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Reply: The strange survival of Tory conservatism  

 

 

Richard Hayton 

 

 

It is always gratifying to discover that academic colleagues have read your work, and even more so to 

find that they have been sufficiently enthused (or perhaps, occasionally, enraged!) to review it. To have 

ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ďŽŽŬ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ Ăƚ ůĞŶŐƚŚ ŝŶ Ă ũŽƵƌŶĂů ƐǇŵƉŽƐŝƵŵ ŝƐ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ĨůĂƚƚĞƌŝŶŐ͕ ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ ďǇ 
reviewers as considered and munificent in their commentary as Mark Garnett and Murray Leith. As such 

I would like to thank them both, but especially the former given that he had already made a number of 

very generous remarks about my work in a wider review essay elsewhere (Garnett, 2013). During my 

time as Ă ĚŽĐƚŽƌĂů ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ GĂƌŶĞƚƚ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ ĚŝĚ ŵƵĐŚ ƚŽ ƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚĞ ŵǇ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚe state of 

Conservative Party politics, and while I sometimes demurred from his conclusions, I continue to greatly 

admire not only its intellectual depth but the unfailing lucidity of his prose.  

 

It is nonetheless the role reviewers to engage in critical dialogue, and there are several pertinent points 

raised that I would like to take the opportunity to respond to. One substantial issue raised by both 

Garnett and Leith relates to the theoretical standpoint that guided the research, namely the strategic-

relational approach (SRA). TŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ ŽĨ ďŽƚŚ ƌĞǀŝĞǁĞƌƐ ŝƐ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ͗ ĨŽƌ GĂƌŶĞƚƚ ŵǇ ĂƉƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ͚ƵŶĚƵůǇ 
agency-ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚĞĚ͛ (2014: 2), whereas Leith ŝƐ ǁŽƌƌŝĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ͚ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ ŝŐŶŽƌĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĂĐƚƵĂů ǁĞŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ŽĨ 
key factors and downplays the role of the natioŶĂů͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂƚĞ͛ (2014: 2). The obvious rejoinder 

is that the study explicitly set out to examine in detail a relatively small group of people. As I noted on 

the first paŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŽƌǇ ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ďŽŽŬ ͚is concerned with the actions, perceptions and 

strategies of the Conservative Party elite leadership in opposition, between 1997 and 2010͛ ;HĂǇƚŽŶ͕ 
2012: 3). Consequently, other broader factors which undoubtedly were important contributors to the 

CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂů ƚƌĂǀĂŝůƐ - the revitalisation of the Labour Party under the leadership of Tony 

Blair for example ʹ were not the focus of the study, which instead sought to ƐŚĞĚ ůŝŐŚƚ ŽŶ ͚ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ŬĞǇ 
strategic actors (namely the successive leaders of the party and other senior politicians) understood, 

ĂŶĚ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂů ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ͛ (ibid: 4).  

 

How much space should therefore be dedicated to exploring the broader context? This is a question 

ǁŚŝĐŚ I͛ŵ happy to acknowledge I spent some time debating, and the inherent difficulty involved in 

settling on a definitive answer is perhaps one reason for the relative paucity of empirical studies that 

have attempted to employ the SRA. For me though a valuable attribute of the SRA is that it directs our 

attention to the way political actors perceive and interpret their strategic-context,  which not only 

implies that any particular set of circumstances could be understood in a number of different ways, but 

also allows us to consider how ideology influences these interpretations. Hence the stress on ideology in 

the analysis, and also the emphasis on how politicians felt enabled or constrained, rather than 

necessarily were. Garnett also suggests that wider contextual research beyond the scope of this 
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particular study, for example a party membership survey comparable to that undertaken by Whitely et 

al. (1994) two decades ago, would be of great value to scholars in this field. With this I could not agree 

more wholeheartedly, so we can only hope the research funding councils are similarly persuaded. Both 

reviewers shy away from the rather more fundamental criticism of whether or not the SRA can 

effectively be applied to a leadership-focused study ʹ as far as I am aware this is the first such attempt ʹ 

which I would like to think indicates that while further refinements maybe required, the approach is one 

others working in the field of party politics may take up and develop.  

 

The broader context Leith is concerned with is the national one, particularly in relation to sub-state 

constitutional structures and ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͘ HĞ ďĞŵŽĂŶƐ ƚŚĞ ĂďƐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ͚ƌĞĂů ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ SĐŽƚůĂŶĚ ĂŶĚ 
Wales as anything other than geographical locations ĂŶĚ ŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶĂů GE ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ůŝŬĞĚ ƚŽ 
ƐĞĞ ͚ĂŶ ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƵď-ƐƚĂƚĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ůĞŐŝƐůĂƚƵƌĞƐ͛ ;ϮϬϭϰ͗ ϮͿ͘ Although such an assessment would 

no doubt be of great worth, its omission from a book concerned with the contemporary Conservative 

party elite does not seem to me to require a great deal of explanation. As Leith goes on to observe, by 

1997 support for the Conservatives was geographically circumscribed, with the party failing to win any 

seats outside of England. This is a long term structural problem for the party which even the upturn in 

performance and return to office at the 2010 election only partially reversed. In that contest, the 

Conservatives secured the highest share of the vote in just five regions (the South East, South West, 

Eastern, East Midlands and West Midlands); failing to win the remaining six in Great Britain (London, the 

North East, North West, Scotland, Wales, and Yorkshire and the Humber). In Northern Ireland (which 

ŽĚĚůǇ ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ďĞǇŽŶĚ LĞŝƚŚ͛Ɛ ƉƵƌǀŝĞǁͿ the CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ill-fated electoral pact with the Ulster 

Unionist Party failed to deliver any seats, and the alliance was soon after dissolved.  

 

In this context, the puzzle the book addresses is why the Conservative elite at Westminster was 

reluctant to dŝƐƉĞŶƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ƵŶŝŽŶŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ĞŵďƌĂĐĞ ĂŶ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ĂŶĚ ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂů 
strategy that more closely reflected their actual support. The machinations of day-to-day political life in 

the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly, while no doubt fascinating, are simply not of anything 

other than tangential relevance to this question. As Alan Convery has argued, both Labour and the 

Conservatives at Westminster have pursued a strategy oĨ ͚ĐĞŶƚƌĞ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛͘ 
CŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ͕ ͚as long as the devolved administrations and Welsh and Scottish Conservatives stick to 

their low politics remit, territorial policy divergence and autonomy remain mostly irrelevant to the 

ĐĞŶƚƌĞ͛ ;ϮϬϭϰ͗ ϮϱͿ͘ Whether this ought to be the case is of course a very different question, but the book 

did not set out to make that kind of normative judgement.  

 

The final issue I would like to return to is ideology. One point on which the record needs to be set 

ƐƚƌĂŝŐŚƚ ŝƐ GĂƌŶĞƚƚ͛Ɛ erroneous ĐůĂŝŵ ĂďŽƵƚ ŵǇ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ ͚ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝƐŵ͕͛ ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŶŐ ĂƐ ŚĞ ĚŽĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ 
͚HĂǇƚŽŶ ŝƐ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚůǇ ƵŶƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƵƐĂŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƵƉƉĞƌ- and lower-ĐĂƐĞ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ͙ 
[which] is uƐĞĚ ŝŶƚĞƌĐŚĂŶŐĞĂďůǇ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ďŽŽŬ͛ ;ϮϬϭϰ͗ ϰͿ͘ AƐ ĂŶǇ ĐƵƌŝŽƵƐ ƌĞĂĚĞƌ ĐĂŶ ǀĞƌŝĨǇ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͕ 
the word is only ever deployed throughout the entire text in its small-c form, save for where it is 

contained within quotation marks, and where the word is the first of a sentence and capitalised in line 

ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŶŽƌŵĂů ĐŽŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ EŶŐůŝƐŚ͘ EǀĞŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ďŽŽŬ͛Ɛ Ĩront cover, where the malign 
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typesetters influence often leads to a seemingly uncontrolled propagation of upper-case characters, it is 

spelt with the diminutive form.  

 

Leaving this aside, behind this misreading is a more significant argument, namely the suggestion that 

ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝƐŵ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ I ŚĂǀĞ ƵƚŝůŝƐĞĚ ŝƚ ͚ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĞƋƵĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ďĞůŝĞĨƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ 
CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ ŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ ƚŽ ĞŶĚŽƌƐĞ Ăƚ ĂŶǇ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŝŵĞ͛ ;ibid.).This takes us into the rather more 

philosophical territory of how conservatism can be defined, something which has been subject to 

extensive debate for many decades so is unlikely to be satisfactorily resolved through a brief exchange 

of ideas in this symposium. Nonetheless in my view ʹ and this is perhaps where Mark Garnett and I will 

have to agree to disagree ʹ the Conservative Party remains an essentially conservative one. While 

contemporary conservatism clearly owes a substantial intellectual debt to the classical liberal tradition, 

not least in relation to the role of the market and the desire for limited government, it remains a distinct 

ideology. Consequently variants of the New Right are commonly classified as part of the philosophical 

family of conservatism (Scruton, 2007: 475-6; Heywood, 2012: 86-95). Similarly, while many (although 

by no means all) members of the Conservative Party would be happy to acknowledge that they hold 

some liberal values, very few that do would see this as incompatible with their conservatism and reject 

the latter label. The most prominent exponent of such a position is of course David Cameron, who has 

ƉƌŽƵĚůǇ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ĂƐ Ă ͚ůŝďĞƌĂů ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ;BĞĞĐŚ͕ ϮϬϭϭͿ͘ In short, the Conservative Party 

continues to espouse a form of limited politics, which as Noël O͛SƵůůŝǀĂŶ ;ϮϬϭϯͿ ŚĂƐ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ 
unifying theme of conservative ideology.  

 

GĂƌŶĞƚƚ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ ͚ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ƐŚŽƌŶ ĞǀĞŶ ŽĨ ƌĞƐŝĚƵĂů ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ 
ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ͕ ĂƐ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ͛ ;ϮϬϭϰ͗ ϰͿ ĚĞrives from his acceptance of the view articulated by 

ƚŚĞ OŶĞ NĂƚŝŽŶ ͚ǁĞƚƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌŝƐŵ ǁĂƐ Ă ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůůǇ ƵŶ-conservative alien dogma that 

infiltrated and captured the soul of the Conservative Party, exorcising authentic conservatism from its 

once natural home (see Hayton, 2012: 27-31). This position has been enunciated most eloquently by the 

late Ian Gilmour (with whom Garnett co-authored an excellent book) and in essence boils down to the 

contention that pre-Thatcherite British conservatism was never really ideological in the true sense of the 

word. Rather, the genuine conservative was suspicious of rationalist doctrine, and ideology was a 

ƉĞũŽƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƚĞƌŵ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚƐ͘ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌ͛Ɛ OŶĞ NĂƚŝŽŶ ĐƌŝƚŝĐƐ ƐǁĂůůŽǁĞĚ ŚĞƌ rhetorical 

flourish - ͚the other side have got an ideoůŽŐǇ͙ ǁĞ ŵƵƐƚ ŚĂǀĞ ŽŶĞ ƚŽŽ͛ (quoted in Gilmour, 2002) ʹ and 

given her self-professed admiration for the work of Friedrich Hayek could also point to his famous essay 

͚WŚǇ I Ăm Not a CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ͛ (Hayek, 1960) as evidence of the incompatibility of neo-liberalism with 

conservatism. This dichotomous view of the two positions is though rather misleading. Elements of the 

ůŝďĞƌĂů ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶ ŚĂĚ ůŽŶŐ ďĞĞŶ Ă ŬĞǇ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ŽƵƚůŽŽŬ͕ ĂŶĚ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌŝƐŵ ĚŝĚ 
not so much invade the party as develop through a cross-fertilization of existing beliefs with ideas from 

elsewhere, during a set of particularly propitious circumstances. As the conservative philosopher Roger 

SĐƌƵƚŽŶ ŚĂƐ ŶŽƚĞĚ͕ ͚TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌŝƐŵ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ attempt to modernize British conservatism, by 

ĚŝƐĐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ BƵƚƐŬĞůůŝƚĞ ĐŽŶƐĞŶƐƵƐ ĂŶĚ ĂĐƚŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚ ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚŝĐĂů ĨŽƵŶĚĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ϮϬϬϳ͗ ϲϴϲͿ͘  
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Garnett and I do, I think, agree more than we disagree on the transformative effect of Thatcherism, both 

on the Conservative Party and beyond. Indeed, as both reviewers in this symposium identified, this is a 

central thesis of the book. My argument however, is that the ideological legacy of Thatcherism has been 

to restrict the parameters within which British conservatism can seek to renew itself, with damaging 

ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ĨŽƌ ŝƚƐ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂů ǀŝďƌĂŶĐǇ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ͘ The impact of this on 

DĂǀŝĚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĐůĞĂƌ ƚŽ ƐĞĞ͕ ďŽƚŚ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ĂŶĚ Ăfter he led the 

party back to power in 2010. In opposition, his modernisation of the party was devoid of real depth and 

he largely failed to alter the trajectory of contemporary conservatism, which remains essentially neo-

Thatcherite. In office, while forming the Coalition provided the Conservative leader with significant 

freedom of manoeuvre in statecraft terms (Hayton, 2014) it has not manifested itself as a radical 

reforming liberal administration that the one would have expected to result from the ideological 

ĐŽŚĞƌĞŶƚ ͚ůŽŐŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ŶĂƚƵƌĂů͛ ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉ ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ ďǇ GĂƌŶĞƚƚ ;ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϱϮϬͿ͘ Whether it be on welfare, 

immigration, taxation, public services, or relations with the European Union, the Conservative-led 

Coalition has, I would contend, been a profoundly conservative government. In the Tory Party 

conservatism, in its current neo-Thatcherite guise, lives on.  
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