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This paper explores the relationship between conservatism and liberalism, as 

ideological foundations for British modernization, by identifying and analysing 

two different traditions within the history of ideas in British conservatism. The 

first tradition is One Nation conservatism, epitomised by the Middle Way 

politics and political economy of Harold Macmillan, which, like its social 

democratic counterpart, envisaged modernization led by a technocratic elite. 

The second tradition is that of the neo-liberal ‘developmental market’, devised 

by the New Whigs, Margaret Thatcher and Sir Keith Joseph, and inspired by an 

Old Whig, Friedrich Hayek, as a means of moving British politics off the 

middle ground onto the common ground of the contemporary political 

settlement. As a reaction to and critique of One Nation technocratic 

pragmatism, it envisaged British modernization through market liberalization, 

deregulation and privatization to restore an entrepreneur-led enterprise culture. 

The New Whigs derided One Nation conservatism for being directionless, the 

politics of the lowest common denominator and the product of political 

expediency. This paper argues that, on the contrary, One Nation conservatism, 

and the technocratic pragmatism it inspired, had offered a clear and electorally 

successful vision for the Conservative Party, and one whose electoral dividend 

was conspicuously more successful than the developmental market has been for 

the past 23 years. 
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Introduction 

 

In his biography of Edward Heath, John Campbell suggests ‘1964 was the first 

General Election at which modernisation was the central issue’ (Campbell, 

1993: 163). He also identifies how Heath had set out his own political 

philosophy, nine months before he became Conservative party leader, wherein 

‘”modernisation” had become the supreme goal of politics’ (Campbell, 1993: 

163). Heath’s ‘modernisation’ would require ‘”a change in attitudes about 

industry and by industry’ (Heath, 1964, cited in Campbell, 162).The thesis that 

underpins this paper is that 1964 was not the first General Election at which 

modernisation was the central issue. On the contrary, modernisation had been 

the central issue of general elections throughout the twentieth century (Lee, 

2015a). As Philip Gould, New Labour’s arch spin doctor, acknowledged in his 

analysis of modernisation in British politics: ‘This is the central paradox of 

modernisation: the party of conservatism held power because of its ceaseless 

modernisation, the party of radical change lost power because of its 

conservatism’ (Gould, 1998: 24). 

 

When we explore the relationship between neo-liberalism and the Conservative 

Party, and seek to understand why in 1974-75 the New Whigs, led by Sir Keith 

Joseph and Margaret Thatcher, abandoned One Nation conservatism’s ‘Middle 

Way’, to occupy instead the neo-liberal ‘common ground’ of what I shall term 

the ‘developmental market’, we need to understand these two different agendas 
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as rival blueprints for state-led modernization, but with a much longer historical 

and political lineage than they have been given credit for, at least until recently 

(Lee, 2015a). Indeed, One Nation conservatism and previous incarnations of 

Toryism, on the one hand, and the neo-liberalism of the New Whigs, have been 

at various periods during the past several hundred years, the political ideologies 

which have animated the institutions, policies and interests of what should be 

understood as the world’s first developmental state (Lee, 2015a). 

 

In this paper, I want to explore the relationship between conservatism and 

liberalism and, more recently (since April-June 1974), the neo-liberalism of the 

developmental market. When Sir Keith Joseph and Margaret Thatcher, inspired 

by the Old Whig politics of Friedrich Hayek, abandoned One Nation 

conservatism, their justification was that it had left British politics stranded on a 

collectivist middle ground which was leading the United Kingdom further into 

relative decline. Their thesis was that One Nation conservatism was 

directionless, incapable of engaging in the battle of ideas, the product of 

political expediency and the politics of the lowest common denominator. I wish 

to challenge that thesis. On the contrary, One Nation conservatism, and the 

technocratic pragmatism of the blueprint for industrial modernisation which it 

inspired, was not only the product of a longstanding tradition of Toryism within 

English, and latterly, British politics, but also a highly effective ideological and 

policy foundation for electoral success. 
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1975 and All That: An Era of Significant Political Anniversaries 

 

This is a highly opportune moment for exploring the relationship between 

conservatism and neo-liberalism. We live in an era of political anniversaries 

marking this ideological and party political coalition of the willing. The 11th 

February 2015 marked the fortieth anniversary of the election of Margaret 

Thatcher to the leadership of the Conservative Party. Some eight months earlier, 

and following the 3rd May 2014’s thirty-fifth anniversary of the election of the 

first Thatcher Government, on the 16th June 2014, an international conference 

was held in London to mark the fortieth anniversary of the foundation of the 

Centre for Policy Studies by Margaret Thatcher and Sir Keith Joseph. The 

Margaret Thatcher Conference on Liberty’ marked the anniversary of the 

juncture at which the terms of the debate were changed about British decline, 

from a narrow focus upon economics to a broader questions of political 

economy, and from debates about politics and public administration, to a 

fixation with the role of the state.  At the same time, the  Conservative Party had 

begun the process of abandoning its traditional ‘middle ground’ One Nation 

conservatism, with its defence of private property and organic conception of the 

nature of social change, in favour of the economic liberalism of Friedrich 

Hayek, thereby occupying the centre Right ‘common ground’. 
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With the 7
th

 May 2015 General Election barely one month away, this is also an 

opportune moment to remind ourselves of the electoral dividend of neo-

liberalism for the Conservative Party. At the four previous general elections and 

over the passage of twenty three years, neo-liberalism has been a disaster for the 

Conservative Party. It has been defeated at three consecutive general elections 

and then failed to win an overall majority at Westminster at a fourth, despite its 

principal opponents providing one of the most unpopular Prime Ministers in 

modern British political history.  

 

Since the May 1979 General Election, when the Conservative Party led by 

Margaret Thatcher secured 43.9 per cent of the votes cast, the party has seen its 

share of the vote decline at four consecutive elections, to a low of 30.7 per cent 

in May 1997, before its partial recovery to 36.1 per cent in May 2010 

(McGuinness, 2012: 7). Four and a half million voters deserted the 

Conservative Party at the 1997 General Election. In May 2010, only 1.1 million 

of those lost voters had returned. Since February 2012, the Conservative Party 

has failed to secure a 40 per cent share of any national opinion poll. Should 

David Cameron fail to secure a majority at the forthcoming general election, 

modern British politics most successful political party, in electoral terms, will 

face the prospect of not having won a majority for at least twenty eight years. 

When Benjamin Disraeli succeeded in ending a similarly long period of 

electoral drought in the 1870s, he did so on the basis of One Nation 
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conservatism, and as an opponent, not a proponent, of the ideological and party 

political precursors of contemporary neo-liberalism. 

 

Why Am I A Conservative? 

 

Before the era of Sir Keith Joseph, Margaret Thatcher and the Centre for Policy 

Studies, the Conservative Party and British conservatism had been defined by 

its opposition to liberalism, rather than by its passion for market 

fundamentalism. As Anthony Seldon and Peter Snowdon have suggested, 

British conservatism could be defined in terms of seven core tenets: individual 

reason and human nature; organic society and orderly change; grounded liberty 

and the rule of law; the limited role of the state; the prosperous economy; 

respect for property; and the nation (Seldon and Snowdon, 2001: 21-24). Before 

April-June 1974, British conservatism could not be defined in terms of its 

commitment to and preference for the ideas of Friedrich Hayek over those of 

Benjamin Disraeli and Harold Macmillan. To be a Conservative, and especially 

to describe oneself as a Tory, had signified opposition to liberalism. In the 

contemporary Conservative parliamentary party, many MPs continue to 

describe themselves as Conservatives or even Tories, even though their own 

political ideas and actions both in Opposition and in government, have long 

abandoned organic and orderly change, and the virtues of tradition, for the 

principles of market-led innovation and frequently disorderly economic, 
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political and social change (e.g. Gove, 2015; K.Kwarteng, P.Patel, D.Raab and 

C.Skidmore, 2012). 

 

The One Nation Conservative, Sir Ian Gilmour, identified three definitive 

features of British conservatism. First, it was ‘not an –ism’ nor ‘a system of 

ideas’, because it was too much bound up with British history and with the 

Conservative Party. Second, it was ‘not a pressure group’, for while ‘the Tory 

Party upholds private property, and for both political and economic reasons it 

supports private enterprise’, it would not be ‘a pressure group for capitalism’. 

But it is not a pressure group for capitalism. Third, it was not ideological 

because Conservatives had seen that ‘all ideologies are wrong. They strongly 

suspect, too, that the adoption of an ideology would make them a party based on 

class’ (Gilmour, 1978: 121, 130, 132).  

 

When the Conservative Party embraced neo-liberalism and began to dance with 

dogma, it had abandoned these three tenets of British conservatism. The 

Conservatives had embraced ‘an ‘-ism’, namely liberalism, the very ideology to 

which their party’s history had been spent in direct opposition. They had 

transformed themselves into a pressure group for capitalism, and a particular 

neo-liberal model of capitalism. They had also become ideological, their ranks 

MPs heavily populated with market fundamentalists, making them a party 

increasingly based on middle class voters in the South of England, and no 
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longer a national (in either the United Kingdom or Great British or indeed 

English sense). 

 

Why Am I Not A Conservative? 

 

It was in April 1974 that (the then) Sir Keith Joseph experienced the political 

and ideological revelation that he had only just been converted to conservatism. 

As he later confessed, ‘I had thought that I was a Conservative but I now see 

that I was not really one at all’ (Joseph, 1975: 4). In truth, Joseph’s conversion 

was not to conservatism, but from conservatism to what is now known as neo-

liberalism. This fact was famously later confirmed when, in May 1979 and on 

becoming Secretary of State for Industry, the reading list of 29 works Joseph 

had circulated to his senior civil servants had included major works of classical 

liberal political economy, notably by Adam Smith, but not a single text on 

conservatism (Bosanquet, 1981). For her part, when Margaret Thatcher was 

asked by the pressure group, Aims of Industry, to nominate her three favourite 

books on liberty, one of her three choices had been Friedrich Hayek’s The 

Constitution of Liberty (Hayek, 1960). 

 

In Hayek’s postscript to this work, entitled ‘Why I am not a conservative’, 

Hayek had stated that because of its ‘widespread attitude of opposition to drastic 

change’, by its very nature conservatism could not ‘offer an alternative to the 
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direction in which we are moving’ (Hayek, 1960: 344). Moreover, while it 

might succeed in ‘slowing down undesirable developments…since it does not 

indicate another direction, it cannot prevent their continuance’ (Hayek, 1960: 

344). Hayek duly depicted the relationship between liberalism, conservatism 

and socialism diagrammatically, in the form of a triangle. Each ideology had 

occupied one corner of the triangle, but because the socialists ‘for a long time 

been able to pull harder, the conservatives have tended to follow the socialist 

rather than the liberal direction’ (Hayek, 1960: 344). Indeed, the conservatives 

had ‘compromised with socialism and stolen its thunder’ (Hayek, 1960: 344). In 

this regard, Hayek highlighted the work of Harold Macmillan, because as 

‘Advocates of the Middle Way with no goal of their own, conservatives have 

been guided by the belief that the truth must lie somewhere between the 

extremes-with the result that they have shifted their position every time a more 

extreme movement appeared on either wing’ (Hayek, 1960: 344). 

 

Furthermore, because conservatism possessed a ‘fondness for authority’ and ‘a 

lack of understanding of economic forces’, it distrusted ‘both abstract theories 

and general principles’, and consequently ‘neither understands those 

spontaneous forces on which a policy of freedom relies nor possesses a basis for 

formulating principles of policy’ (Hayek, 1960: 346). Hayek claimed 

conservatives mistakenly had blamed ‘the evils of our time on democracy’ 

when, in truth, ‘The chief evil is unlimited government, and nobody is qualified 
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to wield unlimited power’ (Hayek, 1960: 348). Finally, Hayek claimed 

conservatism feared ‘new ideas because it has no distinctive principles of its 

own to oppose to them’ (Hayek, 1960: 349). Therefore, ‘Unlike liberalism with 

its fundamental belief in the long-range power of ideas, conservatism is bound 

by the stock of ideas inherited at a given time’ (Hayek, 1960: 349). 

 

Hayek’s analysis was based upon a particular and highly selective reading of 

English history (one that I have challenged elsewhere, see Lee, 2015a-

forthcoming). He asserted that the ideas of classical liberalism he had been 

seeking to restate in The Constitution of Liberty had originated with ‘the ideals 

of the English Whigs that inspired what later came to be known as the liberal 

movement in the whole of Europe’ (Hayek, 1960: 352). Therefore, for Hayek, 

‘Whiggism is historically the correct name for the ideas in which I believe. The 

more I learn about the evolution of ideas, the more I have become aware that I 

am simply an unrepentant Old Whig-with the stress on the “old”’ (Hayek, 1960: 

353). 

 

When he published his much earlier work, The Road to Serfdom in 1944, 

Hayek’s warning about the dangers that the socialist and collectivist ‘Road to 

Freedom was in fact the Road to Servitude’ (Hayek, 1944) was built upon the 

same partial understanding of English history. Hayek claimed that after 1870, 

‘England lost her intellectual leadership in the political and social sphere and 
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became an importer of ideas’ (Hayek, 1944: 16), namely collectivist ideas and 

institutions from Germany, ‘Whether it was Hegel or Marx. List or Schmoller, 

Sombart or Mannheim, Hegel or Marx’ (Hayek, 1944: 16). In the process, 

private ownership and private enterprise had been displaced as the prime 

movers of progress by ‘the creation of a system of “planned economy” in which 

the entrepreneur working for profit is replaced by a central planning body’ 

(Hayek, 1944: 24). Having ‘lost their own belief in the peculiar values of 

English civilisation, for Hayek ‘The Left intelligentsia, indeed, have so long 

worshipped foreign gods that they seem to have become almost incapable of 

seeing any good in the characteristic English institutions and traditions’ (Hayek, 

1944: 160). 

 

Hayek revisited this historical narrative in The Constitution of Liberty (Hayek, 

1960), his restatement of the doctrines of nineteenth century classical liberalism. 

Here, he noted how ‘Individual liberty in modern times can hardly be traced 

back father than the England of the seventeenth century. It appeared first, as it 

probably always does, as a by-product of a struggle for power rather than as the 

result of deliberate aim. But it remained long enough for its benefits to be 

recognized. And for over two hundred years the preservation and perfection of 

individual liberty became the guiding ideal in that country’ (Hayek, 1960: 142). 

This, for Hayek seventeenth century witnessed the conception of limited 

government, a new departure, while the liberty of the individual was ‘a by-
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product’ of the English Civil Wars (Hayek, 1960: 146). Indeed, it was Hayek 

concluded ‘the ideals of the English Whigs that inspired what later came to be 

known as the liberal movement of the whole of Europe’ (Hayek, 1960: 352). 

Inspired by Hayek, Thatcher and Joseph’s developmental market agenda was 

therefore not a project of modernization, but rather a project of restoration. The 

Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) was to be mobilised in order to undertake a 

series of geographical and historical comparisons to rediscover and restore 

entrepreneurship, the ‘missing dimension in economic policy’. 

 

In this regard, in establishing the CPS Thatcher contended that ‘Unless we make 

a dispassionate assessment of past economic performance as a prelude to action, 

we are likely to continue along a path of drift and decline’ (Thatcher, 1977: 87). 

Success depended ‘in winning not just power but the battle of ideas’ (Thatcher, 

1977: 51). For Sir Keith Joseph, the Conservative Party, like British politics in 

general, had become ‘stranded on the middle ground’ and thereby been 

‘inhibited from fighting a vigorous battle of ideas’ (Joseph, 1976a: 25). The 

pursuit of an ideology-free conservatism had left the Conservative Party 

'stranded on the middle ground', which was nothing more than 'a compromise 

between politicians, unrelated to the aspirations of the people', 'a slippery slope 

to socialism and state control', and a guarantor of 'the left-wing ratchet'. Above 

all, the Party had been inhibited from 'fighting a vigorous battle of ideas', but in 

which it would now vigorously engage by analysing 'frankly the developments 
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of the whole postwar settlement, as it grinds into a dead end’ (Joseph, 1976a: 

19, 21, 25).  

 

British politics had become stranded on a collectivist ‘middle ground’, 

characterized by Britain being ‘overgoverned, over-spent, over-taxed, over-

borrowed and over-manned’ (Joseph, 1976a: 19).  As a remedy, Thatcher and 

Joseph’s developmental market agenda was based upon an unshakeable faith in 

enterprise and entrepreneurs, ‘the adventurers who strike out in new directions 

in science, technology, medicine, commerce and industry’ (Thatcher, 1977: 35). 

Innovation and advance would be possible in every field of British society, if 

entrepreneurs were once again given the opportunity to take risks to discover 

profitable innovations in the freedom provided by open markets. This analysis 

was based upon the insight from neo-Austrian economics that markets are 

spontaneous discovery processes not centrally planned systems, the product of 

‘human action but not of human design’ (Hayek, 1967: 105 cited in Shand, 

1984: 64). The developmental market assumed the superiority of entrepreneurial 

knowledge over the scientific knowledge claimed by technocratic modernizers. 

Thus, entrepreneurial knowledge was understood to be ‘a rarefied, abstract type 

of knowledge-the knowledge of where to obtain information (or other 

resources) and how to deploy it’ (Kirzner, 1973: 8 cited in Shand, 1984: 83). It 

was possession of this ‘rarefied’ knowledge which had made the entrepreneur 

the prime move of progress in capitalist economies, and would make the 
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entrepreneur the future key to remedying British decline. The key to remedying 

national decline would be the rediscovery of the missing dimension of 

economic policy, namely the entrepreneur, and the restoration of 'personal 

prosperity creation because, in a free society, it is the only route to national 

prosperity-creation' (Joseph, 1976b: 14-15).  

 

The New Whig Historical Narrative 

 

Inspired by the classical liberalism of Hayek, Thatcher and Joseph had 

identified a clear rationale for their desire to shift British politics from the 

collectivist ‘Middle Way’ and middle ground towards the common ground of 

the entrepreneur-led developmental market. One Nation conservatism was 

deemed to be directionless, and incapable of engaging in the battle of ideas. Sir 

Keith Joseph had contended that, unlike the political and ideological common 

ground later occupied by the neo-liberal developmental market, which was what 

could be shared with the people’ because of its proximity to their values and 

aspirations (Joseph, 1976a: 28),  the ‘middle ground’ identified in the interwar 

period in particular by Harold Macmillan’s The Middle Way was: 

 

‘not rooted in the way of life, thought and work of the British people, not 

related to any vision of society, or attitude of mind, or philosophy of political 

action. It was simply the lowest common denominator obtained from a calculus 
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of assumed electoral expediency, defined not by reference to popular feeling but 

by splitting the difference between Labour’s position and the Conservatives’ 

(Joseph, 1976a: 21). 

 

In the remainder of the paper I want to challenge that Whig interpretation of 

English and latterly British political history. First, One Nation conservatism was 

not directionless. The political tradition of Toryism had successfully engaged in 

the battle of ideas for several centuries, while the more recent tradition of Tory 

Democracy and One Nation politics had provided the Conservative Party with a 

highly effective platform for sustained electoral success-and to a much greater 

degree than anything achieved by the neo-liberal developmental market since 

April 1992. Second, in England’s political history, Toryism and Whiggism can 

be understood as two rival projects for modernization whose origins date back 

to at least the sixteenth century. Consequently, far from being a regressive and 

directionless doctrine, incapable of contesting the battle of ideas, Toryism has 

been a rival to Whig liberalism as the animating ideology for what I have 

portrayed elsewhere (Lee, 2015a, forthcoming) as the English (and latterly 

British) developmental state. 

 

During 2015, to accompany the eight hundredth anniversary of the signing of 

Magna Carta, we are witnessing a series of Whig interpretations of British, 

more precisely, English political history. These have championed the 
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exceptionalism and superiority of the English constitution, limited government 

and common law, and, latterly the superiority of the ‘Anglosphere’, as a 

superior alternative political economy to that afforded by the burgeoning ‘super-

state’ constituted by the European Union (Hannan, 2012; 2013).  Led by Daniel 

Hannan, the Conservative Member of the European Parliament for South East 

England, and kindred spirits within the Conservative Party and its allied think-

tanks, a political narrative has been articulated in which the common law of 

England, the rule of law, personal liberty, representative government, its 

uncodified (in a single document) constitution, and the English-speaking 

peoples of the ‘Anglosphere’ are presented as the inventors of freedom and the 

prime movers of ‘a common Western civilization’.  

 

At the heart of this narrative is ‘a continuous “Anglo-Saxon” civilization, whose 

chief characteristic is a commitment to free markets’ (Hannan, 2013: 6). The 

great threat to this civilization is now posed by the European Union and its 

alleged ambitions for a European ‘superstate, or what Hannan terms 

‘Continentalization’ (Hannan, 2013: 371). Hannan has taken his inspiration 

from ‘Runnymede’, the postscript to Margaret Thatcher’s Statecraft. In it, 

Thatcher had presented Magna Carta as ‘the supreme and timeless symbol of 

the liberties of England’. It was the political and constitutional bedrock of the 

rugged individualism which had given ‘the English, then the British, then the 

American colonists, and then the wider English-speaking world, characters so 
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irritatingly bent on liberty, so obstinate to right wrongs, so pig-headed in 

demanding justice’ (Thatcher, 2003: 470). Furthermore, Thatcher had 

concluded: ‘The demand that power be limited and accountable, the 

determination that force shall not override justice, the conviction that individual 

human beings have an absolute moral worth which government must respect-

such things are uniquely embedded in the political culture of the English-

speaking peoples. They are the bedrock of civilised statecraft. They are our 

enduring legacy to the world’ (Thatcher, 2003: 471). 

 

However, this view of English history is contestable (Lee, 2015a). Proponents 

of the developmental market from Hayek, Thatcher and Joseph, to Hannan, 

Cameron and Farage have put forward their New Whig interpretation of English 

history, which has studied England’s past ‘with direct and perpetual reference to 

the present’ (Butterfield, 1965: 11). It is an abridged, selective and over-

simplified view of history which associates Protestantism with ‘Individualism, 

Capitalism, and the Secular State’ (Butterfield, 1965: 55). It has presented an 

oversimplified view of English history which has separated the progressive 

Whig forces, who have stood in favour of the British constitution, religious 

toleration from the Tory and Catholic enemies of progress. It has imagined ‘the 

British constitution as having come down to us by virtue of the work of long 

generations of whigs and in spite of the obstruction of a long line of tyrants and 

tories’ (Butterfield, 1965: 41).  
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In practice, English history has been the arena for and consequence of ‘the 

continual interplay and perpetual collision’ of progressive interests and their 

opponents (Butterfield, 1965: 41). The Tory forces of conservatism have 

provided one model of modernization. The Old Whig forces of liberalism and, 

since 1975, the New Whig forces of neo-liberalism, have provided an 

alternative model of modernization. These forces have fought for control of the 

English state and latterly the British state. Elsewhere, I have identified these 

rival ideologies as the animating forces of the English (and latterly the British) 

developmental state (Lee, 2015a). 

 

At this juncture, it is worth making one significant observation about the 

Thatcher/Joseph developmental market’s critique of the Middle Way. When it is 

acknowledged that Thatcher and Joseph had successfully challenged the very 

terms of the postwar political settlement, it is important to recognise which war 

Joseph in particular had identified. It has been very widely assumed that 

‘postwar’ meant the period following the Second World War marked by the 

political settlement crafted by the Attlee Government. However, as Joseph had 

set out in his Foreword to the Centre for Policy Studies’ pamphlet, Stranded on 

the Middle Ground, ‘postwar’ actually meant the period after the First World 

War:  
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‘…many of our troubles stem from the quadruple plague inflicted by the First 

World War. It seriously undermined peoples’ faith in established rulers and 

vastly increased the opportunity for socialists to make the old system 

unworkable even though they patently have nothing better to put in its place. It 

wasted huge resources, yet generated strong demands for high living standards 

all round immediately after the end of hostilities. It introduced vast new 

government controls, proto-socialism, which further weakened the workings of 

the market and bred yet more controls to offset the side-effects of their fellows’ 

(Joseph, 1976a: 8).  

 

Joseph’s thesis in 1976 about the period since 1918 was that ‘We are still living 

with the effects, which call for radical change if we are to reverse the downward 

spiral’ (Joseph, 1976a: 8).  

 

Consequently, when we evaluate the relationship between conservatism and 

neo-liberalism, it must be acknowledged that the justification for ditching One 

Nation conservatism in favour of the developmental market was based upon a 

critique of British politics stretching back to 1914, and the outbreak of the First 

World War. This is not, in any sense, to dilute the importance of Thatcher and 

Joseph’s critique of the post-1945 political settlement, which had witnessed ‘the 

proud confidence morning of 1945 lead to the twilight of 1975’ (Joseph, 1976a: 

34). It is merely to recognise that the transformational and detrimental (in 
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Joseph’s terms) impact of the redefinition of the role and expectations of the 

state during wartime had begun in 1914 rather than 1939. 

 

Old Toryism and One Nation Conservatism 

 

It is not true that One Nation conservatism was directionless, a lowest common 

denominator borne out of political expediency, or that it was incapable of 

engaging in the battle of ideas. It was actually the product of a longstanding 

political tradition of Toryism long predating the formation of the Conservative 

Party itself, and also of a particular analysis of the United Kingdom’s relative 

decline (one shared by many social democratic politicians and commentators) 

and the state-led industrial modernization programme to remedy that decline. 

 

As Samuel Beer has outlined, modern British politics can be understood in 

terms of the rivalry of five types of politics, including the Old Tory and the Old 

Whig politics which have provided the historical antecedents for One Nation 

and New Whig politics respectively. Old Tory politics was based upon the idea 

that ‘The purpose of authority, the function of authority, is to foster the good of 

the whole: to maintain each subordinate part working in harmony with the 

others. The Old Tory cosmos was organic and hierarchic’ (Beer, 1982: 5). Thus, 

as far back in English political history as the era of the Tudor monarchs, despite 



 21 

Hayek and Joseph’s depiction of conservatism as directionless and bereft of an 

ideological basis, there had been an established Tory political tradition.  

 

Old Toryism had stood in political opposition to Old Whig politics whose rival 

conception of politics had included ‘a theory of representation which, under the 

growing challenge of Liberal and Radical thought, was given explicit and 

elaborate form as the orthodox defence of the unreformed House of Commons’ 

(Beer, 1982: 9). It is with this particular liberal English political tradition, which 

had been adopted by the Liberals of the nineteenth century (Beer, 1982: 19), 

that Hayek had identified himself in his postscript to The Constitution of Liberty 

(Hayek, 1960: 353). Indeed, the rugged English individualism to which 

Margaret Thatcher had referred so admiringly in her own postscript to Statecraft 

(Thatcher, 2003: 468) had become the prerogative of nineteenth century Liberal 

and radical politics, embracing ‘the middle class, embracing owners, large and 

small, of industrial and commercial capital’ (Beer, 1982: 37). By contrast, the 

Conservative Party had stood for the upper class and landed aristocracy.  

 

The One Nation conservatism and Tory Democracy of the latter decades of the 

nineteenth century was defined by its opposition to liberalism, and its concern 

for the condition of the people of England. This was never better demonstrated 

than by Benjamin Disraeli speech at Crystal Palace on the 24
th

 June 1872. 

Disraeli’s subject was ‘Conservative and Liberal Principles’. He condemned his 
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own party for allowing the Tory system to degenerate into ‘a policy which 

found an adequate basis on the principles of exclusiveness and restriction. 

Gentlemen, the Tory party, unless it is a national party, is nothing’ (Disraeli, 

1872a). At the same time, Disraeli condemned the tone and tendency of 

Liberalism ‘to attack the institutions of the country’ under the pretext of 

Progress’ (Disraeli, 1872a). Disraeli then outlined ‘the three great objects which 

are sought by Toryism-the maintenance of our institutions, the preservation of 

our Empire, and the improvement of the condition of the people’ (Disraeli, 

1872a). As he had stated two months earlier, ‘the programme of the 

Conservative party is to maintain the Constitution of the country’ (Disraeli, 

1872b).  

 

A century later, Sir Keith Joseph and Margaret Thatcher would establish the 

Centre for Policy Studies in order to develop a programme for the Conservative 

party which would maintain the constitution of the market. That programme 

would be many things, but it would not be Tory. Its liberalism would also 

launch a market-led assault upon institutions, while its policies would not, in the 

eyes of many commentators, improve the condition of the people. Furthermore, 

its market-based conception of choice would return Conservative policy to 

principles of exclusiveness and restriction because that choice would be based 

upon an ability to pay.  
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As Beer has noted, the One Nation conservatism of Tory Democracy 

‘legitimized a massive concentration of political power’. Toryism was built 

upon the idea that ‘Authoritative leadership is a permanent social necessity’, 

and that ‘good government calls for a governed class trained-perhaps even bred-

for the task’ (Beer, 1982: 91,92). Tory Democracy would furnish that governing 

class. The role of voters would be the passive one of choosing between 

alternative leadership teams in ‘a system of “government of the people, for the 

people, with, but not by, the people”’ (Amery, 1945: 21, cited in Beer, 1982: 

95). The Tory notion of the independent authority of government had been 

derived from ‘the basic Tudor conception of statesmanship’ (Beer, 1982: 246). 

Above all, what distinguished this period of conservatism and Conservative 

Party history was its ‘fundamental opposition to Liberalism, whose doctrine of 

self-help expressed a quite different conception of the good life’ (Beer, 1982: 

269). In short, the doctrine embraced by Thatcher and Joseph after 1975 was in 

opposition to the central tenets of nineteenth century conservatism, but in 

accordance with the principles of liberalism and Old Whig politics. 

 

The Conservative Tradition of Technocratic Pragmatism 

 

In the modern Conservative Party, the most important modern incarnation of 

Tory Democracy and One Nation conservatism has been ‘technocratic 

pragmatism’, the ideological underpinning for a series of blueprints for state-led 
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industrial modernisation. These quests for national efficiency have stretched 

from the interwar political economy of Harold Macmillan’s Reconstruction and 

Middle Way, to the ambitious administrative reorganizations of Edward Heath’s 

‘Quiet Revolution’, and, most recently, to Michael Heseltine’s technocratic 

blueprints for a national industrial strategy (Heseltine 1987, 1989, 2012). 

 

It is not hard to understand why technocracy and conservatism should have 

proven such easy and longstanding ideological bedfellows. On the one hand, 

technocracy has been defined as ‘a system of governance in which technically 

trained experts rule by virtue of their specialist knowledge and position in 

dominant political and economic institutions’ (Fischer, 1990: 17-18). 

Technocracy has regarded politics and ideology as problems rather than 

solutions, but ones which could be surmounted by redefining political issues in 

scientific and technical terms (Fischer, 1990: 22). Technocracy had pointed 

towards a ‘uniquely administrative or managerial’ conception of the state, with 

the state itself being held to be ‘a positive instrument in the pursuit of economic 

and social progress’ on account of its being ‘the only institution capable of 

engaging in comprehensive systemwide planning and management’ (Fischer, 

1990: 25). On the other hand, conservatism has shared with technocracy both its 

belief in government by an expert governing class, and its distrust of political 

ideology. At the same time, technocracy’s faith in the role of the state as a 

positive instrument of in pursuit of economic and social progress accorded with 
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One Nation conservatism’s growing desire to improve the condition of the 

people through legislation. 

 

Technocracy and conservatism came together most significantly in debates 

surrounding the relative decline of the United Kingdom economy, and the allied 

quest for greater national efficiency in public and private sector alike. A 

political narrative developed which contended that industrial policy had been 

the missing dimension of British economic policy. In short, unlike its 

continental European and Japanese rivals, the British state had failed to 

implement a technocratic industrial modernization programme. However, 

during the First World War, the state had played a truly developmental role in 

reorganizing the supply of munitions. Under Lloyd-George’s leadership, the 

Ministry of Munitions had overcome the ‘shell crisis’ of 1915, and eventually 

become the largest single employer and procurer in the United Kingdom. The 

degree to which the role and expectations of the state had been transformed 

during the First World War was illustrated by the fact that the national debt had 

increased from 26 per cent in 1914-15 to 114 per cent in 1918-19.  

 

When the peacetime economy encountered the mass unemployment of the 

1920s and the Great Depression of the 1930s, there were those within the 

Conservative Party whose concern for the condition of the people translated 

itself into technocratic blueprints for industrial modernization. Foremost among 
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these Conservative technocratic pragmatists was Harold Macmillan. Having 

advocated a policy of reconstruction to the National Government in 1931, three 

years later Macmillan published Reconstruction: A Plea for A National Policy. 

In it, Macmillan argued ‘We must realise the essential contradictions of laissez-

faire while we may appreciate the energy and drive of a rugged individualism’ 

(Macmillan, 1934: 6). In developing the case for the planning of production, 

Macmillan identified two prerequisites: ‘adequately protected’ national units of 

production, and ‘regulative powers amounting to monopoly must be granted to 

efficiently organised and integrated national industries’ (Macmillan, 1934: 21). 

In short, the choice was ‘no longer as between industrial laissez-faire and 

monopoly; but between trustification and socialisation, or, it may be, between 

orderly capitalism and economic and social disorder’ (Macmillan, 1934: 22). 

 

Having set out a detailed technocratic blueprint for the co-ordination of 

financial, industrial and political policy, in 1938 Macmillan published The 

Middle Way, an even more detailed technocratic blueprint for advancing ‘more 

rapidly and still further, upon the road of conscious regulation’ (Macmillan, 

1938: 11). However, on this particular occasion, Macmillan’s specification of 

what had to be done for national reconstruction was ‘not limited, therefore, to a 

few piecemeal reforms. It is nothing less than such a reorganisation of the whole 

economy as will ensure regularity of consumers’ demand at an irreducible 

minimum standard of life, and that minimum must correspond, as nearly as it 
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can be made to do so, with the standard which is technically possible when all 

our resources are fully employed’ (Macmillan, 1938: 91). Macmillan insisted 

that the purpose of his technocratic blueprint for industrial reorganisation was 

‘avowedly that of restoring to the individual the greatest possible measure of 

freedom’, but acknowledged simultaneously that ‘Economic efficiency and 

rational social organisation may be sought by nations for other ends’ 

(Macmillan, 1938: 371). 

 

The significance of Macmillan’s technocratic pragmatism was not fully felt 

until some nine years later when in 1947, it formed the basis for The Industrial 

Charter: a statement of Conservative industrial policy (Conservative Party, 

1947), whose publication signalled the modernisation of Conservative policy 

under the leadership of Macmillan and R.A.Butler. Indeed, Butler contended the 

Industrial Charter had signified the casting aside of laissez-faire economics in 

favour of a system of ‘humanised capitalism’ through which ‘modern 

Conservatism would maintain strong central guidance over the operation of the 

economy’(Butler, 1971: 145). Thereafter, under every Conservative 

Government from 1951-1964 and under the Heath Government of 1970-1974, 

the Conservative Party remained a proactive party of industrial modernisation. 

 

Under consecutive Conservative Prime Ministers, the British state invested 

heavily in both military and civil research and development (R&D), with 
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expenditure on civil science alone increasing by an annual average of 13 per 

cent 1951 and 1959 (Vig, 1968: 20). The British state picked ‘winners’, notably  

in the form of nuclear power, and the aircraft industry (both civil and military). 

In the latter case, the state financed no less than 70 per cent of the industry’s 

output from 1950 to 1964, initiating United Kingdom involvement in the 

Concorde project, and reorganising the whole industry in 1959 (Lee, 1997: 

137). 

 

Although Harold Wilson attempted to portray Edward Heath as a neo-liberal 

‘Selsdon Man’, Heath was in essence the quintessential modernising 

technocratic pragmatist. If Selsdon Man had ever existed,  he had done so as ‘a 

technological managerial man looking to a European commitment to aid the 

regeneration of competition in industry’ (Holmes, 1982: 11) As his biographer 

John Campbell has suggested, Heath believed that ‘British industry needed to 

become more efficient and the economy more competitive’. Indeed, like the true 

Tory technocrat he was, Heath ‘had no interest in political philosophy or 

economic theory’ and simply thought ‘making Britain prosperous  and 

successful  was a matter or practical common sense and political will, 

vigorously applied’ (Campbell, 1993: 193-4).  

 

Heath’s ‘Quiet Revolution’ was about the application of modern business 

efficiency and managerial techniques to the reorganization of central and local 
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government. In due course, the Heath Government would rescue both Rolls-

Royce and Upper Clyde Shipbuilders, and pass the 1972 Industry Act, which 

incorporated extensive powers for discretionary assistance to private industry 

(Lee, 1996). Ironically, in passing the 1971 Competition and Credit Control 

Act, which began the process of liberalizing the supply of credit from the banks, 

the Heath Government also initiated the first significant act in the creation of 

the neo-liberal developmental market that was to be championed by the New 

Whiggism of Thatcher and Joseph. 

 

The Developmental Market: The State Redefined, Not Rolled Back 

 

One of the apparent paradoxes of the developmental market has been that, while 

it has advocated the political, economic, social and moral superiority of the 

market and its principal prime mover of progress, namely individual 

entrepreneurial initiative and risk taking, in pursuit of profit through the 

discovery process provided by the market itself, it has resulted in a redefinition 

rather than a rolling back of the frontiers of the state. 

 

This apparent paradox can be understood with reference to the political 

economy of Friedrich Hayek, but in relation to his more pessimistic work in the 

1970s, rather than the more optimistic Old Whig vision of the 1960s. In his The 

Constitution of Liberty, Hayek was confident that, in ‘the great struggle of 
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ideas’, liberalism, with its advocacy of the free growth, spontaneous association, 

individual entrepreneurship and self-regulating forces of the market, could offer 

a politically and morally superior alternative to the rolling forward of the 

frontiers of the social democratic state, whose ‘chief evil’ was ‘unlimited 

government’ (Hayek, 1960: 403). By the early 1970s, Hayek’s optimism that 

liberalism could triumph over the arbitrary interventions of social democratic, 

state-led modernization projects had been dissipated by the rise of trades union 

militancy, and the onset of rising inflation and unemployment. Consequently, he 

now contemplated a scenario where ‘If in a society in which the spirit of 

enterprise has not yet spread, the majority has the power to prohibit whatever it 

dislikes, it is most unlikely that it allow competition to arise’ (Hayek, 1979: 77).  

 

Since personal freedom would no longer be guaranteed by the free constitution 

of spontaneous market association, a model constitution would have to be 

drawn up politically and legislation passed to define the limits of state power. In 

short, the basic principles of a free society might have to be ‘temporarily 

suspended when the long-run preservation of that order is itself threatened’ 

(Hayek, 1979: 124). To preserve the market order, state power would have to be 

used to rule out specific policies, for example, rendering ‘all socialist measures 

for redistribution impossible’ (Hayek, 1979: 150). The free economy of the 

developmental market would be accompanied by the strong state (Gamble, 

1994).  
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Hayek’s thesis was that the ‘last battle against arbitrary power’, namely ‘the 

fight against socialism and for the abolition of all coercive power’ (Hayek, 

1979: 152) could yet be won. Through policies of privatization, market 

liberalization and deregulation, Thatcherism and Reaganomics sought to roll 

back the frontiers of the state, and to maximize the opportunities for 

entrepreneurship, competition and profit. However, in practice the frontiers of 

state power have been redefined, and not necessarily rolled back. Indeed, for 

more than three decades, Hayek’s ‘coercive power’ has been mobilized by the 

neo-liberal state to advance the frontiers of the developmental market. 

 

Another explanation for the paradox of the rhetorical commitment to advance 

the developmental market, and the reality of law, legislation and a redefined 

rather than reduced role for the state lies with English history. Thatcher and 

Joseph actually had fashioned the latest incarnation of the four hundred year old 

English developmental state tradition.  The state has simply defended the 

interests and promoted the same sectors of the economy-financial services and 

military industries-which it did following England’s financial, military, 

political, scientific and  administrative revolutions during the seventeenth 

century English Enlightenment (Lee, 2015a). 
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As Sophus Reinert has noted, during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, ‘England was among the most interventionist states of its age’, where 

‘Political economy was not merely the science of reforming institutions and 

making the kingdom wealthy, it rendered nations viable as political entities in 

the midst of international rivalries’ (Reinert, 2011). As Steve Pincus has further 

asserted, English liberalism ‘was not antagonistic to the state. The liberalism 

spawned in 1688-89 was revolutionary and interventionist rather than moderate 

and antistatist’ (Pincus, 2009: 8). That pattern has continued to the present day, 

and accounts for the willingness of the British state to continue to intervene 

strategically in defence of financial markets and military industries. 

 

2015 will also mark the four hundredth anniversary of the publication of 

Antoine de Montchrétien’s Treatise on Political Economy, the first use of the 

term ‘political economy’ in the title of an economic tract (Reinert, 2011: 5). At 

the time, England provided the blueprint for emulation by rival national 

economies. However, it was to be emulated not because of the Hayekian, Old 

Whig model of limited government, free trade or entrepreneurship, but because 

‘England was among the most interventionist states of its age, and the 

harrowing success of these policies made England’s economy and the ideas on 

which it was based worthy of guarded emulation (Reinert, 2011: 6). Indeed, 

Sophus Reinert has shown how John Cary’s 1695 Essay on The State of 

England provided a blueprint for state-led industrial modernization, including a 
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fourteen point agenda for nurturing manufacturing industry, more than a century 

before Alexander Hamilton’s reports on the state of manufactures, and more 

than one hundred and forty years before the publication of Friedrich List’s 

Natural System of Political Economy (1837) and National System of Political 

Economy (1841). All of these works identified the political economy of England 

as the blueprint for national development. However, it was England’s status as 

the world’s first developmental state, rather than the limited government of the 

Whig interpretation of English history, which attracted emulation by rival 

national economies. 

 

We can therefore understand the developmental market as a project which, since 

May 1979 and under all subsequent governments, whether Conservative, 

Labour or Con-Lib Coalition, has used law and legislation to build a new 

constitution for the market in the United Kingdom. The developmental market, 

in its international and global incarnation as the ‘Washington Consensus’ has 

also defined the task of politics as to build institutions for the market via the 

policies of the World Bank, International Monetary Fund and World Trade 

Organization. 
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One Stone Unturned: The Not At All Strange Death of One Nation 

Conservatism 

 

One of the conspicuous features of the modern Conservative Party at 

Westminster, and the London-based think tanks which sustain it, is the degree to 

which their respective ranks are populated by the sons and daughters of 

Thatcherism. By contrast, it is difficult to identify many contemporary 

torchbearers under the age of 60 at Westminster for the cause of One Nation 

conservatism. The death of One Nation conservatism, especially in relation to 

its advocacy of a technocratic programme of state-led industrial modernization, 

is illustrated by the lingering political death of Michael Heseltine, one of 

technocratic pragmatism’s longstanding champions. It is a death which has been 

executed in three acts, all of them concerned with questions of industrial 

modernization. First, in January 1986, in the year during which the ‘Big Bang’ 

would witness the outcome of New Whiggism’s determination to modernize the 

City of London’s financial markets through law, legislation and massive state 

intervention, Heseltine resigned from the Thatcher Cabinet over the issue of the 

future ownership of Westland, the United Kingdom’s sole manufacturer of 

helicopters, when he thought he had been denied the opportunity to restate the 

case for a takeover by a European consortium.  
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Second, after he had returned to the Cabinet as President of the Board of Trade 

in the Major Government, on the 16th June 1992 Heseltine was once more 

humiliated when Chancellor of the Exchequer Norman Lamont announced the 

abolition of both the National Economic Development Council (NEDC) and the 

National Development Office (NEDO). In his book Westland crisis One Nation 

Conservative manifesto, Where There’s A Will, Heseltine had outlined a 

national industrial strategy which envisaged that the Secretary of State for Trade 

and Industry would replace the Chancellor of the Exchequer as chairman of a 

strengthened NEDO, because the organisation needed ‘more of the language of 

the factory and less of that of the Treasury’ (Heseltine, 1987: 119). NEDO’s 

abolition ensured in a single action torpedoed Heseltine’s extensive plans to 

challenge the Treasury’s role and judgements, and what he had depicted as the 

Treasury’s ‘preoccupation with the short term and a lack of imagination’, which 

had in turn prevented government from thinking strategically about the future of 

industry,  (Heseltine, 1987: 39, 114-116).  

 

Finally, on the 18
th

 March 2013, the Cameron-Clegg Government published its 

official response to Heseltine’s No Stone Unturned report of the 31 October 

2012. The fact that the front cover of Heseltine’s report depicted a cartoon of 

Heseltine lifting a boulder and shining a torch underneath, followed by a 

quotation from Joseph Chamberlain, the great liberal imperialist (rather than a 

One Nation Tory) may have given some clues as to the gravity with which 
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Heseltine may have thought his report would be received by the Cameron-Clegg 

Government. While the Government accepted in full or in part no fewer than 81 

of Heseltine’s 89 recommendations, it rejected the report’s principal 

recommendation to create a £49.1 billion single funding pot for all Whitehall 

budgets supporting economic growth, and to allow local partnerships to bid on a 

competitive basis for funding from that pot (Heseltine, 2012: 202). Instead of 

Heseltine’s bold proposal, the Government’s Regional Growth Fund would 

provide a Single Pot of only £3.2 billion spread over the five years from 2011-

12 until 2016-17-a sum amounting to little more than 1.5 per cent of what 

Heseltine had proposed (Lee, 2015b). For one final time, the Treasury had 

crushed any attempt by Heseltine to revisit the technocratic pragmatism of state-

led industrial modernisation of which he had been the leading advocate in 

governments from Heath to Major. 

 

In recent Conservative Party thinking, there has been little reference to One 

Nation conservatism. Journalists have sought it at Conservative Party 

conferences, but have failed to locate it (e.g. Harris, 2013). Others saw potential 

in the notion of ‘the Big Society’, and have urged David Cameron to move 

beyond Thatcherism to provide ‘a genuine alternative: a new economic model 

that really distributes wealth and power’ (Blond, 2010: 292). However, in 

identifying austerity as the overriding priority of the Coalition’s Programme for 

Government, and in his abandonment of the ‘Big Society’, Cameron’s actions 
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and policies have manifested little of what Blond claimed to be ‘the true spirit 

of a renewed conservatism, and a radical one-nation Toryism’ (Blond, 2010: 

292). Instead, Cameron’s modern compassionate conservatism has been devoted 

to a strengthening and deepening of the developmental market agenda. 

 

There remain elements within the Conservative Party, notably the Tory Reform 

Group, which claims to work ‘to promote the values of One Nation 

Conservatism’, and which contends that ‘elections are won and lost in the centre 

ground and that the Tory Party is at its best when it is firmly in the centre’ (Tory 

Reform Group, 2015). However, with a President, Kenneth Clarke and a list of 

patrons headed by Sir John Major, and numbering among its members Lord 

Heseltine, the voices of One Nation conservatism are yesterday’s men, and 

marginalised voices within the Conservative parliamentary party. Perhaps the 

clearest sign of the hegemony of the developmental market in the contemporary 

Conservative Party, and the marginalisation of One Nation conservatism, and its 

technocratic pragmatism, has been its adoption in October 2012 by Ed 

Miliband, with little concerted Conservative opposition. However, less than two 

years after he used the term ‘One Nation’ no fewer than 46 times in his annual 

conference speech, it appeared that even its utility as the basis for a party 

political re-branding exercise had been exhausted (Chakelian, 2014). 
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Conclusion 

 

Forty years ago, when, following Friedrich Hayek’s lead, Sir Keith Joseph 

condemned the middle ground One Nation conservatism, and the broader post-

1918 British political settlement, he claimed that his preferred neo-liberal 

common ground was closer to the values and aspirations of the British people. 

During the current General Election campaign, the ongoing struggle of the 

Conservative Party to sustain an opinion poll rating higher than 35 per cent, and 

one sufficient to provide it with a working parliamentary majority at 

Westminster as a single party of government, has suggested otherwise, as has 

the failure of the Conservative Party to win power outright since April 1992. A 

truly national and inclusive political project has been jettisoned for a project 

which has excluded, and is perceived to have excluded, millions of former 

Conservative voters. 

 

Far from being directionless, incapable of engaging in the battle of ideas, and 

simply ‘the lowest common denominator obtained from a calculus of assumed 

electoral expediency, defined not by reference to popular feeling but by splitting 

the difference between Labour’s position and the Conservatives’ (Joseph, 1976: 

21), One Nation conservatism was the product of a longstanding political 

tradition, inextricably enmeshed with the history of England in general and the 

Conservative Party in particular. Its technocratic pragmatism generated a 
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succession of blueprints for state-led industrial modernization which yielded 

electoral success for the Conservative Party from the 1930s until 1970. When 

the electoral dividend for the Conservative Party from the One Nation 

conservatism and technocratic pragmatism is compared to that derived from 

neo-liberalism and the developmental market since April 1992, there could yet 

be seen to be considerable political merit in becoming stranded once more on 

the middle ground. 
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