
The principles of conservatism were established by Edmund Burke in response to the French revolution in 1789. His work, Reflections 
on the Revolution in France (1790), was deeply hostile to the  emergence of abstract values encapsulated by the French 
Revolution, including equality, liberty and fraternity

These values were, in Burke’s view dangerous for order, stability and tradition. Burke noted however that the French monarchy and nobility 
had brought about its own down-fall by refusing to recognise the principle of change in order to conserve.  Henceforth, conservatism was 
embattled by rapid economic, social and political change. As a result the old order was threatened.1790

The Principles of 
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Conservatives ideas emerged in the early part of the 19th Century, in reaction to the pace of change both politically and economically.

Origins and Development

Conservatives ideas 
emerged in the early part 
of the 19th Century, in 
reaction to the pace of 
change both politically 
and economically.

British conservatism has 
drawn heavily on the 
Burkean idea of  prudent 
change in order to 
conserve Prudent change 
is meant as a willingness to 
confront realities, 
acknowledging the 
possible necessity of 
evolution in a given 
circumstance, without 
giving away too much. 
Conservatism is therefore 
both a conservative and a 
pragmatic  philosophy

European monarchies, 
horrified at the French 
revolution – seen as a 
threat to their own power 
and privilege – became 
increasingly entrenched in 
their conservatism and 
they defended hereditary 
principles and privilege, as 
well as autocracy with 
fervour
Conservatism, as a 
political philosophy, 
marginally adapted, to 
shifting political 
circumstances in the 
1920s, and only made 
significant moves towards 
adopting liberal and 
progressive values after 
WWII. (Heywood, 2000)

Heywood (2000) also 
contends that in the 
United States a deeply 
liberal culture pervades 
despite occasional 
conservative 
ascendancy.

In other parts of the 
globe, conservatism is 
identifiable in different 
forms. For example in 
relation to former 
colonial states there is a 
mix a of nationalism, 
conservatism and 
socialism

Such cultures often 
invoke hierarchy and 
tradition

Conservatism has 
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As Leader of the Conservative 
Party, Cameron has an attempted 
to forge a style of conservatism 
which brings together the different 
factions of modernisers, 
traditionalists and Thatcherites



Central Themes

The main central 
themes of Conservative 
Philosophy are as 
follows

1. TRADITION
Institutions such as the House of Lords 
or the Monarchy have stood the time 
and should not be discarded or 
subject to ill thought out reform which 
damages the continuity with the past 
that they give us and the stability that 
arises out of that continuity

2. HUMAN IMPERFECTION
Human beings, by their very nature, 
are incapable of perfection. Any 
attempt to perfect human beings, their 
social arrangements or their social 
institutions is bound to end in dismal 
failure and at worst could result in 
gross abuses of individual liberty

3. ORGANIC SOCIETY
Society is held together by the 
traditional ties of family and 
community. Traditional forms of 
authority (for example the church) 
and a sense of duty (for example to 
one’s school, one’s family or one’s 
employer) are what bind society 
together. The institutions of society or 
co-dependent in the sense that they all 
rely on each other to sustain 
themselves

4. AUTHORITY
A great emphasis is placed on the 
importance of authority. Authority 
derives from social position and is 
necessary and beneficial for the 
society as a whole. Those in authority 
are assumed to know how best to use 
that authority. They will use their 
authority responsibly and provide 
discipline and leadership which is 
beneficial for the society as a whole 
in using that authority. Those lower 
down the social order have a duty to 
accept the authority of those above 
them

5. PROPERTY
The ownership and control of 
property os a key conservative value. 
With it comes self reliance, self 
respect and a value for the property 
of others. It also encourages respect 
for law and order. 

endured largely because it is 
concerned with stability and evolution. 
It has few fixed ideas and may be 
credited for its capacity to adapt to 
changing circumstance

It remains a potent and relevant 
political ideology, with the capacity to 
reinvent itself in a way that possesses 
electoral appeal and which other 
ideologies, with the exception of 
liberalism, may struggle to match

Nonetheless its capacity for evolution 
makes conservatism a much looser 
ideology than others, incorporating a 
range of traditions varying from the 
authoritarian to the liberal and to the 
paternalistic.

Central Themes
TRADITION

Tradition reflects an attachment with 
what has gone before and therefore a 
‘natural’ reluctance to embrace change

Change should only be borne out of 
necessity - nothing should be reformed 
for the sake of reform

If it  (i.e. the monarchy) has survived it 
has survived on the basis that it works. 
Discarding tradition is akin to 
discarding the wisdom of the ages

Many conservatives are also deeply 
religious, implying that the existing 
social order and hierarchy is natural 
and God ordained. Thus the disposal of 
the ancien regime in France was an act 
against God and something that should 
therefore be resisted

Heywood (2000) gives many other 
examples of conservatism which apply 
to the US Christian Right and to Islamic 
Fundamentalists
Tradition is venerated because it gives 
a sense of continuity to society (nothing 
should be given up easily) and a sense 
of rooted-ness to the individual. It 
locates them with a sense of place and 
time
Traditions have stood the test of time 
and should not therefore be lightly 
given up.

HUMAN IMPERFECTION

The imperfectability of human beings is 
central to conservative thinking. 
Humans are limited in many ways – 
psychologically, emotionally and in 
terms of their capacities

Humans desire order and stability and 
because they are imperfect require a 
strong central authority to provide it

Hobbesian view of human nature – 
selfish, natural instincts and urges. 
Hence the need for a strong central 
and deterrent authority

The world is too complex “boundless 
and bottomless’ (Oakeshott, 1990) for 
humans to grasp and therefore there 
should be a natural, almost instinctual 
suspicion, of blue prints for the 
perfection or enhancement of society.

Conservatives prefer therefore a 
conservative pragmatic approach 
based on experience and tradition 
rather than a reformist agenda. 
Attempts at perfection are misguided at 



best and dangerous at worst

ORGANIC SOCIETY

The liberal and neo conservative view of individuals as selfish and self seeking is 
rejected. Rather, individuals are security and dependency seeking

They rely heavily on community, church, family and other means of drawing 
individuals together. Freedom is not seen in liberal terms but in terms of an 
acceptance of obligations of social value

Authority, duty and loyalty bond society together. Society is not held together via 
rationalism but by allegiance to traditional ties  such as religion the family and the 
community

Morality cannot be personal – this exemplifies excessive liberalism – reaction to the 
permissive society

The law must have a moral and ethical dimension and must not simply be about 
upholding  the law in favour of property and in defence of privilege.

Conservative opposition to immigration – seen as dilution of natural identity and 
culture. Conservatives therefore reject multi-culturalism and  other forms of 
tolerance instigated by government which may be regarded as having the potential 
to provoke tensions within the host community

Bound up with these ideas is the concept of nationhood and national sovereignty. 
There is a deep suspicion of forms of internationalism or supranationalism, most 
recently expressed in the tendency towards Euro-scepticism in the Conservative 
Party and other right leaning parties.

AUTHORITY

Conservatives place great emphasis upon authority, which develops naturally, 
rather than through association a contract as maintained by liberals

Authority in the conservative view comes from above and is both necessary and 
beneficial, providing for leadership and discipline, which are the cornerstones of 
the stable and orderly society

Authoritarian conservatives view authority as absolute and immutable

However there are limits to the exercise of authority within mainstream conservative 
thinking. Such limits arise out of the natural responsibility that comes with authority. 
Those in authority must exercise it responsibly and with wisdom

Naturally occurring inequalities are essential for the maintenance of society. Those 
in leadership positions are there because they are a ‘natural aristocracy’ with 
capacities for leadership

Inequality is functional for society because it follows from and serves the differential 
nature of society, each class performing its own essential functions contributing to 
the overall health of the system
The state must ensure that along with rights comes responsibilities, and there is thus 
a strong paternalistic element in conservatism

The minimal state envisaged by classical liberals, is rejected to some extent by some 
conservatives in favour of the strong state upholding public order with deterrence 
and where necessary punishment

However the government should not be too strong and should remain limited in the 
extent to which it interferes in people’s lives. Oakeshott argued that politics was a 
bout limited government which was not designed to “make people good or even 
better”

 

PROPERTY

Property possesses deep almost mystical significance for conservatives.

Key Thinkers

1. EDMUND BURKE (1729-1797)
Often seen as the founder of 
Conservatism, his deep hostility to the 
French Revolution gave rise to some 
of the most fundamental conservative 
principles, most notably  the 
importance of continuity and tradition 
in preference to violent revolutionary 
upheaval.

2. MICHAEL OAKESHOTT 
(1901-1990)
Politics requires rationality and 
reason. Raason should tell us that it is 
impossible to perfect human nature 
and society and any attempt to do 
results in totalitarianism

3. DE MAISTRE (1753-1821)
Monarchy and Christianity are the 
only possible bases for a stable order 
in society. Thus he was deeply hostile 
to the French Revolution

4.BENJAMIN DISRAELI (1804-1881)
Appalled by the squalor of Victorian 
England and the threat to stability it 
posed Disraeli developed a brand of 
Conserratism whichhad  at its centre 
the idea of the noblesse oblige - the 
obligation of the well off to the poor.

5. HAROLD MACMILLAN 
(1894-1986)
In many ways the heir to Disraeli. As 
MP for Stockton on Tees Macmillan 
witnessed the appalling poverty of the 
depression and therefore developed 
a firm attachment to welfare and state 
intervention

6. MILTON FRIEDMAN (1912-2006)
Founder of the Chicago School of 
neo-liberal economics which 
advocated, deregulation, privatisation 
and the slashing of government 
welfare programmes. These policies 
have now been formally adopted and 
exported to well over 140 countries 
through the IMF, the WTO and the 
World Bank.



Conservatism
Summary

1
Arose out of the turmoil of 
the C17th and C18th. 
Edmund Burke was deeply 
hostile to the revolution in 
France and argued for 
tradition and continuity.

4
One nation Conservatism 
owes its origins to Disraeli, 
Out of pragmatism it was 
better for the overall stability 
of society that the better off 
recognised an obligation to 
the less well off.

7
Libertarianism is the view that 
each person has the right to 
live his life in any way he 
chooses so long as he 
respects the equal rights of 
others.  The government has 
no right of interference in the 
freedom of choice of the 
individual

Conservatism
Summary

2
The major core themes and 
values that Conservatives 
hold dear are tradition, the 
imperfection of human 
nature, organic society, 
traditional authority and the 
importance of private 
property

5
Paternalistic conservatism is a 
feature of one nation 
conservatism. There is a 
fundamental belief in 
paternalistic conservatism 
that conservatives should 
embrace ‘that which works’

8
The New Right - neoliberalism 
and neoconservatism. A 
blend of classical free market 
economics and authoritarian 
conservatism.

Conservatism
Summary

3
Authoritarian Conservatism 
favours strict adherence to 
the authority of the 
government and the state

6
The Middle way  - an 
approach with combines 
state intervention and 
ownership, welfare and 
economic planning with the 
free market

9
Modern conservatism tends to 
ignore Gilmour’s maxim for 
travelling light. Conservative 
parties are increasingly 
ideological and much less 
pragmatic than their 
predecessors

The outbreak of the French 
Revolution in 1789 gave Burke 
his greatest target. He 
expressed his hostility in 
'Reflections on the Revolution 
in France' (1790). The book 
provoked a huge response, 
including Thomas Paine's 'The 
Rights of Man'. Burke 
emphasised the dangers of 
mob rule, fearing that the 
Revolution's fervour was 
destroying French society. He 
appealed to the British virtues 
of continuity, tradition, rank 
and property and opposed 
the Revolution to the end of 
his life.

Property ownership is a virtue, making 
individuals more self reliant. Property 
ownership creates stability in that those 
who own property are more likely to 
respect the property rights of others. 
The ownership of property brings with it 
respect for law and order

Conservatives in the UK in the 1980s 
spoke of the promotion of a property 
owning democracy through 
privatisation of state assets and the 
wide scale sale of council homes

The idea that property should be held 
in common ownership is an appaling 
one for conservatives because they 
believe it would lead to the breakdown 
of authority, order and stability

However there is less laissez-faire 
emphasis on property rights. 
Conservatives believe that those who 
enjoy property must exercise the 
privileges it brings responsibly

The rights of the property owning 
individual must be balanced against the 
needs of the society as a whole

Inheritance of property safeguards 
tradition and authority.

Owners are the custodians for future 
generations.

EDMUND BURKE 1729-1797



1. Economic Liberalism

2. Monetarism 

3. Anti -Corporatism

4. Indivdualism

5. Authoritarianism 

6. Populism

Gamble’s 6 Components of 
Thatcherism
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“In government I cannot waste time having internal argument and debate”

Thatcherism was a 
distinctive blend of classical 
neo-liberal economics and 
neo- conservatism. One of 
the key features was the 
emphasis on authority.
A distinction should be made 
between authority based 
conservatism and authoritarian 
conservatism. 

Authority based conservatism 
emphasises the natural and 
beneficial role authority plays in 
maintaining social cohesion 
whereas authoritarian conservatism 
displays absolutist tendencies

Authoritarian conservatism can be 
traced back to Plato’s concept of 
the philosopher kings ‘The 
Guardians’ in whom absolute 
authority was invested

De Maistre was a fierce critic of the 
French Revolution and wanted a 
return to the ancien regime of the 
Bourbons

Society could only be bound 
together through the ‘throne and 
the alter’. De Maistre believed in 
the Divine Right of Kings

Revolution or even reform would 
weaken these bonds, leading to a 
fragmentation of order and a 
concomitant reduction in stability

Even despotic rulers should always 
be obeyed because even the 
merest of challenges to authority 
was dangerous.

Authoritarianism was entrenched 
throughout Europe, most notably 
under Tsar Nicholas I (1825-1855) 
who proclaimed the principles of 

Authoritarianism
• a style of government favouring or 
enforcing strict obedience to 
authority, esp. that of the 
government, at the expense of 
personal freedom

• showing a lack of concern for the 
wishes or opinions of others; 
dictatorial



Orthodoxy, autocracy and nationhood
‘orthodoxy, autocracy and 
nationality’

These were much more tried and 
tested means of ensuring stability 
than abstract principles of equality 
or liberty which in many ways were 
seen as unnatural.

Authoritarian conservatism 
persisted in opposition to liberalism, 
nationalism and socialism for much 
of the 19th C.

It even played a critical role in 
facilitating the demise of The 
Weimar Republic in Germany, 
where Conservatives ensured 
Hitler’s transition to power in an 
attempt to curb the rise of 
Bolshevism.

Conservative authoritarian regimes 
have made much use of the ‘will of 
the people’ as a guise to introduce 
autocratic role. Napoleon III in 
France  established himself as 
Emperor claiming the will of the 
people gave him legitimacy to do 
so.

Authoritarian – populism sometimes 
fuses with nationalism, 
modernisation and religion for 
example in Iran under the 
Ayatollah Khomeini

One Nation Conservatism

Begins with Disraeli and his belief 
in the principle of social obligation 
and stands in stark contrast to the 

extreme individualism of liberal 
thinking.Disraeli wrote two novels  
expressing concern at the growing 
poverty of the industrial working 
class effectively coining the term 
one nation conservatism by default 
having written of the danger of the 
emergence of two nations – the 
rich and the poor.

Essentially this was a pragmatic 
philosophy, based on a fear that 
the poor would not simply accept 
immiseration and could revolt.
Ultimately then care for the 
condition of the poor was in the 
longer term interests of the wealthy
Wealth and privilege brings with it 
obligations particularly to the poor 
– the price of privilege

Second Reform Act 1867 

This philosophy has had a profound 
influence upon conservative 
thinking for over 150 years and is 
sometimes also called welfare 
toryism

Pragmatism of the philosophy can 
also be seen by Bismark in 
Germany who initiated social 
reforms and welfarism to  wean the 
working classes away from 
revolutionary ideas Ideas of one 
nation Toryism were also accepted 
by Joseph Chamberlain and 
Randolph Churchill.

 

One Nation 

Conservatism

PATERNALISTIC 
CONSERVATISM

Another, more dominant strain 
of conservatism has been the 
emergence of paternalistic 
conservatism, sometimes 
associated with more 
progressive values and critically 
the ability to adapt to changing 
circumstances

Some evidence for this mode of 
conservative thinking can even 
be found in the writings of Burke

‘A state without the means of 
some change is without the 
means of its own conservation’

Thus conservatism may be at 
one and the same time cautious 
and pragmatic

Ian Gilmour once noted that ‘the 
wise conservative travels light. 
What he meant by this is that 
Conservatives should not be 
over-encumbered by ideological 
baggage.

There is a fundamental belief in 
paternalistic conservatism that 
conservatives should embrace 
‘that which works’

Such paternalistic conservatism 
has its roots in Disraeli, but has 
manifested itself many times 
during the twentieth century, 
both in and out of office

One-nation conservatism is a form of British 
political conservatism that views society as 
organic and values paternalism and 
pragmatism. The phrase "One-nation Tory" 
originated with Benjamin Disraeli 
(1804-1881). He devised it to appeal to 
working class men as a solution to worsening 
divisions in society. As a political philosophy, 
one-nation conservatism reflects the belief that 
societies exist and develop organically, and 
that members within them have obligations 
towards each other. There is particular 
emphasis on the paternalistic obligation of the 
upper classes to those classes below them, 
sometimes called the noblesse oblige.

During Disraeli's terms in government, 
considerable social reforms were passed. 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the 
party moved away from paternalism in favour 
of free market capitalism, but fears of 
extremism during the interwar period caused 
the revival of one-nation conservatism. The 
philosophy continued to be held by the party 
throughout the post-war consensus until the 
rise of the New Right, which partly  attributed 
the country's social and economic troubles to 
one-nation conservatism. David Cameron’s 
ideology is said to contain an element of one-
nationism.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_market_capitalism
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-war_consensus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Post-war_consensus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Right
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Right
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Cameron
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The Middle Way

Term 1st coined by Harold Macmillan in 1938 – the title of a book in which he advocated a 
form of planned capitalism

‘a mixed system which combines state ownership, regulation or control of certain aspects 
of  economic activity

As MP for the impoverished Stockton in the north east of England Macmillan had been 
profoundly influenced by the levels of unemployment and the misery for families that it 
had brought

The post war settlement/consensus, established by the Attlee governments of 45-51 
enjoyed a broad measure of cross party support, though this is not to claim that there 
were no differences between Conservative and Labour thinking on the welfare state, 
nationalisation and the national health service.

During the 1950s paternalism and intervention became dominant values within the 
conservative party

Conservatives became increasingly familiar and comfortable with the extension of the 
state into economic and social life

Emergence of Butskellism or the Butskellite consensus, architects of which were the 
modern liberals Keynes and Beveridge

Interventionist policies were also adopted by Christian Democratic parties in western 
Europe after the war, championing for example the social market model which has been 
dominant throughout western Europe for most of post war period

Harold Macmillan (PM from 
1957-1963)HAROLD 

MACMILLAN

(1894-1986)

Macmi l lan ro se qu i c k l y 
through Conservative ranks 
and, when the Conservatives 
were elected in 1951, he was 
made Minister of Housing, 
then Minister of Defence, 
Foreign Secretary and finally 
Chancellor of the Exchequer.

When Sir Anthony Eden 
resigned as Prime Minister in 
January 1957, Macmillian 
came out from the wreckage 
of Suez to lead a demoralised 
Conservative party and a 
country that was still in the 
depths of turmoil.

Despite telling the Queen that 
he did not think the new 
government would last longer 
than 6 weeks, Macmillian 
quickly restored the country’s 
confidence and its fortunes. In 
domest ic policy, he was 
determined to avoid the mass 
u n e m p l o y m e n t h e h a d 
witnessed in the 1930s as MP 
fo r S toc k ton -on - Tees . A 
c h a m p i o n o f e c o n o m i c 
planning and a moderniser at 
heart, as living standards and 
prosperity in Britain increased 
he was able to claim that the 
British public had “never had 
it so good”.

https://www.gov.uk/government/history/past-prime-ministers/anthony-eden
https://www.gov.uk/government/history/past-prime-ministers/anthony-eden


LIBERTARIANISM

The libertarian or "classical 
liberal" perspective is that 
individual well-being, prosperity, 
and social harmony are fostered 
by "as much liberty as possible" 
and "as little government as 
necessary."

These ideas lead to new 
questions: What's possible? 
What's necessary? What are the 
practical implications and the 
unsolved problems? 

According to The Machinery of 
Freedom by David Friedman, 
Open Court Publishing 
Company, 1973.

“The central idea of 
libertarianism is that people 
should be permitted to run their 
own lives as they wish. “

According to Libertarianism: A 
Primer by David Boaz, Free 
Press, 1997. 

Libertarianism is the view that 
each person has the right to live 
his life in any way he chooses so 
long as he respects the equal 
rights of others. 

Libertarians defend each person's 
right to life, liberty, and property-
rights that people have naturally, 
before governments are created. 
In the libertarian view, all human 
relationships should be voluntary; 
the only actions that should be 
forbidden by law are those that 
involve the initiation of force 
against those who have not 
themselves used force.”

Liberals favour government action 
to promote equality, whereas 
conservatives favour government 
action to promote order. 

Libertarians favour freedom and 
oppose government action to 
promote either equality or order.

Libertarianism

Conservatism has been informed by 
ideas of classical liberalism, specifically 
in the field of economic management 
and in the embrace of the individual 
and his liberty

Such ideas are not new in Conservatism 
– such a strand of deeply liberal 
thinking can be traced all the way back 
to Burke. This libertarian conservatism 
has been most strongly felt in both the 
USA and in the UK

Burke himself expressed a strong 
preference for free trade which was 
both natural and necessary and 
support for industrial capitalism, which 
though harsh for many, was the natural 
order of things and preferable to any 
alternative.

Disraeli paternalism and later the one 
nation governments of MacMillan 
pushed laissez faire ideas to the 
margins of conservative thinking. 
However they have periodically 
reasserted themselves emphasising self 
reliance and opposing the growth of 
state activity.

In the early part of the 20th century 
there was a backlash against Asquith’s 
liberal social welfare policies and again 
in the 1970s there was a backlash 
against the post war consensus, 
Keynesian orthodoxy and specifically 
the Welfare State.

In opposition Mrs Thatcher’s 
Conservatives, ably supported by a 
right wing press, launched and 

ideological attack on the principles of 
welfarism. In the early 1980s Rhodes 
Boyson famously commented that ‘…
welfare saps the moral fibre of the 
nation…’

In office Mrs Thatcher’s conservatives 
launched an fiscal attack on the welfare 
state  in the name of monetarism, 
individualism and self reliance.

Libertarian conservatism differs from 
liberalism in respect of their view on 
liberty and human nature. Social and 
moral responsibility should be left to 
the individual is a hallmark of liberalism 
which libertarian conservatives have 
some difficulty with

This difficulty arises because 
Conservatives for the most part believe 
in a strong state and do not have 
sufficient faith in human nature to 
believe that individuals left to their own 
devices will always make pro-social 
choices.

Thus the attachment to economic 
liberalism in libertarian conservatism 
does not translate to liberal thinking of 
social and moral responsibility

Instead the strong state and the 
disciplines of the free market act as a 
regulator of individual conduct to the 
extent that it ensures the overall 
stability of the system.

Thus the market acts as an invisible source of 
coercion, along side more visible sources such as 
the police or the courts.

http://daviddfriedman.com/The_Machinery_of_Freedom_.pdf
http://daviddfriedman.com/The_Machinery_of_Freedom_.pdf
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http://www.libertarianism.org/


Conservatism Today

Conservatism has been the most electorally 
popular political philosophy of the 20th 
Century. In the 52 years since 1945 the 
conservatives have been in office 36 years 
in the UK

It has shown it has great capacity to adapt 
and evolve and to challenge and defeat its 
principal ideological nemesis socialism

Paradoxically as conservatism was 
principally defined by its antipathy to 
socialism how may it be defined in a post-
socialist age? 

If ‘rolling back the frontiers of the state’ 
results, as many have predicted a greater 
widening of inequality and there is no 
corrective role for the state in this regard 
might social exclusion result in the 
weakening of support for traditional forms 
of authority and free market economics 
itself

Additionally with the ascendancy of the 
new right Conservatism as a creed has 
become increasingly ideological and in the 
words of Ian Gilmour, no longer ‘travels 
light’. This threatens its core ability to 
adapt to changing circumstances which as 
Edmund Burke pointed out with regards to 
states could imply that an inability to 
change translates into an inability to 
conserve.

“Neoliberal democracy. Instead of citizens, it produces consumers. Instead of communities, it produces shopping malls. The net 
result is an atomized society of disengaged individuals who feel demoralized and socially powerless. Noam Chomsky.

Neo Liberalism
The Liberal aspects of new right thinking are drawn 
from classical rather than modern liberalism.

Restates the case for a minimal but strong state
Government cannot but help have a damaging 
effect on society, though of itself it remains 
necessary to constrain individuals from acting upon 
their, essentially wicked, impulses.

The state is therefore necessary solely as a realm 
of coercion

The new right therefore represents a fundamental 
challenge to paternalism strands within 
conservative thinking

Centre stage in new right thinking is the revival of 
classical liberal economics. Keynesian orthodoxies 
were challenged by Friedrich Hayek and Milton 
Friedman, drawing on the work of classical liberal 
economists Adam Smith and Ricardo

Central to this challenge was the rejection of the 
very notion of the ‘managed’ or ‘planned’ 
economy. State intervention was after all inversely 
related to economic success and freedom. 
Inefficiency was the norm in the most planned 
economies in the world (those in the Soviet bloc) 
and such planning and centralisation were also 
inimical to freedom. In essence they were closed 
societies. 

Indeed in The Road To Serfdom (1948)  
Hayek attacked economic interventionism as 
implicitly totalitarian. Concomitant to this was the 
idea that failures in capitalism were not 
attributable to too much private enterprise but to 
too little. Correspondingly a decrease in the role of 
the state would result in greater economic 
efficiency and enhanced freedom. Unemployment 
and inflation in the 1970s was due to the unnatural 

inefficiencies in the system of economic planning 
which ultimately distorts the market. 

Money is seen as the most effective mechanism for 
distribution of goods and services, and 
governments are limited to a basic role of ensuring 
financial stability. One could see the recent 
government guarantee of investors savings in the 
light of the recent financial crisis as acting in good 
faith with neo –liberal values in this regard.

However governments may also if they are too 
interventionist distort the market and fuel inflation. 
Inflation erodes the value of money and 
destabilises the economy and thus society. It is 
therefore a government’s primary duty to exercise 
fiscal restraint.

The economic policies of both Thatcher and Reagan 
in the 1980s were heavily influenced by such ideas. 
Both administrations allowed unemployment (the 
chief ill in a Keynesian world view) to rise sharply. 
Both administrations instituted tax cuts and cuts in 
social spending. Policies of privatisation were 
pursued not only in the UK but also in France. 
Nationalised industries are inefficient because they 
are not subject to the disciplines of the market. The 
activities of firms were also de-regulated.

Emphasis on neo-liberalism on negative rather than 
positive freedoms. i.e. the absence of constraint. 
Further welfarism is an attack on individual 
property rights. (Nozick, 1974). Welfare is a a 
major cause of social breakdown. It creates one –
parent families and is of itself a cause of poverty. It 
reduces self reliance and initiative and creates a 
culture of dependency. It limits the freedom of 
those on welfare and those who contribute to 
welfare through their taxes.

Finally, welfare in fact exacerbates poverty as it 
robs people of their aspirations. Thus there is an 
economic and a moral case for reducing the 
activities of the state.

The New 

Right

From 1945 onwards paternalism was the dominant strand in 
conservative thinking

Authoritarian Conservatism of the type seen under Franco in Spain 
collapsed in the mid 1970s as democracy took hold.

Conservatism had a long standing rapprochement with welfarist forms 
of social democracy and the ‘long boom’ of the post war years seemed 
to confirm the ascendancy of ‘managed capitalism’.

However, new right ideas began to gain currency in the latter half of 
the 1960s and influenced Heath’s first two years in office between 
1970 and 1972.

A draconian industrial Relations Act was passed in 1971; tax cuts and 
spending cuts were instituted in Barber’s budgets; and subsidies to 
state industries were halted until a crises point was reached in 1972 
and Heath u-turned on his new right influenced agenda. 

The economic, social and political crises of the 1970s however doomed 
the post war orthodoxy as political parties mainly in the UK but also 
later in the USA, France and Germany sought to distance themselves 
from the post war settlement in favour of more radical policies either 
on the left or the right of the political spectrum: legitimation 
crises arose.

As Conservative parties triumphed in the USA and in the UK, with a 
distinct brand of neo conservatism new right ideas became common 
currency. The state and its role were placed under increasing scrutiny.
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Freedom is seen in essentially economic 
terms – neo conservatism remains socially 
conservative and there is an emphasis on 
economic freedom accompanied by strict 
individual responsibility and social order.

Neo conservatives call for economic freedom 
along side the restoration of authority in 
social life. Gamble, 1988 calls this an 
attachment to the free economy and a 
strong state

Neo-conservatism is in essence a reaction 
against the social liberalism of the 
permissive society. It does not allow for 
example for the possibility of a moral 
equivalence between heterosexual and 
homosexual relationships

The strict moral standards of society should 
be championed and are often evoked in 
terms of ‘back to basics’ (John Major) or a 
return to ‘Victorian values’ (Margaret 
Thatcher) whilst in the United States 
organisations such as the Moral Majority 
stress family values – opposition to sex 
before marriage, abortion, homosexuality 
and the like.
Neo conservatives detect two principal 
dangers in permissive values.
These are that freedom of choice in the 
moral realm may lead to immoral choices. 

Secondly moral pluralism and diversity 
threatens the cohesion of society – civilised 
standards would be impossible to maintain 
in a society of individuals were simply free 
to choose as they please.

The period since the 1960s has seen a 
weakening of traditional respect for 
authority, principally as a result of 
permissiveness encouraging challenges to 
traditional forms of authority.The permissive 
society is a breeding ground for family 
breakdown, anti-social behaviour, crime, 
educational failure and a litany of other 
social problems

To counter this deterrence through tough 
punishment is required. In the United States 
this has led to the restoration of the death 
penalty and in the United Kingdom the 
largest ever prison population

The Marxist commentator Stuart Hall has 
called Mrs Thatcher’s brand of policies 
‘authoritarian populism’ responding to a 
general sense of malaise in society over the 
collapse in standards. Thus the state needs 
to be strong in the moral sphere, providing 
guidance and deterrence in equal measure.

Another feature is resurgent nationalism or 
what Giddens has referred to as a civic 

religion acting as some form of social glue 
or cement binding society together. A decline 
in religious belief at least in the UK 
necessitates filling the void with some new 
religion. Patriotism and nationalism perform 
this function perfectly. Even politicians of the 
left such as Gordon Brown recognise the 
value of such appeals. He used the terms 
British, Britain, or Britishness no less than 73 
times in his inaugural speech as Labour 
leader and Prime Minister.

Such appeals are also at the heart of the 
Euro-scepticism that influences the parties 
thinking and policies on the European 
Union.

Oliver Letwin (1992) has argued that neo-
liberalism and neo conservatism are 
compatible. Thatcherism consisted of the 
vigorous virtues which imply in economic 
terms rolling back the frontiers of the state 
but in moral or social terms greater 
intervention through more policer, tougher 
sentencing and the like.

Truly unfettered capitalism however, it may 
be argued place strains on society, through 
the inequities that arise. Further 
globalisation of markets dilutes national 
sovereignty.


