplomatic warrior, standing his ground, ready to engage at any time. Ultimately, 

though, this ethos hindered his transition to ardent Remainer in 2016, making it appear false and 
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insincere (Wellings, 2019, p.80). The conception of Britishness he advanced before 2016 appears 

incompatible with continued EU membership, with this interpretation, plus his Eurosceptic 

credentials, combining to establish weak leadership for a Remain campaign. The use of 

exceptionalism sat uneasily with EU membership due to its contrasting values and Britain’s 

secondary position within it. Meaning his rhetoric on Britain and Britishness did matter for the 

referendum - as it resulted in a vision antithetical to remain. In this article, I have analysed 

Cameron’s rhetoric on the self through an RPA lens. Further research may also explore his rhetoric 

focused on the other – Europe – through this theoretical framework to further understand the 

rhetorical groundwork Cameron laid for the EU referendum.  
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