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CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ͕ ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ 

 

Richard Hayton and Libby McEnhill 

 
Abstract 

Social liberalism has consistently been highlighted as arguably the defining feature of David 

CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ƚŽ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ Party. However, this article challenges the 

perception that modernisation has fundamentally transformed the position of social liberalism in 

contemporary conservatism, questioning the extent to which the Conservatives under Cameron 

have deviated from their socially conservative Thatcherite ideological inheritance. Two key aspects 

ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ ĂƌĞ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ͗ ĂŶ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ͚ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ Ă ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ Žƌ ͚ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ƚŽ͛͘ TŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ 
ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ŚĂƐ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƚŚĞŵĞƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞŶ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚǁŽ ĨůĂŐƐŚŝƉ ͚ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞĚ͛ 
policy areas. The first is the issue of equal marriage rights for same-sex couples, and the second is 

ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͘ WĞ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ ŝŶ 

transforming Conservative attitudes and policies in a socially liberal direction has been very limited, 

challenging the widespread characterisation of the Coalition as a fundamentally ͚ůŝďĞƌĂů͛ 
government.  

 

British Politics (2015) vol, 10(2), 17pp. doi:10.1057/bp.2015.19 

 

Keywords: Conservative Party; modernisation; David Cameron; social liberalism; social 
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Introduction 

 

Social liberalism has consistently ďĞĞŶ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ŬĞǇ ĂƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ DĂǀŝĚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ƚŽ 
ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ͕ ĂŶĚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ŚĂƐ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ĂƐ Ă ͚ůŝďĞƌĂů ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŽŶ 
more than one occasion, notably with reference to the values he shares with the Liberal Democrat 

ůĞĂĚĞƌ͕ NŝĐŬ CůĞŐŐ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ ŚĂĚ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞ Ă ůĞŝƚŵŽƚŝĨ ŽĨ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ 
leadership well before the formation of the Coalition government in May 2010. As one early 

assessment of his leadership in opposition noted, in his first year in the job the Conservative leader 

ĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ŝŶƐŝƐƚŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ĚĞƉĂƌƚ ĨƌŽŵ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ŵŽǀĞ ďĂĐŬ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ 

ŐƌŽƵŶĚ ŽĨ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ďǇ ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ Ă ŵŽƌĞ ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĂƐƐŝŽŶĂƚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝƐŵ͛ 
(Dorey, 2007, p. 137). This cŽŶĐĞƌƚĞĚ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ ƚŽ ƌĞĨŽƌŵƵůĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ Ă ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ 
ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĂů ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŚĂƐ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ďĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝŶŐ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͖ 
certainly, it seemed to shape the initial policy review in 2006 that focused on areas incluĚŝŶŐ ͚ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ 
ŽĨ ůŝĨĞ͕͛ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ƉŽůŝĐǇ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ 
modernisation has fundamentally transformed the position of social liberalism in the Conservative 

Party, questioning the extent to which the Conservatives under Cameron have deviated from their 

socially conservative Thatcherite ideological inheritance. It focuses particularly on the period of 

Coalition government since May 2010, but the analysis encompasses the whole of the Cameron 

leadership in order to present a rounded assessment of the modernisation process. 

 

The article begins by exploring the contextual background to the emergence of Cameronite 

modernisation by briefly reviewing some of the debates about the future of conservatism that 

followed the Thatcher era and the landslide defeat suffered by the Major government in 1997. It 

ƚŚĞŶ ŐŽĞƐ ŽŶ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ŚĂƐ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞĚ ŚŝƐ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ŝŶ Ă 
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socially liberal direction. This is explored in relation to two key themes of social liberalism; an 

ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ͚ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ Ă ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ Žƌ 
͚ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ƚŽ͛͘ TŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ŚĂƐ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ƚŚĞƐĞ 
themes is then considered in relation to twŽ ĨůĂŐƐŚŝƉ ͚ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞĚ͛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĂƌĞĂƐ͘ TŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŝƐ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ 
and the family, particularly with reference to the issue of equal marriage rights for same-sex couples. 

While not a policy that was widely anticipated in 2010, gay marriage has proven to be a totemic 

issue for Cameron. The debate surrounding it provides potential ample illustration of both the 

ideological basis of his own perspectives on the issue, and the extent to which these are accepted by 

the wider parliamentary party. The second is the approach to poverty and social justice. This was a 

key element of the early modernisation programme in opposition, and has become even more 

pertinent since 2010 as the Coalition has implemented a range of welfare reforms that test the 

apparent commitment to a conception of social justice.  

 

TŚĞ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ ŝŶ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐŝŶŐ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ŝŶ Ă 
socially liberal direction has been very limited. Although a few notable gestures have been made, 

these have been largely symbolic, and there has not been a fundamental transformation of the 

ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ͘ IŶ ƐŚŽƌƚ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ʹ and the Coalition government ʹ can 

be regarded as essentially neo-Thatcherite. This is important as Cameronite modernisation has been 

widely presented and interpreted (both by proponents and critics) as an essentially liberal venture, 

as was the formation of the Coalition with the Liberal Democrats. As such, this argument implies that 

establishing the Coalition has not served to entrench liberalism in the Conservative Party as some of 

the advocates of the arrangement had hoped
1
, and it also suggests that the influence of the Liberal 

Democrats in government in this area has been limited. This brings into question the durability of 

CameƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͕ ĂŶĚ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƵŶůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ĞŶĚƵƌĞ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ůŽŶŐĞƌ ƚĞƌŵ͘ 
 

Beyond Economic Liberalism: Modernisation as Social Liberalism? 

 

Conservative modernisation is not something that dropped out of the sky with the election of David 

Cameron as party leader in December 2005. Its origins can be found in the debates about the future 

ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝƐŵ ĂĨƚĞƌ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌ ƚŚĂƚ ďĞŐĂŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĞĂƌůǇ ϭϵϵϬƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ͚ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞƌƐ͛ ďĞŐĂŶ ƚŽ 
identify as such soon after the party lost power in the landslide defeat of 1997. The need for the 

Conservatives to engage more actively with a range of social issues and policies was something that 

had been picked up on by a number of Conservative politicians and intellectuals in the 1990s. This 

reflected a growing concern that the party had become associated with a rather narrow range of 

issues, particularly those related to the economy and the primacy of free markets. In electoral terms 

while the Conservatives retained their dominant position as the party most trusted to manage the 

economy, this did not necessarily pose a big problem. However, this reputation for economic 

competence was shattered by the events of Black Wednesday in September 1992. In addition to this 

immediate electoral problem, some ConseƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ďĞŐĂŶ ƚŽ ĨĞĂƌ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞĨĞĂƚ͛ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐŵ͕ 
signalled by the declining power of the trade unions, the movement of the Labour Party towards the 

centre-ground in the domestic political arena, and the end of the Cold War internationally, that 

ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝƐŵ ǁĂƐ ďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ ůŽƐĞ ŝƚƐ ƌĂŝƐŽŶ Ě͛ĞƚƌĞ͘ DĂǀŝĚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ƐƵŵŵĞĚ ƵƉ ƚŚŝƐ ǀŝĞǁ ŝŶ Ă 
speech more than a decade later: 

 

We knew how to win the battle of ideas with Old Labour. We did not know how to deal with 

our own victory in that battle of ideas. That victory left us with an identity crisis. Having 

defined ourselves for many years as the antisocialist Party, how were we to define ourselves 

once full-blooded socialism had disappeared from the political landscape? (Cameron, 2006a) 

 

                                                           
1
 For example, Boles (2013) MP. 
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The Conservatives consequently faced something of a conundrum. With free market ideas now 

widely accepted across the political spectrum, how should they distinguish themselves electorally? 

In addition, the Conservatives faced the problem that arguing strongly for the virtues of free markets 

had, rightly or wrongly, earned them a reputation for holding an indifferent attitude about a range 

ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚĂů ŝƐƐƵĞƐ͘ TŚĞŝƌ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĨƌĞĞ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůŝƐŵ ǁĂƐ ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞĚ ďǇ MƌƐ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌ͛Ɛ 
ƌĞŵĂƌŬ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽ ƐƵĐŚ ƚŚŝŶŐ ĂƐ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛͘ WŚŝůĞ ŵĂŶǇ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ĐŽŶĐƵƌƌĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ 
LĞƚǁŝŶ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϮͿ ĐůĂŝŵ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞŵĂƌŬ ǁĂƐ ͚ŐƌŽƚĞƐƋƵĞůǇ ŵŝƐƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ͕͛ ĨŽƌ ŵĂŶǇ ǀŽƚĞƌƐ ŝƚ ĐĂŵĞ ƚŽ 
ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ͘ IŶ ŚŝƐ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶƚŝĂů ǀŽůƵŵĞ Modern Conservatism, Willetts (1992, p. 51) 

ŚĂĚ ŵŽƵŶƚĞĚ Ă ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ĂƌŐƵŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ĨƌĞĞ ŵĂƌŬĞƚƐ ĂůŝŐŶĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƐƚƌŽŶŐ 
ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ĂƌĞ ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂƌŬĞƚƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ 
͚ŚĞůƉ ƚŽ ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶ ĞĂĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϭϴϲͿ͘ AĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ Willetts, the task for his party was to articulate a 

narrative of conservatism that retained a Thatcherite commitment to free markets but also 

explained how the Conservatives would foster a stronger society (Hayton, 2012, p. 32). 

 

The need to flesh out this civic or compassionate conservatism was something that the party 

increasingly agreed upon. However, that did not mean that there was a consensus about what form 

it might take. On one side of the debate liberal modernisers suggested that a logical (and popular) 

extension of the economic liberalisation of the Thatcher era would be to take a similarly liberal 

approach to social matters, embracing the fact that British society was increasingly cosmopolitan in 

outlook and rejecting any moralistic posturing in relation to the lifestyle choices of individuals. On 

the other side, socially conservative traditionalists were also increasingly convinced of the need to 

ƐĂǇ ŵŽƌĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝƐƐƵĞƐ͘ TŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽŶĞƚŚĞůĞƐƐ ǁĂƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŝďĞƌĂů ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞƌƐ͛ ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 
oŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŶƵŵďĞƌ͕ GĂƌǇ “ƚƌĞĞƚĞƌ MP͕ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ĞǆƚĞnding] laissez-faire doctrines throughout 

ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛͘ FŽƌ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚĞ ŽŶ ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ Ă ƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƌ ĚĞĨĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ 
traditional conservative values and institutions such as the familǇ ĂƐ Ă ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ƚŽ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ 
perceived statism ʹ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŽŵĞ ŚĂĚ ŐƌŽǁŶ ǁĂƌǇ ŽĨ ĚŽŝŶŐ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ďŽƚĐŚĞĚ ͚ďĂĐŬ ƚŽ 
ďĂƐŝĐƐ͛ ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ MĂũŽƌ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ;PĂŐĞ͕ ϮϬϬϳ͕ ƉƉ͘ ϵϳʹ98). 

 

TŚĞ ĐůĂƐŚ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ůŝďĞƌĂů ͚ŵŽĚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐƚ ͚ƌŽĐŬĞƌƐ͛ ;ĂƐ The Times [1998] had put 

it) dominated the 2001 leadership election. The clear favourite for the leadership was Michael 

Portillo, who had fully embraced the notion of modernisation driven by social liberalism. Although 

he quickly garnered support from most of the shadow cabinet, he proved unable to convince much 

of the parliamentary party of the merits of this approach and was eliminated from the contest by a 

single vote. The new leader, Iain Duncan Smith, was an archetypal rocker, but surprised some of his 

ĐƌŝƚŝĐƐ ďǇ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ŽŶ Ă ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝƐƐƵĞƐ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ 
he rejected the idea of modernisation and his brief tenure was undermined by splits in the 

Parliamentary Conservative Party (PCP), not least over moral issues after he imposed a three-line 

whip in opposition to plans to allow unmarried and same-sex couples to adopt children (Hayton, 

2012, p. 111). 

 

The modernisation debate was also at the forefront of the 2005 leadership election, with David 

Cameron identified as the most socially liberal modernising candidate, up against the Thatcherite 

traditionalist Liam Fox, and the more libertarian Thatcherite David Davis. While all three candidates 

spoke of the need for the Conservatives to moderniƐĞ͕ ŝƚ ͚ŵĞĂŶƚ ǀĞƌǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ͛ ƚŽ ĞĂĐŚ ŽĨ 
ƚŚĞŵ ;DĞŶŚĂŵ ĂŶĚ O͛HĂƌĂ͕ ϮϬϬϳ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϴϲͿ͘ WŚŝůĞ DĂǀŝƐ ĨůĂŐŐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ůŽĐĂůŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ 
ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĨŽƌ FŽǆ ͚ŝƚ ŵĞĂŶƚ Ă ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉŽůŝĐǇ ƚŽ ďĞ ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞĚ ďǇ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ;ŶƵĐůĞĂƌͿ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛͘ 
Cameron meanwŚŝůĞ ͚ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ PĂƌƚǇ ŚĂĚ ƌĞǀĞůůĞĚ ƚŽŽ ŵƵĐŚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚƌŝƵŵƉŚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌ 
years, and thereby failed to move on to consider the challenges of the future: insecurity in the face 

of globalization, degradation of the environment and rising expectations ŽĨ ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͛ ;ŝďŝĚ͘Ϳ͘ 
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CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶǀŝŶĐŝŶŐ ǀŝĐƚŽƌǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕ ĚƌĂǁŝŶŐ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ĨƌŽŵ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů 
spectrum in the PCP (Heppell and Hill, 2009) and securing two-thirds of the vote in the final ballot of 

the wider membership, appeared to settle the debate about modernisation in favour of an inclusive 

social liberalism. One of the key starting points for the Cameronite modernisers was the belief that 

the Conservatives not only appeared out of touch with contemporary society, but also that a 

significant portion of the electorate perceived them to be uncaring and concerned with little more 

than individual self-ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ͘ TŚŝƐ ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ƐƵŵŵĞĚ ƵƉ ďǇ TŚĞƌĞƐĂ MĂǇ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ϮϬϬϮ ƉĂƌƚǇ 
conference that the Conservatives were seen ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶĂƐƚǇ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛͘ AƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ 
ƐĞƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ĚĞĐŽŶƚĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ ďƌĂŶĚ ďǇ ͚ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŝŵĂŐĞ͕ ĂůƚĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ͕ 
and adopting a more socially inclusive approach (Heppell, 2014, p. 155). This encompassed a range 

of issues such as the green agenda and feminisation, as discussed by Carter and Clements (2015) and 

Campbell and Childs (2015), respectively, in this issue. In relation to social liberalism we can identify 

two key themes. 

 

The first relates to a cultural shift in relation to what we might broadly term equality issues. In part 

this reflected a long-term trend towards a more liberal society that had its roots in the 1960s. It also 

reflected the progressive impact of New Labour, as Rawnsley (2010, p. 451) observed:  

 

One positive dimension of the Blair era was its social liberalism. There was progress on 

ĨĞŵĂůĞ ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͕ ŐĂǇ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĂĐĞ ͙ TŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ ďůĂĐŬ ĨĂĐĞƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞ CĂďŝŶĞƚ ƚĂďůĞ ĨŽƌ 
the first time, more female ones than ever before and gay ministers no longer had to 

ƉƌĞƚĞŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞŶ͛ƚ͘  
 

CŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ͕ ĂƐ ŽŶĞ ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞƌ͕ FƌĂŶĐŝƐ MĂƵĚĞ ;ϮϬϭϯ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϰϰͿ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞĚ͗ ͚TŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ ŽĨ 
gravity of social attitudes has moved significantly towards much greater tolerance and respect. The 

Conservative Party doesŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ƌƵŶ ĂŚĞĂĚ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ʹ ďƵƚ ŝƚ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ůĂŐ ƚŽŽ ĨĂƌ ďĞŚŝŶĚ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ͛͘ 
Failing to keep up with contemporary society risked significant negative consequences in electoral 

terms. Here, this aspect of modernisation is analysed primarily in relation to Conservative attitudes 

towards gay rights and the family, notably the debate over equal marriage rights for same-sex 

couples.  

 

TŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ƚŚĞŵĞ ǁĞ ĐĂŶ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ĚƌĂǁƐ ŽŶ ͚ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞƌĂů ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ͛͗ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ 
ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ͚ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ƚŽ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚self-ĨƵůĨŝůŵĞŶƚ͛ ;MĂƌƋƵĂŶĚ͕ ϭϵϵϵ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϳͿ͘ TŚŝƐ ŝŵƉůŝĞƐ Ă ŵŽƌĞ 
communitarian set of values than the individualistic negative freedom of classical liberalism, which 

saw a revival of its standing in the form of neo-ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ͕ Žƌ ͚ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ůŝďĞƌƚĂƌŝĂŶŝƐŵ͛ ŝŶ the 1970s 

and 1980s, particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom (Gamble, 2013). This positive or 

͚ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ͛ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŽŶůǇ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞĚ ǁŚĞŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ĂƌĞ ͚ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ 
free from outside interference or allowed to ĚŽ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚ͛ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ͚ƚŚĞ 
ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͕ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ƐƵĐŚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĚŽ ŝƚ ;WĞƐƚ͕ ϭϵϵϴ͕ Ɖ͘ 
239). This theme relates back to the first, in that it has been concerned with how inequality restricts 

individual or group prospects for achieving self-fulfilment. The positive or social liberalism discussed 

by Marquand developed in the late-nineteenth century in response to classical liberalism, and 

greatly influenced political debate in the twentieth century (see also Mahon, 2008). As such, in the 

post-ϭϵϰϱ ĞƌĂ ǁĞ ĂƌŐƵĂďůǇ ǁŝƚŶĞƐƐĞĚ ŶŽƚ Ă ĐůĂƐŚ ͚ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐŵ͕ ďƵƚ Ă ĚĞďĂƚĞ 
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ŚĞƚĞƌŽŐĞŶĞŽƵƐ ĨĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ͛ ;VŝŶĐĞŶƚ͕ ϭϵϵϴ͕ Ɖ͘ ϱϳͿ͘ BƵĐŬůĞƌ ĂŶĚ DŽůŽǁŝƚǌ ;ϮϬϬϬ͕ Ɖ͘ 
301) have arguĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ ͚ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚ Ă ͞ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞƌĂů͟ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͕ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝǌŝŶŐ ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĂů 
ĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐ ŽǀĞƌ ĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚŝǀĞ ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ǀŝĞǁĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ĚĞƉĂƌƚƵƌĞ ďŽƚŚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ͞ƐŽĐŝĂů 
ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ͟ ĂŶĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ͞ŶĞŽ-ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ͟ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ƌŝŐŚƚ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ theme is therefore 

ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ ƵŶĚĞƌ 
CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ ƚŽ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ͘ 
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Social Liberalism as Equal Rights: The Case of Gay Marriage 

 

In ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ϭϵϵϳ ĂŶĚ ϮϬϭϬ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŽƐƚ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ĚŝǀŝƐŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ ǁĂƐ 
ĂůŽŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů͕ ƐĞǆƵĂů ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĂů ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĚŝǀŝĚĞ͛ ;HĂǇƚŽŶ͕ ϮϬϭϮ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϭϳͿ͘ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ 
agenda raised the salience of a number of morality questions, and forced the Conservatives to 

confront some issues they would probably have preferred to ignore. Successive leaders adopted 

different tactics in relation to a range of issues. William Hague, who had initially indicated his desire 

ƚŽ ůĞĂĚ ĂŶ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŽůĞƌĂŶƚ͛ ƉĂƌƚǇ ;ƋƵŽƚĞĚ ŝŶ HĂǇƚŽŶ͕ ϮϬϭϮ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϬϲͿ͕ ĂůůŽǁĞĚ ŚŝƐ MPƐ Ă ĨƌĞĞ 
vote on legislation to equalise the age of consent. However, just 16 of his MPs backed the measure 

and Conservative peers defeated the legislation in the Lords. In the face of the LaďŽƵƌ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ 
plans to repeal Section 28, Hague mobilised his party against the measure and it too was defeated 

by Conservatives in the upper house. His successor, Iain Duncan Smith, also adopted a traditionalist 

stance when faced with legislation in 2002 to grant adoption rights to unmarried and gay couples on 

an equal basis with married couples. Imposing a three-line whip in opposition to the measure led to 

a significant Conservative rebellion, and further splits in the party were exposed by the return (this 

time ultimately successfully) of efforts to repeal Section 28 in 2003. Michael Howard replaced 

Duncan Smith as leader later that year, and prioritised restoring an image of party unity. When the 

government brought forward the Civil Partnership Bill and the Gender Recognition Bill, Howard 

opted for free votes to downplay the public impact of Conservative divisions, but this did not offer a 

clear message to the electorate on where the party now stood (Hayton, 2012, pp. 111ʹ113). 

 

The great advantage that Cameron faced when he became leader of the opposition in 2005 was that 

ƚŚĞƐĞ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ ŚĂĚ Ăůů ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ďĞĞŶ ƉĂƐƐĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ůĂǁ͘ TŚŝƐ ŵĂĚĞ ŝƚ ĞĂƐŝĞƌ ƚŽ ĐŽŶǀŝŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ 
traditionalist wing of the need to concede and move on, and meant that his own socially liberal 

rhetoric was not put to the test in a parliamentary division. However, the decision to pursue the 

equal marriage agenda ʹ and risk re-igniting old conflicts ʹ might appear particularly surprising in 

light of this. Overall, it seems that this decision was driven by a combination of three factors. These 

ĂƌĞ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ůŝďĞƌĂů ŽƵƚůŽŽŬ͕ ŚŝƐ ĚĞƐŝƌĞ ƚŽ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞ Ă ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞĚ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ 
conservatism, and electoral calculation. In relation to the first and second of these, Cameron has 

stressed the importance of marriage more widely, and the Coalition has legislated to introduce a 

form of tax allowance for married couples from April 2015. Gay marriage might be seen as a way to 

retain the traditional Conservative emphasis on the social value of marriage and update it for the 

twenty-first century. However, it could also support the impression of a more tolerant, inclusive 

party that was in touch with the attitudes of the broader electorate. 

 

CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌĞĂ ǁĂƐ ďĂƐĞĚ Žn sending signals that the party had 

changed (or at least was changing) by striking a deliberately different tone on equality issues. This 

ǁĂƐ ƐǇŵďŽůŝƐĞĚ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ ŵƵƐƚ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ ƚŽ MĂǇ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϮͿ ĐŚĂƌŐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĂƐ ŽƵƌ 
country has become mŽƌĞ ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞ͕ ŽƵƌ ƉĂƌƚǇ ŚĂƐ ƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ͛ ďǇ ƌĞĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ŝƚƐ ĐĂŶĚŝĚĂƚĞ 
selection procedures to improve the chances of female, gay and ethnic minority candidates being 

selected. Cameron declared his own support for civil partnerships on a par with marriage in his first 

party conference speech as leader (2006b). While this explicit recognition was not replicated in the 

subsequent 2 years, he returned to it in 2009, making clear that any future tax breaks for married 

couples would benefit gay people in civil partnerships equally. Subsequently, this was included in the 

2010 manifesto (Conservative Party, 2010, p. 35). Thus, while retaining an emphasis on his own 

belief in the importance of marriage and family, Cameron was able to avoid the accusation that this 

ŝŵƉůŝĞƐ ŝŶƚŽůĞƌĂŶĐĞ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ Žƌ ĐŽƵƉůĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ Ĩŝƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů͕͛ ŵĂůĞ-female nuclear 

model (Hayton, 2010). Forging a coalition with the Liberal Democrats appeared to offer further 

ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚives in a liberal direction, and the move 

was widely welcomed among the modernisers. 
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Although Cameron had previously strongly endorsed civil partnerships and had stressed that any tax 

allowance for married couples would apply to such unions equally, he had not championed the 

cause of gay marriage in opposition. His declaration to the 2011 Conservative Party conference that 

his government would consult on introducing equal marriage rights for same-sex couples was 

therefore something of a surprise announcement. As noted above the passage of the 2004 Civil 

Partnerships Bill had exposed significant divisions in the PCP over the issue (Hayton, 2012, p. 113), so 

it was reasonable to anticipate a similar reaction to the equal marriage legislation. The subject had 

also not featured in the 2010 Conservative manifesto, nor indeed was it mentioned in the Liberal 

Democrat manifesto or the Coalition Agreement. However, Cameron chose to make marriage a key 

component of his 2011 party conference speech, telling the assembled delegates: 

 

[F]or me, leadership on families also means speaking out on marriage. Marriage is not just a 

piece of paper. It pulls couples together through the ebb and flow of life. It gives children 

stability. And it says powerful things about what we should value. So yes, we will recognise 

marriage in the tax system. 

 

BƵƚ ǁĞ͛ƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ĚŽŝŶŐ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ĞůƐĞ͘ I ŽŶĐĞ ƐƚŽŽĚ ďĞĨŽƌĞ Ă CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ ĐŽŶĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƐĂŝĚ 
ŝƚ ƐŚŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ŵĂƚƚĞƌ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ǁĂƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ Ă ŵĂŶ ĂŶĚ Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ͕ Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ ĂŶĚ Ă 
woman, or a ŵĂŶ ĂŶĚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ŵĂŶ͘ YŽƵ ĂƉƉůĂƵĚĞĚ ŵĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĂƚ͘ FŝǀĞ ǇĞĂƌƐ ŽŶ͕ ǁĞ͛ƌĞ 
consulting on legalising gay marriage. 

 

AŶĚ ƚŽ ĂŶǇŽŶĞ ǁŚŽ ŚĂƐ ƌĞƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ I ƐĂǇ͗ YĞƐ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĂďŽƵƚ ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͕ ďƵƚ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĂůƐŽ ĂďŽƵƚ 
something else: commitment. Conservatives believe in the ties that bind us; that society is 

ƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƌ ǁŚĞŶ ǁĞ ŵĂŬĞ ǀŽǁƐ ƚŽ ĞĂĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ĞĂĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ͘ “Ž I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ŐĂǇ 
ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ͘ I ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ŐĂǇ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I͛ŵ Ă CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ͘ 
(Cameron, 2011a) 

 

Cameron consequently sought to make a conservative case for same-sex marriage, in effect arguing 

that modernising the institution of marriage would strengthen it (a traditional conservative 

objective) with benefits for society as a whole. The influential Conservative blogger Tim 

Montgomerie (2012) made a similar argument in support of Cameron: 

 

It is because I value marriage so much that I have come to believe it should be extended to 

gay people and not kept exclusive. Because it is so beneficial an institution it should be 

enlarged rather than fossilised. Whereas some people see the gay marriage issue as 

primarily about equal rights, I see it as about social solidarity and stability. Marriage is, for 

want of a better word, conservatising. 

 

This argument was not one that a significant proportion of the PCP or  the wider membership found 

persuasive. At the key second reading stage of the Same-Sex Marriage Bill, 137 Conservative MPs 

voted against, with 127 in favour (the legislation was able to pass with a large majority thanks to 

Labour and Liberal Democrat support) (Cowley and Stuart, 2013, p. 9). Conservative opponents of 

the bill tended to focus their arguments around the claim that it represented a radical change to the 

institution of marriage, and therefore presented a threat to it (Gilbert, 2014). This differentiated the 

issue from civil partnerships, which some Conservatives had backed in the hope that they would 

close the issue and remove calls for equal marriage (Gilbert, 2014, p. 20). Conservative MPs also 

faced calls from religious leaders, constituency party members, supporters and the right wing press 

to oppose the bill. Opinion polls suggested that only 27.8 per cent of Conservative supporters were 

in favour of same-sex marriage, compared with 42.8 per cent of the electorate as a whole (Clements, 

2014, p. 236). Party members were similarly sceptical, with 24.3 per cent in favour and 57.8 per cent 

against (Bale and Webb, 2014, p. 5). The controversy in the party over the issue created a political 
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headache for Cameron, which UKIP attempted to exploit by voicing opposition to same-sex marriage 

(Clements, 2014, p. 242). 

 

Given the opposition to same-sex marriage from UKIP, religious organisations such as the Church of 

England and the Catholic Church, and from the traditionalist wing of the Conservative Party, it would 

ďĞ ĞĂƐǇ ƚŽ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƉƵƐŚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŝƐ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞ ĂƐ Ă ŬĞǇ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ƐŽĐŝĂů 
liberalism. Certainly, part of the appeal of the cause to Cameron must have been the opportunity to 

burnish his socially liberal credentials with liberal-minded voters. Analysis by Gilbert (2014, p. 21) 

ĂůƐŽ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ǁĂƐ ŵŽƌĞ ƌĞĂĚŝůǇ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ opposition to the Bill, 

ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ŝŶ ĨĂǀŽƵƌ ŽĨ ŝƚ͛͘ A ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ MPƐ ǁŚŽ ƐƉŽŬĞ ŝn favour of the Bill in the 

ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇ ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ĂůƐŽ ĨƌĂŵĞĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐĂƐĞ ŝŶ ĐůĂƐƐŝĐĂů ůŝďĞƌĂů ƚĞƌŵƐ͕ ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ĚĞƉůŽǇŝŶŐ Mŝůů͛Ɛ 
harm principle (Gilbert, 2014, p. 5). However, echoing arguments made in the United States, some 

Conservatives including Cameron advocated same-ƐĞǆ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ͚ĂƐ Ă ǁĂǇ ƚŽ ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů 
ƐĞǆƵĂů ŶŽƌŵƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂů ĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶƚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ďǇ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ;Yŝ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͕ Ɖ͘ ϰϵϵͿ͘ TŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ͕ ŝƚ 
ƐĞĞŵƐ͕ ŝŶ ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ƚŚĂƚ ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚǇ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŶŽƚ ƐŚĂƌĞ ŚŝƐ Žǁn, 

ostensibly socially liberal outlook on the issue. Framing same-sex marriage in this way was an 

attempt to transcend intra-party divisions on social, sexual and moral issues (and, indeed, those 

among the public), constructing a new position that blended liberal and conservative perspectives. 

TŚŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞŶ͕ ŵŝŐŚƚ ƉĞƌƐƵĂĚĞ ďŽƚŚ ƐŝĚĞƐ ƚŽ ůĞŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ͘ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ǁĂƐ 
therefore not informed wholly by a commitment to liberal equality, but also by a continued, 

distinctly conservative emphasis on the stabilising social value of marriage. 

 

The third factor, electoral calculation, is of course linked to the other two; Heppell (2014, p. 183) has 

ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƉƵďůŝĐ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ĨŽƌ ƐĂŵĞ-ƐĞǆ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ͛ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ͚ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ 
to pŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ƐŝĚĞ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ͛͘ CŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ͕ ͚ĂƐ Ă ƉƌĂŐŵĂƚŝĐ ĂĐƚ 
to confirm the detoxification of the nasty party imagery, supporting gay marriage was a rational act 

for Cameron as a vote-ŵĂǆŝŵŝƐŝŶŐ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ůĞĂĚĞƌ͛ ;HĞƉpell, 2014, p. 184). However, whether this 

proved to be a wise decision in retrospect is questionable. Unfortunately for Cameron, the weight of 

broader public opinion on the subject was at odds with the scepticism felt by both Conservative 

supporters and MPs, the majority of whom failed to support the move. Given the party management 

difficulties the issue caused, it could be argued that this was a miscalculation that served mainly to 

expose intraparty divisions and push some supporters towards UKIP. Research into the attitudes of 

Conservative Party members suggests that those who are cultural conservatives are most likely to 

defect to UKIP (Webb and Bale, 2014). 

 

Poverty and Social Justice 

 

A ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ĚĞĐŽŶƚĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ǁĂƐ 
ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŶŐ ĂŶ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ŽĨ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĚĞƉƌŝǀĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽƵůĚ ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ͘ 
TŚƌŽƵŐŚ ŝƚƐ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝǀĞ ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ ƌĞĨŽƌŵƐ͕ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ ŚĂĚ ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝǀĞůǇ 
pushed poverty onto the political agenda in 1997. This made it very difficult for the Conservatives 

not to address this policy area, even though it was a difficult issue for them. The Conservatives under 

Cameron responded with an apparent acceptance of the concept of social justice, developed 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ IĂŝŶ DƵŶĐĂŶ “ŵŝƚŚ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ “ŽĐŝĂů JƵƐƚŝĐĞ PŽůŝĐǇ ‘ĞǀŝĞǁ ŝŶ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ 
in government following his appointment as Secretary of State for Work and Pensions. Social justice 

is usually seen as indicative of a support for equality and is not a concept that is easily associated 

with Thatcherite conservatism. Therefore, it is tempting to view the adoption of this idea by 

CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ĂƐ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ Ă ƐŚŝĨƚ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚŝƐ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ͕ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ƐŽĐŝĂů 
liberalism. However, concepts do not have fixed and immutable meanings (Freeden, 1996). Social 

justice can be imbued with a more traditionally conservative meaning, and there are indications that 
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CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝǀĞ of a shift towards social 

liberalism. 

 

The development of a Conservative approach to poverty was a significant strand of modernisation 

ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ͘ IŶ ĂŶ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ ĚĞƉĂƌƚƵƌĞ ĨƌŽŵ TŚĂƚĐŚĞƌŝƐŵ͛Ɛ ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ 
ŽĨ ͚ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ͛ ŝŶ favour of an absolute definition (Hickson, 2009; Dorey, 2010), Duncan Smith 

ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚Ăůů ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ʹ absolute and 

relative ʹ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ĚĞĂůƚ ǁŝƚŚ͛͘ “ŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ͕ LĞƚǁŝŶ ŚĂĚ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐůǇ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ͗ ͚ŝŶequality matters. Of 

ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ ŝƚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĂŶ Ăŝŵ ƚŽ ŶĂƌƌŽǁ ƚŚĞ ŐĂƉ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƌŝĐŚ ĂŶĚ ƉŽŽƌ͛ ;ƋƵŽƚĞĚ ŝŶ “ǇůǀĞƐƚĞƌ͕ ϮϬϬϱͿ͘ 
The policy suggestions put forward by the Social Justice Policy Group (SJPG), commissioned by 

Cameron in 2006, drew extensively on New LaďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ 
could cause. This suggested an inherently relative conception, and an appreciation of the need to 

bring the poor back in to mainstream society. In turn, this suggested a shift away from the 

individualism associated with Thatcherism, towards a greater emphasis on communitarian values 

than might have previously been expected from the Conservatives. Cameron appeared to agree with 

ƚŚŝƐ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ͕ ƐƚĂƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ϮϬϬϲ “ĐĂƌŵĂŶ ůĞĐƚƵƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ͗ ͚ǁĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚŝŶŬ ŽĨ Ɖoverty in relative 

ƚĞƌŵƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞƐ͕ ǁŝůů ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞ ĂŶĚ ǁŝůů ĂĐƚ ŽŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ͛ 
;CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͕ ϮϬϬϲĐͿ͘ AůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ Ă CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ŽĨ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͛ ŵĂĚĞ ŝƚƐ 
ǁĂǇ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŝŶƐƚƌĞĂŵ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ social policy. Launching the SJPG, Cameron announced that 

ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ͚ĚĞĞƉůǇ ĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂĐƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͛ ;ƋƵŽƚĞĚ ŝŶ BBC͕ ϮϬϬϱͿ͕ ĂŶĚ ůĂƚĞƌ 
ƉƌŽĐůĂŝŵĞĚ DƵŶĐĂŶ “ŵŝƚŚ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ ĐŚĂŵƉŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ ƚŚŝƐ PĂƌƚǇ ŚĂƐ ĞǀĞƌ 
had͛ ;ϮϬϭϯͿ͘ IŶ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ƚŚĞ DĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ ĨŽƌ WŽƌŬ ĂŶĚ PĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ ŚĂƐ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞĚ ƚŽ ĚƌĂǁ ŽŶ ƚŚŝƐ 
ƚŚĞŵĞ ďǇ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ Ă ͚“ŽĐŝĂů JƵƐƚŝĐĞ “ƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ͛ ;HM GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ϮϬϭϮͿ͘ TŚĞ 
influence can also be seen in other departments, such as the Department for Communities and Local 

GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞ ;DCLG͕ ϮϬϭϯͿ͘ 
 

Social justice is not an idea that is usually associated with conservatism. Drawing on Hayek, the New 

Right argued that social justice and freedom were incompatible. This was based on the claim that 

freedom is properly understood negatively, as the absence of coercion. Putting in place the policies 

ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐ ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂů ŽĨ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͛ ǁŽƵůĚ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ ĂŶ ƵŶũƵƐƚŝĨŝĂďůĞ 
intrusion on individual freedom. This analysis of the potentially highly damaging consequences of 

͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͛ ƉƌĞĐůƵĚĞĚ ŝƚƐ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ ďǇ NĞǁ ‘ŝŐŚƚ ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ ƚŚŝƐ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ 
rejected by social liberals, whose conception of freedom cannot be fulfilled without some reference 

to inequalities, and the way that these are managed or ameliorated in order to provide the 

ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƌĞĂů ͚ĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ͛ ĐĂŶ ĨůŽƵƌŝƐŚ ;BĂƌƌǇ͕ ϮϬϬϱ͕ ƉƉ͘ ϯϳʹ45). There is a duty 

on government to improve (or facilitate the improvement of) the skills of individuals and 

communities as a matter of good for the societies concerned (Plant, 2009, p. 218), although the 

perceived correct nature of this duty will differ between, for example, liberals and social democrats. 

Nonetheless, this implies a more communitarian set of values than a negative conception of 

freedom allows for. As such, for social liberals, processes and policies that support the promotion of 

social justice have a legitimate and necessary place without strategies to address poverty and 

disadvantage, as these are inequalities that mitigate against a socially just society. The 

incompatibility of this conception of social justice with Thatcherite conservatism has nourished the 

belief that Cameronite conservatism marks a depĂƌƚƵƌĞ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƉĂƐƚ͘ 
 

It was under the leadership of Cameron as a self-ƉƌŽĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ͚ůŝďĞƌĂů ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ 
ĂĐĐŽŵŵŽĚĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ ĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ Ă ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ƉůĂĐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ 
approach to poverty and disadvantage. However, neither the renewed concern with poverty nor 

interest in the idea of social justice are exclusively associated with the socially liberal wing of the 

party. A number of MPs who have been closely involved in developing the ideas ʹ such as Duncan 

Smith, Letwin, Greg Clark and Streeter ʹ ĂƌĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ ǁŝŶŐ͘ IŶĚĞĞĚ ĨŽƌ 
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Streeter (2002, p. 9), social justice and social liberalism are opposing ideas and Conservatives should 

ƐƚĂŶĚ ͚ŶŽƚ ĨŽƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ͕ ďƵƚ ĨŽƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ 
ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ĐĞŶƚƌĞĚ ŽŶ ĂŶ ĂƉƉĞĂů ƚŽ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ͕ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ ďĞ 
explained with reference to social liberalism. An examination of how social justice is understood by 

the party is illuminating in this respect, suggesting that what we are looking at is not a wholesale 

shift towards social liberalism. Rather, it owes a lot of its heritage to socially conservative 

perspectives on poverty that bear hallmarks of a Thatcherite approach to welfare provision. 

 

Conventional understandings of social justice are fundamentally concerned with distribution; it is 

ĂďŽƵƚ ͚ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ŐŽŽĚ ĂŶĚ ďĂĚ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ŝŶ ůŝĨĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚ ĂŵŽŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ŽĨ Ă ŚƵŵĂŶ 
ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛ ;MŝůůĞƌ͕ ϭϵϵϵ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭͿ͕ Žƌ ͚ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ ŽĨ Ăůů ŬŝŶĚƐ͛ ;BĂƌƌǇ͕ ϮϬϬϱ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϬͿ͘ 
IŶ ƚŚĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚ŐŽŽĚ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƌŽƉŽŶĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ ŚĂǀĞ ƉƌŝŵĂƌŝůǇ ďĞĞŶ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ 
with the distribution of is money; specifically, the contention thĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŝŶĐŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ 
ǁĞĂůƚŚ ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐŵ ǁĂƐ ƵŶĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůǇ ƵŶĞƋƵĂů ĂŶĚ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ƌĞŵĞĚǇŝŶŐ ďǇ ƚĂǆĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;BĂƌƌǇ͕ 
2005, p. 6; Lister, 2007). As such, a belief in the value of social justice conventionally necessitates a 

belief in the existence of relative poverty and the disadvantages brought by this. This is compatible 

with the first social liberal theme outlined in this article, regarding the concern with equality issues. 

This gives the concept of social justice an inherently society-focused nature: barriers to equality of 

opportunity cannot be relieved simply by addressing the problems of the poorest individuals 

because the source of these problems is inequality, which is a broader social problem than individual 

disadvantage. Barriers to equality of opportunity are primarily located at the level of society, rather 

than the individual, so addressing these will impact on the whole of society. Ultimately this is one of 

the reasons why the concept was rejected by the New Right, owing to its implications for individual 

͚ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ĨƌŽŵ͛͘ 
 

IŶ ƐŽŵĞ ǁĂǇƐ͕ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ƐĞĞŵƐ ƚŽ Ĩŝƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŝƐ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ͖ 
for example, in the apparent acceptance of the concept of relative poverty, or the recognition that it 

is problemaƚŝĐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ƐŬŝůůĞĚ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůƐ ĂŶĚ ǁĞĂůƚŚ ĐƌĞĂƚŽƌƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŽƉ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ 
ǁŚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ůŝƚƚůĞ Žƌ ŶŽ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚŽƐĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ďŽƚƚŽŵ͕͛ ǇĞƚ ͚ŝŶ ƐŽ ŵĂŶǇ ĐĂƐĞƐ ǁŚĂƚ ĚŝǀŝĚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ 
ŝƐ ůŝƚƚůĞ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ Ă ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƐƚĂƌƚ ŝŶ ůŝĨĞ͛ ;DƵŶĐĂŶ “ŵŝƚŚ͕ 2012a). The Conservatives recognise that 

ĨŽƌ ƐŽŵĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ͚ƚŚĞ ďŽƚƚŽŵ ƌƵŶŐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůĂĚĚĞƌ ƚŽ ƉƌŽƐƉĞƌŝƚǇ ĂƌĞ ďƌŽŬĞŶ͛ ;CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͕ ϮϬϬϱ͕ Ɖ͘ ϵͿ ĂŶĚ 
ƌĞŐĂƌĚ ŝƚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ĚƵƚǇ ƚŽ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ Ĩŝǆ ƚŚŝƐ͘ TŚĞ ŝƐ ĐŽŶĨůĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ 
of fairness as promoting social inclusion; for example, Duncan Smith (2012a) stated at the launch of 

ƚŚĞ DWP “ŽĐŝĂů JƵƐƚŝĐĞ “ƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ͚ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ƵŶĨĂŝƌŶĞƐƐ ŝŶ ĐŽŶĨŝŶŝŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
ŵĂƌŐŝŶƐ͕ ůĞĂǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ ůĂŶŐƵŝƐŚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ƵŶƐĞĞŶ ĨŽƌ ǇĞĂƌƐ͛͘ PŽůŝĐǇ efforts, therefore, are focused on 

ďƌŝŶŐŝŶŐ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŵĂƌŐŝŶƐ ͚ďĂĐŬ ŝŶ͛͘ MĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ ĨŽƌ 
unemployment benefit claimants, the controversial work placement schemes and re-assessment of 

disability benefit claimants have all been justified in terms of allowing ʹ or pushing people towards ʹ 

the opportunity to improve their lives through promoting inclusion and self-fulfilment. 

 

AƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ ƚŚĞ “ŽĐŝĂů JƵƐƚŝĐĞ “ƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ŽƉĞŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ͗ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ũƵƐƚŝĐĞ ŝƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ society 

function better ʹ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŽŽůƐ ƚŽ ŚĞůƉ ƚƵƌŶ ůŝǀĞƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ͛ ;HM GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ϮϬϭϮ͕ 
p. 4). This in itself is instructive in telling us what the Department means when it discusses social 

justice. What it refers to is something quite different from the conventional understanding outlined 

above. The Strategy goes on to talk about the sort of support that will be provided, and who it will 

be provided for; primarily, the focus is on maintaining strong families as a means of ensuring better 

social outcomes for children (in this way, the poverty strategy ties in with the emphasis on the 

family). In identifying the problems that lead to family breakdown ʹ which the report correlates with 

poverty ʹ the focus is on individuals who face multiple barriers to equality of opportunity; those with 

very low levels of education, people who are dependent on drugs or alcohol, or the long-term 

unemployed. Significantly, however, the Strategy rejects the centrality of income inequality in 
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explaining these dŝƐĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞƐ͕ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ C“J͛Ɛ ŝĚĞĂ ƚŚĂƚ ůŽǁ ŝŶĐŽŵĞ ŝƐ Ă ͚ƐǇŵƉƚŽŵ͛ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ 
Ă ͚ĐĂƵƐĞ͛ ŽĨ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ͘ FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ůŽǁ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĂƚƚĂŝŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ 
stated that trends on exclusions from school and young people engaging in ĐƌŝŵĞ ĂƌĞ ͚ŶŽƚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ Ă 

consequence of low income; they are symptomatic of some of the more deep-rooted problems 

ĨĂĐĞĚ ďǇ ŵĂŶǇ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛ ;HM GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͕ ϮϬϭϮ͕ Ɖ͘ ϮϳͿ͘ IŶ ĂƐ ĨĂƌ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ CŽĂůŝƚŝŽŶ ŚĂƐ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ 
address poverty, it is on these issues that efforƚƐ Ăƚ ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ ͚ŝŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͛ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚĞĚ͘ 
 

AƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ ƚŚĞ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ ĂƐ ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ ŽŶ ͚ƉŽŽƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕͛ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ŽŶ ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ Žƌ 
relative poverty as such. This is a significant distinction because it means that responsibility for 

poverty is located primarily at the level of the individual, albeit coupled with some appreciation of 

ŚŽǁ ͚ƚŚĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛ ĞŶĂďůĞƐ Žƌ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞƐ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞŶ ůĞĂĚ ƚŚĞŵ ĚŽǁŶ 
͚ƉĂƚŚǁĂǇƐ ƚŽ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ͛͘ ‘ĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĞƋƵality issue, as might be expected under 

a socially liberal outlook, this has the effect of providing a moral explanation. For example, Duncan 

“ŵŝƚŚ ;ϮϬϭϮďͿ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ ƚŽ ůŝĨƚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ĂďŽǀĞ Ă ͚ŶĂƌƌŽǁ͛ ϲϬ ƉĞƌ ĐĞŶƚ ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞ 
poverty thresŚŽůĚ͕ ĂƐ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ ĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŽ ĚŽ͗ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ƐŽŵĞ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůŝĨĞ͕ Žƌ 
ƚŚĞǇ ǁŝůů ƐůŝƉ ďĂĐŬ͛͘ TŚĞ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ŝƐ ĐĂƵƐĞĚ ďǇ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ŶŽƚ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ 
enough money, perhaps as a result of low wages or a lack of available jobs or working hours. It has a 

behavioural component, meaning that poverty cannot be addressed without first resolving the 

underlying flaws of those experiencing it. This contradicts evidence, which suggests that a large 

proportion of people defined as ͚ŝŶ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ͛ ĂƌĞ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ĂƌĞ ͚ĚŽŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ƚŚŝŶŐ͛ ďǇ 
CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚƐ ;CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͕ ϮϬϭϭďͿ ʹ that is working full-time and trying to support 

themselves (MacInnes et al, 2013, p. 26; Resolution Foundation, 2013, p. 6). 

 

This moralistic understanding of poverty is highly reflective of a Conservative influence on Coalition 

policy, and specifically of the ongoing relevance of neo-liberal conservatism (Hayton and McEnhill, 

2014). As such, despite some acceptance of the importance of self-fulfilment and freedom as 

͚ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ƚŽ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ ŝŶ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ŝƐ ƋƵŝƚĞ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ͘ Iƚ ŝƐ ůĂƌŐĞůǇ ĐŽŶĨŝŶĞĚ ƚŽ 
those whose poverty can be understood with reference to some level of individual choice; alleviating 

income inequality is not the priority͘ IŶ ƚƵƌŶ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ĚŝŵŝŶŝƐŚĞƐ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĐůĂŝŵ ƚŽ ďĞ 
concerned with relative poverty. Despite some initial similarities, the Conservative concept of social 

justice is considerably different from a conventionally socially liberal perspective. 

 

Conclusion: A Liberal Coalition? 

 

The economically liberal character of the Coalition government is not in doubt; since coming to 

power, both parties have been unwavering in their commitment to radically reduce the deficit by 

cutting public spending, often accompanied by wide-ranging reforms of public services. On social 

ŝƐƐƵĞƐ͕ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ŚĂƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ĂƐ Ă ͚ůŝďĞƌĂů ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ 
ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ͚ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĂĐĐƵƌĂƚĞůǇ ƐƵŵŵĂƌŝǌĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ƐŽĐŝĂů ůŝďĞral 

ŽƵƚůŽŽŬ͛ ;BĞĞĐŚ͕ ϮϬϭϭ͕ Ɖ͘ ϮϲϴͿ͘ TŚĞ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ŽǀĞƌůĂƉ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĞĚ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞ PĂƌƚǇ͕ 
espousing both economic and social liberalism, and the ideology of the Liberal Democrat leadership 

implies that the Coalition government can be characterised as an essentially liberal project. This 

ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ PĂƌƚǇ ŝŶ Ă 
social liberal direction is far less extensive or secure than it might have at first appeared. 

 

In identifying the need for the Conservative Party to engage more seriously with social issues, 

Cameron was responding to two central challenges. First, there was the need to portray a more 

compassionate, socially inclusive image, brought about partly as a result of New LaboƵƌ͛Ɛ 
ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƉƵƐŚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŽŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌƚůǇ ŽǁŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ 
concurrent neglect of these in favour of an overwhelming focus on the economy. Second, the party 

faced a dilemma in how it would distinguish itself from Labour, now that it appeared to have won 
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ƚŚĞ ͚ďĂƚƚůĞ ŽĨ ŝĚĞĂƐ͛ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ ;ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨŝĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌͿ͘ WŚŝůĞ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ 
to address these issues was not in doubt, Conservatives were divided over the nature of the 

solution. The liberal modernisers advocated an extension of their economic liberalism into the social 

sphere, while traditionalists preferred to argue for a stronger defence of traditional conservative 

values, retaining a focus on promoting or restoring morality as a means of achieving better social 

outcomes. In some areas, the Conservatives do seem to have moved away somewhat from the 

moral authoritarianism that characterised the traditional Thatcherite approach to society, certainly 

in terms of the acceptance of equality for same-sex couples. 

 

In others, the shift is far less clear. On the key issue of poverty, the Conservatives have begun to talk 

about social justice, which might seem to indicate a shift towards social liberalism. However, on 

closer consideration, the ideas behind this are essentially neo-Thatcherite and have consistently 

ďĞĞŶ ƐŽ ƐŝŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ ĞĂƌůǇ ǇĞĂƌƐ ŽĨ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ͘ TŚĞ ŵĂŝŶ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŝƐ ŽŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͕ 
manifested in an analysis of the causes of poverty that locates these at the level of individual 

͚ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͛͘ TŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ŚĂǀĞ ƐŚŝĨƚĞĚ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ĂŶ 
understanding of freedom as self-ĨƵůĨŝůŵĞŶƚ Žƌ ͚ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ƚŽ͛ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ƋƵŝƚĞ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ 
largely aimed at addressing the flaws and poor decisions of individuals rather than at reducing social 

and economic inequalities as a whole. Taken together, the implication from these two significant 

ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĂƌĞĂƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ůŝďĞƌĂů ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƵŶĚĞƌ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ ŝƐ 
far from certain. As such, the modernisation project appears unlikely to endure. 
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