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Table 6.1: Immigration, emigration, and net migration from and to the UK, 1997-2005 

Year Immigration (OOOs) Emigration (OOOs) Net migration (OOOs) 

1997 326 279 +47 
1998 390 251 +139 
1999 454 291 +163 
2000 483 321 +163 
2001 480 308 +172 
2002 513 359 +153 
2003 513 362 +151 
2004 582 359 +223 
2005 565 380 +185 

Source: Data from ONS (2008). 

Conservative policy and rhetoric on immigration can be contextualised by these figures. 

Making it a major campaign issue at the May 2005 election, when the importance of the 

issue to the public had averaged 29.5 percent over the preceding two years, can be seen as 

a sound electoral calculation in response to public concern (by contrast in the two years 

prior to the June 2001 election, the figure was 10.5 percent). Indeed, Cowley and Green 

suggest that the Conservatives 'had little choice' but to focus heavily on immigration in 

2005, as its salience had risen substantially whilst the Conservatives had maintained a clear 

lead over Labour as the best party on the issue (2005: 61). In April 2005, 52 percent of 

voters named the Conservatives as the party with the best policies on asylum and 

immigration, whilst just 11 percent selected Labour (MORI, 2008c). Consequently, 'by 

focussing on this issue the Conservatives' strategy was consistent with salience theory: to 

raise the salience of your own issue strengths and neutralise or downplay the strengths of 

your opponent' (Cowley & Green, 2005: 62). The Conservatives also hoped that their 

tough policies and rhetoric would prevent them being outflanked by UKIP, whose voters 

tended to be concerned about immigration (Cowley & Green, 2005: 62). In Bercow's view 

this was Howard's strategy: 'I think he thought he would try to neutralise our 

disadvantages on the public services and show that we were reasonable. and then get on to 

the "red meat" of taxation, crime and immigration'. He recalled how at a meeting of the 

1922 committee about six months into his leadership, Howard 'said that he thought that he 

had addressed those issues and that the time had come "to move onto potentially fruitful 
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territory for the Conservative Party" namely taxation, immigration and Europe. That was a 

mistake' (Bercow Interview). 

As Bercow implies, the apparent logic of Howard's strategy has to be weighed against the 

wider implications of it, particularly the risk that it reinforced negative aspects of the 

party's image, the problem captured in Theresa May's comment that the Conservatives are 

seen as the 'nasty party' (Chapter 4). lain Duncan Smith explained how for the 

Conservatives this could be a difficult issue to handle during elections, and how he had 

sought to manage it as leader: 

We had made a clear policy position on this, but we hadn't banged-on about it. Immigration 
came up, asylum came up, but I always felt that it was one of those subject areas that during 
an election campaign could probably bear two or three days, but you need to move on after 
that, because after that it just gets nasty. You can do it objectively and with a certain 
amount of decency when you launch reasons why it has gone wrong, what you would do in 
its place, you can talk about that - that would last 2 or 3 days. (Duncan Smith Interview). 

Commenting on the 2005 election campaign, he noted that 'We got terribly bogged-down 

with asylum and immigration, which was a mistake' (Duncan Smith Interview). He 

suggested that under his successor the party had handled the issue poorly and let it get out 

of control, and that this had damaged public perceptions of the party: 

What happened was, I think they lost control of the process. I think there was a prisoner 
who was an asylum seeker who was released and who had stabbed someone to death, and 
during the election campaign it all came out. At that point I felt there was a crossroads, a 
fork in the road: you can either go off down the crime issue, or you could continue down 
the asylum road. And whether they chose to or not we ended-up going down the asylum 
road, and that meant that probably for the next week we were stuck in this rut. It's not that I 
don't think asylum is important, it is important because you need to be able to demonstrate 
to the public that you are in control, and that these sort of things are not being forgotten 
about, because they worry about them particularly, and it's a difficult area that can lead to 
lots of problems. So having clear policies at that stage would always be a blessing, and you 
will then be able to focus on how you will resolve them, but then you move on. If you get 
into that subject for too long it just confirms lots of opinions about you and makes you feel 
a touch uneasy. So there's nothing wrong with the subject, it's quite legitimate to deal with 
it. It's quite legitimate for a government or a would-be government to raise it as an issue 
during the course of a campaign, but you need to do it in the wider context of elections and 
governing generally. (Duncan Smith Interview). 
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Duncan Smith's efforts to stop the Conservatives 'banging-on' about immigration \\ere 

part of a more general strategy to challenge people's preconceptions about the party by 

downplaying issues traditionally associated with the core-vote, and to move into ne\\' 

territory. As he commented: 

I made an edict, 'I will not speak about Europe' ... We didn't talk about immigration for a 
good year while I was there. I think it was about a year, maybe slightly less, when we had 
an issue on Sangatte, the camp in France. So immigration wasn't really talked about either. 
We didn't talk about tax at that stage, well, we didn't talk about tax reductions - we were 
going to talk about that later. So all-in-all I think we did keep off the main subjects, I hate 
the phrase dog-whistle too, by the way. So we didn't talk about those subjects, because I 
knew what people knew about us on those subjects, and I didn't think there was any need. 
What they needed to understand was that there was something wider about us, something 
bigger, so that's why we stayed off them. David Cameron seems to be pursuing much the 
same strategy now, which is a good thing. (Duncan Smith Interview). 

As Chapter 4 discussed, this strategy failed, due to his poor leadership skills and inability 

to manage the party and therefore present his agenda in a disciplined and coherent manner. 

Pursued successfully however, Duncan Smith's approach may have avoided some of the 

pitfalls encountered by his successor. According to Peter Lilley, a particular problem faced 

by Michael Howard was that his policy on immigration, whilst popular, was viewed 

cynically by the electorate. Lilley explained: 'partly because he [Howard] was only there 

towards the end, there was a feeling that everything was opportunist. Immigration policy 

seemed to be opportunist, although about 70 percent of the population agreed with it, about 

20 percent thought he would do it' (Lilley Interview). 

For Ann Widdecombe, the way in which immigration came to dominate the 2005 

campaign was symptomatic of a wider problem, as the public were no longer sure, beyond 

this issue, what the Conservatives actually stood for: 

If you asked people in the 1980s 'what do Conservatives stand for?' - the very simplistic. 
the ones who wouldn't go into great political theory would say: grammar schools, as 
opposed to comprehensives; small businesses, as opposed to vast state monopolies: lower 
tax. They would have a series of things that they associated in their minds with the 
Conservatives. Now I challenge anybody today to tell me even in the most prosaic terms a 
series of six things which they associate with the Conservatives. They would probably say 
immigration control, I doubt if they could say anything after that. (Widdecombe Interview). 
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This partly reflects the role of the media in setting the agenda, particularly during general 

election campaigns, but that is something that the party leadership must respond to: 

You cannot stop, in the end, the media homing in on whatever it wants to home in on. You 
can call a press conference on one thing, but if all they want to talk about is another, that is 
what will be reported. And I think Michael [Howard] was in that bind, William [Hague] 
was in that bind. (Widdecombe Interview). 

Michael Howard denied that it was a mistake for the Conservatives to campaign on 

immigration, and dismissed the characterisation of the 2005 campaign as one that 

concentrated almost exclusively on core-vote issues (particularly immigration). He did, 

however, acknowledge the role of the media in shaping which of the Conservatives' 

messages were communicated most forcefully to the electorate: 

It is not a fair characterisation at all. It's quite ridiculous to suppose that the only people 
who are interested in immigration are core Conservative voters. Very many people were 
concerned about immigration, and I think that it was right that we responded to those 
concerns and put forward sensible policies to deal with that problem, which was out of 
control, as we have seen very vividly in recent weeks. It was only one of our five themes. I 
think the media gave it disproportionate attention, but I only devoted one press conference 
to immigration, although of course I was asked a great deal about it in various interviews 
that I did . 

... So I think the characterisation that you put to me is completely unfair, and for all 
those reasons I don't think it was a mistake. (Howard Interview). 

In this sense, Howard conceded that he was caught in something of a bind, as Widdecombe 

suggests. He noted that: 

I didn't think that I had much alternative but to respond to questions that were put to me, 
and it was part of our campaign, and I didn't want to pretend that it wasn't. If I had 
attempted to deflect questions on immigration I can see the headlines the next day saying 
'Howard backtracks on immigration'. I didn't want to have those kinds of headlines; I 
didn't want to backtrack on immigration. I believed in the policies we were putting 
forward. It was one of our five key points. But only one of them. You can't control the 
extent to which the media highlight one or other of the key messages that you are trying to 
put forward. (Howard Interview). 

The only way out of this difficulty, Widdecombe argues, is to forge a clearer alternative 

image of your party over a much longer period. If the 'nasty party' image could be 

dispelled, the Conservatives would be able to talk about issues such as immigration during 
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election campaigns without reviving voters' negative preconceptions about the party. This, 

in essence, was what Duncan Smith tried but failed to do whilst leader, and what Cameron 

appears to be doing rather more successfully: 

What David [Cameron] has tried to do, which I actually think is quite clever, is he's tried to 
set mood music. He's talked about things like the environment, and a whole load of other 
stuff, so that when the time quite inevitably comes, as it will before the next party 
conference, when we have to set out what I suspect will be quite tough policies on things 
like law and order, health, immigration, the things that we can't ignore come the election; 
when we have to set out those policies, nobody will ever be able to say this is all the Tories 
talk about. He could come out now with the toughest policy ever seen on immigration, but 
nobody would say that is all the Tories talk about, because he has actually spent a couple of 
years talking about other things. It has been clever, and it has set a different kind of mood 
music, the crucial test will be when we have to come out with the other stuff. He analysed 
correctly what had happened in 2001 and 2005, which is that the press control the agenda 
during an election, therefore set your agenda before it. (Widdecombe Interview). 

With just 18 months as party leader before the general election, Howard's opportunity to 

change the 'mood music' and set the agenda was more limited than that enjoyed by 

Cameron. He could have chosen to continue Duncan Smith's strategy (namely his focus on 

public services and social justice, and relative silence on 'core vote' issues) which if 

implemented successfully may have altered the electorate's impression of the 

Conservatives. However, he saw his priorities as imposing discipline and making the party 

appear credible (Chapter 5: 123), two things that had been lacking under his predecessor. 

One source of indiscipline under Duncan Smith was that a large section of the party was 

unconvinced by his strategy. Therefore for Howard, the easiest way to rapidly create the 

appearance of a united and disciplined party was to offer clear leadership on familiar 

Conservative themes. To do otherwise was to risk appearing implausible to both the public 

and his party: as he candidly admitted, he probably was not 'the best person to convince 

the country that the Conservative Party had changed' (Howard, interview in Portillo, 

2008). Moreover, he was 'ambivalent' about modernisation, and in his own words 

conceded that: 'I didn't feel that I could really be true to myself and present an appeal to 

the country based on the fact that the Conservative Party had changed' (Howard, interview 

in Portillo, 2008). Howard thus calculated that to shun issues such as immigration would 

not only mean that the Conservatives were passing up the opportunity to capitalise on high 
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salience issues on which they had a clear lead over Labour, but would also breed public 

suspicion. As he commented: 'I was very reluctant not to talk about things which 1 thought 

were very important to people. 1 didn't stop talking about Europe or crime or immigration, 

and 1 think that if 1 had people would have realised 1 wasn't being true to myself (Howard, 

interview in Portillo, 2008). 

If the prominent role of immigration in the 2005 Conservative campaign can be understood 

as a strategic calculation consistent with salience theory, how can its role in 200 I be 

accounted for, when its salience was substantially lower? As previously noted, race and 

immigration issues played much less of a role in the 200 I campaign, when it was very 

much secondary to Europe in the politics of nationhood. As Somerville comments, in 200 I 

both Labour and the Conservatives 'were virtually silent on immigration' although asylum 

policy did receive some attention (2007: 127). When asylum was discussed by the 

Conservatives, the language used emphasised their tough approach. The 2001 manifesto 

pledged to end the 'chaos' in the asylum system by interning all asylum seekers in 

reception centres, and blamed the government for giving Britain 'a reputation as a soft 

touch for bogus asylum seekers' (Conservative Party, 2001: 31). This language was echoed 

by Hague (2001) in his 'foreign land' speech, when he claimed that his policy was 'not 

bigotry' but 'plain common sense' and reflected the wishes of the people. The Party 

Chairman at the 2001 election, Michael Ancram, also argued that the Conservative 

campaign agenda reflected public concerns, particularly those communicated to the party 

via focus groups: 

When the election came we talked about immigration, we talked about asylum, we talked 
about Europe and saving the pound. Immigration and asylum we largely talked about 
because every time we asked our focus groups - we were flat-lining in the polls, and we 
kept on saying to our focus groups what should we be talking about? Guess what they said? 
Immigration and asylum. Over, and over, and over again. If I was Party Chairman now, I 
would junk focus groups, because it turned out they were wrong. I'm afraid the present 
administration of the Conservative Party has gone back to them, which makes me nervous! 
Focus groups are not necessarily the best test of public opinion. (Ancram Interview). 

Ancram also identified a wider problem at the 2001 election, namely that people were not 
interested in listening to Conservative messages on other issues, particularly public 
services. As he states: 
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T.her; was anot.her proble~, which was .that the electorate were comfortable and simply 
dIdn .t want to hst~n. The bIggest expendIture I had as Chairman in the run-up to the 2001 
electIOn was a serIes of posters which said: 'You've paid your taxes, where are the nurses 
~ou':e paid your taxes, where are the police?' And those were not, what you have jus~ 
IdentIfied as the core issues, and we had them plastered all over the country for t\VO 

months, and we didn't get a single move in the polls from that. So when it got to the 
election in a sense we were trying to find anything that was going to shift what was a very 
rigid political situation, not because people were determined not to move, but there was an 
inertia, they were comfortable, so anything that was going to make them sit up a bit. 
(Ancram Interview). 

This frank admission that the Conservatives were fumbling around in a rather desperate 

search for anything that would grab public attention encapsulates the inconsistent and 

incoherent nature of party strategy for much of this period, as well as the rather disj ointed 

approach to the issue of immigration. Since 1997 Conservative policy and rhetoric on race, 

asylum and immigration issues has at times been contradictory, and has not demonstrated a 

clear and consistent approach to the politics of nationhood, being driven by short term 

electoral strategies and calculations, which themselves have been disputed within 

Conservative ranks. The next section considers the identity question more broadly, by 

considering whether the issues under review here (devolution and immigration) show 

whether the Conservatives have become a party of English (rather than British) 

nationalism over the past decade. 

6.4 An English Party? The Conservatives and the politics of nationhood since 1997 

On both the constitutional question of the future of the post-devolution Union, and the 

cultural question of immigration and national identity, the Conservatives' approach to the 

politics of nationhood since 1997 has been mixed. In respect of both issues, the party has 

appeared unsure whether to seek to exploit them in the hope of gaining political advantage 

over their opponents, or to downplay them to reduce their political temperature. This 

reflects the absence of a dominant, coherent view of national identity in contemporary 

Conservative thought to provide clear answers to these policy questions. 

The lack of such a perspective is perhaps unsurprising. The traditional Conservative vie\\ 

of Britishness and the state has been brought into question by contextual factors largely 
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beyond their control, and in some cases (notably devolution) which they fought vigorously. 

albeit unsuccessfully, against. The numerous reports of the death of Britain may have been 

exaggerated, but it is undoubtedly the case that a range of social, cultural. economic and 

political factors have undermined the traditions, values and beliefs associated with 

Britishness for much of the twentieth century.5 Writing in 1995, Philip Dodd saw British 

identity as 'in turmoil' (1995: 5). Five years later, Alibhai-Brown noted that: 'Over the 

latter half of the twentieth century there has been a considerable weakening of the most 

abiding myths which have created this sense of nationhood in Britain' (2000: 27). As both 

authors note, this occurred despite the efforts of Mrs Thatcher to resist this trend and hold 

on to the traditional pillars of the Conservative nation. 

The Conservatives' conception of nationhood is an important one for their identity as a 

party, and has also been a primary aspect of their electoral appeal. However, as the 

traditional view of Britishness has weakened, so has the Conservative appeal that was built 

around it. As discussed in the context of devolution above, one distinctively Conservative 

narrative of nationhood has offered itself as a potential response to these changed 

circumstances. However, to declare Britishness and the United Kingdom as defunct and 

embrace English nationalism in the way that Heffer (1999) has suggested would involve a 

number of pitfalls. It would provide a clear-cut conception of national identity across the 

issues of Europe, the Union, and immigration and race, but as Cameron (2006b) and other 

Conservatives have recognised, carries with it the risk that it would have only a narrow 

appeal and damage the image of the party. This dilemma is neatly summarised by Lynch 

(1999: 168): 

Pragmatic moves towards a reforming, pro-European centre ground would have political 
benefits and mark a development of themes evident in an earlier Conservative national 
strategy: but it would erode the distinctiveness of the Conservative politics of nationhood. 
Alternatively, further moves in the direction of a nationalist strategy built around 
Euroscepticism and English nationalism would establish a clear Conservative vision of the 
nation-state and national identity, but would consign the party to a reactive and outdated 
view of the nation-state and might allow Labour to establish predominance in the politics of 
nationhood. 

5 On the 'death', 'abolition' and/or 'break-up' of Britain, see: Nairn (1981); Preston (1994); Haseler (1996): 
Redwood (1999); Hitchens (1999); Marr (2000); Scruton (2000); Weight (2002). 
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This latter approach would be consistent with the ideological trajectory set by Thatcherism, 

and the party has moved partway there by embedding a solidly Eurosceptic position 

(Chapter 5). However, it is perhaps a slightly unfair caricature to suggest that the 

Conservatives have 'progressively ceased to be a Unionist Party of the whole of the United 

Kingdom and become instead largely a party of English nationalism' (Rich, 1998: 97). 

Ironically, Mrs Thatcher's vigorous nationalism, pursued in the name of Britain against 

'threats' such as Europe, Argentina, and devolution, actually helped to fertilise Scottish 

and Welsh nationalism, and took on an English nationalist character. It is also true that the 

reforming zeal of her administration and that of her successor radically reshaped the 

British state, and in the process 'massively undermined the principal remaining props of 

Britishness: the National Health Service, state education, trade unionism, British Rail, the 

Post Office, the BBC and the nationalized industries' (Kumar, 2003: 264). Further to this, 

in terms of its geographical representation the trend since 1997 has continued the drift 

towards becoming an English party. As Weight noted, the 1997 election result meant that 

'the Conservatives were now truly the party of One Nation - England' (2002: 721). 

However, the analysis of both case-study areas in this chapter demonstrates the reluctance 

of the party to embrace fully the English nationalist position, although at times (perhaps 

out of desperation, and for want of better alternatives) the party has sought to exploit it. At 

the 2001 general election, for example, the 'race card' appeared opportunistically on the 

political scene (Saggar, 2001). As Clarke commented, 'When it became obvious we 

weren't going to win the election, they kind of panicked, and decided that we'd better start 

"blowing the dog whistles" and getting the core vote back' (interview in Portillo, 2008). 

The Conservative approach to Englishness and Britishness has become entangled with the 

wider debate over how to reinvigorate the party's electoral appeal. The message of 

'change' that David Cameron wishes to promote requires a new identity for the party, and 

this sits uneasily with the sectional appeal of English nationalism. This was recognised by 

the party leadership before Cameron: witness Hague's early attempts to embrace 

multiculturalism; Duncan Smith's attempt to move away from core vote issues such as 

immigration: and the willingness of senior figures such as Michael Portillo and Kenneth 

Clarke to question the electoral sense of the tone taken on asylum during the 2001 election 
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campaign (Saggar, 2001: 767). As William Hague recently noted, the Conservatives 

needed a new identity to persuade the electorate that they had really changed, the problem 

was presenting one convincingly: 

Clearly people found that this was not a believable thing about the Conservative Party. The 
leader who went to the Notting Hill Carnival wasn't believable. That the Conservative 
Party was open to ethnic minorities, and that we were genuinely young - there must be 
something phoney about this, some pretence. And so that did make it quite hard to carryon 
with a 'change' message. (Hague, interview in Portillo, 2008). 

The difficulty of appearing credible whilst presenting a message of change was also 

recognised by Michael Howard (above), and used to justify his focus on more traditional 

Conservative messages at the 2005 election. This dilemma, and the awareness of it 

amongst the party leadership, illustrates why the party has not pursued one approach to the 

politics of nationhood consistently over the past decade, but has offered contradictory 

messages at different times. David Cameron has, so far, been more successful than his 

three predecessors in consistently pursuing a message of change and modernisation of the 

party, and presenting it credibly. His major advantage in this regard is that after three 

heavy election defeats both the parliamentary party and the wider membership is more 

easily persuadable of the importance of changing its image, messages, and strategy. After 

all, by his own admission, Howard had 'tested the alternative theory to destruction in the 

2005 election, and lost!' (interview in Portillo, 2008). As Michael Portillo dryly observed: 

'maybe even the Conservative Party reacts after three defeats' (Portillo Interview). 

However, as he also noted, the 2005 leadership election did not demonstrate that even then 

the parliamentary party was wholly convinced of the need to radically alter course: 'I 

observe that more members of parliament voted against David Cameron than voted for 

him. There were two candidates who were no-change candidates and one candidate who 

was a change candidate - more people voted no-change than change, even in 2005' 

(Portillo Interview). 

Cameron has been able to sustain his modernising agenda and mute criticism from sceptics 

in his own party as under his leadership the Conservatives have performed relatively well 

in the opinion polls and in local elections. Without these indicators of success, his project 
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may well have foundered. In terms of the politics of nationhood, the challenge for 

Cameron has been to articulate a vision of national identity that supports his agenda of 

presenting the Conservative Party as modern, inclusive, and best placed to solve 

contemporary social and economic problems. However, this has mainly involved a change 

of language, tone, and rhetoric, rather than any substantial shift in policies. For example 

Cameron has expressed his faith in the future of the Union not only as a constitutional 

arrangement, but 'as something much deeper' which embodies 'the bonds of kinship and 

the strength of our individual, and community, relationships which span the border' 

(Cameron, 2007b). However, he looks likely to enter the next general election with a 

manifesto pledge to introduce some form of English votes for English laws, as he is also 

committed to resolving the West Lothian Question. As he commented: 

We cannot ignore the asymmetrical nature of the situation in which Scottish MPs may vote 
on legislation that affects England, but neither they nor English MPs can vote on subjects 
that have been devolved to the Scottish Parliament. The answer is not a separate English 
parliament, with more politicians spending more taxpayers' money. Instead, we need a 
balanced approach that ensures that MPs for English constituencies have the final say on 
issues that only affect England. (Cameron, 2007b). 

The precise mechanism to be adopted has yet to be announced, and is being reviewed 

under the auspices of Kenneth Clarke's Democracy Taskforce, but the parameters have 

been set. Clarke recently commented that the current constitutional arrangements may lead 

to nationalistic English resentment towards Scotland, and that he 'would like to nip that in 

the bud by some sensible constitutional minor change, in my opinion, to finish the business 

of devolution'. To do this, a means to tackle the 'niggle that sometimes English matters are 

settled against the majority votes of the English MPs' is required (HC 75, 2008). To 

preclude this possibility from occurring again in the future would necessitate some way of 

preventing Scottish MPs from voting on English-only legislation at some point in its 

passage: fundamentally the same policy (perhaps more subtly implemented) as that 

adopted by the Conservative Party under Hague in 1999. 

On immigration too Cameron has changed Conservative language, tone, and presentation, 

but made no significant changes to the policy the party took into the 2005 election. The 

2005 manifesto pledged to introduce 24-hour surveillance at ports and create a Border 
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Police Force; implement a points-based system for work permits; withdraw from the 1951 

Geneva Convention on refugees; and' set an overall annual limit on the numbers coming to 

Britain' (Conservative Party, 2005: 19). The actual limit was not specified, but was to be 

set annually by Parliament. For Portillo this was 'the most narrow-minded, nationalistic 

manifesto and agenda of all time - written by David Cameron. But I assume, that even 

then he knew it was all rubbish in terms of being completely the wrong way to go' (Portillo 

Interview). However, with the exception of withdrawal from the Geneva Convention, 

where current policy remains unclear, this is essentially still the Conservatives' policy 

position. Cameron has not disguised this, arguing in a speech on 'the challenges of a 

growing population' that: 

Non-EU migration, excluding British citizens returning to live here, accounts for nearly 
seventy per cent of all immigration. Of course overall non-EU migration includes asylum 
seekers, students and family members as well as economic migrants. But non-EU economic 
migration is something we can and should limit, and I cannot understand why this 
government has not done so ... we need explicit annual limits on non-EU economic 
migration, set at a level substantially lower than the current rate. Enforcing such controls, 
and preventing illegal immigration, requires a proper Border Police Force, equipped with 
powers to track down immigrants who over-stay or illegally enter the country. 
(Cameron,2007c). 

A policy document written by the Shadow Home Secretary, David Davis, and the Shadow 

Immigration Minister, Damian Green, outlines these policies and predicts that if 

implemented, immigration would 'be significantly less than current levels from the rest of 

the world outside the EU' (Davis & Green, 2006: 4). However, Cameron has generally 

used more positive language than his predecessor when discussing immigration, for 

example emphasizing the 'many benefits' of immigration, and that 'Britain has so much to 

gain from being open to the world' (Cameron, 2007c). The Conservatives have also steered 

the language they use when discussing immigration firmly away from any notion of race or 

national identity. Rather it is now an issue of the 'general well-being' of society, meaning 

that consideration of 'the various social and environmental pressures that rapid population 

growth can bring' must underpin policy (Cameron, 2007c). Controlling immigration thus 

becomes just one element of the Conservatives' agenda to mend Britain's 'broken society' 

encompassing issues such as family breakdown and social exclusion (Jones, 2007). As 

Cameron argues: 
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~ur curre~t level of population growth and atomisation is unsustainable. Immigration is too 
hl~h. FamIly break?own i~ too high. Unsustainable demographic change makes it harder to 
buIld the opportumty socIety I want to see, where young people can get on the housing 
ladder and where everyone has more power over their own lives. It makes it harder to build 
the r~sponsibl~ society I want to see, with strong families, communities and public services. 
And It makes It harder to build the secure society I want to see, with our quality of life and 
our environment protected in equal measure. (Cameron, 2007c). 

Cameron has thus sought to associate the Conservative Party with an inclusive national 

identity based on the Union and disassociate immigration from the identity debate. Other 

factors, however, may continue to push the Conservatives further towards becoming an 

English party. Most obviously, the popUlarity of the SNP administration in Scotland 

increases the possibility of the Scots voting to leave the Union. Ironically, the Conservative 

electoral revival in England may increase the chances of a Scottish vote for independence, 

as the nationalists might seek to portray it as a referendum on the return of Tory rule. If a 

future Conservative government were to introduce some form of English votes for English 

laws, the chaotic situation which could result - of a government with legislative 

responsibility for England but unable to command support amongst a majority of English 

MPs - might also add to the pressure for a separation (Hayton & Kenny, 2008). 

6.5 Conclusion 

Beneath the political debates, the broader cultural trend of the emergence of a stronger felt 

and more clearly defined sense of Englishness looks unlikely to abate (Kenny et al., 2008). 

This chapter demonstrates how party strategy is embedded in, and needs to be responsive 

to, these contextual factors. The challenge for the Conservatives in the early twenty-first 

century is to find a way to engage with this growing sense of English identity in a 

pluralistic and inclusive manner, which does not limit the party's electoral appeal by 

drawing on the exclusivist Powellite English nationalism that currently permeates much of 

this discourse on the right. Such a treatise need not be incompatible with unionism, or a 

form of Britishness shorn of its imperial past. However, the chapter has also highlighted 

the way in which the effect of the ideological legacy of Thatcherism is to pull conservatism 

in the Powellite direction, whilst statecraft favours a more moderate Britishness. 
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Examining this question in relation to two key policy areas, devolution and immigration, 

demonstrated how these ideological debates impact upon the formulation of party strategy. 

These two issues indicate that party leaders do not face simple choices between optimal 

electoral strategies and an 'ideological' path. Ideology is not crudely juxtaposed with 

electoral concerns, acting as an obstacle to moving towards the position of the median 

voter, but is an integral feature of the way in which actors understand their context and 

seek to develop strategies. The question of whether the Conservatives should reposition 

themselves as an overtly English party is a classic example of this. The party leadership 

demonstrated uncertainty and disagreement over whether this would be an electorally 

beneficial strategy, and consequently vacillated over its approach. However, this variance 

of opinion was not merely about electoral calculation, but also reflected ideological 

differences. For example, some of the most forceful exponents of the electoral benefits of 

fully embracing an English identity (such as Heffer, 1999) are clearly ideologically 

motivated. The eventual Conservative position on devolution and the West Lothian 

Question - proposing EfvEI in an effort to assuage perceived English concerns, but 

presented in a unionist discourse - surely reflects the history, ideology and tradition of the 

Conservative Party as a unionist party as much as electoral reckoning. As Wellings has 

argued, English Conservatives are 'instinctively British' (2007: 398). Devolution, for 

them is thus another reason to defend the British state, rather than to embrace English , 

nationalism. 

Ideology therefore plays an important role in the interpretation of the electoral context, and 

consequently in the strategies pursued. As a key site of ideological difference in 

contemporary conservatism, the national identity question demonstrates how the debate 

about such issues can impact on leadership strategies, illustrating their complexity. and the 

difficulties caused to the party by a lack of a coherent conception of nationhood. 
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Chapter 7 

A New Moral Agenda? 

Just as I felt that the party was beginning to relax over the European Issue it 

decided to have an explosive internal row about something else. 

John Redwood MP (2004: 143). 

7.1 Introduction 

A widely accepted and often repeated belief, both amongst Conservatives and many of 

their critics, is that on the issue of the economy the Conservatives have been victorious in 

the 'battle of ideas'. The case for the free market over statist socialist planning has been 

comprehensively demonstrated, they argue, by the failure of Keynesianism and the success 

of Thatcher's economic revolution, a success vindicated at the polls by four Conservative 

election victories and the emergence of New Labour. Whilst enjoying the taste of this 

triumph, some Conservatives actually see it as the root cause of their electoral problems. 

They are the victims of their own success: by forcing Labour to accept their agenda, they 

have created a new consensus and neutralised one of the most compelling reasons for 

voting Conservative. Indeed, after the collapse of the Conservatives' reputation for 

economic competence after 'Black Wednesday' in September 1992, Labour were able to 

argue that they are the party best able to manage the economy, and polls have until recently 

demonstrated that the public believe this to be the case.
l 

Shortly after becoming party 

leader, David Cameron acknowledged this problem, claiming: 

We knew how to rescue Britain from Old Labour. 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 
anti-socialist Party, how were we to define ourselves once full-blooded socialism had 
disappeared from the political landscape? (Cameron, 2006). 

The consequence of this difficulty, Cameron argued, was that 'as Labour moved towards 

the centre ground, the Conservative Party moved to the right. Instead of focusing on the 

I In March 2008, ICM found that the Conservatives (40 percent) led Labour (32 percent) as the best party on 

the economy (The Guardian, 2008). 
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areas where we now agreed with Labour on our aims... we ended up focusing on those 

areas where we didn't agree'. The Conservatives in opposition therefore emphasised 

taxation, immigration, and Europe as areas of policy difference from Labour, but this left 

them lacking a clear message on the 'common ground' of British politics, namely Blair's 

agenda of 'social justice and economic efficiency' (Cameron, 2006). 

Cameron claims that under his leadership the Conservatives 'have at last come to terms 

with our own victory in the battle of ideas', presenting the opportunity to combine this 

triumph and the preservation of its fruits with 'the resolution of the social problems which 

were left unresolved at the end of our time in government' and which Labour has also 

failed to cure (Cameron, 2006). To this end, Cameron has spoken of the need to mend 

Britain's 'broken society', citing problems such as poverty, drug abuse, debt, family 

breakdown and educational failure (Jones, 2007). This chapter will explore the extent to 

which this agenda of social rather than economic reform now offers fertile terrain for a 

Conservative electoral revival. It will examine party policy and rhetoric on social and 

moral issues since 1997, particularly gay rights and family policy. It will consider whether 

the key dividing line within the Conservative Party is no longer between Eurosceptics and 

Europhiles, but between social liberals and traditionalists. How this division has informed 

the strategies of Hague, Duncan Smith, and Howard and the debate over modernisation 

will be explored. The chapter will end with an assessment of Cameron's claim that the 

Conservatives have come to terms with this dilemma, and evaluate whether his efforts to 

appear socially liberal whilst also emphasising the centrality of family policy constitute a 

distinctively Conservative answer to it. 

7.2 Mods and Rockers: Conservative divisions over social and moral issues 

In an effort to map the ideological composition of contemporary conservatism and explain 

ideological discord within the Conservative Party a number of different typologies have 

been developed. These have highlighted divisions between 'wets' and 'dries' on economic 

policy and conflict between Europhiles and Eurosceptics (Heppell & Hill, 2005). For 

Heppell and Hill, Europe and economic policy are 'the two most significant ideological 



171 

policy divides' (2005: 347). However, Heppell's (2002) model also mapped the 'social. 

sexual and moral policy divide', distinguishing social liberals from social conservatives to 

create a three-dimensional typology (2002: 312). Social and moral issues have long been 

of concern to Conservatives, and form a distinctive aspect of conservatism. The notion that 

positioning on such issues is an important divide for Conservatives is an increasingly 

prevalent one, linked to the need to develop a post-Thatcherite agenda. Such issues have 

also come to form a more central feature of Conservative identity as self-identification as 

the anti-socialist party (as Cameron highlights above) has diminished. At the same time, 

Conservative ideology has failed to establish the degree of hegemony enjoyed in the 

economic arena. As Pilbeam notes, 'modem Conservatism has signally failed to close 

down contestation over moral issues in the same way that it has done over others'. Whilst 

the traditional Left has been defeated 'on the battleground of economics, Conservatives 

continue to face an array of opponents, such as feminists and gay rights activists, fiercely 

challenging them in the moral arena' (Pilbeam, 2005: 158-9). 

For the Conservative MP John Hayes, 'the most important challenges we face are not 

economic, they are social and cultural'. Future economic success, he argues, is dependent 

upon the nourishment of 'the social capital upon which a successful marriage between civil 

society and free enterprise depends' (Hayes, 2002: 71). Consequently, Conservatives need 

to redefine their mission: 

For too long politicians have assumed that good economics equals good politics; they have 
behaved as though standard of living and quality of life are synonymous. The view that 
endless material advance is the utopia to which all policy should be directed has dominated 
political debate for fifty or so years. This is a reductionist view of politics that ignores all 
those components necessary to a balanced quality of life that do not relate to economic well 
being. (Hayes, 2002: 68). 

These sentiments have been echoed by Cameron's calls for politicians to focus 'not just on 

GDP, but on GWB - General Well-Being' and his claim that: 'It's time we admitted that 

there's more to life than money' (2006c). For Hayes, the reluctance of most politicians to 

address such issues can be explained by the fact that they have 'awkward associations with 

values and morals', so 'it became convenient for politicians to retreat to the safer ground of 
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managing the public purse and advocacy of ever greater material consumption' (2002: 68). 

In the case of the Conservatives this reluctance can partly be explained by the ill-fated 

'Back to Basics' campaign of 1993-94. This effort to re-Iaunch John Major's government 

sought to divert attention to social issues after the economic debacle of withdrawal from 

the ERM, but quickly unravelled in the face of allegations of sleaze and immoral behaviour 

on the part of Conservative MPs. In Gary Streeter's words, it left a 'scar' on the party. and 

'made people cautious about those kind of value-laden statements and directions' (Streeter 

Interview). John Bercow similarly agreed that memory of the 'very damaging' Back to 

Basics campaign meant the post-1997 party 'was rather more wary under successive 

leaders of sounding too shrill or judgemental on that whole set of issues' (Bercow 

Interview). 

For Streeter, reengaging with social and moral issues is a necessary if daunting task, on a 

scale 'similar to the economic battles that faced the incoming Conservative government of 

1979' (2002: 4). However, in his view, the party 'is ready for it again, big time' (Streeter 

Interview). A future Conservative government, he suggests, would face numerous 

challenges such as public service reform, terrorism, and relations with the EU, but Streeter 

claims that 'none will be greater than the social challenges of drugs, rising crime, 

alienation and intergenerational poverty' (2002: 3). David Willetts has similarly argued 

that Conservative politics should be about more than economics, and a vibrant civil society 

is a central component of his 'civic conservatism' (1994). He argues that 'what really 

matters most of all to Conservatives is everything in between the individual and the state'. 

For him, 'how we sustain and support that rich social architecture ... is the real challenge 

for politics today' (2002: 58). Likewise Oliver Letwin (2003) has called for Conservatives 

to foster a 'neighbourly society' in which social duties and obligations have the same 

importance and recognition as the pursuit of material gain. 

For Pilbeam (2003) it is a profound mistake to see Conservative politics as merely about 

economics. He points to the lack of confidence amongst Conservatives that cultural and 

moral concerns are being sufficiently addressed by intermediate institutions such as 

families, churches, and schools: 'There is thus good reason for them to concern themselves 
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with the condition of the wider . I .c. b . h . . . SOCIa la rIC, even to t e extent of questIOnIng Its neglect 

by conservatives of the past' (2003: 87). Some, such as the commentator Peter Hitchens 

(1999) have gone as far to suggest that the Thatcher governments were complicit in this 

national moral decline, despite Thatcher's professed desire to re-instil 'Victorian values'. 

In contrast to Shirley Letwin (1992), who championed the moral strength of Thatcherism 

for its emphasis on the 'vigorous virtues', Hitchens argues that the neo-liberal policies of 

the Thatcher years, whilst not the cause of permissiveness, did nothing to counter it and 

most likely worsened it, by neglecting the social and moral agenda. The common portrayal 

of the right as being largely concerned with economic liberalism is thus partly the fault of 

Conservative politicians, but for Pilbeam it is also a caricature which it has been in the 

interests of the Left to maintain: 'this distortion clearly serves ideological purposes', as it 

leaves social issues as the preserve of the Left (2003: 87). 

Whilst Conservatives appear increasingly keen to re-associate themselves with social and 

moral issues, how to do so has been the cause of disagreement between social liberals and 

social conservatives, as the typologies of conservatism illustrate (Heppell, 2002). In 1998 

The Times argued that the key dividing line in the Conservative Party is no longer over 

Europe or between Left and Right, but that: 'the real division is between liberals and 

reactionaries, modernisers and traditionalists, those armed primarily with principle and 

those whose first instinct is to take shelter in institutions'. Furthermore, for the 

Conservatives to regain power, the 'liberals must first win the battle of ideas within their 

party' (The Times, 1998). The leader went on: 

The more important argument the Conservative Party still needs to have is between those 
sensitive to changing times and those inclined to nostalgia. It is a battle, we believe, 
between Tory Mods and Rockers. In the Sixties the former were those comfortable with 
change, the latter those who followed old fads. It is the difference between those with a 
gaze fixed on new horizons and those either blinkered or still dreaming. 

Regardless of their personal preferences, electoral necessity demanded that Conservatives 

recognise the changing society in which they had to operate .. Wise Conservatives deal 

with the world as it is, not as it should be or once was. They respect the changing 

landscape and are sensitive to its contours'. The Conservatives could demonstrate this 

pragmatic attitude 'by showing a liberal face to the electorate and extending an 
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emancipating hand to all voters', and by taking 'government out of the boardroom and the 

bedroom', contrasting themselves with an interventionist statist Labour Party (The Times. 

1998). 

The version of modernisation sponsored by The Times in 1998 bears a notable resemblance 

to that advanced by David Cameron since he became Conservative Party leader in 

December 2005. However, as Denham and O'Hara note, despite a long-running intraparty 

debate about modernisation, there 'is still no consensus' amongst Conservatives that this 

denotes either the only viable or the most appropriate modernising strategy open to them 

(2007a: 167). Indeed, during the 2005 leadership contest, three of the four principal 

contenders (David Cameron, David Davis and Liam Fox) explicitly committed themselves 

to modernising the party, but it 'meant very different things' to each (2007a: 186). 

Arguably this represented an advancement on the position during the leadership election of 

2001, when the two candidates presented to party members (Ken Clarke and lain Duncan 

Smith) both eschewed the 'modernising' label (its chief advocate (Portillo) having been 

eliminated by the final ballot of MPs). However, as Denham and O'Hara note elsewhere, 

as a consequence of this lack of consensus Cameron's legitimacy and mandate for 

modernisation remain conditional on his ability to deliver electoral success, both "in 

practice and in prospect' (2007b: 422). Failure to do so could therefore lead to significant 

pressure to adopt a different, more right-wing, version of modernisation, more akin to 

those expressed previously by Davis and Fox. 

Michael Portillo transformed himself into a leading 'Mod' after losing his seat in the 1997 

election, and argued that embracing social liberalism must be central to any modernising 

strategy and offered the best hope for electoral recovery. He saw doing so as a way to give 

the party a clear and distinctive narrative with a sufficiently broad and centrist appeal: 

One of the things that I would like to see is the Conservative Party positioning i~self as a 
liberal party, partly because I think it would provide tremendous coherence - .If people 
understood that the Conservative Party tended to believe that you should keep a bIt more of 
your own money, if that were possible; and a bit more of your own civil liberty, ~fthat were 
possible: and ifit also believed that what you did in your own house was ~o.busmess of the 
state· and if it also believed that it would be better for fewer people to be hvmg off the state , . 
and more people to be exercising their own freedom of choice and so on, all those thmgs 
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~ould ~e very coherent. One of the curious things about the Conservative Party in recent 
~~~tory IS .that is has been economically liberal and socially authoritarian. A lot of those 

mgs I thmk, would provide a coherent framework that would run through the responses to 
these things. There would be those who would argue that these would not be very popular 
responses, but I'm not so sure about that. You never quite know when people are going to 
feel ~hat the. government has gone too far, in the sense of its interference in our daily lives 
and ItS ommpresence in our lives. So I think the Tory Party could have some answers to all 
?f t~at, ~ut it would have to be quite brave. At a time when the tide is probably flowing in 
ItS dIrectIOn, I think this would be worth doing. (Portillo Interview). 

Streeter, by contrast, does not see embracing social liberalism as the way onto this territory 

for Conservatives, or as a prerequisite for electoral success. For him, the agenda for 

helping the vulnerable 'is not about extending laissez-faire doctrines throughout society', 

but about representing 'the small platoons' against big business as well as against big 

government. As such, 'Conservatives must not stand for social liberalism, but social 

justice' (2002: 9). He also argued that the distinction between mods and rockers is no 

longer as useful for understanding the contemporary Conservative Party as it was when it 

was first applied by The Times, suggesting that 'the boundaries have become much more 

fluid' (Streeter Interview). Whilst acknowledging the existence of a 'spectrum' of views on 

social and moral issues, Streeter argued that a liberal position is not a prerequisite for 

modernisation. He explained: 

I think it was more true then, but it wasn't just about being socially liberal or conservative. 
I am quite socially conservative, but I knew that the party had to modernise and that we had 
to be dramatically radical and different otherwise we would never win again. I certainly fell 
into that camp which was why I supported Portillo in the 2001 leadership election. I just 
wanted us to be modernised, and Portillo was a class act, although I wouldn't have voted 
with him on a number of moral issues. (Streeter Interview). 

For Bercow too, whilst 'there is a dividing line between people who fall into those 

different categories' it is not a distinction that 'defines the party on a daily basis'. Nor is it, 

he suggests, the source of an 'unbridgeable and dangerous gulf' (Bercow Interview). 

Nonetheless, it has been the arena for significant disagreement within the party, interlaced 

with the strategic question of how to broaden the Conservatives' appeal. This debate 

reflects the ideological legacy of Thatcherism in the Conservative Party, which has 

continued to frame party positioning since 1997. For Heppell, 'Thatcherism constituted a 

self-conscious ideological strategy to redefine the Conservatives as a party of economic 
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liberalism, national independence and moral authoritarianism' (2002: 302, original 

emphasises). Whilst the doctrines of economic liberalism and national independence (at 

least in terms of Euroscepticism) now appear to be firmly embedded in the party, the case 

study period demonstrates that moral authoritarianism does not have the same grip. It has, 

however, been a significant feature of the debate over gay rights and family policy since 

1997. 

7.3 Hague: Bandwagon politics? 

There are millions of people in this country who are white, Anglo-Saxon and 

bigoted, and they need to be represented. 

Eric Forth MP, 24 October 2000 (quoted in Walters, 2001: 86). 

During his leadership campaign and in the early part of his tenure William Hague was keen 

to present himself as embodying a fresh face for conservatism (Chapter 4: 79-85). This 

involved presenting himself and his party as at ease with modern British society, including 

its non-traditional and multicultural aspects (Chapter 6: 149-150). Another element of this 

strategy was a more liberal approach and softer tone on sexual and moral issues such as 

gay rights. In this respect, Hague could point to his own record as having voted to equalise 

the age of consent for homosexual and heterosexual acts at 16. He also sent a message of 

support to a Gay Pride event and publicly rebuked members of the 'old guard' such as 

Norman Tebbit who criticised his stance on homosexual rights and multiculturalism 

(Jones, 1997b). In his first conference speech as leader, Hague noted his wish to lead 'a 

new, united, inclusive, democratic, de-centralised, and open party'. He spoke of his desire 

to articulate 'an open conservatism, that is tolerant, that believes freedom is about much 

more than economics, that believes freedom doesn't stop at the shop counter' and argued 

that Conservatives are 'caring'. Compassion, he argued 'is not a bolt-on extra to 

conservatism' but is 'at its very core' (Hague, 1997). 

However, this socially inclusive and liberal-minded conservatism, even if it reflected 

Hague's own personal preferences, was short-lived. The most obvious reason for this is 
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that it did not reflect the opinion of the majority of Conservative MPs, and Hague failed to 

convince them to alter their approach. For example in the 1998 vote on reducing the age of 

consent for gay sex to 16, only sixteen Conservative MPs voted in favour of equalisation 

(Dorey, 2003: 134). Although this vote was passed by the Commons, it was subsequently 

defeated by the votes of Conservative hereditary peers in the Lords, after a campaign led 

by the Conservative Baroness Young (Waites, 2001: 496). The government reintroduced a 

similar measure during the next parliamentary session and it was again defeated in the 

House of Lords. Sexual equality was finally achieved in November 2000, but only after the 

government had invoked the Parliament Act to overrule the House of Lords (Waites, 2001: 

497). 

Hague had avoided the appearance of party disunity over the age of consent by allowing a 

free vote on what he described as 'a matter of conscience' (Brogan, 2000). This liberal 

approach was abandoned, however, on the issue of Section 28. This clause in the Local 

Government Act (1988) was introduced by the Thatcher administration to forbid councils 

from promoting homosexuality or promoting its acceptability as a family relationship 

(Durham, 2005: 98). The Conservatives imposed a three-line whip against the 

government's proposal to abolish Section 28, and successfully prevented repeal in the 

House of Lords. For Bercow, this decision was a 'great mistake' as 'it made us look and 

sound very unattractive'. It was also, Bercow thought, driven by populism: whilst it may 

have reflected Hague's personal views 'I suspect he thought the government's position 

would be unpopular with large swathes of the population and that the Conservatives should 

capitalise on that' (Bercow Interview). Once again this Conservative victory was only 

possible with the votes of hereditary peers (Waites, 2001: 498), but on this occasion the 

government was unable to invoke the Parliament Act (which only covers legislation 

initiated in the Commons) as the Bill had initially been introduced in the House of Lords 

(Dorey, 2003: 135). 

The retention of Section 28 was just one element in a panoply of populist positions adopted 

by Hague throughout 1999 and 2000, on issues such as asylum. Europe. and the Tony 

Martin case (Walters, 2001: 64). Theresa May, who as a member of the Shadmv Cabinet 
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supported the party line, candidly admits that 'I think 1 was wrong on Section 28. and ha\e 

changed my view on Section 28'. She acknowledges also that the stance taken on this 

Issue, and on the strong defence of grammar schools, appealed to 'the traditional image of 

the party rather than to the more modern image of the party' (May Interview). For \\'aites. 

these kind of issues were deliberately linked together by the Conservatives in an effort to 

define the party under Hague, and 'may be interpreted as including partially-coded appeals 
t '. . o certam raCIst and homophobIc elements of the electorate, presenting Conservatives as 

defendants of the imagined British nation beloved of traditionalists. in contrast to the 

modernising multiculturalist Blairites' (Waites, 2001: 503). The language of fear and 

'threats' was echoed in the party's 2001 election manifesto, which pledged to retain 

Section 28 and argued that 'the common sense wisdom of the mainstream majority. on 

crime, or on taxes, or the family, or on Europe, is under threat as never before' 

(Conservative Party, 2001: 2). 

Hague's hard line on Section 28 led to the defections to Labour of MP Shaun Woodward. 

who had been sacked from the frontbench for refusing to support it; and Ivan Massow, the 

prominent Conservative businessman who had sought the party's nomination as candidate 

for Mayor of London. Writing in the New Statesman, Massow lambasted the 'skinhead 

conservatism that has marked the "tabloidification" of the Conservatives [and] highlighted 

the cancer eating away at the very lungs of the party'. He claimed that on issues of race 

and sex Hague had been manipulated against his own wishes by the party membership: 

'the core members, the Baroness Youngs and loony right-wingers, who actually do the 

dirty work of door-to-door campaigning for their party ... These are the people who, 

although literally dying out, set the tone of the party by their sheer dedication to "the 

cause" ... Theirs is the politics of the taxi driver'. The prospect of a Hague premiership, he 

claimed, was 'a nightmare' (Massow, 2000). 

Popular appeal, as Waites suggests, was undoubtedly a factor in the Conservative 

leadership's decision to oppose the repeal of Section 28 during Labour's first term. Party 

pressures. as Massow argues, were also a factor, although the picture he presents of a 

leader powerless to resist the wider membership is overdone. Historically the Conservatin? 
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Party leadership has been seen as relatively autonomous (Bulpitt, 1986), and to the extent 

that this autonomy waned in the 1980s and 1990s this was largely in relation to dissenting 

backbench MPs (Kavanagh, 1998: 39-42). The wider membership did for the first time 

gain a role in selecting the party leader as a result of Hague's Fresh Future reform, but this 

package can be seen as an effective centralisation of power, legitimised by plebiscite 

(Chapter 4: 82-3; Kelly, 2003: 82-106). A more telling factor on Hague's decision was 

opinion within his own shadow cabinet and parliamentary party, illustrated by the free 

votes on the age of consent. The position on Section 28 can also be seen as part of a wider 

move towards a more traditionally Conservative stance on family life and marriage, which 

quickly encroached upon Hague's early flirtation with a socially liberal agenda. By the 

time the government began its legislative attempts to repeal Section 28 in 1999, the 

Conservatives' traditional stance on family values was firmly embedded. Indeed, the first 

hints of this agenda were contained in Hague's 1997 conference speech, when he declared 

that: 'I personally believe that it is best for children to be brought up in a traditional family. 

That means their mother and their father in their home'. In this speech, he attempted to 

combine a pro-family stance with a liberal agenda. He noted that Conservatives should 

show 'understanding and tolerance of people making their own decisions about how they 

lead their lives' (the extension of liberalism on economics to social issues, as advocated by 

Portillo above), whilst also claiming 'that doesn't alter our unshakeable belief in the 

enduring value of traditional family life' (Hague, 1997). 

Hague outlined his vision of family life further in January 1998, in a speech to the Social 

Market Foundation. In this speech he developed the thesis (echoed by Hayes and Streeter 

above) that a key factor in the Conservatives' 1997 defeat was that they appeared solely 

interested in economics, and that to counter this (false) image the party should once again 

'dare to speak on the family' (Hague, 1998c). Reflecting arguments made elsewhere by 

Willetts (1992; 1994; & 1996), he sought to defend the free market agenda of Thatcherism 

against the charge that it undermines family life and is 'at loggerheads with true 

conservatism' (Hague, 1998c). He again noted that Conservatives should not be 

judgemental about people's sexuality~ and welcomed (without commenting on the very 

small minority of his MPs who had actually voted to equalise the age of consent) what he 
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described as 'our more tolerant attitude towards homosexuals' (Hague, 1998c). However, 

he also stated that 'tolerance is not the same as indifference' and put a practical and moral 

case in favour of marriage. Economic liberalism should not be extended into social 

libertarianism as: 

Libertarianism easily descends into a refusal to recognise that social policy means more 
than simply being a referee in a match fought between opposing ways of living. We know 
that some of those ways of living are better for children than others. We know that some 
have social consequences, the cost of which are borne by the rest of us. No Government can 
be neutral in those circumstances, and certainly not a Conservative Government. (1998c). 

The aim of government policy should therefore be 'to encourage permanent commitment 

between parents', and to that end, recognise marriage as 'the best means of doing that' 

(Hague, 1998c). One way the state could do this is through the tax system. In this regard, 

Hague suggested the previous Conservative government had failed to do enough to support 

traditional families (Dorey, 2003: 135). They had been wrong, he suggested, to begin the 

phasing out of the married couple's tax allowance 'without at least replacing it with an 

allowance focused on married families with children' (Hague, 1998c). This had rightly 

damaged the party's credibility on the issue, and had caused the electorate to overlook 'one 

of the very best ideas' in the party's 1997 manifesto - namely the proposal for transferable 

personal allowances for married couples (which would primarily have benefitted couples 

with only one breadwinner). Hague thus sought to restore this credibility, and present the 

Conservatives once again as a pro-family party. The Conservatives under Hague made a 

clear case in favour of the 'traditional' family, and opposition to the repeal of Section 28 

was a consistent element of this. As Dorey notes, 'greater acceptance of alternative 

lifestyles and sexual relationships did not mean moral neutrality or indifference' (2003: 

136). 

These themes were reiterated by Hague in his party conference speech later that year, when 

he argued that 'strong and stable family life is the cornerstone of a healthy society' and 

pledged to 'develop policies on welfare reform which strengthen family responsibility and 

support for the institution of marriage' (Hague, 1998a). The flagship policy adopted on the 

family was a commitment to introduce a new married couples' tax allowance, replacing 



181 

that which had been finally abolished in the April 2000 budget. This would, the manifesto 

claimed, be worth £ 1000 a year to married couples. In addition, Child Tax Credit for 

families with a child under 5 would be increased by £200 a year, and those with children 

under 11 and not using all or part of their personal tax allowance would be able to transfer 

it to their working spouse (Conservative Party, 2001: 3-4). 

Hague's approach to social, moral, and sexual politics was a consistent part of the core 

vote strategy he adopted from the October 1998 conference onwards, initially under the 

'British Way' label, and later as the 'Common Sense Revolution' (Chapter 4: 85-91). As 

Nadler argues, his populist line on Section 28 demonstrated that 'he had effectively 

abandoned his earlier attempts to reposition the party' (2000: 284). This strategy was 

premised on the belief, expressed by Norman Tebbit, that substantial numbers of 

Conservative voters were 'out there' waiting to be persuaded back to the fold by more 

strident policies (Tebbit Interview). Tebbit pointed to the 'relatively low' turnouts at the 

1997 (71.50/0), 2001 (59.4%), and 2005 (61.2%) elections as evidence of a consistent 

failure by the Conservative Party to do this (Tebbit Interview). Hague's promises of tax 

cuts for families, support for marriage, retention of Section 28, a crackdown on 'bogus' 

asylum seekers, calls for tougher sentences for paedophiles, and his suggestion of a change 

in the law to protect homeowners defending their property (in response to the Tony Martin 

case) were designed to chime with this forgotten 'silent majority' and encourage them back 

to the polling station. Nadler claims that for Hague this phase was 'about more than 

shoring up his core vote' - it flowed from 'his own convictions', reflected his 'gut 

instincts' and in this sense represents the authentic voice of William Hague (Nadler, 2000: 

288). One problem with it, however, was that it appeared inauthentic, contradicting his 

earlier attempts to paint himself as liberal-minded and socially inclusive. Hague thus found 

himself the target of criticism from both modernisers and traditionalists in his own party. 

Interviewed by Michael Portillo in 2008, William Hague acknowledged his own 

preference for the core vote issues he adopted, and defended his approach as derived from 

practical necessity: 
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We had to be able to blow the trumpet, we had to show that the Conservative Party did 
stand for certain things, and we had to have some things on which to fight an election, as 
simple as that. And also I suppose I was going with some of my own instincts on those 
subjects. So there was undoubtedly tension in the senior reaches of the Shadow Cabinet, 
but I think once you arrive at an election you have to fight with the tools that you have got. 

I think in retrospect you [Portillo] were right in many of the things you said at the time, 
that we had to stop talking about other things to get any attention for certain subjects, but 
the huge risk at that time, stopping talking about those things - the traditional subjects -
was that the Conservatives would have gone even further down. The 2001 result could have 
been worse, even worse, than it was. (Hague, interview in Portillo, 2008). 

Hague's strategy was post-Thatcherite in that it sought to address the perception (which 

was an inaccurate interpretation of the Thatcher years in his view) that the Conservatives 

were not interested in society, and were merely concerned with economics. This would be 

a dominant concern of the party in the years that followed his departure as leader, as 

illustrated by Streeter, Letwin, Hayes, Willetts, and Cameron above. In this respect, Hague 

was engaged with 'one of the most important imperatives of post-Thatcher conservatism', 

namely the attempt to balance the Thatcherite legacy with the construction of a 

Conservative politics that 'could escape the allegations of harshness and economic 

monomania' that had dogged Thatcherism (Durham, 2001: 471). The form that this took 

however, illustrated the enduring hold of the traditional values promoted by Thatcher on 

the Conservative Party. For Waites, 'Thatcherism signalled the resilience of homophobia 

on the political right' (2001: 502), and Hague's stance on Section 28 was consistent with 

this. His prescriptive stance on marriage and the desirability of 'traditional' families was in 

harmony with the socially authoritarian aspects of New Right thinking, and parallels can 

be drawn with the 'compassionate conservatism' of George W. Bush (Ashbee, 2003: 43-6). 

In this sense Hague's offering at the 2001 election - of economic liberalism, vigorous 

nationalism, and traditional social values - was not post-Thatcherite at all. For Portillo, this 

agenda was 'arguably to the right of Margaret Thatcher' (2008). As Hague acknowledges 

above the Conservatives needed some sort of message, and lacking a coherent new 

narrative they comforted themselves with rehashed old themes. 

A final consequence of Hague's strategy may have been to increase division within the 

party on the social, sexual and moral policy divide, and to highlight the emerging rupture 

between mods and rockers. His initial dalliance with social liberalism gave credence to the 
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modernising view that embracing societal change was essential for Conservative electoral 

revival, and his abandonment of it provided the modernisers with ammunition with which 

to attack his leadership. Redwood notes that before the Hague years, social liberalism 'was 

not a cause of a great deal of tension within the party' (2004: 144). By the time of the 

October 2000 conference, the degree of polarisation between the two camps was clear, 

embodied by the modernising Shadow Chancellor, Michael Portillo, and the traditionalist 

Shadow Home Secretary, Ann Widdecombe. Widdecombe used her speech to announce a 

'zero tolerance' policy on drugs, which delighted conference delegates but was rapidly 

condemned by police, drug charities and human rights groups (BBC News, 2000). Portillo, 

by contrast, distanced himself from traditional Conservative themes, declaring: 'We are for 

people whatever their sexual orientation' and arguing that difference should not merely be 

tolerated, but respected. It was not, contra Widdecombe, the role of the state to promote 

certain lifestyle choices. Why, he asked, 'should people respect us if we withhold respect 

from them?' (Portillo, 2000). At the end of Hague's tenure social, sexual and moral issues 

were arguably the most potent cause of internal party discord, and would playa key role in 

the battle to succeed him as leader. 

7.4 Duncan Smith: the rocker who modernised? 

In the case of lain Duncan Smith it is repeated slightly tragically, because he begins 

as an arch-conservative but ends up as a moderniser, but by then it's too late. 

Michael Portillo (Interview). 

Two factors were pivotal in Duncan Smith's election as leader of the Conservative Party. 

The first was that he was not Michael Portillo, the second that he was not Kenneth Clarke. 

In the final ballot of party members, Clarke was comprehensively defeated because of his 

pro-European views (Chapter 4; Redwood, 2004: 152). In the parliamentary contest, 

Duncan Smith was able to beat Portillo into third place (by one vote) because of unease 

amongst a substantial number of Conservative MPs about both Portillo personally and his 

plans to remodel the party. Unlike in 1997, when the right of the parliamentary party failed 

to coalesce behind a single candidate, once David Davis had been eliminated Duncan 
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Smith became the standard bearer for traditionalists. Whilst Davis adopted a more 

reformist tone and promised 'a fundamental policy review', Duncan Smith rejected 

modernisation, opting for 'neoliberal generalisations such as the need for more choice in 

education and health' (Alderman and Carter, 2002: 577). In a direct challenge to Portillo's 

agenda, he explicitly rejected all-women shortlists or any possibility of relaxing the law on 

drugs. Portillo commented that: 'too many MPs disliked me, and/or my uncompromising 

agenda for modernisation. One offered me his vote if I'd water down my plans for change. 

I refused, and lost by one vote' (Portillo, 2008). For Streeter, this mix of personal and 

political factors explained the result: 'some people didn't like the message, and some 

people didn't like the messenger' (Streeter Interview). To understand the result, Bercow 

suggests, 'for Ken's Europhilia substitute Michael's socially liberal credentials'. For him, 

Portillo 'was clearly the modernising candidate in 2001' but the party 'wasn't ready for 

and wasn't signed-up to the idea that it needed fundamentally to change its approach' 

(Bercow Interview). 

According to John Redwood, Portillo 'did not define a distinctively social liberal agenda 

which made any sense' (2004: 152). Michael Ancram echoed this sentiment: he felt unable 

to support Portillo because 'I had no idea where he intended to take the Conservative Party 

and I don't think he did either'. Ancram thus joined the leadership contest as an anti­

Portillo candidate, and was also 'seen has having the advantage that he would not be 

divisive' (Alderman and Carter, 2002: 573). He recalled that: 'I simply thought you don't 

put the party in the hands of somebody who doesn't seem to have a clear idea of what they 

want to do with themselves' (Ancram Interview). Ancram also felt unable to support 

Clarke, because 'his stance on Europe would have split the party' (Ancram Interview). 

Almost by default, therefore, he supported Duncan Smith. After his preferred candidate 

(Portillo) failed to reach the final ballot, Bercow also supported Duncan Smith as he feared 

'there was a serious chance' that Clarke's views on Europe 'would rip the party in two' 

(Bercow Interview). 

Portillo noted how both tactical mistakes and animosity towards him personally played a 

part in the failure of his leadership campaign: 
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I think that there were quite a lot of objections to me. I was thought too flash, and 
obviously a lot of people had had issues with me in the past. Comparing myself with 
Cameron, Cameron is a creature with much greater charm, which is very important. And 
also of course we got all the tactics wrong from the beginning. I entered the election race on 
the advice that I would be a shoo-in, and then, as we got down to it, the advice was that 
winning amongst the MPs was not a problem, the problem was going to be with the 
constituencies. Actually I think that both halves of that were wrong. I really think that if we 
had managed to win with the MPs we could probably have won in the constituencies, either 
against lain Duncan Smith or against Ken Clarke. But in fact when we first totted up the 
number of MPs we had about 50, and at the end we had about 50. We had made no 
progress at all. I was told that in 1995 I looked hesitant, so in 2001 you must be first out of 
the starting blocks. Well I was first out of the starting blocks and I was alone for about two 
weeks, there were no other candidates! And of course that means that you are the sole 
target for those two weeks. (Portillo Interview). 

The modernising agenda Portillo promoted had become intertwined with his own 

personality and life since losing his Enfield Southgate seat at the 1997 general election. 

Shortly before re-entering Parliament at the Kensington and Chelsea by-election in 

November 1999, Portillo admitted to having had gay experiences in his youth (Jones, 

1999). He later described this admission as a 'big mistake' for his standing in the party, 

and it resurfaced in the leadership campaign (Portillo, 2008). One former member of the 

shadow cabinet commented that 'an element of homophobia' had counted against Portillo 

(Anonymous Interview). Portillo believed that 'the party needed to change radically, and 

accept the social changes it had resisted, especially sexual, racial and cultural equality' 

(Portillo, 2008). 

Ken Clarke also offered a prescription for change at the 2001 leadership election, but his 

was limited to addressing the issues of greatest public concern (public services) and a 

critique of Hague's focus on Europe and the Euro (Denham and 0' Hara, 2008: 59). Clarke 

also made much of his ability to 'carry the fight to Labour' to win back lost voters 

(Alderman and Carter, 2002: 576). Portillo's message was much more wide-ranging, 

leaving him vulnerable to attack and unable to establish a hold on 'solid Tory ground' 

(Denham and O'Hara, 2008: 60). In spite of this, many of his Shadow Cabinet colleagues, 

he claimed, were also convinced of the need for a modernisation strategy by mid-2000 

(Porti 110 Interview) and at the launch of his 2001 leadership bid he received public 
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endorsements from eleven, making him the clear frontrunner. 2 For Theresa May~ the 

decision to back Portillo was straightforward: she supported him 'because he was the 

change candidate. I thought he was the one who understood the depth of change that was 

needed'. Portillo's failure to win the election is also relatively easily explained: 'the party 

didn't want change' (May Interview). Lilley suggests that Duncan Smith's victory may 

have been partly accidental, and the result of a miscalculation by some MPs who wished to 

caution future-leader Portillo against an all-out modernisation strategy: 

There was a feeling that people were making a statement by voting for lain Duncan Smith, 
but didn't really expect him to become leader as a result of it. It was more a way of saying 
to Portillo, 'remember, there are lots of us' ... The Right wanted a choice between lain 
Duncan Smith and Portillo, not lain Duncan Smith and Ken Clarke. Their second choice of 
choices would have been Portillo versus Clarke. (Lilley Interview). 

Ultimately, however, the result of the final round of the parliamentary ballot (Clarke 59, 

Duncan Smith 54, Portillo 53) demonstrated that with less than one-third of them 

supporting him, Conservative MPs 'were not persuaded by Portillo' (Ancram Interview). 

The debate between mods and rockers did not end there, however. Duncan Smith 

attempted change the policy focus of the party towards public services and social justice 

(Chapter 4) but did not regard this as 'modernisation': 

I hate the phrase modernise because I don't think it really means very much. Everyone 
obligatorily uses it but I don't think it means anything at all really, today's modern is 
tomorrow's old-fashioned so it's best to talk about change in a more structured sense. So I 
knew that the party needed to change. It needed to change, however, not - and this is where 
I disagree with Michael Portillo about this - his sense of change was almost to reject its 
central beliefs, its tenets, and almost adopt what we now saw in front of us - what I would 
call the metropolitan Labour Party, the sort of fashionable aspects of New Labour that are 
popular in the metropolitan sense, that is amongst those who live in these rather rarefied 
zones around the City through into Westminster, rather than what I call change, which was 
change to stretch it out to relocate it in the hearts of minds of people that live beyond that. 
(Duncan Smith Interview). 

Duncan Smith soon found himself in the unfortunate and somewhat curious position of 

being attacked by both modernisers and traditionalists, having failed to please either camp. 

As Ann Widdecombe saw it, he 'tried to ride two horses. We all knew where he stood. he 

2 The eleven were: Francis Maude, Peter Ainsworth, Edward Garnier, David Heathcoat-Amory, Oliver 
Letwin, Andrew Mackay, Tim Yeo, Gary Streeter, Archie Norman, David Willetts, and Theresa 1\ lay (BBe 

News, 2001 a). 
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was a strong traditionalist, but he tried to go for a slightly modernising agenda' 

(Widdecombe Interview). His first shadow cabinet demonstrated a clear Eurosceptic bias 

(BBC News, 200 1 b) - he even included his co-conspirator in the Maastricht rebellion, Bill 

Cash - but his efforts to downplay the European issue were seen by Redwood (2004: 153) 

as a victory for the modernisers. Duncan Smith's move away from 'core vote' issues such 

as Europe and immigration did not, however, insulate him from criticism from 'the mods' . 

Duncan Smith's deputy and shadow Foreign Secretary, Michael Ancram, saw much of the 

internal feuding emanating from disgruntled supporters of Portillo: 

I think the flak largely came from - it might have been a bit from the Eurosceptics, but he 
put quite a lot of them into his shadow cabinet, notably Bill Cash and Bernard Jenkin - I 
think it came rather more from the Portillistas. Their agenda, as much as they had one, was 
modernisation, and lain was not a moderniser. (Ancram Interview). 

In the same way that Duncan Smith did not see himself as modernising the party but 

changing it, the modernisers did not regard him as 'one of them': 

It wasn't their change, and I think they felt very bitter. The sad thing about Michael Portillo 
was that had he won his seat in 1997 he would have probably walked it [the leadership 
election], and there were a lot of people who had invested heavily in Portillo shares for 
many years before that and who saw their investment go, and couldn't believe in 2001 it 
had disappeared again, and they were very unhappy bunnies. I think it was factional, that 
was my impression. (Ancram Interview). 

Disagreement turned to warfare in November 2002, over the ostensibly minor issue of the 

passage of the government's Adoption and Children B ill. The House of Lords had 

amended the legislation to the effect that only married couples could adopt children, and 

the government sought to repeal these revisions in the Commons to allow unmarried and 

same-sex couples the same rights. For Labour and the Liberal Democrats, this was 

relatively uncontroversial (Dorey, 2004: 376). For the Conservatives however, it went to 

the heart of the debate over the status of marriage that had featured heavily during the 

Hague years. Should they take a liberal view and accept these different forms of family 

life, or continue to advocate their preferred traditional model for raising children? The 

easiest way out of this difficulty for Duncan Smith would have been to allow a free vote, 

but he instead chose to impose a three-line whip against the changes. The result was a 
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public split and a leadership crisis that was 'almost entirely self-inflicted and eminently 

avoidable' (Cowley & Stuart, 2004a: 357). Thirty-five Conservatives absented themselves 

from the Commons, and eight MPs defied the whip and voted against the party line. These 

eight included ex-leadership challengers Clarke and Portillo; four former Shadow Cabinet 

members (David Curry, Andrew Lansley, Andrew Mackay and Francis Maude); and most 

damagingly, John Bercow, who resigned from the Shadow Cabinet in order to rebel 

(Cowley & Stuart, 2004a: 357). 

Bercow resigned because he both felt strongly about the issue and was unhappy with the 

direction of the party under Duncan Smith's leadership. As he explained: 

I felt very strongly that the party was wrong to do what it did. It could of course be argued 
- and it was, by some - that I should have simply gone missing that night and abstained, 
rather than make a huge fuss about it, but I felt strongly that the party had got it completely 
wrong. And it was also the case that I was disillusioned on several other fronts: I felt that 
the party was not really making any great progress and I didn't want to be part of that 
frontbench team. I thought we weren't going anywhere as a party and I didn't want to be 
part of it, and this issue was the final straw. (Bercow Interview). 

Duncan Smith interpreted this rebellion as a conspiracy designed to destabilise his 

leadership. The next day he made a statement on the steps of Conservative Central Office 

calling for the party to 'unite or die'. In it, he claimed that he had 'begun to reconnect the 

Conservative Party with the views and attitudes of contemporary Britain'. Equally, he 

asserted that he was leading the party with unity in mind, 'respecting those who would like 

me to move faster and those who feel threatened by our moving at all' . However: 

Over the last few weeks a small group of my parliamentary colleagues have decided 
consciously to undermine my leadership. For a few, last night's vote was not about adoption 
but an attempt to challenge my mandate to lead this party. We cannot go on in this fashion. 
We have to pull together or we will hang apart. (Duncan Smith, 2002e). 

This marked a turning point both for Duncan Smith's leadership and for party management 

of sexual/moral political issues. In terms of issue management, the lesson for the 

Conservatives was clear: the party was divided, and free votes on 'conscience' issues 

offered the most effective means to prevent them from attracting media interest and 

becoming public displays of disunity. Duncan Smith adopted this tactic when, in March 
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2003, the government once again brought forward legislation to repeal Section 28, and it 

has also been used by Cameron and Howard (see below). 

The 'gay adoption' episode exposed both Duncan Smith's ineptitude as a party leader and 

the problematic context he faced. The party was clearly divided, and a modernising leader 

would have faced similar (or perhaps even more acute) difficulties in terms of keeping the 

party together. However, the incident also exposed Duncan Smith's personal failings and 

the barely-muffled murmurs of discontent with his leadership became thunderous. One 

Conservative MP claimed that a desire to oust Duncan Smith played a significant role in 

the rebellion, on an issue that would not normally have been expected to stir such emotions 

(Anonymous Interview). Another commented that the parliamentary party was 'a seething 

mass of discontent. .. People were gathering in corridors saying "we can't go on like this, 

this guy hasn't got it".' (Anonymous Interview). Gary Streeter noted the presence of 

'disgruntled modernisers' but 'was not actively aware of any plots' against the leader 

(Streeter Interview). 

The fact that Duncan Smith even felt the need to make an extraordinary appeal to the party 

barely a year into his leadership illustrated the perilous nature of his position, and it was 

strongly rumoured that he was on the brink of resignation (Hoggart, 2002; Brogan & 

Helm, 2002). The normally sympathetic Daily Telegraph described it as 'the most 

desperate day in the history of the Conservative Party' (Young, 2002). Kenneth Clarke 

attacked the party leader's handling of the 'entirely self-induced' crisis (Jones et aI., 2002), 

and within days a YouGovlTelegraph opinion poll revealed that 52 percent of 

Conservative voters thought that the election of Duncan Smith had been a mistake. 

Moreover, 81 percent of supporters and 75 percent of party members thought he had 

mishandled the adoption issue by failing to allow MPs a free vote (Helm and Sylvester, 

2002). 

The issue of adoption by unmarried and same-sex couples was an ideal tool for the 

modernisers to use in order to attack Duncan Smith's leadership. They were able to argue 

not only that it should be subject to a free vote; but that the position taken by the leadership 
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only served to highlight how 'out of touch' with contemporary society the party had 

become. Garnett and Lynch (2003b: 14) observe that the modernisers may well have 

exaggerated the electoral salience of the party's stance on sexual questions, but the wider 

impact on the party's (poor) public image, exacerbated by the revolt over the three-line 

whip is harder to quantify. Duncan Smith's firm line on adoption also went against other 

moves apparently aimed at softening the party's image after the failure of Hague's core­

vote approach and the 2001 election. In early 2002, for example, Oliver Letwin signalled 

that the Conservatives were willing to shift their position to give more legal rights to gay 

couples. He called for homosexual partners to be given certain property rights similar to 

those enjoyed by spouses, but stopped short of embracing either civil partnerships or 

adoption rights. Letwin claimed that whilst he wanted to devise practical measures to help 

gay couples, he didn't want to do anything to undermine the sanctity of marriage, 

commenting: 'We don't want to create a pale imitation of marriage, but we do recognise 

that there are real grievances' (BBC News, 2002). This reflects the general theme of 

Duncan Smith's leadership, namely his effort to steer a middle-course which reflected 

some of the concerns of the modernisers, without disavowing his own (ill-disguised) 

traditionalist leanings. 

A similar conclusion can be drawn from his handling of Section 28. Keen to avoid a repeat 

of the rebellion over adoption, Duncan Smith and his party Chairman, David Davis, 

devised a compromise whereby Conservative MPs were ordered to vote for a Conservative 

amendment to replace rather than abolish the Clause (The Guardian, 2003). An 

amendment to retain Section 28 was also tabled by the traditionalists Edward Leigh and 

Ann Widdecombe. On a free vote, 71 Conservatives supported this amendment (including 

Duncan Smith and Michael Howard) whilst just 23 voted against (BBC News, 2003; 

Durham, 2005: 99). On this occasion the Clause was finally scrapped. 

This pattern was repeated under Duncan Smith's successor, Michael Howard. On 

becoming leader Howard's priority was to 'impose discipline' on the party (Howard 

Interview). To this he might have added: 'and counter the public image of disunity'. 

Howard's strategy reveals an effort to downplay party divisions on a number of 
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controversial social, sexual and moral questions by allowing free votes. Notably, he opted 

for free votes on the Civil Partnership Bill, which gave gay couples entering into a civil 

partnership the same rights as married couples; and on the Gender Recognition Bill, which 

gave transsexuals legal recognition and the right to marry in their adopted sex (Cowley and 

Stuart, 2004b: 1-2). One effect of the free votes was that many Conservative MPs did not 

vote at all, but those that did vote revealed the depth of the split on such issues in the party. 

On the Gender Recognition Bill, a total of 36 Conservative MPs voted in favour of either 

Second or Third Reading (or both) and a total of 44 Conservative MPs voted against either 

Second or Third Reading (or both). Combining the votes on the Second and Third 

Readings of the Civil Partnership Bill reveals 'similarly stark splits', with a total of 74 

voting in favour on at least one occasion, and 49 opposing it at least once (Cowley & 

Stuart, 2004b: 2-3). 

Howard's relatively brief tenure as leader of the Conservative Party can therefore be 

regarded as period of better party management tactics on the social, sexual and moral 

policy cleavage, but it was still characterised by significant internal division on such 

questions. Howard also lacked a clear strategy to improve the image of the party by 

moderating positions on such issues: whilst morality/individual behaviour has remained a 

low salience issue in terms of having a direct impact on how people vote/ such issues may 

affect a party's image (Chapter 4). Quinn argues that the major problem the Conservatives 

have faced in opposition since 1997 is not that they have been too right-wing in their 

policy positions, but that they have suffered from a severe image problem. In short, the 

Conservatives were seen as 'angry, stuck in the past, and socially intolerant'. Electoral 

revival, therefore, requires them to revitalise their image rather than reinvent their policy 

programme. 'Shifting to the centre ground' can thus be achieved by 'softening the 

Conservatives' image, toning down their language, and appearing more socially inclusive, 

rather than [by] the wholesale sale abandonment of policies that were not particularly 

different from those of Labour' (Quinn, 2008: 179). Under Howard, the party gave the 

3 Since 1997, morality/individual behaviour has never been regarded as one ofthe most important issues 
facing the country by more than 10 percent ofthe electorate. It has averaged 4.6 percent (MORl 2008a). 
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impression that it was reluctantly conceding to social change, rather than welcoming and 

adapting to it enthusiastically. 

The next section considers whether David Cameron has finally solved this problem 

through a new approach to the Conservative politics of the family. Cameron is considered 

in this way as it appears that he may be forging a distinctive position on the social, sexual 

and moral policy divide. This perspective may therefore offer us an additional lens through 

which to view the 1997-2005 period. Further, if Cameron has been able to resolve this 

question, it will mark an important conclusion to the ideological differences highlighted by 

this case study, and indicate strategic learning from past mistakes by the party leadership. 

7.5 Cameron: The family man 

I am unashamedly pro-family. For me it comes absolutely first. 

David Cameron (quoted in Grice, 2007). 

David Cameron has repeatedly sought to emphasise his credentials as a 'family man'. He 

has put the family at the heart of his policy agenda and his public image, and has stated on 

a number of occasions that his family is more important to him that his political ambitions 

(Sky News, 2006). In some key respects, Cameron's policy on the family represents a clear 

continuation of the direction set by lain Duncan Smith, who he appointed as Chairman of 

his Social Justice Policy Group. Cameron has frequently claimed that his priority as Prime 

Minister would be to 'mend Britain's broken society' (Jones, 2007), and has argued that 

strengthening families is central to this. Yet in contrast to Duncan Smith, Cameron has also 

sought to portray himself as a social liberal, at ease with contemporary British society. The 

central message of his leadership campaign was that the party must 'change to win' 

(Cameron, 2005). He has described himself as a 'liberal Conservative', has deliberately 

gone 'out of his way to strike a very different note about asylum seekers', and has given 

strong support to civil partnerships for same-sex couples (Rawnsley, 2005). This liberal 

element of Cameron's approach conforms to Quinn's strategy of changing party image by 

moving closer to groups not traditionally part of the Conservative support base. The 
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question for Cameron is whether this socially liberal image can be successfully balanced 

(or maintained) with a strong family policy. 

Cameron gave a speech entitled 'Stronger Families' to Relate, the family counselling 

service, in June 2008. In it, he echoed William Hague's comments a decade earlier, when 

he noted that 'for too long, politicians here have been afraid of getting into this territory, 

for fear of looking old-fashioned or preachy' (Cameron, 2008). His message that he wished 

to see marriage once again as a 'positive social norm' was one that could have appeared in 

a speech by any of his three predecessors as leader of the opposition. The family, he 

observed, is the 'best institution' for raising children, and (again echoing policy under 

Hague) reiterated his commitment to delivering a tax break for married couples, a pledge 

he first made during his leadership campaign. 

Yes, I do think it's wrong that our benefits system gives couples with children more money 
if they live apart - and we will bring an end to the couple penalty. And yes, I do think it's 
wrong that we're the only country in the western world that doesn't properly recognise 
marriage in the tax system - and I will ensure that we do. So we will change tax and 
benefits to make them more family-friendly. (Cameron, 2008). 

He also made clear, however, that any tax cuts for married couples would also apply 

equally to people in civil partnerships. This represents a significant shift in the 

Conservatives' attitude towards homosexuality, and fits with Cameron's efforts to rebrand 

the party as more socially inclusive and tolerant. To this end, the Conservatives have also 

actively recruited gay prospective parliamentary candidates and given them priority in 

winnable seats (Woolf, 2006). The party has also signed an agreement with Stonewall (the 

gay rights pressure group) to become part of its 'Diversity Champions' programme of gay 

friendly employers (Grimston, 2006). 

In essence, however, Cameron's position remams fundamentally Conservative and 

consistent with that of his predecessors, in that he regards marriage as the best model of 

family life and believes that the state should recognise and promote it in some way. For 

some modernisers this is the cause of unease. John Bercow, whilst pleased with Cameron's 

broadly socially liberal disposition, sees 'some tension' between this and his family policy: 
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He takes what I think would be regarded as a traditionalist view of marriage and the 
family. That is reflected in some of what he has said about wanting to reward 
marriage through the tax system, and I have grave reservations about that. But 
overall, he is very much more socially liberal than his predecessors. 
(Bercow Interview). 

Bercow also notes how to-date, Cameron 'has managed to maintain both positions without 

incurring any political penalty' and offers two explanatory factors for this. Firstly, it 

reflects Cameron's 'impressive presentational skills'; and secondly, 'it may also be a 

reflection of that fact that we have not yet got to specifics' (Bercow Interview). In other 

words, once detailed tax changes are revealed and the winners and losers calculated, the 

Conservatives might face a backlash, either from, or on behalf of, the penalised groups. 

Tim Yeo also questioned the fairness of weighting the tax system in favour of marriage, 

and warned that effectively discriminating against many families with single or unmarried 

parents 'would be seen as wrong' and would thus backfire on the Conservatives (Tory 

Diary, 2006). A report for the Centre for Policy Studies found that this apprehension 

amongst Conservative MPs was widespread, as many saw the electoral risk of being 

perceived as 'victimising single mothers'. This timidity, the report's author cautioned, 

meant that 'there is a serious danger that, in this area at least, the "modernising" of the 

party's image ... could simply be a cover for political cowardice and a retreat from what 

elected politicians personally believe to be right for the well-being of society' (Daley, 

2006: 3). 

However, as his recent speech to Relate demonstrates, Cameron has not been timid on this 

issue and has stuck consistently to his pledge to recognise marriage in the tax system, 

although he has still to reveal the details of how this will be implemented. As under lain 

Duncan Smith, supporting marriage has been explicitly linked by Cameron to the issue of 

social justice and his stated aim to renew the societal fabric. Commenting on the 

publication of the Social Justice Policy Group's report Breakthrough Britain (SJPG, 2007), 

Cameron said: 'I welcome this report's emphasis on the family, and on marriage. as the 

basis for the social progress we all want to see' adding that: 'If we can get the family right, 



195 

we can fix our broken society' (Conservatives.com, 2007). The report itself argues, in 

effect, that unmarried couples are damaging society, as 'the ongoing rise in family 

breakdown affecting young children has been driven by the dissolution of cohabiting 

partnerships', the majority of which 'are less stable than marriage' (SJPG, 2007: 3). 

Family breakdown is correlated with crime, drug abuse, educational failure and anti-social 

behaviour. The state should therefore 'create a positive policy bias in support of marriage' 

and end the 'downgrading' of marriage in official discourse which fails to recognise the 

'marked discrepancies in the stability of married and cohabiting couples' (SJPG, 2007: 5-

6). 

For Toynbee, this represents a return to traditionalist, socially authoritarian conservatism 

designed to appease the Daily Mail. She argues that: 'His marriage policy is their victory, 

boxing him into their own moral agenda without any idea yet how it can be done, at what 

cost - and with what collateral damage'. It is 'reactionary mood music' that risks 

alienating supporters attracted to the fold by Cameron's ostensibly liberal outlook 

(Toynbee, 2007). To portray Cameron as having sold out to the traditionalists is a little 

strong, however, as it represents only one element of his strategy. The question is more one 

of whether he can successfully balance potentially competing objectives. Widdecombe 

praises his focus on the family, but also concedes that this is part of a two-pronged 

approach by Cameron which also involves changing the party's image: 

He [Cameron] is doing two things. You heard him a couple of weeks ago in the wake of 
lain Duncan Smith's paper on the family saying that the best background against which to 
bring-up children is marriage, here are the statistics which prove it, we just have to go on 
saying that - it doesn't matter if you distort that into being an attack on the single mothers -
we're going to go on saying it. That speech would have resonated with just about 
everybody who has ever voted Conservative and who is over 35 or so. But he is also at the 
same time, for example, (and I don't approve of it, but he is) espousing the causes of civil 
partnerships, and of shortlists which have equal numbers of men and women. I regard the 
second as ludicrous. If you look at the list, it's about three-quarters male and a quarter 
female, roughly speaking. Therefore you cannot have a list drawn-up on merit which is 50-
50. It doesn't make any sense at all. So it is real positive discrimination, I hate it. But as far 
as I am concerned, that isn't worth keeping Blair in power for. So I think it's a question of 
proportionality. To do anything about anything, you've got to get there [into power]. I've 
been nagging on about that for a very long time, but I think generally now it's an accepted 
view, you've got to get there. (Widdecombe Interview). 
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What Widdecombe highlights is the broad nature of Cameron's modernisation strategy. It 

not only involves modifying the party's stance on moral and sexual issues such as gay 

rights and civil partnerships, but goes beyond this to a much broader transformation of the 

party's image. For Bercow, 'quite apart from the fact that it is right in itself to be socially 

inclusive, it was important for the Conservative Party to become so in order to gain 

permission to be heard on a much wider range of issues' (Bercow Interview). To the 

irritation of traditionalists such a Widdecombe, this has involved attempts to change the 

public face of the party through priority selection of female, gay, and ethnic minority 

candidates, but it has also encompassed a major push on issues not traditionally associated 

with the Conservatives such as the environment. For example, Cameron's focus on the 

issue of climate change has been a major feature of his message that 'there's more to life 

than money' and his 'General Well Being' agenda (Cameron, 2006c). Central to 

Cameron's policy modernisation has been 'an explicitly avowed departure from 

Thatcherism' on the grounds that however vital it was to solving the problems of the 1970s 

and 1980s, it is no longer the most appropriate tool for addressing contemporary 

challenges (Dorey, 2007: 142). For Dorey, this has been signalled in two ways: through a 

return to the centre ground via the assertion of a 'new mode of Conservatism' which is 

plural, tolerant and compassionate, and 'by openly disavowing particular policy stances 

adopted by the Thatcher Governments during the 1980s and acknowledging that these 

were, at least with the benefit of hindsight, unnecessary or unwise' (2007: 142-3). 

Whereas Cameron's three predecessors had all, to varying degrees, experimented with 

elements of this approach, none were able to do so with his apparent conviction or 

authenticity, so tended to slip back onto more familiar territory when opinion poll ratings 

failed to improve (Dorey, 2007: 139). The fragility of Cameron's project was briefly 

exposed in summer 2007, when Gordon Brown's arrival in Downing Street substantially 

cut the Conservatives' opinion poll lead. Cameron's wide lead had 'kept the diehards quiet 

for a while' but as it faded away they began to argue more forcefully that his project was 

failing (Portillo, 2007). 'Lamentably', Portillo noted, 'the signs are that Cameron is now 

caving in to Tory pressure' (2007). Crucially for Cameron, Conservative fortunes revived 

in the autumn, when Brown failed to call the general election and was hit by a series of 
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negative headlines. The maintenance of this poll lead has been a key factor enabling 

Cameron to stick to a modernising agenda, and is a luxury that was not enjoyed by his 

predecessors. 

Widdecombe argues that in policy terms, Cameron does not represent a rejection of 

Conservative tradition, but can be better understood as a new application of core 

principles. To represent Cameron's agenda as a victory by modernisers over diametrically 

opposed traditionalists is therefore inaccurate, but (damagingly in her view) is an 

interpretation that has seduced many Conservatives: 

If you look at Conservative policy through the ages it has always been mixed. There are 
some policies which inevitably appeal more to very traditional Conservatives, and some 
which appeal more people who are not necessarily Conservatives, there is absolutely 
nothing new about that. But I think it became a major issue for us, almost as if there was no 
choice, you had to be either A or B. In a way we were driven by the press, particularly 
people like Gove, who had his 'Mods versus Rockers' nonsense. And so you never actually 
assessed policies on their merits, it was always which of these two categories do they fall in 
to. I don't think we had to go along with that, but we did, rather too much. (Widdecombe 
Intervi ew). 

Cameron has offered some reassurance to Conservative traditionalists with his strong 

message on the importance of the family. This aspect of his policy programme remains 

compatible with the fundamental tenants of Thatcherism, and has thus been the cause of 

some unease amongst the modernisers. Where he differs from his predecessors, however, 

is that to date, it appears that his broader programme of modernisation to change the 

Conservative Party's image has allowed him to make marriage and the traditional family 

the centre of his social policy without appearing intolerant to other groups, and thus 

undermining the whole project. The risk remains for Cameron that as the details of a future 

Conservative government's policy programme become clear, and the winners and losers of 

proposed tax reforms are calculated, voters may react against this and his modernising 

efforts will be undermined. This is the essence of Brown's charge that Cameron is 'all 

style and no substance' and that in fundamental policy terms he is no different to his 

predecessors. The extent to which the electorate will study party policy is doubtful 

however, so Cameron's success in changing the 'mood music' is likely to prevail. This 

affords him the opportunity to succeed where Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard failed, 
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namely by satisfying his own party and core support with a Conservative approach in key 

policy areas such as the family, whilst also rebranding the party to reach out to a much 

wider constituency. 

7.6 Conclusion 

The most significant division in the Conservative Party is now along the social, sexual and 

moral policy divide. Cameron's rebranding of the party as more tolerant and inclusive 

cannot disguise the fact that over the past decade on issues such as Section 28, civil 

partnerships and gay adoption the Conservatives have been deeply divided. Unlike in the 

economic sphere, the ideological ascendency of Thatcherism is far from complete, but 

socially authoritarian spokespeople for 'Victorian values' remain vocal on the party's 

backbenches. 

Over the past decade the debate between modernisers and traditionalists on social issues 

has also become inextricably intertwined with the wider question of how the party should 

seek to revive its electoral fortunes. A consensus quickly emerged in the party that a key 

factor in the electoral success of New Labour was the perception that Conservatives were 

disinterested in, and unable to offer solutions to, problems beyond the economic sphere. 

Conservatives did not agree, however, on how to address this problem. Should they seek to 

extend the economic liberalism of Thatcherism into the social sphere, or aim to 

'remoralise' politics in a manner akin to American Republicans? (Ashbee, 2003). 

Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard all quickly abandoned initial tentative moves towards 

social liberalism when they failed to yield positive opinion poll results and came under fire 

from within the party. A renewed emphasis on the family did occur under Hague's 

leadership, although along strictly traditionalist Conservative lines, involving an implicit 

(and occasionally explicit) criticism of the Thatcher and Major governments for failing to 

do enough to support marriage, particularly through the tax system. Combined with his 

hard-line on Section 28, this amounted to a populist appeal to the Conservative core vote. 

Under Duncan Smith, a significant broadening of the party's agenda on social issues 
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occurred, particularly in terms of his efforts to position the party as concerned with 

poverty, social exclusion and 'championing the vulnerable' (Chapter 4). If this strategy had 

been pursued for longer, it may have helped dispel the Conservatives' image as selfish and 

socially exclusive. However, in some ways the socially conservative approach taken on 

these issues (for example the emphasis on marriage) may have actually reinforced public 

perception that the party was old-fashioned and stuck in the past, and risked alienating 

support amongst excluded groups such as single parents. Duncan Smith was also 

undermined by his tactical ineptitude, particularly his disastrous handling of Adoption and 

Children Bill. Howard's policy of free votes saw the party attempt to downplay divisions 

on the social, sexual and moral policy divide, and although it did not solve them it was 

more successful in party management terms. Public disunity between mods and rockers 

subsided, and the party went into the 2005 election with the vague pledge to 'govern in the 

interests of everyone', whether they be 'black or white, young or old, straight or gay, rural 

or urban, rich or poor' (Conservative Party, 2005: 1). 

Cameron has enjoyed a more favourable context than his three predecessors for the 

successful pursuit of a modernisation strategy. Most of New Labour's legislative 

programme for sexual equality was complete by the end of their second term, so he could 

reasonably argue that the Conservatives simply have to accept this new reality, as it would 

be very difficult to reverse it. Failure at three previous general elections also gave him 

more room for manoeuvre by undermining the argument that the party simply needs to do 

what it has been doing previously. Most fundamentally however, Cameron has benefitted 

from a much more propitious electoral context - firstly with the final years of the tired 

Blair premiership, and latterly with the extraordinary implosion of Brown's. It has been 

these auspicious circumstances and the accompanying Conservative poll leads that have 

muted criticism from traditionalists and allowed Cameron to maintain his modernising 

course. 
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This study has focused on the Conservative Party leadership in opposition, between 1997 

and 2005. The aim was to comprehend and explain the strategies employed by elite party 

actors in this period, in order to develop a better understanding of the Conservatives' 

electoral failure. Central to this was the role of ideology, and the research examined key 

areas of ideological tension in contemporary conservatism, and how the party sought to 

reconcile these into viable political strategies. To make sense of this complex picture, the 

thesis advanced and deployed an appropriate theoretical framework - the strategic­

relational approach - which informed the analysis throughout. In conclusion to this 

research, the wider analytical implications of this approach are considered. The chapter 

then returns to the key arenas highlighted by the strategic-relational approach in Chapter 2, 

namely the parliamentary party, the wider party (membership), the electorate, and 

ideology. Strategy in relation to each of these across the 1997-2005 period is considered. 

Finally, it reflects on what this may tell us about the future direction and prospects for the 

Conservative Party under Cameron in the years ahead. 

8.2 Theoretical Implications 

The first chapter of this thesis considered how the academic literature has studied the 

Conservative Party in the past. It concluded that whilst it contains a great deal of value, 

Conservative historiography has tended to be heavily agency-focused, whilst the more 

recent political analytical tradition is more structurally inclined in its mode of explanation. 

It suggested the need for a more nuanced theoretical approach able to draw on the strengths 

of both sets of literature. By directing our analytical attention to the contextualised and 

reflective nature of strategic political action, the SRA has provided just such a framework 

for this case study, and helped to overcome the agency-structure divide identified in 
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Chapter 1. As such, it highlights the worth of this approach to future studies of the 

Conservative Party. The discussion of leadership strategy below (section 8.3) notes how it 

needs to be considered in relation to different contextual arenas. The SRA provides the 

conceptual tools to identify and analyse this multi-layered context. An appreciation of this 

was required for this case study of the party's electoral failure in opposition, but would 

also be requisite for any understanding of the development of a future governing statecraft, 

should the Conservatives succeed in this regard under Cameron. 

Ideology has been an important feature of the analysis undertaken here. As Chapter 2 

discussed, actors are not privileged with unmediated access to the strategically selective 

context in which they operate, and ideology is a key feature of the way in which they 

understand and interpret their reality. Political actors are engaged in a constant, dynamic 

process of reflecting on and reacting to context, as they seek to develop and implement 

effective strategies. By stressing the importance of these interpretations in strategic 

decision-making, the SRA provides an analytical mode sensitive to the ideational 

dimension without assigning ideologies an independent causality divorced from political 

actors. For analysts interested in the role of political ideas, the SRA therefore offers a 

hugely valuable frame for empirical analysis. 

This research has also served to signal the importance of this approach more generally. The 

SRA offers a valuable theoretical basis for researchers interested in examining and 

understanding political action in a variety of contexts. The study of politics is, in large part, 

the study of decision-making processes. It examines how and why decisions are taken, and 

their implications. Consequently, the utility of the SRA is not confined to studies such as 

this which focus on party elites, but has the potential to be operationalised by analysts in 

many fields, who are interested in appreciating and unpacking the complex and contingent 

nature of political reality. 
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8.3 Leadership Strategy 

Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard all failed to develop an effective statecraft. The' art of 

winning elections' eluded them, denying them the opportunity to try their hand at the 

premier objective identified by Bulpitt, namely 'achieving a necessary degree of governing 

competence in office' (1986: 19). During this eight-year stretch in opposition, the 

Conservatives were unable to present themselves as a credible and competent alternative 

governing force to Labour, and their leaders were unable to present themselves as serious 

and viable alternatives to Blair as Prime Minister. In spite of several attempts, they failed 

to articulate a new or convincing narrative of conservatism. In short, the party lacked a 

clear understanding of its rationale in the post-Thatcherite era, and was consequently 

unable to fulfil the basic requirements of opposition (Chapter 4). 

As Heppell highlights, this may be part of a longer-term Conservative decline. In the 

modern era, the party's history can be split in two halves: a period of undemocratic leader 

selection by the party elite (1922-1964), and a period of elected leaders, since the 

resignation of Alec Douglas-Hume. During the former the party had seven leaders, all of 

whom at some stage served as Prime Minister; during the latter, a further seven have led 

the party, but only three (Heath, Thatcher and Major) have reached Downing Street, and 

only Thatcher was able to sustain an effective statecraft (Heppell, 2008: 195-6). 

Contextualised in terms of the troubles of Heath (who lost three general elections and won 

one) and Major, whose government was almost paralysed by intra-party divisions, the 

difficulties since 1997 perhaps appear less exceptional. 

Heppell identifies three key themes from his analysis of the post-1964 period. These are a 

failure of process (in terms of how leaders are elected); a failure of outcome (in terms of 

electing leaders who lack legitimacy and authority); and an obsession with ideology, which 

has clouded the judgement needed for leadership selection (2008: 197-8). In Heppell's 

view: 

When debating who their party leader should be, the Conservative parliamentarians (and 
latterly party members), should have been guided by one over-riding objective: which 
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Conservative candidate being presented to them is the best equipped to acquire and retain 
power ... Rather than adhere to this outward looking consideration of what would appeal to 
the electorate the most, Conservatives have often been overly influenced by what was most 
acceptable to themselves first. (Heppell, 2008: 197-8). 

This is undoubtedly a pertinent critique: in both 1997 and 2001 the party passed over 

candidates with greater electoral appeal (Clarke in 1997, and Clarke and Portillo in 200 I) 

in favour of less well-known, less-experienced, and less adept media performers. This 

research confirms that of Heppell in that ideological considerations played an important 

part in these elections. However, to account for the broader strategic failure of these 

leaders once elected we need to look beyond this to the multi-layered context they sought 

to address. 

As Chapter 4 demonstrated, Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard all made some initial 

efforts to devise a narrative of conservatism to widen the party's electoral appeal. To 

differing extents, they each signalled their desire to 'reach out' to voters disillusion by the 

Conservatives in 1997. However, in all three cases these endeavours were abandoned in 

favour of more traditional messages designed to appeal to the core vote. Under Hague and 

Howard, these were inchoate efforts, which were rapidly ditched. Duncan Smith's more 

sustained effort to develop the themes of renewing the public services and helping the 

vulnerable also came under pressure as the party's poll-ratings failed to improve. Had he 

won the vote of confidence in his leadership and stayed on until the 2005 election, the turn 

towards the core vote signalled shortly before his departure may have become much more 

deeply embedded, to the extent that a Conservative campaign under Duncan Smith might 

have been little different to that which was eventually fought by Howard. 

All three leaders exhibited signs of strategic thinking, but ultimately failed to stick to the 

course of action that this implied. What has been referred to as 'core vote' strategy 

throughout this research, namely policies and rhetoric designed to appeal to the mainstay 

of Conservative Party support, has therefore been revealed as the Conservatives' default 

position. In this sense, 'core vote strategy' is not a strategy at all, but what the party reverts 

to when it lacks a clear direction or purpose, or when the party's leaders fail to convince it 

of the merits of an alternative strategic direction. This tells us something about the nature 



204 

of contemporary conservatism and how Conservative politicians both understand their role 

and view their support. The essence of contemporary conservatism, when not being 

purposefully led elsewhere, is pungently Eurosceptic, socially illiberal and narrowly 

nationalistic. In policy terms, this has translated to opposition to the single currency and 

the Treaties of Amsterdam, Nice and Lisbon (as well as Lisbon's defunct predecessor. the 

proposed European constitution); calls for significantly tighter controls on asylum and 

immigration; and a defence of traditional social values such as marriage against 

I iberalising tendencies. Conservative leaders, despite their lack of support in some areas of 

the United Kingdom and amongst some social groups, continue to view themselves as 

national figures with a duty to defend the nation's sovereignty, constitution, and cultural 

homogeneity. As such, the politics of nationhood remains a central component of 

conservatism. Their actions suggest a belief that these themes retain a potent electoral 

appeal, although divisions in the party between mods and rockers, and the sporadic 

concern to develop a more inclusive narrative, indicate that at least some Conservatives 

recognise the diminishing relevance (and potential unattractiveness) of traditional 

messages. 

The default core vote position also illustrates the continuing hold of Thatcherism on the 

party. Its central components are firmly Thatcherite, based around a strong but limited state 

and economic liberalism (most commonly illustrated in policy terms by calls for the party 

to promise tax cuts), and social authoritarianism. The main objective of Thatcherism -

reversing national economic decline - is no longer of primary concern, but the perceived 

need to defend national sovereignty (against encroachment from the EU) and address 

social and moral decline draw directly from the party's Thatcherite heritage. The 

continuing hold of Thatcher's aura on the party was illustrated by the significance of her 

endorsements in the 1997 and 2001 leadership elections, and her expression of displeasure 

with Lilley's R. A. Butler lecture in 1999. The importance of the manner of Thatcher's 

eviction from office cannot be understated, and is a lesson plotters against Gordon Brown 

would do well to heed. It left a scar on the Conservatives' collective psyche, and ironically 

reinforced the ideological hold of Thatcherism on the party. As Kenneth Clarke 

commented: 
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I think the Conservative Party's problems really stem from the fall of Margaret Thatcher 
and the circumstances of it. .. That's what destroyed the equilibrium of the party. Of course, 
the disputes became about other things, but we never came to terms with that. The wound 
was quite dreadful, it caused bitterness on all sides. (Clarke, interview in Portillo, 2008). 

As Michael Portillo graphically stated, some Thatcherites 'feel that a murder was 

committed, and I think that has made them cling all the more dearly to this very literal and 

unreconstructed idea of Thatcherism' (Portillo Interview). Significantly, David Cameron is 

the first of her successors not to receive Thatcher's public endorsement, and he may be the 

first to step out of her shadow. For Heppell, Cameron's election, over the more 

ideologically pure David Davis, suggests the Conservatives are 'ending their self­

destructive obsession with ideology' (Heppell, 2008: 206). 

When measured against the most important outcome for a political party - electoral 

success - the leadership of Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard falls short. As Chapter I 

noted, agency-centred analyses that stress the importance of leadership thus tend to 

ruthlessly condemn this failure. However, a better understanding of the circumstances and 

process that led to these displays of strategic inconsistency and confusion can be gained by 

considering the different contextual arenas that leaders seek to address. 

8.3.1 The Parliamentary Party 

The parliamentary party is a key arena which any Conservative leader must successfully 

manage. Leaders are dependent upon parliamentary support for their legitimacy. This is 

particularly the case for leaders of the opposition, who cannot claim the electoral mandate 

conferred by victory at a general election. Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard each 

expended significant energy managing the parliamentary party. 

Hague enjoyed some success in managing his parliamentary colleagues. Firstly, he kept the 

party together as a single entity. This was vital if the Conservatives are ever to return to 

office a recognisable party, but their survival in this form was far from guaranteed in 1997. 

The most divisive issue facing the party when Hague became leader was European 
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integration. As Chapter 5 discussed, Hague hardened Conservative resistance to the single 

currency, stating that the party would oppose British membership in the current parliament 

and the next, effectively ruling it out for a decade. This policy attracted derision, as Hague 

could neither say that he opposed joining the currency on principle, or that he would offer 

a referendum even if the case for membership appeared compelling. However, it was a 

success in that it was a position (possibly the only position) that the vast majority of his 

MPs could subscribe to at that time. 

Hague was unable to convince the bulk of the parliamentary party, or even his shadow 

cabinet, of the merits of his early attempts to reach out to a wider constituency of voters, 

notably the proposal for 'Kitchen Table Conservatism' (KTC). As Harris notes, the demise 

of this strategy 'can be attributed to its non-acceptance within the party leadership'. Even 

Hague himself 'did not sufficiently believe in the strategy to force its implementation' 

(Harris, 2005: 270). Traditionalists were unhappy with this early approach and sought to 

undermine it. However, Hague's later strategy was successful in party management terms 

in that modernisers (notably Portillo) were accommodated within the shadow cabinet. 

Hague reduced dissent by not making the core vote strategy explicit. In the run up to the 

general election, Hague 'paid lip service to the demands of the modernisers by including 

but not emphasising, the party's policies on social inclusion and the public services' 

(Harris, 2005: 276). A degree of public unity was thus maintained. 

Duncan Smith failed to manage the parliamentary party, and was eventually unseated by it. 

Like Hague with KTC, he was unable to persuade either his shadow cabinet or the 

parliamentary party of the virtues of his strategy. He was undermined by a lack of 

legitimacy, having secured the support of less than one third of his parliamentary 

colleagues in the 2001 leadership election (Heppell, 2008: 148). Following the more 

Eurosceptic line instituted by Hague, Duncan Smith was able to successfully harden the 

party's position on the single currency to one of opposing membership in principle, and to 

reduce the prominence of the politics of nationhood in Conservative discourse. Whilst 

leader, he was also able to successfully guide party strategy away from a focus on core 

vote issues. However, his handling of the question of adoption rights for gay couples was a 
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cataclysmic failure of party management, and became symbolic of the wider sense of his 

failure as leader. His tactical ineptitude brutally exposed ideological divisions and led 

directly to the end of his leadership. Despite his efforts to widen electoral appeal by 

developing the party's policies on public services and social justice, Duncan Smith was 

unable to gain support from the modernisers. This reflected his own limitations as a leader. 

As David Cameron's success has shown, Conservative MPs can be led into unfamiliar 

territory if they have been convinced of the electoral benefits of doing so. However sound 

the logic of his approach, Duncan Smith was hampered by his poor communication and 

media skills. On what Hay (2008: 6) labels the 'performative dimension' of political action 

Duncan Smith was a failure. Encumbered by his own rebellious past, he could not inspire 

the confidence or loyalty of his colleagues. 

Howard, by contrast, was a successful party manager. He made instilling discipline his 

overriding priority, and under his leadership the Conservatives enjoyed a degree of public 

unity not seen for a decade. Howard's professional manner earned him the respect, if not 

the affection, of the parliamentary party. His approach to leadership was premised on the 

belief that unity was an essential prerequisite for electability. Whilst he has been strongly 

criticised for failing to develop Duncan Smith's agenda on the public services and social 

justice (Chapter 4), he balanced both modernisers and traditionalists in his shadow cabinet 

and kept public dissent to a minimum. He also managed moral issues much more 

effectively than his predecessor, offering free votes on potentially divisive subjects such as 

civil partnerships. Like Hague, he paid lip service to the modernisers' concerns. He won 

some plaudits for his decision to vote in favour of civil partnerships, which was interpreted 

as a signal to his colleagues that he favoured a more liberal conservatism. Similar signals 

were given in his speech announcing his candidature for the party leadership, delivered in 

the ultra-modern setting of the Saatchi Gallery and penned by Francis Maude. Then, 

Howard stated that the Conservatives are at their best when 'broad in appeal and generous 

in outlook' and pledged to 'lead this party from its centre' (Howard, 2003). 

Howard's approach was to address the concerns of the modernisers early in his tenure so 

that he could then move on to more traditional Conservative concerns as the election 
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approached. This did not enable him to develop a wider electoral appeal and did not satisfy 

the demands of the modernisers: as one commented, in 2005 'we came across as limited in 

our ambition and unattractive' (Bercow Interview). However, Howard conceded enough 

ground to mute criticism and maintain unity, allowing him to fight a disciplined election 

campaign. With the benefit of hindsight, Howard's style of leadership and focus on 

discipline (if not Howard himself) was perhaps what the Conservatives required in 1997. 

In party management terms, he laid a solid foundation for his successor, and in this respect 

marked a substantial turning point in the Conservatives' recovery. 

8.3.2 The party membership 

With his first Party Chairman, Cecil Parkinson, William Hague oversaw a substantial 

internal reform programme. This radically changed the position of the membership, who 

gained the final say in leadership elections. In the short-term, Hague's strategy in this 

arena was very successful. One of his first initiatives after becoming leader was to subject 

his leadership and 'principles for change' to a ballot of party members. With no other 

candidates on offer, unsurprisingly this was overwhelmingly endorsed.! However, this 

strengthened Hague's position, allowing him to claim the dual legitimacy of backing from 

both members and the MPs who had elected him. He used a similar tactic to gain backing 

for his Fresh Future reforms, single currency policy, and draft manifesto. Hague used 

these plebiscites to enhance his legitimacy and authority over his MPs and wider party. On 

Europe in particular this was an important step along the road to becoming a firmly 

Eurosceptic party. 

However, Hague's reforms were criticised for failing to stimulate an enduring 

reinvigoration of party organisation. His target of doubling the number of party members 

was not met, with numbers actually dropping. For Kelly, the reforms were part of the 

problem: 'Hague's reorganisation may well have exacerbated Tory losses by demoralising, 

and thus diminishing, the party's constituency membership' (Kelly, 2002: 38). The new 

I The 1997 ballot on Hague's leadership and 'principles for change' saw a turnout of 45.1 percent, with 80.8 

percent backing him. 
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structure failed to attract new members or support. Hague hoped that by reforming the 

party he would demonstrate that it was inclusive, modem, and changing in response to new 

challenges. In the event, it did nothing to change the image of the Conservatives as old­

fashioned and out of touch; it was not his 'Clause Four moment'. This wider aspect of 

Hague's party management strategy was not a success. 

The most commented on aspect of Hague's organisational changes were the new rules for 

electing a leader, under which lain Duncan Smith was chosen. After the field of candidates 

had been reduced to two by the parliamentary party, an all-party ballot made the final 

choice. Duncan Smith won this convincingly, securing 60.7 percent of the vote to Ken 

Clarke's 39.3 percent (Heppell, 2008: 147). The margin of this victory over the pro­

European Clarke helped Duncan Smith to both harden party policy on Europe, and reduce 

its prominence, with little dissent. However, he was unable to use this mandate to secure 

his own legitimacy and authority with his parliamentary colleagues, although he appealed 

to this 'overwhelming' endorsement in his call for the party to 'unite or die', after the 

rebellion over gay adoption (Duncan Smith, 2002e). Unlike Hague, he did not seek to use 

party ballots to bolster his position. This was a tactical mistake, but lacking the confidence 

of his parliamentary colleagues and shadow cabinet his leadership was always doomed. 

Duncan Smith's leadership serves to illustrate the power imbalance between the 

parliamentary party and the membership, even after Hague's One Member, One Vote 

reforms. A leader may garner extra legitimacy from the membership, but this does not 

provide an independent source of authority enabling the leader to act without 

parliamentary support. 

Michael Howard originally signalled his intention offer the membership a formal ballot on 

his appointment as leader, even though no challengers came forward. In the end however, 

it was subject only to an 'informal consultation' (Tempest, 2003). He drew his authority 

from his support amongst MPs and his own performances and political stature. Having lost 

the 2005 election, he also attempted to change the party's rules to return the final say in 

future leadership elections to MPs. This proposal, although supported by a majority of 

Conservative MPs and party members, failed to gain the necessary two-thirds support in a 
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constitutional college, so the election went ahead under the system that had elected Duncan 

Smith (Heppell, 2008: 176-7). 

8.3.3 The electorate 

Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard all failed to devise a successful electoral strategy, as 

the general election results and poor opinion-poll ratings showed. Hague looked to exploit 

the European issue, calculating that on the question of closer integration the Conservatives 

were closer to public opinion than the government. His populist stance led the 

Conservatives to a dramatic win in the 1999 European Elections, a significant achievement 

just two years after the 1997 landslide. However, as Chapter 4 discussed, despite being 

achieved on a very low turnout, this was a key event convincing Hague of the electoral 

potential of a core vote strategy and his abandonment of efforts to develop a more 

inclusive appeal. 

To the surprIse of many observers, Duncan Smith showed an appreciation of the 

limitations of Hague's later strategy. In April 2002, Kenneth Clarke, who had branded his 

rival 'a hanger and a flogger' during the leadership election campaign, expressed his 

'surprise and delight' with the direction his vanquisher was leading the party, which he 

contrasted favourably with Hague's approach (Murphy, 2002). However, as noted above, 

Duncan Smith's limitations as a political performer hindered his ability to communicate 

his approach to the electorate. A good strategy is of little use without the necessary skills to 

implement it, and he could not survive to put it to test at a general election. 

Michael Howard's approach to the electorate was tactical rather than strategic. He lacked 

the time to develop a long-term strategic vision for conservatism of his own, but chose to 

move away from the agenda set by Duncan Smith. He perceived this to be failing as it had 

not been accompanied by improvements in the opinion polls, and doubted his own 

likelihood of making it work. Instead, he utilised the expertise of Australian election 

strategist Lynton Crosby to develop a tightly focused campaign aimed at neutralising 

Labour's strengths and exploiting the highly salient issue of immigration (Chapter 6). In 
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this respect Howard had some success: intensive targeting of certain seats reaped rewards, 

adding 33 MPs to the Conservative benches, despite little advance in terms of vote share. 

In one of the most dramatic gains, Justine Greening regained David Mellor's former seat of 

Putney for the Conservatives, with a swing of 6.5 percent. However, they were unable to 

repeat this performance on a wide scale, recording just a 3 percent swing nationally. 

largely due to a fall in the Labour vote (BBC News, 2005). 

Agency-focused analyses have strongly criticised Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard for 

failing to develop the Conservatives' electoral appeal, with Howard being especially 

blameworthy (Chapter 1: 4-5). Certainly, the caustic nature of the 2005 campaign cannot 

be denied, and was clearly ineffective in advancing the Conservatives' vote-share. 

However, the evidence from David Cameron's leadership is that this has not done lasting 

damage to the party. Cameron has been able to pursue a different course and change the 

image of the party. Notwithstanding his own role in devising the 2005 manifesto and 

campaign, he has successfully portrayed it as 'the past' in contrast to his seemingly new 

Conservative prospectus. Perversely, Howard's leadership may actually be advantageous 

to Cameron as it serves to highlight the dissimilarity with his own, accentuating his claim 

that under him the party is changing. 

For Quinn (2008), the key electoral problem facing the Conservatives since 1997 has been 

their party image. The fact that the party had an image problem was recognised early on. 

Hague's baseball cap, his visit to the Notting Hill Carnival, and his Fresh Future reforms 

were all aimed, in part, at changing the Conservatives image. Similarly, Duncan Smith's 

efforts to downplay the issues of tax, Europe and immigration were derived from his 

recognition that even if Conservative policies were in line with a significant swathe of 

public sentiment, highlighting them reinforced the negative image of the party as right­

wing, extreme, and out-of-touch. It is puzzling that the Conservatives did not stick more 

doggedly to a strategy aimed at shedding their 'nasty party' image. That they did not 

suggests an unwillingness to acknowledge the scale of the problem, and a lack of a clear 

idea of how it could be effectively addressed. Both William Hague and lain Duncan Smith 

struggled to present themselves as in touch with modern Britain. In this respect Michael 
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Howard's strategy was perhaps more realistic. He sought to portray the Conservatives to 

the electorate as united, disciplined, and competent, which reflected his own strengths. 

As noted above, between 1997 and 2005 Conservative leadership strategy was confused 

and inconsistent. In part this reflects the competing demands faced by party leaders, 

particularly the high priority that must be ascribed to party management. It also reflects 

uncertainty and disagreement about how best to communicate with the electorate, and what 

sort of messages potential Conservative voters would respond to. This was illustrated by 

the case studies of the party's approach to Europe, national identity and the English 

Question, and social and moral issues. On Europe, Hague allowed the Conservatives' own 

fixation with the issue to override the fact that other issues were accorded much higher 

priority by the electorate. The national identity question betrayed the party's doubts over 

whether to exploit or ignore an increasing sense of English identity. Debates such as the 

retention of Section 28 exposed disagreement between mods and rockers in the party. 

These differences were not merely strategic but ideological, as the next section explores. 

8.3.4 Ideology 

Ideology cuts across all aspects of the strategic context faced by political actors, and also 

influences their interpretation of it. Leaders must manage the ideological demands of their 

parliamentary colleagues and party members, and project a narrative of their political ideas 

that is electorally appealing. As Chapter 1 noted, Conservative Party historiography has 

traditionally emphasised its non-ideological, pragmatic approach to politics. This reflected 

the sympathetic disposition of many Conservative historians, and their view of 

conservatism as a practical creed. However, later work on Thatcherism highlighted its 

ideological nature, and the importance of ideas in achieving political hegemony. Since 

1997, academic analyses have tended to point to ideology as a factor inhibiting the 

leadership's room for manoeuvre, harming party image and inhibiting electoral recovery. 

Stephen Evans, for example, argues that even David Cameron has had his hands tied hands 

tied . by the hosti I ity of local Conservative associations and the prevai I ing balance of power 

within the parliamentary Conservative Party' (Evans, 2008: 313). 
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Resistance to change in the Conservative Party has undoubtedly been ideologically 

motivated. However, as Cameron has demonstrated, change is not impossible, if a clear 

lead is offered. Cameron has also been careful not to repudiate Thatcherism; rather he has 

tried to present himself as moving on from it in order to address contemporary concerns. In 

a sense he is presenting himself as emulating Thatcher's radicalism, just in different 

circumstances. Thatcher, he argued, offered 'an absolutely modernising futuristic message' 

and his objective is 'to do the same thing in very different circumstances, where a lot of the 

future changes are about dealing with social problems rather than economic problems, but 

also understanding a fantastically rapidly changing world' (Cameron, interview in Portillo, 

2008). 

Whilst Cameron has enjoyed much more favourable circumstances (in the face of three 

consecutive defeats, even the most ardent traditionalists are more inclined to concede the 

need for change) his record is an indictment of his predecessors. Under Hague, the 

Conservatives were not constrained to core vote themes and rhetoric simply by ideology, 

but by a lack of commitment to change by Hague and other members of the shadow 

cabinet, who failed to clearly articulate an alternative approach. Duncan Smith showed a 

greater degree of personal commitment to his own vision of how the Conservatives needed 

to change, but failed to communicate it effectively and persuade others of his case. Howard 

enjoyed a much more authority than his predecessors, making his failure in this respect 

greater. Rather than challenge the party to change its ideological parameters, he chose to 

work within them. 

Either by accident or design, the leadership of Hague, Duncan Smith and Howard oversaw 

significant ideological change in the Conservative Party. Most strikingly, as Chapter 5 

highlighted, European integration has ceased to be the source of a major ideological 

schism. As noted above, this was the result of relatively successful management of the 

issue by the leadership. It also reflected the fact that with the prominent exception of 

Kenneth Clarke, very few pro-Europeans remained on the Conservative benches after the 

1997 landslide. Even under David Cameron, who is deliberately amorphous about his 
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ideology on other issues, the Conservatives remain firmly Eurosceptic. The issue retains 

the capacity to cause difficulties, such as the recent dispute over whether Conservative 

MEPs should be in or out of the European People's Party (EPP), and will inevitably cause 

some friction if and when the Conservatives return to office. However, it no longer has the 

destructive virulence seen in the 1990s. The debate in the Conservative Party is now about 

degrees of Euroscepticism, not Europhiles versus Eurosceptics. In the long-term the party 

leadership may face backbench pressure to move towards a policy of withdrawal from the 

European Union, but for now that remains very much a minority position. 

The other highly significant and increasingly noted ideological change in this period has 

been the intensification of the debate between social liberals and social conservatives, 

along what Heppell labelled the 'social, sexual and moral policy divide' (2002: 312). This 

is not a new division amongst Conservatives: the party has always encompassed a variety 

of views on such matters. However, wider societal changes since 1997, driven in part by 

New Labour's progressive liberalism on social issues, served to accentuate the 

Conservatives' image as a divided, old-fashioned and out-of-touch party. As Chapter 7 

noted, these disagreements became linked the debate about electoral recovery, as leading 

modernisers argued that social liberalism was a prerequisite for any Conservative revival. 

These divisions increased under William Hague, characterised by his own mixed-messages 

on social and moral issues. They peaked under Duncan Smith, and eventually contributed 

to his downfall. His own social conservatism was a key factor in convincing modernisers 

that he was not, as he claimed, intent on changing the Conservative Party. However, 

Michael Howard and David Cameron have shown more effectively how these divisions 

can be diffused and contained through effective party management, particularly free votes 

on moral and sexual legislation. 

Cameron has also succeeded in maintaining his own liberal image whilst placing the 

family at the heart of his politics. Key to this has been his redefinition of family, most 

notably his willingness (unthinkable for a Conservative leader a decade earlier) to extend 

any tax benefits offered to married couples to gay couples in civil partnerships. However, 

this is likely to emerge as a political difficulty in the future. Any tax change generates 
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relative losers: those excluded from the benefit. If Cameron advances specific proposals to 

promote marriage through the tax system, he risks the accusation that he is discriminating 

not against gay couples but against single parents. It is thus a risky political calculation as 

to whether the electorate, after a decade of Labour's relative social liberalism, are ready for 

such a change. This is unlikely, however, to be the source of a intra-party dispute on 

anything like the scale caused by Europe in the 1990s. Whilst ideological divisions on 

social, sexual and moral issues have increased, the evidence is that these can be managed. 

Positioning on these issues, unlike for American Republicanism, is not a central defining 

feature of contemporary British conservatism. 

Linked to the question of tax cuts for married couples, another possible source of 

ideological friction in the Conservative Party under Cameron is the economic policy 

divide, over the wider question of the overall level of public spending. This has been a 

muted debate of late, and is unlikely to re-emerge in the short-term as the worsening 

economic situation means that any incoming Conservative government is unlikely to enjoy 

much scope to either increase expenditure or reduce taxation. However, since 1997 Labour 

have overseen a sustained increase in spending, bringing about a quiet revolution in public 

sector investment. The Conservatives' Economic Competitiveness Policy Group, chaired 

by John Redwood, argued that this has resulted in a 'lack of tax competiveness' and argued 

that cuts are essential to sustain economic growth (Redwood and Wolfson, 2007: 78). They 

suggested cuts in income tax, stamp duty, corporation tax, capital gains tax, and the 

abolition of inheritance tax. The Shadow Chancellor, however, fearful of the charge of 

cutting public services, made it clear that the Conservatives would not go into a general 

election offering upfront tax cuts unless they were paid for by increases elsewhere. In other 

words, the overall tax burden would remain the same (Montgomerie, 2007). Whilst this is 

unlikely to satisfy the party's right-wing, this debate does not rival that seen in the 1970s. 

The party leadership'S caution in offering tax cuts reflects pragmatic electoral calculation 

rather than fundamental ideological difference - neo-liberalism reigns supreme. 
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8.4 The Conservatives under Cameron 

In his analysis of the transformation of the Labour Party into New Labour, Adam Lent 

suggested that important early causes and aspects of that transformation are often 

overlooked. Typical analyses, he claimed, 'begin in the period after the 1987 election 

defeat, and less commonly after the 1985 conference' (Lent, 1997: 9). By contrast, Lent 

argued that the initial signs of transformation could be found much earlier, in the period 

immediately following the party's nadir at the 1983 general election. There is a risk that if 

and when the Conservatives return to power, analysts of their electoral recovery may make 

a similar error, dating the beginning of the process to Cameron's victory in the 2005 

leadership election, or perhaps to the return of party discipline under Howard. 

In fact, although the 1997-2005 period has been one characterised by strategic mistakes 

and electoral failure, it is vital to any understanding of the trajectory of the party under 

Cameron. One effect of this time in opposition was to make Cameron's leadership pitch of 

'change' more attractive in 2005. Thatcherism was made possible by the fact that Heath 

was seen to have failed. To the discomfort of traditionalists, electoral failure in 1997 and 

2001 once again made the party open to a more radical agenda. The seeds of this message 

can be seen further back however, in the debates the party has been having since 1997. A 

modernisation strategy based on acceptance of difference, social liberalism and tolerance 

owes something to Hague's early efforts to forge an inclusive approach, as well as to 

Duncan Smith's efforts to downplay traditional Conservative strengths in favour of social 

justice and public services. The genesis of Cameron's family politics and call to fix 

Britain's 'broken society' can be found in this agenda. The need for the parliamentary 

party to be more representative of modern society was highlighted by Hague in 1997. 

The Conservatives have faced a rapidly transforming political, social and economIC 

context since 1997, so it is perhaps unsurprising that they have struggled to keep up. The 

party Cameron inherited had shifted significantly from that bequeathed by Major to Hague. 

Since then, the party has accepted the minimum wage; tax credits; independence for the 

Bank of England; greatly increased public spending levels: constitutional reform. including 
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devolution to Scotland and Wales and House of Lords reform; the abolition of Section 28; 

and civil partnerships and adoption rights for gay couples. The expansion of the European 

Union has led to higher immigration from the new member states, whilst New Labour's 

embrace of globalisation changed the terms of the economic debate. Cameron has thus 

been able to argue (correctly) that the party faces a different set of challenges compared to 

twenty years ago, and thus requires a different set of solutions. 

One of the most distinctive aspects of Cameron's conservatism IS its focus on the 

environment. This has been at the forefront of his efforts to detoxify the party's brand 

image, and portray Conservatives as compassionate and caring. In this respect, Cameron's 

success has been remarkable compared to his predecessors. He has presented the 

Conservatives, for years defined by their approach to the economy and taxation, as being 

concerned with social as well as economic well-being. As Reeves has noted, Cameron's 

mantra that 'there is such a thing as society, it is just not the same thing as the state' is a 

'deliberate wedge between himself and Thatcher' (Reeves, 2008: 64). Focusing on 

environmental issues, particularly climate change, is an effective way for Cameron to show 

his concern for the good of society as a whole, countering the supposition that 

Conservatives are preoccupied with individualistic self-interest. 

Cameron has already achieved the most important part of his strategy for Conservative 

electoral revival. Indeed, this was largely complete by the time of Gordon Brown's arrival 

in Downing Street. He has persuaded the electorate that he (if not his party) is a credible, 

viable alternative, and worth listening too. By July 2008, 50 percent of people polled 

regarded Cameron as 'a good leader' of the Conservative Party, and 37 percent named him 

as their preferred Prime Minister (over 18 percent for Brown and 7 percent for Nick 

Clegg). Cameron was regarded as 'caring' by 52 percent, 'effective' by 44 percent, 

'competent' by 51 percent, and 'likeable' by 57 percent (YouGov, 2008: 3). In part, these 

figures reflect Cameron's charisma and skills as a politician: on the performative 

dimension he outranks his three immediate predecessors. But it also reflects the success of 

a comprehensive and sustained rebranding strategy since Cameron became leader. This has 

distanced Cameron from Thatcher, emphasised issues not traditionally associated with the 
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Conservatives, and sought to present the party as contrite about past mistakes. As Reeves 

notes: 

This first stage of the Cameron project has been like a sorbet between courses, intended to 
cleanse the electorate's palate oflate Thatcherism. Now that the bitter taste is gone, tougher 
policies on welfare, immigration and public services can be pursued without being 
dismissed as typical products from the 'nasty party' (2008: 64). 

Once achieved, the Conservatives are able to move back onto their traditional issue 

strengths without appearing extreme, old-fashioned, or out-of-touch; and are better placed 

to take advantage of events such as government failure. Cameron has effectively earned 

the right, which eluded his predecessors, to be listened to by the electorate. Hague, Duncan 

Smith and Howard never broke through this carapace, so were poorly positioned to 

capitalise on Labour's unpopularity. This was most visibly demonstrated at the 2005 

general election, when Labour's share of the vote fell substantially whilst the 

Conservatives' remained almost static. 

It would be wrong, however, to regard Cameron as un-Conservative. On the economy he is 

essentially neo-liberal, and on Europe as sceptical as Thatcher before she left office. As 

Finlayson has noted, he 'combines his acceptance of contemporary standards in personal 

morality, and his embrace of do-gooder liberalism, with familiar Conservative 

commitments: to the family, to social entrepreneurs rather than the state, to individual 

freedom, aspiration and national pride' (2008: 4). What Cameron adds to Thatcherism 

(whether genuine or contrived) is a focus on society and social problems. His difficulty is 

in providing convincing answers that do not involve centralised direction and state 

intervention, which has been at the core of his critique of the New Labour decade. 

8.5 Conclusion 

This thesis opened with a simply stated question. Why has it taken the Conservative Party 

so long to get back into a position to challenge for power? It has sought to shed light on 

this through an examination of the party in opposition over two full parliaments, between 

1997 and 2005. The strategic-relational analytical approach directed our attention to the 
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contextualised nature of leadership strategy. This has exposed the complex and contingent 

nature of political events, and the difficulties inherent in devising effective political 

strategies. Explanations which ascribe culpability solely to party leaders are inadequate. 

The equation of electoral failure with leadership failure only paints a partial picture, as 

leaders orientate strategy towards various (and sometimes competing) aspects of the 

multilayered context they face. 

Nonetheless, it is undoubtedly the case that between 1997 and 2005 the Conservatives 

have been characterised by uncertainty of strategic direction, and this can be seen as a 

failure of leadership. This stems, however, not merely from the inadequacies of key 

personnel, but from a wider ideological malaise in Conservative politics after Thatcher. 

The party has struggled to redefine its purpose and message: it has lacked a clear 

understanding and narrative of what post-Thatcherite conservatism is for. This lack of a 

shared vision led to disagreement over the causes of defeat and the appropriate response. In 

part, this reflects the success of New Labour under Tony Blair. By monopolising the 

political centre-ground Blair neutralised weaknesses on issues such as taxation and crime 

that had previously been susceptible to Conservative attack, whilst at the same time 

denying them issue space on the key battleground of the public services. It also reflects the 

party's own unwillingness and inability to challenge the parameters of Conservative 

politics set by Thatcherite statecraft. 

The 1997-2005 period was not one of absolute leadership failure. William Hague 

succeeded in holding the party together as a single entity, a status which was far from 

guaranteed. We shall never know whether, as many Conservative MPs believe, the party 

would have split under the leadership of the Europhile Kenneth Clarke. But by choosing 

instead the candidate closest to the party's centre they may have avoided this fate. lain 

Duncan Smith began the policy renewal and process in earnest, and began to forge a new 

statement of conservatism. Michael Howard restored party discipline and some sense of 

unity and professionalism. These were all essential prerequisites for an electoral revival, 

but it is remarkable that it took three different leaders and eight years to achieve such 

relatively modest steps. 
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Since Thatcher, the Conservatives have taken the long road to renewal. Whether Cameron 

can rebuild Conservative hegemony on anything like the scale of Thatcherism is yet to be 

seen. The challenge for the left will be to find new and appealing means to counter a 

Conservative politics finally stepping out of Thatcher's shadow. Cameron's greatest 

challenge, as Macmillan observed, will be events. 
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Appendix: Interviewee Biographies 

The Rt Hon Michael Ancram QC MP 

Michael Ancram joined the Shadow Cabinet after the 1997 election, serving as 
Constitutional Affairs spokesman. In June 1998 he became Deputy Party Chairman and in 
October 1998 became Chairman of the Conservative Party, a position he held until shortly 
after the 2001 general election. He was a candidate in the ensuing leadership election, and 
was eliminated along with David Davis after the re-run of the first round of voting (having 
initially tied with Davis for fourth place). The eventual winner, lain Duncan Smith, 
appointed him as his deputy and Shadow Secretary of State for Foreign and 
Commonwealth Affairs, a position he held until 2005. He retired from the frontbench 
following the election of David Cameron as party leader. 

John Bercow MP 

John Bercow was elected to Parliament in 1997, and joined the frontbench in June 1999. 
He became a member of the Shadow Cabinet under lain Duncan Smith in September 2001, 
resigning in November 2002 over the issue of gay adoption. He returned to the Shadow 
Cabinet under Michael Howard, serving as Shadow Secretary of State for International 
Development between November 2003 and September 2004. 

Douglas Carswell MP 

Douglas Carswell was elected MP for Harwich in May 2005. He is a leading moderniser 
and co-author of the influential Direct Democracy: An Agenda for a New Model Party 
pamphlet published in the same year. He is a vocal Eurosceptic, and has publicly called for 
Britain to withdraw from the European Union. 

The Rt Hon lain Duncan Smith MP 

lain Duncan Smith became the Conservative MP for Chingford and Woodford Green at the 
1992 election, following the retirement from the House of Commons of Norman Tebbit. A 
committed Eurosceptic, he achieved some prominence as one of the Maastricht rebels in 
the 1992-1997 parliament. After the election of William Hague as party leader in June 
1997 he was appointed to the Shadow Cabinet as Shadow Secretary of State for Social 
Security, and became Shadow Defence Secretary in the June 1999 reshuffle. He became 
party leader on 12 September 2001, having convincingly defeated Ken Clarke in a ballot of 
Conservative Party members. He lost a vote of confidence in his leadership on 29 October 
2003 and was replaced by Michael Howard eight days later. In December 2005, David 
Cameron appointed Duncan Smith as Chair of the Social Justice policy review group. 
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Damian Green MP 

Damian Green became the Conservative MP for Ashford in 1997. In 2001 he joined the 
Shadow Cabinet, serving as spokesman for Education and Skills (2001-3), and Transport 
(200~-4). After the May 2005 election he managed David Davis's leadership campaign, 
and 10 December 2005 was appointed Shadow Minister for Immigration. He professes to 
be a 'One Nation' Tory and is a Vice-President of the moderate Tory Reform Group. 

The Rt Hon Michael Howard QC MP 

Michael Howard was a senior member of John Major's government, serving as Secretary 
of State for Employment (1990-2), the Environment (1992-3), and as Home Secretary 
(1993-7). Following the 1997 election he became Shadow Foreign Secretary, a position he 
held until his retirement from the frontbench in 1999. Under lain Duncan Smith he 
returned to the frontbench as Shadow Chancellor, a position he held until his 'coronation' 
as party leader in November 2003. He announced his decision to stand down as leader the 
day after the 2005 general election, but stayed on until the election of David Cameron in 
December. 

The Rt Hon Peter Lilley MP 

Peter Lilley was Secretary of State for Social Security between 1992 and 1997. After the 
election he stood for the leadership of the Conservative Party, but withdrew from the race 
after the first round of voting. In William Hague's first Shadow Cabinet he became deputy 
leader and Shadow Chancellor. Francis Maude became Shadow Chancellor in June 1998, 
but Lilley was retained as deputy leader and remained responsible for policy renewal. In 
the June 1999 reshuffle he was sacked from the Shadow Cabinet. 

The Rt Hon Theresa May MP 

Theresa May was elected as Conservative MP for Maidenhead. She became Shadow 
Secretary of State for Education and Employment in June 1999, a position she held until 
the election of lain Duncan Smith. Since then she has held various Shadow Cabinet posts, 
but it was during her tenure as Party Chairman (2002-3) that she attracted a degree of 
controversy, for her conference speech that commented that the Conservatives had come to 
be seen as the 'nasty party'. 

The Rt Hon Lord Parkinson 

Lord Parkinson became William Hague's first Party Chairman in 1997, a position he had 
last held under Margaret Thatcher between September 1981 and October 1983. Under 
Hague he held this position for a year and helped to initiate internal party reforms. 
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John Penrose MP 

John Penrose was elected Conservative MP for Weston-super-Mare at the 2005 election. 
Since then he has been Parliamentary Private Secretary to Oliver Letwin, who became 
head of the Conservative Research Department and head of the Party's Policy Review 
upon the election of David Cameron in December 2005. 

The Rt Hon Michael Portillo 

Michael Portillo was widely tipped to succeed John Major as leader of the Conservative 
Party, but any such ambitions were thwarted by the electorate at the 1997 general election. 
He re-entered Parliament in 1999 at the Kensington and Chelsea by-election, and was 
Shadow Chancellor between February 2000 and September 2001. After his unsuccessful 
bid for the leadership in 2001, he returned to the backbenches, and retired from the House 
of Commons in 2005. 

The Rt Hon Sir Malcolm Rifkind QC MP 

Malcolm Rifkind joined the Cabinet as Secretary of State for Scotland in 1986, a post he 
retained until Margaret Thatcher's departure from Downing Street. He was a senior 
member of John Major's government, serving as Secretary of State for Transport (1990-
92), Secretary of State for Defence (1992-95), and as Foreign Secretary (1995-97). He lost 
his seat at the 1997 election, returning to the Commons as MP for Kensington and Chelsea 
in 2005. He briefly served as Shadow Secretary of State for Work and Pensions and stood 
in the 2005 leadership election, after which he returned to the backbenches. He has been a 
prominent exponent of the need to address the West Lothian Question and has given 
evidence to Ken Clarke's Democracy Taskforce on the issue. 

Gary Streeter MP 

Gary Streeter entered Parliament in 1992 and served as a Junior Minister in the Major 
government. He was a member of the Shadow Cabinet under William Hague, serving as 
Shadow Secretary of State for International Development (June 1998 - September 2001). 
He was co-director (with Oliver Letwin and David Lidington) of the internal 'Renewing 
One Nation' social policy group. In 2002 he edited There is such a thing as society, a 
collection of essays by Conservative MPs, strategists and activists. 
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The Rt Hon Lord Tebbit 

Norman Tebbit retired from frontline politics after the 1987 general election, and entered 
the House of Lords in 1992. He was a prominent critic of John Major's government and 
has continued to voice his opinions on the future direction of Conservative politics whilst 
in opposition. 

The Rt Hon Anne Widdecombe MP 

Anne Widdecombe entered Parliament in 1987 and served as a Minister in John Major's 
government. After the 1997 election she served as Shadow Health Secretary and later as 
Shadow Home Secretary under William Hague. Her vigorously expressed traditionalist 
views ensured that she was widely identified as the Shadow Cabinet's leading 'rocker' 
during this period. She retired from the frontbench in 2001. 
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