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Resignations, recriminations and 
resilience: Theresa May’s darkest day 

 
 
The Prime Minister’s proposed Brexit deal was in turmoil yesterday after the 
resignations of two senior members of the Cabinet in Boris Johnson and David 
Davis.  FTI Consulting has looked at the reshuffle, the new members of the 
Cabinet and the implications for the Brexit deal in this snapshot. 
 
With the clock rapidly running down to the start of the summer recess – a near-three month period that 
will see MPs leave Westminster for sun, sea, sand and constituency photo calls – one would usually expect 
this time of year to be marked by jolly drinks parties and friendly back-slapping, not serious politics. 
Instead, yesterday marked the toughest day for Theresa May’s entire premiership; bar the aftermath of 
last year’s disastrous general election which saw the Conservatives throw away their parliamentary 
majority and achieve the hitherto unimaginable feat of making Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party look like a 
possible government in waiting.  

 

 

On Friday, the Prime Minister and her Cabinet met at her 
country retreat of Chequers in Buckinghamshire in order to 
iron out a collective agreement on Britain’s future 
relationship with the European Union.  Following a twelve 
hour meeting, metaphorical white smoke rose above the 
Chiltern mansion with a statement confirming minsters had 
agreed to “maintain a common rulebook for all goods" with 
the EU and for "continued harmonisation" where desirable 
yet "different arrangements" for services "where it is in our 
interests to have regulatory flexibility". 

While the agreement was presented as the collective 
position of the Cabinet, it did not take long to unravel.   

 

Resignations 
Monday morning began with the resignation of the 
Secretary of State for Exiting the European Union, David 
Davis, who stated his view that the “inevitable consequence 
of the proposed policies will be to make the supposed 
control by Parliament illusory rather than real” and that the 
negotiating approach agreed by the Cabinet would “lead to 
further demands for concessions” from Brussels” 

As the day wore on, speculation about the position of the 
Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson intensified who was 
rumoured to have told allies over the weekend that he 
considered the Chequers agreement to be a “big turd”.  

Having been due to address a landmark summit of Western 
Balkan Foreign Ministers, Johnson remained sequestered at 
his official residence until mid-afternoon, ultimately issuing 
a statement accusing the Prime Minister of “suffocating the 
Brexit dream” and advocating a policy platform that would 
“turn Britain into a colony” of the European Union.  With 
those words, his resignation from government was sealed.  

No sooner had Westminster had the opportunity to digest 
the now-former Foreign Secretary’s words, the Prime 
Minister was due on her feet in the Commons in order to lay 
out her support for the deal.  

Cabinet Resignations 
• Rt Hon David Davis MP, Secretary of State for Exiting 

the European Union since July 2016  

• Rt Hon Boris Johnson MP, Secretary of State for 
Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs since July 2016 

 



 

The Prime Minister’s Commons 
Speech 
Given the circumstances, her statement to Parliament was 
as authoritative as it could have been.  

In a deft performance, she emphasised that negotiating a 
Brexit outcome which produced a hard border between 
Ireland and Northern Ireland or Northern Ireland and the 
rest of the UK was unacceptable.  She confirmed that the UK 
would be out of the Common Agricultural Policy and the 
Common Fisheries Policy as well as negotiating its own Free 
Trade Agreements in the future without causing major 
short-term damage to the UK businesses – details of which 
will be published in a White Paper shortly.  She also made it 
clear that the Government was “stepping up’” its 
preparations for a so-called “no deal” Brexit and its plans to 
seek ascension to the Trans-Pacific Partnership free trade 
agreement.  May also had strong words for the EU’s 
negotiators, emphasising that they needed to make 
significant movements if a mutually agreeable solution was 
to be met.  

The speech, and the Prime Minister’s response to Mr 
Corbyn’s statement, was among her more powerful 
appearances in the Commons – perhaps surprisingly so 
given the recent loss of two of her most senior Cabinet 
ministers.  Speaking at ease and with fluency, she appeared 
well-versed on the details of the proposal, was firm under 
questioning and clear on the plan’s consistency with the 
Conservative Party’s 2017 manifesto.  Crucially, she carefully 
walked the line between reassuring business that she 
understood the importance of continuity, while hitting some 
of the key concerns of Brexiteers such as freedom to pursue 
free trade deals and the need to remove - or at least reduce 
- the power of the European Court of Justice. 

Sitting alongside the Prime Minister throughout her 
Commons statement was her newly-minted Secretary of 
State for Exiting the European Union, Dominic Raab.  A judo-
loving international lawyer who has long been one of  

 

 

Parliament’s strongest cheerleaders for Brexit – and was 
indeed a former Chief of Staff to David Davis - Raab’s 
appointment makes strong political sense. 

Speaking at an event at FTI Consulting’s London HQ only last 
month, Raab publicly restated a number of critical Brexiteer 
demands: chiefly, that leaving the EU would “restore the 
UK’s democratic control and sovereignty” and that freedom 
of movement must be brought to an end.  

In the minds of many Conservative activists and MPs, Raab’s 

promotion is long-overdue and provides him with a golden 

opportunity to become the standard-bearer for a new 

generation of Thatcherites.  It may yet, however, prove to 

be a poisoned chalice if he is seen as failing to drive forward 

a significantly “hard” form of Brexit.   

Sitting a few places down on the front bench was a 
somewhat nervous looking Liam Fox who remains in post as 
Secretary of State for International Trade. Given his role as 
one of the leading Brexiteers in Government, and his belief 
in a clean break from the European Union, it is notable that 
he did not follow Davis and Johnson out of Government. He 
will be a key figure in the coming days as the Prime Minister 
seeks to shore up her position and it will be worth keeping a 
close eye on his movements. 

New Appointments  
Later in the evening, the Prime Minister announced the 
appointment of Jeremy Hunt as Foreign Secretary.  Likeable, 
eloquent and charming, Hunt’s appointment is, however, 
unlikely to allay concerns among Conservative backbenchers 
who are already deeply sceptical about the Prime Minister’s 
Brexit plans.   

During the 2016 referendum, Hunt was a vocal supporter of 
the Remain campaign who publicly ruminated about the 
merits of a second referendum in the days following the 
Leave vote.  He has, however, subsequently said that the 
EU's “disappointing” and “arrogant” behaviour since the 
referendum has turned him into a convert to the Leave 
cause.  

Though Raab now has the opportunity to position himself as 
a potential future party leader by appealing to the party’s 
Thatcherite wing, Hunt may not be able to seize the 
“moderniser” mantle that brought David Cameron 
considerable political success.  For Hunt to be credible to 
many Conservatives, he must prove that he believes in 
Brexit, rather than simply paying it political lip-service.  

Elsewhere in the Cabinet, Matt Hancock has shifted from his 
role as Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport  (DCMS) – a role to which he was widely judged to 
have brought considerable zeal – to assume the altogether 
more controversial role of Secretary of State for Health. 

 

 

New Cabinet Appointments 
• Rt Hon Jeremy Hunt MP, Secretary of State for 

Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs 

• Dominic Raab MP, Secretary of State for Exiting the 
European Union  

• Rt Hon Matt Hancock MP, Secretary of State for 
Health and Social Care 

• Rt Hon Jeremy Wright QC MP, Secretary of State for 
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 

• Geoffrey Cox QC MP,  Attorney General  



 

 

Filling Hancock’s former role as DCMS Secretary is the 
outgoing Attorney General Jeremy Wright, a courtly lawyer 
who will bring an open mind to policy challenges the 
department faces.  

For Theresa May – and this Conservative government – 
recess cannot come a day too soon. Crisis and divisions are 
the new normal.  

While the time may yet come that the Prime Minister faces 
the indignity of a “no-confidence” motion and a challenge to 
her continued leadership amongst her own MPs, the 
prospect of an imminent general election remains distant.  

Many Conservative MPs are comfortable with the perpetual 
internal warfare on the issue of Brexit, yet recoil at the 
horror of a Corbyn premiership – an ever-present prospect 
if the Government were to fall.  

For perhaps that reason alone, the Prime Minister and her 
sharply divided party live to fight another day.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


