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Abstract
This article investigates how and why the European mainstream responds to the challenge of
right-wing populist parties (RWPP), by analyzing the UK case. Using a mixed
methodological approach, which includes the theoretical tools of historical institutionalism,
classifications of mainstream parties strategies, and Heinze's approach to analyzing the
factors of strategy choice, we survey the strategic responses of the UK political mainstream
(Conservatives and Labour), towards RWPP (UK Independence Party). Findings suggest that
the political mainstream could move from exclusion strategies, to predominantly inclusion
strategies. In the UK case, accommodation of UKIP’s policy positions with political and legal
isolation. Transiting to these strategies takes place under the influence of the electoral and
ideological development of UKIP, the salience of migration issues, strategies of other
mainstream parties and the historical conditions that define the available options and shape
the selection process, in the UK – party-based Euroscepticism.
Keywords: European mainstream parties, right-wing populism, political strategies,
Euroscepticism, UK
Introduction
Right-wing populist parties (RWPP) have become the most successful new party family in
Europe over the last quarter of a century (Painter, 2013: 9), and have changed the
contemporary European political landscape. An ideational approach to defining right-wing
populism (RWP), which is dominant among scholars of political parties (March, 2017: 284),
means that RWP is a ‘thin-centred’ ideology ‘that considers society to be ultimately separated
into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”
(Mudde, 2004: 543), which uses nationalism (Rydgren, 2007), or in a narrow sense, nativism
(Mudde, 2007; Guia, 2016) to defend the “pure people” and their “heartland” (Taggart,
2000). Numerous studies show that the conceptual core of right-wing populism includes
antisystem characteristics: anti-elitism (Mudde, 2014; Greven, 2016), Euroscepticism (Pirro
et al., 2018; Vasilopoulou, 2018; Kneuer, 2018; Szöcsik and Polyakova, 2018), and antipluralism (Woodak et al., 2013; Miller, 2016; Painter, 2013; Taggart, 2012). This threatens
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the mainstream parties' electoral positions and creates tensions in the development of the
European integration as an elite project (Best et. al., 2012) and institutions and principles of
European democracy. In this situation, academic debate about the political mainstream's
responses to the new challengers is relevant.
A theoretical understanding of how mainstream political actors respond to the challenge of
niche, extremist or right-wing populist parties (Downs, 2001, 2012; Meguid, 2008; Bale et
al., 2010; Goodwin, 2011; Heinze, 2018), the effects of certain strategic responses for
political systems (Bale, 2003; Art, 2007; De Lange, 2012) and their effectiveness (Fallend
and Heinisch, 2016; Carvalho, 2017) are characterised by differences in theoretical
approaches and empirical cases. The common feature of these studies is their predominant
focus on the parties as the main actors in the selection and realisation of strategies to counter
the new challenge. Scholars take into account the differences in the political strategies of
centre-right and centre-left parties, which are based not only on the electoral positions of
RWPP and their ideological differences (Heinze, 2018; Bale et al., 2003, 2010), but on the
principle “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”. This means a mainstream party may
increase a niche party’s success if it decreases the support of another mainstream party
(Meguid, 2008). Finally, the EU, immigration control and integration issues, which rightwing populists are pushing into the political agenda, have become a focus for researchers.
However, contemporary European politics raises questions about the more complex and
flexible character of mainstream strategies, and their changes over time. There is no clear
explanation of which factors influence mainstream parties’ strategies selection in different
national contexts.
This article tries to extend an answer to the questions how and why the European political
mainstream responds to the challenge of RWP, with a UK case study. The UK is a specific
case of the interaction between the mainstream and RWP, characterized by its unique
political conditions and features: (1) the UK’s majoritarian democracy (the Westminster
system), which perhaps protects the mainstream to a greater extent than elsewhere (Painter,
2013: 51); (2) a strong and stable political tradition of Euroscepticism, which has become
part of mainstream politics (Bale, 2013; Watts and Bale, 2018) and shaped competition
among parties. Accordingly, the main questions are: what strategies does the UK political
mainstream choose and implement in response to the UK Independence Party (UKIP)? What
factors influence the transition from one type of strategy to another, and does history matter
in this process?
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Using existing approaches to the conceptualisation of the political strategies to define the
content of the UK mainstream’s strategies, and Heinze's approach (2018) to explain the
factors of their choice, we take into account that the interaction between the mainstream and
RWP, does not occur outside of time and space, but depends on historical conditions.
Historical institutionalism (HI) is a theoretical approach used in research about political part
development, competition, and adaptation over time (Galvin, 2016). Instruments of HI allow
the analysis of strategies of the UK mainstream, taking into account their dynamics and
continuity, with particular attention to the cause and effect relationships in their development.
This paper is divided into two parts. The first deals with existing approaches to the analysis
and classification of the political strategies of the European mainstream to new political
challenges. The second conceptualizes the strategies of the UK political mainstream towards
RWPP and the factors that underlie their choice.
Mainstream parties’ strategies towards RWPP: attempts to theorize
In the most general sense, mainstream parties can engage and disengage (Downs, 2001:26),
include or exclude (Goodwin, 2011:23) RWPP, but a more specific and detailed
understanding of their strategies is needed to reveal the general approaches used in the
academic literature.
The parties' policy position approach (Bale et al., 2010; see also Goodwin, 2011) is based on
the dynamics of the mainstream parties’ policy positions in the electoral struggle with RWPP.
By analysing the changing positions of mainstream parties on immigration issues in
Denmark, Norway, Netherlands, and Austria within the context of the growing influence of
RWPP, scholars have proposed three ideal types of the mainstream parties’ strategies: hold –
maintaining the party's position on the problem; defuse – decreasing the salience of a new
political issue in the political debate and attempt to shift public attention to something else;
adapt – take the RWPP's policy position to maximize votes (Bale et al., 2010). Following this
approach, the mainstream parties (in this case the centre-left) under electoral pressure from
RWPP and a prospective centre-right coalition (Bale, 2003) choose a concrete type of
strategy defined by the political context, which includes the strategies of the centre-right and
far left parties and the internal unity of the centre-left parties.
The findings of this approach highlight the mutual influence of party strategies and the
intersection of internal and external factors in strategy choice. This approach also introduces
the category of timing in the process of strategy selection, by confirming that sooner or later
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the centre-left parties (except Labour Party in Norway) made a shift from a hold to adapt the
RWPP position. At the centre of this approach is the flexibility of a party's policy position,
but mainstream parties, especially in government, have the ability to increase or decrease
issue salience for the public, this ability shapes the available strategy choices and defines the
effectiveness of the strategy. Historical issue-ownership on immigration (not typical for
social-democrats) also affects the strategic responses of the mainstream and makes it easier
for centre-right parties than for the centre-left to realise inclusion strategies towards RWPP.
One major drawback of this approach is that it takes into account only the electoral
dimension of the political struggle between the mainstream and RWP. It is not entirely clear
how mainstream parties move from the exclusion to the inclusion of RWPP policies in
different institutional settings. In the cases mentioned, the institutional environment includes
proportionality based electoral systems that are more favourable for RWPP than, for example,
the electoral systems in UK or France. Historical legacy, in particular the experience of the
relationships of the political mainstream and the extreme right, affects mainstream strategy
choice differently: consider for example the marginalization of far-right Republicans in postwar Germany and the mainstream's coalition experience with the Austrian Freedom Party in
post-war Austria.
At the heart of another approach (Downs, 2001, 2012; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012; see also
Cappocia, 2001), which we can call the countering extremism approach, is the
understanding that the strategic answers of democratic actors are not just about restoring their
electoral positions, but about countering party-based extremism, which threatens the
principles and norms of European democracy. Downs, based on an analysis of empirical
material from European countries, proposed five types of mainstream party strategies toward
“pariah” parties: ignoring, political or legal isolation, co-optation, and collaboration (2001:
24–28). Mudde and Kaltwasser, analysing different cases from Latin America to Europe,
suggested a similar classification: isolation, confrontation, adaptation, and socialization
(2012: 213-214), but these strategies are a byproduct of these authors’ comparative case study
about the relationship between democracy and populism, so they are less developed than
Downs' classification.
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Table 1. Downs’ classification of mainstream strategies
Strategy

Type

Meaning

Ignoring

Exclusive

Delegitimizing opponents and their
policy positions

Political isolation

Exclusive

Formation of a “sanitary cordon”,
around RWPP in parliament and
beyond

Legal isolation

Exclusive

Outlawing the party completely,
raising thresholds for representation
in electoral laws, and restricting
voice

Co-optation

Inclusive

Adapting

the

RWPP’s

policy

positions directly or indirectly
Collaboration

Inclusive

Engaging RWPP in cooperation

Downs’ classification shows that exclusion strategies require a high level of coordination. A
failure in the “sanitary cordon” strategy may result in mainstream parties, especially centreright parties (Szöcsik and Polyakova, 2018), being tempted to defect from the centre in order
to regain the votes that they are losing to extremists (Capoccia, 2001: 438).
Regarding the choice of a specific strategy, this approach only outlined the importance of
coordination among mainstream parties’ strategies, which can be developed, for example, by
emphasizing that differences in the mainstream parties’ ideological stance, manifest in
inclusive rather than exclusive strategies. It is more likely for centre-right parties to move
from the exclusion strategy to co-optation, based on the ideological and programmatic
proximity between the centre-right and RWPP. This is evident in the interaction between the
Conservative Party and UKIP, which has been characterised by scholars as “symbiotic”
(Bale, 2018), or a “multifaceted connection”, based on “similar issue positions, a common
discourse and, in particular, a shared history” (Alexandre-Collier, 2018: 205). In some cases,
centre-right parties can be closer to the right flank than RWPP. A clear example of this is the
election manifesto of Bavarian CSU in 2013 which was more right-leaning AfD’s
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(Arzheimer, 2015: 544). It is also easier for the centre-right party enter in coalition with
RWPP, to deradicalize its program and stimulate intra-party division as Austrian case showed
(de Lange, 2012).
In this approach, the selection of a specific strategy can be influenced by different factors at
the individual level (motivations of politicians, e.g. office maximization), the party level
(fragmentation of the party system, e.g. strategies of other parties) and the system level
(electoral rules, e.g. the timing and proportionality of elections) (Downs 2001: 28–9). Downs
also noted that historical context arguably provides an environment that defines and
constrains strategic imperatives and alternatives for democratic actors in situation of choice
(Downs, 2012, 54).
To sum up, the democracy defending approach to a greater extent than the policy position
approach takes into account the multidimensional character of mainstream strategies, which
are not limited to the electoral arena. Especially when a mainstream party comes to power, a
set of instruments of legal isolation or the possibility to collaborate with the “pariah” on
different levels of political system appears.
Finally, the issue- and non-issue-based approach (Meguid, 2008) answers the question of
how mainstream parties’ strategies influence niche party success in different national
contexts. Meguid defined facets of party strategies: issue-ownership, issue-salience and issueposition, and identifies three types of strategies: dismissive, accommodative, and adversarial
(Tab. 2). She focused on how the combination of strategies of the mainstream parties affects
the electoral success of a niche party. From the point of view of our investigation, it is
important that the imbalance between mainstream and niche party resources allows
mainstream parties to use institutional (electoral restrictions) and organizational tools (coopting niche party elites and members) as non-issue-based elements of strategies. In this case,
we move beyond a fairly clear separation between exclusionary and inclusive strategies. For
example, mainstream parties can take an accommodative strategy, but at the same time
restrict RWPP institutionally. The strategy itself may influence issue salience and may
determine issue ownership. At the heart of the changing nature of strategies is electoral
pressure on the mainstream from niche parties, rather than institutional, sociological, or
historical factors.
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Table 2. Meguid' s classification of strategies
Strategies

Issue Salience

Issue Position

Issue

Meaning

Ownership
Dismissive

Decreases

No movement

No effect

Signal to voters
that issue lacks
merit

Accommodative

Increases

Converges

Transfers to the Adaptation of a
mainstream

position similar
to

the

niche

party
Adversarial

Increases

Diverges

Reinforces niche Taking
party ownership

position

a
on

a

new issue that
opposes
niche

the
party

position
Source: Meguid, 2008:
Tab. 3. Main approaches to mainstream parties' strategies
Strategy

Exclusion strategies

Inclusion strategies

Factors of strategy
choice

Policy position Holding, defusing

Adaptation

approach

Electoral positions of
RWPP + strategies of
other mainstream and
non-mainstream
parties + internal unity

Countering

Ignoring,

political Cooptation,

extremism

isolation, legal isolation

collaboration

Individual + collective
+ systemic factors

approach
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Issue and non- Dismissive, adversarial

Accommodation

Electoral

pressure

issue-based

from RWPP and other

approach

mainstream party

Despite attempts at the theoretical understanding of mainstream's strategies (Table 3), which
we use in the further analysis, the topic of why mainstream parties choose particular strategies
is far from being investigated. When we answer the question why, do we need to take into
account the fact that the choice of strategies is not out of time and space? And if we argue
that “history matters” in strategy choice, can we trace and reveal the impulse of previously
created institutions and party genesis in choosing strategies, and what tools allow us to do it?
Method and case selection
Based on the results of previous research, we combine existing classifications to define the
content of UK political mainstream strategies and Heinze’s approach to determine the
deciding factors of strategy choice within the theoretical framework of historical
institutionalism. It seems justified that political events in a historical context have direct
consequences for today’s politics (Steinmo, 2008). We specify how “history matters” in
strategy selection by the analytical tools of HI: “antecedent conditions” and “critical
juncture” in institutional and political development.
“Antecedent conditions” shape the choices and changes that emerge during the “critical
junctures” in causally significant ways (Slater and Simmons, 2010: 887). It is important that
the post-critical juncture “divergence” is driven by antecedent conditions rather than by
decisions and events that take place during the “critical juncture” (Cappocia, 2016). “Critical
juncture” in the theory of HI has been characterized by two main conditions: it is a choice
between two or more alternatives, after which it is almost impossible to return to the point
when alternatives were still available (Mahoney, 2001: 113). Actors make a choice during the
“critical juncture” and these choices become part of the institutions and structures that persist
for a long time (Mahoney, 2001).
We combine tools of HI with Heinze's approach to determine the deciding factors of strategy
choice on the party-level. In her paper, Heinze (2018) compares the strategic reactions of the
mainstream parties towards RWPP in the Nordic countries. She shows a correlation between
the mainstream's gradual change from exclusion to inclusion and the complex effect of the
following factors: the electoral results and the ideological development of RWPP, the
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strategies of other mainstream parties, and the salience of the migration issue. Heinze’s
approach allows us to analyze in a complex manner reasons for the mainstream strategies’
dynamics in the British case during the period 2010-2015.
This methodological approach is used to analyse the UK specific case of the interaction
between the mainstream (Conservative and Labour parties) and RWPP (UKIP) as one of the
most successful RWPP cases in Europe in 2010-2015. In the academic discourse, UKIP is
usually defined as a right-wing populist or populist radical right party (Webb, Bale 2014;
Goodwin, Milazzo

2015; Tournier-Sol 2015). More specifically, as Widfeldt and

Brandenburg argued, UKIP’s position in the British party system can be described as a link
between the mainstream and the extreme. This makes UKIP distinctive from other British
parties, a distinctiveness with parallels to the positions of anti-establishment, EU-sceptical
and immigration-critical parties elsewhere in Europe (Widfeldt and Brandenburg 2017). The
party’s message corresponds to two features of the RWP that I have mentioned in the
introduction: the dichotomy “elite-people” (the EU referendum as a battle between elites and
people and attempts to speak on behalf of the “silent majority” of the British people) and
nationalism/nativism expressed in the UKIP’s Eurosceptic and anti-immigrant stance. Despite
the fact that UKIP successfully functioned in the framework of representative democracy by
participating in various levels of elections, this does not interfere with the right-wing populist
party, as Taggart points out, however, at the conceptual level, it can demonstrate “antagonism
to its forms and practices” (2012).
As explained in the introduction, the UK case is characterised not only by the Westminster
political system, but by a strong and stable political tradition of Euroscepticism, which has
become a part of mainstream politics (Bale, 2013; Watts and Bale, 2018) and shaped
competition among parties. To answer the research question, we analyze policy papers and
party documents, the speeches of mainstream politicians in the House of Commons and the
media, and electoral statistics.
Euroscepticism as an “antecedent condition” for strategy choice in the UK case
To extend the answer to what and why the mainstream chooses, we need to analyse the role of
Euroscepticism in the UK as an “antecedent condition” for strategy choice. It should be noted
that Euroscepticism can proceed at various levels as a multi-level attitudinal phenomenon
(Webels 2007), and political actors can promote different types of Euroscepticism
(Vasilopoulou, 2009). Taggart and Szczerbiak (2001) have differentiated between “hard” and
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“soft” Euroscepticism. The term “hard Euroscepticism” indicates a party’s “outright rejection
of the entire project of European political and economic integration and opposition to their
country joining or remaining members of the EU” (Taggart & Szczerbiak 2001: 10). And
“soft Euroscepticism” is defined as the qualified opposition or disagreement on one or more
policy areas (Vasilopoulou, 2009).
Focusing primarily on the party dimension, we note that British Euroscepticism as “a
particular manifestation of a school of sceptical thought about the value of Britain's
involvement with moves towards supranational European integration” (Forster, 2002: 2) has
deep roots (but being of different degrees and reasons) in both mainstream parties. A
pragmatic approach to implementing European politics leads to the presence of both
Eurosceptic and Euro-optimistic segments within both main parties, although in the 1980s the
political base of British Euroscepticism moved from the left to right (The Economist, 2016).
The process of extending EU regulations on the labour market and social sphere led to the
“crystallization” of Conservatives as the primary Eurosceptic party. In the context of the
politicization of European integration after the Maastricht Treaty, which intensified in the
post-Thatcherite era, Euro-optimists were almost completely supplanted from the
Conservative party’s structure. Labour, under Neil Kinnock, embraced a social Europe
(Helm, 2016). In the 2000s, the growing salience of the “Europe question”, due to the
ratification of the Lisbon Treaty and the Eurozone crisis (Clark et al., 2017: 113–122) became
a significant problem for the British public – only 22% of British people trusted the EU
(Eurobarometer, 2009). In the 2010s, it also seeded the organized “hard Euroscepticism”
(UKIP), in domestic politics (Goodwin and Milazzo, 2015).
Despite the fact that forms and content of British Euroscepticism, may have different
characteristics in different periods of European integration, we can trace that the structural
conditions expressed in the long-standing and persistent political tradition of Euroscepticism,
shared in varying degrees by the elites and society, shaped UK party politics, especially in the
period 2010-2015. First, if party strategies are determined not only by external dynamics (the
strategies of RWPP and other mainstream parties) (Galvin, 2016: 313), but also internal ones,
it is important that Euroscepticism included the presence of Eurosceptic segments in both
mainstream parties. The activity of the “hard Eurosceptic” right-wing, during David
Cameron’s “soft Eurosceptic” leadership was a factor which stimulated the co-opting of
elements of UKIP policy. In October 2011, the largest rebellion of right-wing conservative
MPs in the House of Commons occurred regarding a petition on a motion of referendum on
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the country's membership in the EU. 81 Tories defied the whip in the House of Commons.
Despite the impression that Labour is pro-European and Conservative anti-European, there
remain some deeply sceptical Labour MPs (Aspinwall, 2003: 28). As Eurosceptic MP and
member of the Labour “Leave” campaign, Kate Hoey declared, Eurosceptics are “not only in
the right flank of politics” and “the Labour Party traditionally had a sceptical view of
European institutions” (Hoey, 2015). Eurosceptics in the ranks of the Labour Party, who, like
Jeremy Corbyn for example, voted against Britain's membership in the EEC in 1975, and
voted for the motion for an EU membership referendum in October 2011 with 18 Labour
rebels MP (The Guardian, 2011) were an internal stimulus to support Britain’s withdrawal
from the EU in principle. It is hard to ignore that 24% of voters (or 3.1 million people), who
supported Labour in 2017, voted Leave in the 2016 referendum (Ipsos Mori, 2017).
Secondly, mainstream parties paid attention to their previous experience and the idea of an
EU membership referendum did not come from nothing. The possibility of playing the
“referendum card” remained one of the options available to political actors in the face of
increasing external and internal challenges and based on previous experience. The EEC
referendum in 1975 not only solved the problem of legitimizing the UK’s joining among
British people, but also overcame the inner-party opposition in the Labour camp. The idea of
a referendum on rejecting further European integration was considered by the leader of the
opposition, Michael Howard, in 2005 (Jones, 2004); the Lisbon Treaty Referendum
announced by his successor David Cameron in 2007; Tony Blair as Prime Minister did not
accept the idea of having a referendum about joining the single currency (Elliott, 1999). As
William Hague, Leader of the Opposition 1997-2001 said, he was someone who called for
referendums on European matters—on the Amsterdam, Nice, Lisbon Treaties and on joining
the Eurozone—and consumed vast acres of newsprint over the years (Hague, 2011).
It should be noted that the Eurosceptic legacy as a “default setting” in UK party politics is not
a monocausal explanation of the subsequent mainstream strategy choice. The impact of a
party-based Eurosceptic tradition provided the mainstream, to a large extent, with access to
the predominantly inclusion strategies at a “critical juncture”. At this moment, the
mainstream gave strategic answers to RWP, which were embedded in institutions without the
possibility of turning back. Despite the available alternatives, both mainstream parties moved
to similar and, to a certain degree, synchronized, predominantly inclusion strategies, and, as
Heinze argued, when the mainstream adopts some kind of engagement or inclusion strategy,
it cannot easily be reversed (2018:303). Moreover, if choices at a “critical juncture” have
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long-term legacies and reinforce themselves (the process of “path dependence”), the EU
membership referendum as an implementation of UKIP policy caused not only the conceptual
crisis of RWPP, but “unexpected consequences” in policy outcomes for the mainstream itself
and UK’s institutional development. In the following part of the article we determine how the
factors of strategy choice used by Heinze (2018) were represented in the UK case. These
factors are becoming more important and have a cumulative effect on strategy choice at a
“critical juncture”.
Factors for the mainstream parties’ choice of strategies
The salience of the migration issue. Despite the fact that both main political parties
conspired with considerable success to avoid competing over immigration issues, “New
Labor’s” migration policy and the accession of new member states to the EU, British voters
became increasingly concerned about the consequences of growing immigration (McLaren
and Johnson, 2007). From 1997 to 2010, the UK population increased by around 3.2 million
as a direct result of foreign migrants (Whitehead, 2011). This salience of the migration issue
was intensified in the context of the Eurozone crisis and the refugee crisis. As a result, Brexit
and immigration were seen as the biggest issues for the British public (Ipsos Mori, 2016). It is
important to note that migration in the UK British discourse that does not distinguish between
those who come to the UK and have the EU citizenship, and those who come from outside
the EU and so are subject to the UK immigration laws, which made it possible to link
migration with Euroscepticism in the public opinion.
The public salience of the migration issue was reflected in political debate and policy
development of mainstream parties. The Conservative party exploited its historical
‘ownership’ of the immigration issue as a strategic push for power (Dennison and Goodwin,
2015). Labour also shifted to the right (Bale, 2014; Carvalho, 2018). The 2014 National
Policy Forum Report that contained “One Nation Labour” replacing “New Labour”,
recognised that we cannot take integration for granted and the “pace of migration to the UK
was too fast” (National Policy Forum Report, 2014: 69). The thesis that Labour would
prioritize “stronger” border controls to tackle illegal immigration and use “smarter” targets to
reduce low-skilled migration moved from the internal political debate into the Labour
manifesto (Labour, 2015).
The ideological development of the UK Independence Party. UKIP was created in 1993 on
the base of a cross-party Anti-Federalist League in response to the ratification of the
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Maastricht Treaty. In reaction to the Eurozone crisis, Conservatives’ shift to the centre under
first years of David Cameron’s leadership (2005-2007), and Con-Lib coalition in 2010, which
created a window of opportunities for UKIP on the right flank of British politics, the party
underwent an ideological evolution. UKIP made a transition from a single-issue party of
“hard Euroscepticism” to populist, anti-migrant, and anti-Westminster (Bale, 2018; Ford and
Goodwin, 2014). As the party’s manifesto of 2010 says, “while withdrawal from the
European Union political superstate is central to UKIP’s message, the party has a full range
of policies that have helped it grow to become Britain’s fourth largest political party” (UKIP,
2010: 2). UKIP has reworked the Eurosceptic and conservative traditions into a populist
narrative so as to maximize its electoral appeal (Tournier-Soul 2015). It is important that
UKIP realized its attempt to “de-demonize” or present itself as a respectable political force by
distancing itself from right-wing radicalism: the party’s constitution bans former BNP
members from joining UKIP (Hunt, 2014) and UKIP rejected an electoral pact with BNP
before the European election of 2009 (BBC, 2008).
Against the backdrop of a favourable external environment, the anti-immigration orientation
of UKIP became more distinct. Solving the migration issue, in the logic of UKIP, would be
the result of the country's withdrawal from the EU. UKIP, in a populist manner “speaking for
the silent majority” (Hall, 2014), planned to restore control over national borders and “end
uncontrolled migration”. The connection between UKIP and an “immigration issue” in the
political debates (Partos, 2017) is important, but UKIP was not originally an anti-migrant
party, its migration stance is secondary to its Eurosceptic nature. It is important to note that
UKIP is “a party of English nationalism”. It focuses specifically on the English electorate
and, as a result, politicizes “Englishness” (Jeffrey et. al., 2016) in the party competition. A
bright example is the demand of the UKIP to create an English Parliament (UKIP 2017
Manifesto).
UKIP showed the most impressive electoral results in the European elections: 2nd place in
2009 (15.6%) and 1st place in 2014 (26.6%). Local elections were also held in 2014, where
the party showed impressive success. In the north of England, UKIP showed it could pose a
threat in the traditional strongholds of the Labour party, taking 10 of the 21 council seats up
for Labour-dominated council – Rotherham Metropolitan Borough Council. UKIP was able
to convert its growing support to the general election result in 2015. The party won 12.6% of
vote and the shift from the party's result of 2010 elections was about 11 percentage points
(BBC, 2015). In the 2015 General Election, UKIP came second in 120 constituencies across
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the UK. Of these 120 seats, Labour MPs currently represent 44 and Conservative MPs 76
(Dempsey, 2017). Thanks to the “first-past-the-post” electoral system, however, in the House
of Commons the party took only one seat, Clacton. Despite the inability to form a significant
faction in the House of Commons, UKIP created pressure in terms of imposing its
Eurosceptic agenda, which increased the chances of the mainstream (primarily the centreright) moving towards inclusive strategies towards RWPP.
The party's success in European and local elections in 2014, and then in the 2015 General
Elections made it clear that UKIP was a threat not only to the Conservatives, but also to the
Labour Party. UKIP’s performance entrenched the relationship between the party and
Britain's economically left behind, working class voters (Goodwin, Milazzo 2015: 14). Like
the National Rally in France, UKIP was on the road to be a ‘Proletariat party’, weakening
Labour’s position among this social group. As Ford wrote in a post in The Guardian, “UKIP
surged in seats with large concentrations of poorer, white working-class English nationalists,
many of whom sympathized with Labour’s economic message but not the people delivering
it” (Ford, 2015). UKIP was third in this socio-demographic category, receiving 19% of the
votes, the Labour and Conservatives received 32% each (BBC, 2015).
The strategies of the Conservative and Labour parties. From the 1990s to the early 2000s,
the electoral performance of UKIP allowed the main parties to apply an ignoring, or rather a
“do nothing” strategy as the Conservatives had issue-ownership on these themes. In 20072009, the pressure of the right wing of the party forced the Tory leadership to move to the
indirect co-optation strategy to “recapture the policy space” (Krell et al., 2018) between the
Conservatives and UKIP, which had been lost in previous years of Cameron’s modernization.
At that time, the Labour party continued to ignore RWPP, except for sporadically using the
anti-immigrant slogans of radical right BNP – “British jobs for British workers” to retain the
support of low-skilled workers. The proximity of two political forces during this period,
UKIP’s “game” with the same ideological concepts (references), and the electoral
vulnerability of conservatives from UKIP, are determined by the fact that conservatives are
the first to move to accommodation strategy. In addition, Conservatives’ transition becomes a
factor that forces Labor to rethink their strategy.
After the 2010 elections, the Conservatives continue to collaborate with UKIP on EU and
immigration issues. A clear example is the European Union Act 2011. After 2013, as a
reaction to UKIP’s electoral growth, the Conservatives turned to co-optation by using policy
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elements, primarily an in/out referendum on Britain's membership of the EU on the new
conditions, if the Tories won the 2015 elections. As Alexandre-Collier argued, conservative
leadership purposefully swept away by absorbing their agenda. At the same time the author
stated that conservatives did not really do so as the voting system made it almost impossible
for UKIP to gain seats in Westminster (Alexandre-Collier 2017). I proceed from the fact that
intensive transition to co-optation strategy happened because the UKIP attracted conservative
deputies and voters, so an element of institutional isolation would not be enough. Thus, the
course towards a Britain EU membership referendum and adoption of the Migration Acts
during the Con-Lib coalition is a turn to direct accommodation or co-optation.
As for Labour, there were internal discussions in the Labour party about the UKIP problem,
such as an article from the Fabian society: “UKIP doesn’t just pose a problem for Labour
strategically, but divides the party internally” (Roberts et al., 2014: 2). Lord Ashcroft’s largescale polling consistently indicated that 40–50% of UKIP’s post-2010 gains have come from
ex-Conservative voters. This is in contrast to only 15-20% from Labours’ 2010 voters. As a
consequence, Labour made the simple argument that UKIP takes more votes from the Tories
than from Labour and therefore is a bigger problem for the Tories than for Labour.
The threat of UKIP stimulated Labour’s policy development, but the party was divided in this
matter. The Labour denied the necessity of an EU referendum, but also shifted to the right in
the form of informal co-optation (the 2014 European and local elections were a “critical
juncture”), which was fixed in their 2015 Election manifesto. The party promised to legislate
a “lock” that guarantees no transfer of powers from Britain to the EU without an in/out
referendum (Labour, 2015) and Labour Leader Ed Miliband claimed that he is against an
“ever closer union” (Menon, 2014).
The Conservatives and Labour combined the cooptation or accommodation with a “sanitary
cordon” around UKIP on the electoral, legislative, and executive levels to prevent the erosion
of the mainstream party to RWP. Despite calling for an electoral pact between the Tories and
UKIP among conservative backbenchers (BBC, 2014), the opportunity of a coalition with
RWPP was consistently rejected by the Tory leadership for the reason that “UKIP wants not
to work with conservatives in tandem, but to destroy the Conservative party” (Graham,
2014). A favourable factor for the “sanitary cordon” is the “first-past-the-post” electoral
system, which did not allow UKIP to form a significant parliamentary faction. Both the
Conservatives and Labour showed interest in preserving the election system, which suggests
that it was an element of institutional isolation.
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The practical realization of political strategies is more composite and variable than the
theoretical classifications. The British mainstream parties chose co-opting political strategies
with elements of political and legal isolation. The Conservatives used the formal co-optation
of elements of UKIP policy – a referendum on the country's membership in the EU. For
Labour there was informal cooptation as a “reduction of space” in policy positions between
them and RWPP on European and immigration issues. Political isolation occurred in the form
of non-cooperation with RWPP. Mainstream parties did not institutionalize the “sanitary
cordon” in the form of a “grand coalition” as in Germany, thanks to the electoral system,
which in 2015 blocked the formation of a substantial UKIP faction in the House of Commons
(an element of legal isolation).
Conclusion
Expanding the answer to how and why the mainstream responds to RWP, we have confirmed
the hypothesis that the mainstream parties’ transition from exclusive to predominantly
inclusive strategies towards RWPP, happens under the influence of complex factors,
including historical conditions. As the analysis of UK case shows, the available options for
strategy choice were deeply influenced by party-Euroscepticism as “an antecedent
condition”, which opened access to predominantly inclusion strategies towards RWPP during
the “critical juncture” – the 2014 European and local elections. “History matters” in strategy
choice, but it is not a monocausal explanation.
The UK case proved that the transition of the mainstream parties from exclusion to
predominantly inclusion strategies occurred under the influence of a complex of factors: (1)
in the wake of the external challenges, the migration problem became the second most
important in British society, so the political mainstream made a shift to the right; (2) the
ideological development of UKIP from a “single-issue hard Eurosceptic” party to a RWPP
with an anti-immigrant and anti-Westminster orientation and a populist message and (3) its
electoral results was one more factor in the mainstream’s strategy choice, especially for the
Conservative party. Proceeding from an ideological affinity with UKIP and the position of
the governing party, the Conservative Party was the first to switch to cooptation or
accommodation; (4) This move had an impetus for Labour to move away from an exclusion
strategy. As a result, the parties implemented similar strategies with differences in the degree
of the co-optation but coordinated in the political and legal isolation of RWPP. It means that
the political mainstream could combine types of strategies, synchronize, and coordinate them,
depending on different factors.
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Tab. 4. Conservative and Labour strategies 2004-2018 by using tools of different
classifications
Period

Conservatives

Labour

2004-2007

Predominantly ignoring

Dismissive

2007-2012

Informal

cooptation

or Predominantly dismissive

accommodation + political and legal
isolation
2013-2014

Formal

cooptation

or Predominantly dismissive

accommodation + political and legal
isolation
Since 2014

Formal

cooptation

or Formal

cooptation

or

accommodation + “sanitary cordon” accommodation + “sanitary
+ legal isolation

cordon” + legal isolation

To sum up, this article provides the basis for future research on how and why strategies’
choices and changes occur, and why and how strategies’ choices create certain institutional
paths. The mainstream may co-opt RWPP's policy positions to neutralize their opponents (De
Lange, 2012; Bale, 2018), but reacting to the antisystem, anti-elitist, and Eurosceptical nature
of RWPP, the chosen political strategies have effects that carry the same threats. “Critical
junctures….may uncover situations in which the institutional outcome does not reflect the
preferences of any specific actor, or even falls within the “winset” of the institutional
preferences of any one set of actors” (Tsebelis and Yataganas, 2002). In this context, Brexit
and the continued radicalization of the Conservative Party (Alexandre-Collier, 2016: 216) as
an “unexpected consequence” was not the purpose of the strategies of any of the mainstream
parties but became a side-effect of their strategies in 2010-2015.
According to this, the further development of the tools of HI in the mainstream's strategies
analysis looks promising. The situation of a “critical juncture” and “path dependence” in
strategy realization could answer the questions why mainstream parties choose concrete types
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of strategies and why they cannot change it when they clash with “unexpected
consequences”. HI also defines the role of the timing and sequence of political events while
choosing and implementing strategies in different national cases.
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