Attorney General’s Nazi-era comparison intensifies Conservative rift over ECHR
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Richard Hermer, the Attorney General for England and Wales, has sparked controversy with his remarks made during a recent lecture at the Royal United Services Institute. His comments sharply criticized the current Conservative leadership's approach to international law, particularly concerning the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). Drawing an unexpected and inflammatory parallel to Nazi Germany’s legal justifications, he invoked the jurist Carl Schmitt, whose support for Hitler's regime raised eyebrows and invited significant backlash, not just for the historical weight of his reference but for its immediate political ramifications.
Hermer made it clear that he believes any effort to undermine international treaties would jeopardize Western strength and potentially encourage authoritarian regimes, such as Putin’s Russia. He strongly condemned calls from Conservative figures like Kemi Badenoch, who advocates for a review or withdrawal from the ECHR, framing her stance as reckless and naïve. This perspective seems disconnected from the reality that many UK citizens crave a more robust stance on sovereignty and immigration control, views that resonate deeply with growing populist sentiments across the nation.
The current political landscape is far from united. The Conservative Party is fraught with internal divisions over the ECHR, with factions arguing for withdrawal as a strategy to reclaim control over immigration policies. In a recent televised debate, Badenoch clashed with leadership rival Robert Jenrick, who pushed for a decisive break from the ECHR. While Badenoch presented a softer approach to international engagement, Jenrick’s position appealed directly to voter concerns about immigration, highlighting the fracture within the party as it grapples with public sentiment and the essence of Conservative principles.
Hermer's statements carry weight that transcends mere political commentary. His influential role as chief legal advisor puts him at the crux of ongoing evaluations of human rights law just as demands for reform intensify. Recent correspondence from leaders across Europe, including Italy and Denmark, has expressed urgent concerns about the ECHR, indicating a growing belief that its application undermines national sovereignty and political autonomy. This tumultuous debate is not confined to the UK; it reverberates through the broader European landscape, further complicating the government's response.
Figures like Kemi Badenoch align themselves with the narrative of regaining sovereignty through a potential withdrawal from the ECHR, viewing the current legal framework as a hindrance to necessary immigration reforms. Her statements suggest a last-resort position rather than a fundamental shift, yet the context of Hermer's ill-timed comments looms large, complicating her efforts to project a coherent party message amidst burgeoning dissent.
Ultimately, this situation exposes the fragile balance between legal integrity and political maneuvering. Hermer's historically charged remarks have ignited a debate that threatens to overshadow more pressing discussions about the need for meaningful reform to human rights law. The government stands at a crucial crossroad; it must come to grips with the rising populist demand for change while attempting to uphold the values and frameworks central to international legal agreements.
This ongoing conundrum calls for meticulous navigation, as the consequences of provocative comparisons and the demand for reform continue to unfold in a landscape already marked by deep divisions. The future of the UK’s relationship with international law will depend on more than just political posturing; it will require a commitment to substantive, thoughtful dialogue devoid of sensationalism in the pursuit of genuine reform.
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