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‘What follows in this [book] might appear to some to be a somewhat harsh critique. On the other hand, in the tradition of honouring one’s adversaries, it could be read as an acknowledgement of the vision, flexibility, sophistication, and unwavering determination of those who have dedicated their lives to keeping the world safe for capitalism.’


Arundhati Roy, 2014













INTRODUCTION


On 13 December 2019, Britain’s newly elected prime minister Boris Johnson welcomed ‘a new dawn’. The Conservative Party had secured its largest parliamentary majority since 1987. Almost fifty new seats had swung the Conservatives’ way, including many in the so-called ‘red wall’: working-class constituencies in North and Middle England traditionally considered Labour strongholds. Johnson and his fellow Tories were jubilant. ‘Rejoice!’ the front page of the Daily Mail sang.


Johnson simply did what most Conservative leaders do: win elections. Across its long, winding 200-year-odd history, nineteen different leaders have contested elections, and only four have failed to win at least one, with the party holding power for roughly two-thirds of the time – a record of victory that has earned the Conservatives the moniker of ‘the most successful political party in the world’.1 By many accounts, the Conservatives are also the oldest party in the world, with their roots stretching back beyond the 1830s, when the term Conservative became common, and lying in the emergence of the Tories as a political faction in the seventeenth century.


The party’s main opposition, meanwhile, spends most of its time as just that: the opposition. Since the official formation of the Labour Party in 1906 – a source of existential anxiety for Conservatives at the time – only four of Labour’s nineteen leaders have ever won an election, and only three with an outright majority. In the last seventy years, that number falls to two; in the last forty years, to one: Tony Blair, Labour’s most successful leader and its most conservative. ‘The best centre-right option there is’, as the Economist quipped in 2005, as Blair accomplished his third straight win. Take away Blair’s victories, and Labour has only been in power for eighteen of the last 100 years. The Tories, either alone or in coalition, have ruled for the rest.


Such single-party dominance might well alarm the citizenry of a proud, liberal democracy – especially one where well-funded public services and wealth redistribution, not Conservative strong points, consistently poll as very popular policies, and where the National Health Service is close to a national religion.2 At the very least, one might expect that the Conservatives’ ascendancy is the subject of endless debate and dissection: how has the Conservative Party wielded so much power, for so long, not only today but throughout history? What does this say about the party, and what does this say about us?


But the success of the Conservatives is remarkable not only for its longevity but also for the strange incuriousness that accompanies it. Each Conservative win is typically explained away either by the contingencies of time and place – a strong or weak economy, a particularly canny Conservative leader or campaign, a weak Labour candidate – or by supposedly ‘innate’ Conservative Party qualities like ‘competence’, ‘stability’, ‘pragmatism’ or ‘unity’. It is often said that the Tories simply know how to win elections. The long arc of Tory rule is lost from view. Any sense of democratic disquiet is dispelled.


Across the Conservatives’ history, the word ‘stability’ recurs again and again: it is the Conservatives’ abiding promise, that they will keep things recognisably the same, that tomorrow will look like today. They are the safe pair of hands, the purveyors of continuity, competence and sound finances, ensuring the smooth functioning of the state. ‘I vote – if I have to vote – for the party which is likely to do least harm,’ Conservative philosopher Michael Oakeshott once said. ‘To that extent I am a Tory.’ The Conservative Party’s founding intent, laid down in Robert Peel’s Tamworth Manifesto in 1834, was to stop Britain from becoming a ‘perpetual vortex of agitation’. Around the same time, the leading Whig politician Thomas Macaulay described Conservatives as ‘the ballast, without which there would be no safety in a tempest’.3


But in recent years the Conservatives have seemed more like the tempest itself, unmooring Britain from its foundations and trapping it in a ruinous cycle of economic dysfunction. Through austerity, Brexit, a devastatingly mishandled pandemic and five different leaders in seven years, the news has been unceasingly frenetic, often surreal, and the Conservatives have become the lords of our disorder, stoking divisions, attacking venerable institutions, flirting with the far right, overthrowing leaders overnight and pursuing their causes with no heed to national stability. The Conservatives’ standing as the party that does the least harm no longer seems persuasive. Even their historic claim to patriotism and national greatness – so central to the Conservative brand – is in question: as the Conservative circus swirls, with an endless rotation of policy, personnel and gloomy economic forecasts, more and more Conservatives worry that their dear old party has turned their dear old country into a laughing stock. Many ask: what happened to the Conservative Party?


Most press coverage of the Conservatives’ seeming descent into the rabbit hole focuses on the party’s leaders. This framing comforts the Conservative Party in several ways. First, by painting each new leader as an aberration, the party rehabilitates the reputations of their predecessor. As Liz Truss’s prime ministership unravelled, for example, Cameron, May and Johnson emerged as model politicians by comparison: beacons of competence and stability rather than co-conspirators in the unfolding catastrophe. Only in this way could Johnson have the licence even to propose replacing his replacement as Conservative prime minister, little more than a month after leaving office. Even when Rishi Sunak’s appointment became obvious, the Daily Telegraph journalist Tim Stanley commented that ‘many people will slowly come to see that Liz was one of our more human and likeable PMs’.4 Second, by presenting each outgoing leader as an aberration, Conservatives avoid confronting the darker truth: that these leaders are not aberrations at all, but authentic expressions of the Conservative tradition. That tradition, as this book will show, has always been more radical, self-serving and disruptive than its mild-mannered, small-c ‘conservative’ reputation suggests.


The focus on this or that leader also distracts from the party’s most destructive – and collective – legacy. The Conservatives’ programme of austerity, launched by Cameron and perpetuated by every Conservative prime minister since, has starved and overstretched public services, created one of the stingiest and most punishing welfare states in the developed world and contributed to the longest period of wage stagnation – for many, wage regression – since the Napoleonic Wars.5 Life expectancy is down, child poverty has soared and there are few signs of a reprieve on the horizon. Life under the Tories has become nastier, poorer, more brutish and shorter.6 The fact that the Conservatives show little sign of changing course, and still attract support, allies and donations, tells us more about the nature of the Conservative Party than the character of any one leader.


Tory Nation takes a long and broad view of the Conservatives’ history and record of victory, treating Conservatism as both a political and cultural force. While it is often said that political parties gain from having clear, consistent messaging and reliable reputations, the Conservatives have always thrived as much through their contradictions as their consistencies: they are the party of the people and of big business; populism and the establishment; anti-intellectualism and elite education; Little England and Global Britain; nationalism and globalisation; tradition and progress; Victorian values and greed. But over and above these tensions, one element of Conservatism usually remains constant: the Conservatives keep on winning. How?





The strange dissonance between the Conservative Party’s ability to win elections and its destructive record in government stands as one of the defining riddles of British politics. Trying to solve this puzzle, or at least map its contours, is the purpose of this book. It’s a puzzle with many pieces, relating not only to parliamentary politics or the personalities of particular leaders, what they stand for and who they represent (the twin focuses of most books on the Conservative Party), but also the nature of Britain’s culture, history and democratic evolution, the role of the press in bolstering the Conservative cause, and Labour’s seeming helplessness amid it all. The point isn’t that Labour never win, but that, for various reasons, it is harder for Labour to win than for the Conservatives – that the bar for an ‘electable’ Labour leader is higher than for a Conservative one – and that, on the rare occasions when Labour succeeds, they usually govern on the Tories’ terms.


The Conservatives’ ability to hold on to power and bounce back from seemingly terminal defeats may well be its defining trait. The party has a knack for flourishing in conditions that should be threatening. Over two centuries, the Conservatives have become a formidable, shape-shifting, election-winning machine. In pursuit of victory, Conservatives have feared democracy and overseen the expansion of the suffrage; embraced the free market and sanctioned public ownership of national industries; championed liberty and suppressed civil liberties; taken Britain into the European Union and feverishly sought its exit; enforced homophobia and introduced gay marriage; stoked xenophobic prejudices and appointed one of the West’s most ethnically diverse governments. The Conservatives have assembled an unlikely cast of leaders along the way: Benjamin Disraeli, the middle-class son of a Jewish literary figure, in the mid-nineteenth century; Arthur Balfour, the departing prime minister’s nephew, at the start of the twentieth; the 14th Earl of Home, an antique member of the aristocracy, in the 1960s; Margaret Thatcher, a shopkeeper’s daughter, in the late ’70s; John Major, the working-class son of a circus performer, in the ’90s; Cameron and Johnson, two Old Etonians with ancestral links to the royal family, in the twenty-first century; and most recently Rishi Sunak, Britain’s first non-white prime minister.


Perhaps the Conservatives’ greatest historical achievement has been securing consistent support from the working class. While the Conservatives’ roots are deeply entwined with the nation’s ruling class, the party’s well-earned reputation as toffs has always belied a surprisingly broad appeal. Conservatives have worked hard to identify their interests with the values and aspirations of the nation at large, wrapping up privilege in an aura of deference, tradition and patriotism. As early as 1867, a leading Conservative strategist and politician, John Gorst, was exploring how to ‘make Conservative principles effective among the masses’.7 The success of this strategy has ensured that at least a third of working-class voters regularly support the Tories, and in the two elections after Brexit it has been closer to half.


The Conservatives’ popular identity rests on three distinct, yet mutually reinforcing, pitches to voters: the party of patriotism (standing for national greatness and stability), the party of prosperity (for competence, liberty and economic progress), and the Nasty Party (promising protection from ‘alien’ threats, whether immigration, minorities or the left). Together, these three pitches allow Conservatives to mask their ruling-class roots and appeal to ordinary voters on multiple levels: economic and emotional, rational and moral, individual and collective, speaking to their fears, fantasies and conceptions of fairness. Conservatives might not deliver on their promises, but what matters is the extent to which they are associated with them. Overall, these pitches combine into a single battle cry that echoes throughout the party’s history: vote Conservative for a stronger economy and a prouder, more stable society; put opposition parties in power at your peril.


In no other Western democracy does a party claim such a singular, long-lasting legitimacy over the country’s character, customs and history, while casting opponents as outlandish intrusions. Tories and their friends have questioned Labour’s right to rule from the moment it emerged as a credible political force. ‘To read the capitalist press, whether Tory or Liberal,’ Beatrice Webb complained in 1923, ‘the Labour Party barely exists: it is a mere group of disorderly extremists without brains or money.’8 The Conservatives, inspired by the press, simply called them ‘the Socialists’. Even Sir Keir Starmer, who does his best to placate Tory Britain, is cast simultaneously as a weak leader and a terrifying radical, ready to sabotage the nation. During her successful (of sorts) leadership campaign, Liz Truss attacked Starmer as a ‘plastic patriot’. Only a Tory, it seems, can be a real one.


The Conservatives’ hold over Britain’s history and identity is unsettling, and is reinforced by the party’s disproportionate time in power. If the Tories govern for at least two-thirds of the time, after all, then in a sense two-thirds of British history is Tory history. ‘Conservatives are deeply aware of the extent to which their history is also the history of their country,’ Conservative leader Michael Howard explained in 2004. Through this act of conflation, Britain’s historical grandeur becomes the Conservatives’ grandeur: it was the Conservatives, as much as Britain, that conquered a quarter of the world, oversaw the first Industrial Revolution, won two world wars, spread the English language across the globe, and so on.


This sweeping embrace of British history and identity also veils fundamental tensions within the very idea of Great Britain, which is often referred to interchangeably as a country, a nation, a collection of four countries or nations, an island and an archipelago. Under the banner of the Union and ‘One Nation’ rhetoric, the Conservatives claim to stand for all of its separate components: England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. But insofar as Britain can be called a Tory Nation, it is usually thanks to votes in England, especially in the South. This is where the party’s truest loyalties lie. In 1910, at the same time as the Conservatives billed themselves as the ‘Unionist’ Party, over three-quarters of their seats were south of Manchester.9 But the fact that Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland remain under Conservative rule even in the absence of Conservative support is itself championed as an expression of Conservative success, with the Union celebrated as proof of Britain’s ‘greatness’ and standing as an essential pillar of the Tory Nation.


The Conservatives’ claim over Britain goes ever further than this. Beyond fronting their own purported achievements while in power, they seek to absorb the achievements of their political opponents as well – even, or especially, where these were achieved against the Tories’ opposition. The abolition of slavery, the enfranchisement of women and the working class, the dissolution of Empire, the welcoming of refugees from war zones (such as the Kindertransport during the Second World War) and the creation of the NHS – all these important chapters in the nation’s past often happened in the face of fervent opposition from Tories somewhere along the way, but they are now celebrated by the Tories as proof of Britain’s – and their – magnanimity and good sense.


This carnivorous approach to British history – whereby the Conservatives gobble up anything, past or present, that might popularise their cause while casting aside everything else as either false or foreign – is central to what this book calls the ‘Tory Nation’. The Tory Nation isn’t the same as ‘the establishment’, although many poles of institutional power in Britain – the bulk of Westminster, Fleet Street, the City, the monarchy, the military, etc. – are essential to its upkeep, assuring a degree of Conservative rule even when the party is out of power. The Tory Nation is much bigger than that: it’s a vision of Britain, a culture, character and history – an entire nation – shaped and defined along Conservative lines, deeming who is ‘electable’ and what type of politics is ‘possible’. In this telling, part fact and part fairy tale, Britain is marked out across the world by an essential and exceptional stability, a unique absence of historical upheaval, an unrivalled continuity of its institutions, an unusually wise and open-minded ruling class, and a sage and stoic people who instinctively prefer tradition and common sense to the abstract promises of the left.


Even as it shows signs of unravelling, many feel affection for this vision of Britain. Few other places in the world offer their citizens such a reassuringly timeless identity, the chance to cast oneself back to the dawn of time, confident that, as Vera Lynn once sang, ‘There’ll always be an England’. In the twenty-first century, our political life is still shaped by institutions with roots going back half a millennium or more. The House of Lords stretches back, in principle, over 700 years, and by some accounts even further. Eton, the elite boarding school that has taught a third of Britain’s prime ministers, was founded in 1440; the University of Oxford, which housed half of them, dates its origins to 1096. The royal family claims a ‘thousand-year history’. For citizen and tourist alike, it is hard not to feel charmingly small next to the stunning agedness and anachronism of it all.


This reverence for the past and tradition is also woven into our culture. In film and literature, most of the nation’s favourite characters and storylines contain at least a seed of the Tory Nation: whether it’s the Old Etonian James Bond, who breaks the rules with a gentleman’s charm; the humble wizardry of Harry Potter, who risks it all to save his enchantingly regimented boarding school from evil outside forces; or the magic of Mary Poppins, the English nanny who only wants to keep the house in order. Original screenplays set in the present day are hard to come by. On the whole, major releases range from blue-blooded dramas – The Queen, The King’s Speech, two Downton Abbey movies, and, more playfully, The Favourite – to wartime epics: Darkest Hour, Dunkirk and 1917, stories that stage historic battles from which Britain emerges not so much victorious as eternally undefeated.


The popularity and mass proliferation of the Tory vision of Britain captures what the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci famously called ‘hegemony’: when a set of ideas and values become so dominant that they appear neutral and natural, removed from the political purposes they serve and to be accepted without question. Hegemony means, etymologically, ‘dominance over’, but the triumph of one worldview over another shouldn’t be understood as a sinister plot or propaganda imposed from above. Gramsci firmly believed – and inspired a generation of thinkers to believe – that people are active participants in their culture, a culture that in turn shapes them. Politics is lived from below rather than enforced from above – a lot of the time, channelled through culture and everyday life, politics isn’t even experienced as politics at all.


Gramsci saw political parties as the essential player in modern politics: they have the potential to bridge the gap between the state and its citizens, traversing ‘politics’ and ‘culture’, framing and uniting a constellation of interests through a ‘conception of the world’. Gramsci once wondered what it would take to write the history of a political party. It would need to be more than just an account of its origins, he thought, or of its support base or leading characters. Even if every political party is initially created to serve the interests of a single class or set of people, Gramsci reasoned, in practice no such group exists in isolation: ‘it has friends, allies, opponents and enemies’. Only by taking this ‘complex picture’ into consideration could the true story of a party ever be told. ‘Hence it may be said,’ Gramsci concluded, ‘that to write the general history of a party means nothing less than to write the general history of a country.’10


This book follows on from Gramsci’s lead. It is much more than just a tale of the Conservative Party, or of its friends, allies, opponents and enemies; it is a history of Britain, a history of how the Tories’ efforts to rule over it have shaped the nation’s evolution and identity, creating the conditions of the current moment. If we see cracks in the Tory Nation today, as Britain’s essential and exceptional stability morphs into something else, it should remind us that the Tory Nation’s vision of Britain has only ever been partially true: rival pasts, identities and narratives have always existed. The eruptions of recent times – the calculated cruelty of austerity, the cavalier misrule of Brexit, the brazenness of Johnson’s lies and his fatal bungling of the pandemic, the delusions of Liz Truss’s free-market fantasies, the cynicism of confected culture wars – have deep roots in both British and Conservative history.


The Tory Nation ultimately rests less on invention as on selective emphasis and erasure. Any account of the prudent moderation of Britain’s past rulers, for example – rulers who, we’re told, would never succumb to the vanity and carelessness of the current Conservative crop – conveniently ignores the realities of Empire and its dissolution: those who lived under the British Empire record the callous self-entitlement of its rulers only too well. Any tale of Britain’s uniquely stable modern history, untroubled by revolution or civil war, similarly becomes less enchanting when we lift our gaze beyond England’s borders. After the Second World War, for instance, no other advanced democracy subjected part of its territory to a quasi-military occupation that lasted thirty-seven years, as happened in Northern Ireland. Ireland has always been a place where the contradictions of the Tory Nation – between Britain’s gentle, private people and its world-conquering imperialism – meet on the map. Perhaps it is inevitable that these contradictions are coming home: as Britain declines on the world stage, they have nowhere else to go.


The Tory Nation’s blind spots are actively maintained, buried into British history to escape attention. Britain’s dream-sleep as the polite and plucky underdog – always punching above its weight and never punching too hard – continues unbroken. But these rival pasts never disappear, and their legacies live on. As Britain plunges into a new age of uncertainty and economic hardship, while Conservatives declare the nation’s ‘independence’ against a European ‘Empire’, this is all too clear. Rather than see the party’s reckless turn as unprecedented, we could also see it as a reunion of sorts: the return of the repressed.





At the time of writing, some commentators are penning obituaries to the Conservative Party. These are born of the same short-sightedness that enables the Conservatives’ enduring rule: an obsession with the last ten minutes of British politics, a reluctance to think about Conservative power beyond the Houses of Parliament.


Besides, especially during the 2019 election, the Conservative Party has reminded us of at least one secret behind its historic success: its ability to disassociate itself from the consequences of its own actions. Having overseen a decade of domestic turmoil and a stark coarsening of living conditions, the Conservative Party then presented itself as the panacea for the problems that it had created. Johnson promised to ‘Get Brexit Done’, as per his election slogan, ending a four-year battle over European Union membership initiated by his party, and to reinvest in public services after ten years of Tory-imposed austerity. ‘Our country has now embarked on a wonderful adventure,’ Johnson declared upon victory. Three years later, the Daily Mail was celebrating another ‘new dawn’: Rishi Sunak was prime minister, now promising a return to austerity. ‘Together we can achieve incredible things,’ Sunak declared.


Rarely has a political party wielded so much power, for so long, with so little accountability. If elections in Britain tend to take one of two forms, ‘kick them out’ or ‘let’s keep going’, the Conservative Party’s perennial trick is to appear as the answer to both, as it suits: the brave challengers of the status quo and its defenders, always rescuing the nation from a Labour threat that never quite materialises.


This power of disassociation is at the heart of the Conservative Party’s unrivalled record of victory. Britain’s departure from the EU – finally ‘done’ on 1 January 2021 – proved a huge asset. Its ‘Year Zero’ effect, as Liz Truss once put it, allowed the party to pretend it had taken on a new incarnation, untarnished by the past; that it was a different beast from the party that has been in power for the best part of the last 200 years; a ‘new dawn’ is always rising. But this power of disassociation cannot be accomplished alone: it requires a compliant media, a believing public and an electoral opponent that cannot help but play along. The story of Conservative success is, to a remarkable extent, the story of Britain itself: a nation where, in Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s famous refrain, everything changes, so long as everything stays the same.










1 TORY HISTORY: SURVIVAL INSTINCTS





‘There is one thing you can be sure of with the Conservative Party, before anything else – they have a grand sense of where the votes are.’


Enoch Powell, interviewed by Robert McKenzie, 1981


‘The Bottom Line is Winning Elections.’


The title of a seminar offered by Conservative Central Office, 1994


‘There are some things one can only achieve by a deliberate leap in the opposite direction.’


Franz Kafka, in conversation with Gustav Janouch, 1920





In 2005, the mood among Conservatives was bleak. Labour had just won a third election on the trot, and the Tories – readying themselves for their third leader in four years – were in a rut. In The Strange Death of Tory England, published that year, the Tory journalist Geoffrey Wheatcroft mourned the passing of not just a party, but a nation. As Blair’s ‘modernising’ mission swept the Tories aside, hereditary peers in the House of Lords were booted out en masse, national sovereignty was scorned in favour of European Union integration and ‘conservatism’ became a dirty word. ‘New Labour’ seemed to mark the end of ‘Old England’, and – not for the first time – its oldest surviving party appeared to be on the brink of extinction. ‘Who needs the Tories?’ Blair asked, mischievously, as he dominated the political landscape.


Conservatives were unused to such a long spell in opposition, but in a sense they were simply the victims of their own success. Blair’s winning platform, after all, accepted many treasured Conservative aims and principles: celebrating the free market, privatising public services, clamping down on petty crime, schmoozing the press, stigmatising welfare, and so on. Writing in the Spectator in 2004, former Conservative MP Matthew Parris had told his fellow Tories to see these trends for what they were: victory. ‘Anyone would think that the Right was not winning,’ he wrote. ‘But we are… We have won the argument. Britain is an incomparably more right-wing country now than when I was at university in the early 1970s.’1 Wheatcroft was unconvinced: on the economy, maybe Parris was right, but in cultural terms the right faced a litany of loss. Wheatcroft rued that ‘the very day’ Parris wrote those words, Blair also banned fox-hunting – hammering yet another nail into the Tory Nation’s coffin. (Blair would later say that the ban was ‘one of the domestic legislative measures I most regret’: ‘The passions aroused by the issue were primeval.’)


In any case, after Blair’s third victory in 2005, the Tories could deny it no longer: the face of the future was Tony. The same year, in December, they thus found a Blair of their own to lead them: the ‘modernising’ David Cameron – an Old Etonian, married to the daughter of a baronet, who was young, lived in west London and was cosy with the press. Cameron explicitly dubbed himself the ‘heir to Blair’, and promised a kinder Conservative Party: more compassion, less Euroscepticism (stop ‘banging on about Europe’, he said), more environmentalism, more diversity, more contrition. ‘This party has got to look and feel and talk and sound like a completely different organisation,’ Cameron said.2 ‘It’s got to be positive.’


While some Conservatives saw Cameron’s modernising mission as a betrayal of the party’s roots, he was in fact drawing on an ancient Tory tradition: surrender to survive. Way back in 1867, Lord Salisbury, one of the wealthiest and largest landowners in Britain who would later become the Conservatives’ longest-serving prime minister, wrote an essay titled ‘Conservative surrender’. In it, he called on Conservatives ‘to accept a political defeat cordially, and to lend their best endeavours to secure the success, or to neutralise the evil, of the principles to which they have been forced to succumb’. Not all change could be resisted, Salisbury realised, and sometimes admitting defeat was the best form of defence, for it is better to be in government with compromised values than being in opposition with pure ones. ‘A Conservative in Parliament is, of course, obliged to promote a great many things which he does not really approve,’ Trollope observed in The Prime Minister, his satirical novel of 1876. ‘But as the glorious institutions of the country are made to perish, it is better that they should receive the coup de grâce tenderly from loving hands than be roughly throttled by Radicals.’


In his first few years, Cameron followed this advice. The idea of compromise with New Labour was made easier by the fact that New Labour had already made so many compromises with the Conservatives. Blair’s main twist on the Tories’ platform was raising state spending on public services and measures to tackle poverty, without any attempt to popularise the welfare state. In September 2007, the Conservatives simply said they would copy Labour’s formula: shadow chancellor George Osborne formally committed the Conservatives to matching Labour’s public spending.3


That same month, however, the political landscape began to drastically change. An economic crisis, largely caused by irresponsible banks and lending habits, loomed on the horizon. The Great Recession was announced the following year, and the Conservatives were quick to capitalise. In a speech in October 2008, George Osborne now declared that ‘the economic policies pursued by the government over [the past decade] are discredited beyond repair’. ‘You presided over the biggest economic disaster in our lifetime,’ Osborne said, addressing Prime Minister Gordon Brown and the Labour Party, ‘and we will not let you forget it.’4


The Great Recession wasn’t an obvious springboard for the Tories’ renaissance: the realities the crisis exposed – the perils of free-market capitalism, the greed and recklessness of the financial sector, the need for government regulation – weren’t ones that played easily into Conservative hands. But the Conservatives never let a good crisis go to waste and so, through a combination of ruthless messaging and loyal messengers in the media, they used the economic downturn to redirect a burgeoning sense of social injustice away from inequality and the economic system, and towards Labour and the European Union. The very same spending commitments that the Conservatives had recently committed to now became reckless and reflective of New Labour’s profligacy. Multiculturalism, formerly celebrated, turned into a threat, another reason underpinning the Crash. In 2010, in coalition with the Liberal Democrats, the Conservatives returned to power. They heralded, in Cameron’s words, ‘a new age of austerity’.


Cameron didn’t abandon his Blair impersonation completely. He declared his support for gay marriage in 2011, and made it a reality in 2013, against staunch opposition from within his party. He often spoke the language of social justice. But he rarely offered more than lip service. Overall, Cameron’s overtures to the right far outnumbered those towards the liberal centre. He slashed state spending, ramped up attacks on immigration and multiculturalism, and in 2013 promised an in/out referendum on EU membership if the Tories won the next election in 2015.


While Cameron’s opportunism often drew controversy and accusations of duplicity, he proved himself a fluent practitioner of the party’s playbook. Across two centuries, Conservatives have performed a similar set of tricks: appropriating the arguments of opponents, changing shape to meet a changing world, keeping the far right on side and ruthlessly exploiting crises – all while keeping Conservatives somehow the same, and never far from power.





No other political party in the world has survived for so long. The only credible rival in terms of longevity is the US Democrats, founded in 1828, which has undergone far starker mutations over the years. But in fact the party’s origins lie long before its baptism as the Conservatives in the 1830s, in the creation of the Tory Party in 1678, from where today’s Conservatives take their nickname.


The word ‘Tory’ started as a seventeenth-century slur from the Gaelic ‘toraeigh’, meaning ‘bogtrotter’ or ‘bandit’. It then became the nickname for Royalists in parliament whose allegiances lay above all with the Crown. They were up against the Whigs, whose name had similarly derogatory origins: in Scots, ‘whiggamor’ meant something like a country bumpkin. In the end, both Tories and Whigs reclaimed these insults as the titles of their tribes. By the mid-eighteenth century, they loosely represented two main coalitions. The Tories championed established authority – the landed aristocracy, the Anglican Church and the monarchy – while Whigs were more open to commercial interests, electoral reform and nonconformity religion.


The mutual hostility between Tories and Whigs hid the common ground on which they stood. Their political visions were really improvisations on the same themes, and they both ultimately represented the ruling class. As the philosopher David Hume summarised in 1742, in his essay ‘Of the Parties of Great Britain’, a Tory was ‘a lover of monarchy, tho’ without abandoning liberty’ and a Whig was ‘a lover of liberty, tho’ without renouncing monarchy’. In the preface to his book Political Essays, published in 1819, the commentator William Hazlitt called the distinction between the two ‘laughable’: they ‘remind one of Opposition coaches, that raise a great dust or spatter one another with mud, but both travel the same road and arrive at the same destination’.


Back then, Britain boasted one of the oldest parliaments in the world, but it was far from being a democracy. Only about one in every eight adult men could vote. The landed aristocracy dominated decision-making and most seats were uncontested. Then, across the nineteenth century, a sequence of suffrage reforms changed that. In 1832, the Whigs passed the first Great Reform Act, expanding the electorate to include some of the industrial middle class and encouraging (if not enforcing) elections as the route to parliament. Another reform followed in 1867, this time surprisingly engineered by Benjamin Disraeli and the Tory leadership (against the fears of most Tory MPs), which brought more working-class voters into the fray. From December 1884, after the most significant of the Great Reform Acts, about two-thirds of men could vote. While women were still completely excluded and in Ireland male suffrage was more limited, talk of ‘democracy’ at least became more meaningful: the working class made up a majority of the electorate for the first time.5


It was the first of these reforms, bitterly opposed by the Tories, that gave rise to the modern Conservative Party. Two years later, in 1834, Robert Peel gave his speech known as the Tamworth Manifesto – officially delivered to his constituents but with clear eyes on a national audience – that both reconciled the Tories to the new suffrage and announced its resistance to further change. His aim, as he later explained, was to build a party ‘which should enable us to… say, with a voice of authority, to the restless spirit of revolutionary change, “Here are thy bounds, and here shall thy vibrations cease.”’ His speech never mentioned the word ‘Conservative’, but it is widely regarded as the decisive moment in the Tories’ formal evolution into the Conservative Party. The term ‘Tory’ was increasingly deemed tired and reactionary. ‘Conservative’, by contrast, contained notions of a more noble quest: the conserver of a sacred order.


Not everyone was convinced by the name change. A sense of compromise – even of outright capitulation – to the Whigs seemed implicit in the new label. ‘A Conservative is only a Tory who is ashamed of himself,’ the diplomat John Hookham Frere, an Old Etonian, quipped. The aristocrat Charles Greville wrote that Robert Peel was trying ‘to raise a party out of all the other parties’. Benjamin Disraeli, who became one of Peel’s loudest critics and eventually his successor, suggested that a Conservative government simply meant ‘Tory men and Whig measures’. This wariness surrounding the new name ensured that the Tory moniker survived, both as insult and badge of honour.


Despite his foundational role in the party, Robert Peel stands as a controversial figure within the Conservatives’ history. In 1846, during a second stint as prime minister, he abolished the Corn Laws, a set of taxes that suited landowners in Britain but raised costs on grain for poor people, a problem made worse by a famine in Ireland. Peel’s decision to remove them – betraying the interests of the party’s traditional base – followed a growing campaign by industrialists, who were also disadvantaged by the inflated price of grain. The extent to which Peel was moved by the plight of the poor or simply by expedience – in a changing electoral landscape, courting the landowning interest was not enough – remains a matter of debate, but either way, many Tories never forgave him. For the first and (so far) only time, there was a formal split among Conservatives. Two-thirds of Tory MPs voted against repealing the Corn Laws, and it only passed through parliament with the support of the Whigs. Ostracised, the ‘Peelites’ pulled away to form their own faction and eventually joined the Whigs. The Whigs dominated British politics for most of the next three decades, renaming themselves the Liberals in 1859.


But Peel nonetheless pioneered the Conservatives as a shape-shifting party. In Disraeli’s quip, Peel ‘caught the Whigs bathing, and walked away with their clothes’. Disraeli didn’t mean it as a compliment, but it subsequently became the Tories’ favourite strategy in times of crisis: stripping opponents bare, stealing their policies (often in cheapened form) and mimicking their strengths. It continued throughout the twentieth century and, via Cameron, into the twenty-first.


Besides adaptability, the other lesson Peel imparted on his party was arguably even more important. The Conservatives’ formal split, combined with its long absence of power, etched itself into party folklore, instilling a warning that proved central to its subsequent success: the pursuit of power requires at least an outward display of unity when it matters most – election time – even as vicious disagreements swirl away on the inside. Since Peel, every Conservative leader has placed keeping the party together as one of their main priorities. Many of the Conservatives’ contortions over Brexit – Cameron calling the in/out referendum to quell UKIP’s rise in the first place, Johnson campaigning on the slogan ‘Get Brexit Done’ and even, paradoxically, expelling twenty-one of his own MPs to secure the support of Brexiteers – stemmed from the fear of being deserted by a core faction, and an awareness of the consequences. ‘Don’t do a Peel’ remains a popular party refrain.


The Conservatives’ instinct for discipline and loyalty can be overstated, not least because it sometimes coincides with raucous arguments and rivalries. Any such instinct stems not from a romantic ideal, nor an inherent regard for order and authority. The party’s ultimate loyalty lies not with any one leader but with winning elections and holding on to office: to this end, all kinds of compromises can be made. But the moment a leader is regarded as a dud, their time is up, with no love lost. Boris Johnson and Liz Truss – whose fates were sealed, respectively, by the Tories’ double defeat in the by-elections on 23 June 2022 and then a steep collapse in polling popularity – are only the most recent examples. ‘It is not a principle of the Conservative Party to stab its leaders in the back,’ Balfour joked in 1922, ‘but I must admit that it often appears to be a practice.’


It might seem obvious that a political party would prioritise power: what other purpose could a party have? But in the Conservatives’ case, defeat is uniquely terrifying. Because their aim is, in broad terms, to preserve the social order, the prospect of an enemy victory carries the potential of irreversible damage. By this logic, the Tories must win every time to keep things as they are. The enemy need win only once. In The Foundation of the Conservative Party, the historian Robert Stewart describes this as the ‘peculiar difficulty’ afflicting right-wing parties, particularly their radical fringes, in two-party systems. He explains:




A radical wing can break away from a left-wing party in the reasonable belief that doing so attracts attention to its cause, protects it from adulteration, and enhances its future prospects. The radical can break up his party without sacrificing the world which he hopes to create. It remains to be created. The extreme Conservative has less scope. If he breaks up his party, he not only loses his immediate object, as happened with… the Corn Laws in 1846, but he also weakens the force of Conservatism, hands power to his opponents, and thereby assists radical triumphs which are almost certain to be permanent.6





Progressives, in other words, don’t suffer from the same anxiety as Conservatives: they can take comfort in the conviction that their time will come eventually (although there is a case to be made that, since Stewart wrote those words, climate change has brought a new urgency to the left). This logic suggests at least one reason why, since Peel, the Tories’ opponents have been generally more ready to split, leaving the Conservatives to reap the rewards. When the Liberals split over Irish Home Rule in the 1880s, for example, the Conservatives absorbed their rival’s Unionist wing and held government for the better part of the next thirty years. This absorption proved particularly influential in shaping the Tories’ future. The party expanded its coalition of support to become, effectively, two parties at once: a Conservative Party and a Liberal Party, standing for the shires and the city, the aristocracy and industrialists, Conservative tradition and liberal capitalism. It was, former Conservative minister Lord David Willetts told me, ‘an extraordinary combination that on the Continent would have been two separate parties’.


The rise of the abour Party at the start of the twentieth century fuelled this fusion even further. Before then, Conservatism and liberalism could still define themselves by their differences: the Conservatives championed stability, national unity and inherited power and privilege; the Liberals represented individual liberty and equal opportunity. But when socialism emerged as a serious political threat, embodied by Labour, the Conservatives and Liberals found common cause around private property – esteemed bedrock of both liberty and order – which needed to be defended at all costs. Over the following decades, the line between Conservative and Liberal dissolved, until only the Conservative Party remained as a credible electoral force, representing both parties’ platforms within a formidable, but forever fraught, coalition.





Since 1874, when the Tories ended almost three decades in opposition, the Conservatives have contested thirty-eight elections and suffered only seven significant defeats: three of those were at the hands of Tony Blair in 1997, 2001 and 2005; the remaining four were against William Gladstone in 1880 and Henry Campbell-Bannerman in 1906 (both for the Liberals), and Clement Attlee in 1945 and Harold Wilson in 1966 (both for Labour). On the nine further occasions when they failed to enter government, the Conservatives’ absence from power didn’t last long, because their opponent’s victory was so slim – either with a single-digit majority or through a minority government – as to make meaningful non-Conservative rule effectively impossible; the opposition governments rarely lasted longer than two years. The Conservatives’ election victories, by contrast, come with fewer caveats. Of the twenty-two times they formed a government, they won working majorities in sixteen of them, fourteen with double digits.


Even these figures don’t do the Conservatives’ dominance justice, however, because the party’s victories usually happen in longer sequences than their opponents’, meaning their legacies are often all the more substantial. The Conservatives have spent eight or more consecutive years in power on five occasions since 1874. Their opponents have done so only twice. The twentieth century is now referred to as ‘the Conservative Century’: the party was in power for a total of seventy years. In 1964, after three successive defeats, Labour campaigned on the slogan ‘13 wasted years’ – and they’ve been able to recycle that slogan more frequently than they’d like.


Other political parties, in other countries, boast impressive winning records: in Japan, the Liberal Democratic Party has been in power almost continuously since 1955, when it fused together the nation’s two conservative parties; in Sweden, the Social Democratic Party (founded in 1889) dominated government from 1932 to 1976, and again between 2014 and 2022. But what sets the dominance of the Conservative Party apart isn’t just the longer time period it covers – spanning two centuries – but Britain’s first-past-the-post (FPTP) voting system. Whereas countries like Japan and Sweden have proportional representation (PR), usually constraining their successful parties with the need to build coalitions, Britain’s FPTP system is a winner-takes-all arrangement. It often turns small majorities in the vote into emphatic parliamentary control, granting the victor unrivalled control of the state.7 This suits the Conservatives, making their electoral dominance both easier and more consequential. It also serves as a safety mechanism for Conservatives: because FPTP disadvantages smaller parties, which have little hope besides putting pressure on the two major parties, the Tories never fall below second place. A return to power is always within reach.


Many commentators on the left point to FPTP as the cause of the Conservatives’ success. But it could just as easily be seen as a symptom. FPTP is one of many anachronistic, unreformed pillars of British politics that the Conservatives have excelled in maintaining. Tellingly, on one of the rare occasions when electoral reform looked likely, under a minority Labour leadership in 1929–31, the government fell before the legislation could pass. The Conservatives then took back control of parliament for the next fourteen years, and talk of electoral reform fell silent.


The Conservatives are helped by the fact that FPTP doesn’t only suit them: it secures Labour’s place as one of the two major parties as well, and occasionally allows them to reap the rewards of FPTP’s democratic distortions. In 1997, for example, Blair won over 60 per cent of seats with 43 per cent of the vote. It also similarly ensures that Labour never falls below second place. No wonder that Labour politicians tend to be no more interested in electoral reform than the Tories, even in a context where they achieve power for only about a third of the time. In a more proportional system, smaller parties would chip away at Labour’s vote share, jeopardising both its status as one of the two major parties and, as a result, much of its funding from trade unions – plausibly resulting in an even worse electoral situation for the Labour Party itself, if not the left in general. And so the FPTP game carries on.


It’s therefore wrong to say that the Conservatives’ dominance is the inevitable by-product of a rigged system, but FPTP does make their winning record both more achievable and more influential. FPTP gives winning parties the power to impose their vision on society uncowed by coalition politics: a parliamentary majority means almost total power over the state. Britain’s lack of a codified, or formally written, constitution, as exists in most other democracies, also means there are few official checks and balances on the governing party. The historian Peter Hennessy has described Britain as having a ‘good chap’ theory of government, relying on elite restraint and respect for norms and customs. It is described by others in less merry terms: as an ‘elective dictatorship’.8 Conservatives are usually at the helm.


All this means that the Conservatives’ winning record brings more power in Britain than it would in another democratic environment. Landslide wins can transform the country. The left has sought to take advantage where it can: after the 1906 election, the biggest leftward swing in British history, the Liberal government laid the foundations for the welfare state, introducing state pensions and health and unemployment insurance; after 1945, Labour expanded the welfare state even further, launching an unprecedented wave of reform that created the NHS. Conservatives were right to worry that some of these changes would be irreversible. But the power to transform Britain works both ways, and usually falls in the Conservatives’ favour. During the global resurgence of free-market economics in the ’70s and ’80s, for example, Thatcher’s hat-trick of parliamentary majorities reoriented the relationship between the state and the private sector to an extent that would have been unfathomable in most other countries. Only New Zealand suffered a swifter and starker widening of inequality in the developed world.9


As part of her political project, Thatcher had long dreamed of abolishing local government, seeing it as a potential breeding ground for socialist policies beyond national government control. After returning to power in 2010, through austerity, and under the guise of cleaning up Labour’s mess, Cameron and Osborne sought to make that dream a reality, slashing councils’ capacity to deliver and maintain basic services. The result is that, across the country, social housing, libraries, leisure centres, local museums, legal aid, bus services, parks and youth centres – among other things – have become luxuries that many communities cannot afford. The cumulative effect has been extreme. In May 1979, when Thatcher took power, a fifth of Britain’s total area was publicly owned – a higher proportion than ever before. Today, only about a tenth is.10 Along the way, Britain has become both the most centralised state in the Western world and more porous to private business interests than any other advanced democracy.11





How have the Conservatives’ achieved such dominance? Conservatives don’t like to dwell too much on their strategy. They prefer to say that their success springs from the conservative impulses of the British people, as if their record of victory was merely the authentic expression of national character. Conservatives often pretend that they aren’t even interested in politics: that’s the left’s boring obsession. ‘Conservatives do not believe that political struggle is the most important thing in life,’ Quintin Hogg explained in The Case for Conservatism in 1948. ‘In this they differ from Communists, Socialists, Nazis, Fascists, Social Creditors, and most members of the British Labour Party. The simplest among them prefer fox-hunting – the wisest, religion.’ In 1990, Michael Oakeshott said in a similar vein: ‘Leave talking about politics to the left. They have nothing better to do.’


The aristocratic posture of effortless superiority runs deep within the party: there is no greater victory than one achieved without trying, through natural talent, instinct and chance; Labour, meanwhile, then suffers the double indignity of not just failing the exam, but failing it after months of swotting. As Musa Okwonga reflected in his recent memoir, at Eton, the playground for many Conservative prime ministers, ‘visible effort is mocked’, ‘the trick is to achieve without seeming to try’.12 The historian John Robert Seeley captured this lofty disposition when, at the height of Britain’s Empire in 1883, he remarked in The Expansion of England: ‘We seem, as it were, to have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind.’ Conservatives like to think that they have conquered British politics in the same way.


But this posture of supreme indifference, or indifferent supremacy, is a classic Conservative affectation. Just as the highest achievers at Eton simply hide how hard they work and how much inherited privilege and power they hold, and just as the Empire relied on an elaborate and bloody choreography, so too do the Conservatives perform disinterest in politics while plotting relentlessly behind the scenes. The party has proved remarkably adept both at relegating internal divisions and debates in pursuit of victory, and responding dynamically to defeats that threatened its extinction. Almost all ideals are secondary to winning. Belying its image as old and anachronistic, it has often pioneered techniques for mobilising voters and embraced new technologies. The rewards have confounded all expectations: the more democratic Britain has become, the more successful the Conservatives have been.


But at the same time, no matter how often the Conservatives win or bounce back, a certain fear and fragility, a sense of imminent extinction, haunts the Tories like a dark shadow. Ever since the expansions of the suffrage in the nineteenth century, the chances of a party intimately connected to the ruling class and the preservation of privilege seemed slim. The forces of democracy and progress were stacked against them; the votes just didn’t add up. At the very least, the Tories had a fight on their hands, and they weren’t used to fighting: most of their wealth and power was simply inherited, passed down from one generation to the next, in the natural order of things. ‘It will be interesting to be the last of the Conservatives,’ Lord Salisbury wrote glumly in 1882, as the age of mass suffrage loomed. ‘I foresee that will be our fate.’ (A year later, his chief secretary confirmed Salisbury’s worst fears. ‘The Radicals have the Trades Unions, the Dissenting Chapels and every society for the abolition of property and morality working for them,’ he wrote. ‘Our supporters only want to be left alone, to be allowed to enjoy what they have, and they think they are so secure that they will make no sacrifice of time or of pleasure to prepare against attack or to resist it.’)


Such gloomy forecasts are familiar to any Conservative. In May 2019, the Guardian journalist Andy Beckett published an essay on the coming decline of the Conservative Party, headlined: ‘ “A zombie party”: the deepening crisis of conservatism’. Beckett argued that, after a decade in Downing Street, Conservatism might seem ascendant, but appearances were deceiving: really, the party was intellectually moribund and electorally flailing. ‘The Conservatives last won a solid general election majority 32 years ago,’ he wrote. The average Conservative voter was now a pensioner. The membership had plummeted so low that, in 2017, the party received more money from bequests from the dead than living members. What future could such a party have?


‘There’s a strong current of Tory pessimism which is defeatist,’ Charles Moore, former editor of the Spectator and the Daily Telegraph, told me. ‘The logic goes: if the voters really understood our way of life and what we stood for, then they would never vote for us.’ While one side of the Conservative mind assumes permanent rule, on the other side, every thunderous defeat, however rare, feels fatal, plummeting the party into existential despair. Every return to Downing Street comes as an impossible surprise, a resurrection, even as history suggests that it is one of the most reliable trends in British politics.


But the Conservatives’ anxiety about losing power has usually proved more energising than paralysing. Whereas their electoral opponents have often believed that history is on their side – whether the Whigs, the Liberals or Labour – the Tories’ ambivalent embrace of modernity has carried no such consolation. If anything, they have tended to instinctively agree with their opponents: they are rowing against the tide and, unless they either paddle fast enough or build a better boat, they’ll end up beached on the shores of modernity. This lack of faith in the future has turned its leaders and party officers into tireless operators. A famous left-wing slogan could just as easily belong to the Conservative Party: ‘Don’t Mourn, Organise!’


The party’s election machinery evolved from Peel onwards, but especially in the second half of the nineteenth century. No other party in Europe proved more successful in generating a grassroots movement. Local associations and cross-party clubs proliferated across the country, all aiming to promote popular conservatism. Mixing politics with entertainment and social networking, these local clubs proved a big hit: the Primrose League, for example, founded in 1883, boasted a membership of 1.5 million by the early 1900s, becoming one of the largest political organisations in Britain ever. Its events featured, in one scholar’s summary, ‘a mixed bag of entertainers, including flying trapeze artists, clowns, minstrel shows, trick bicycle riders, jugglers, ventriloquists, marionettes, and brass bands’. By 1885, even Lord Salisbury saw reasons for optimism: the Primrose League was ‘an organization with which no party in any country would be able to offer any comparison’, he enthused. (‘Of course it’s vulgar,’ Lady Salisbury reflected, ‘but that’s why we are so successful.’)13


The Conservatives maintained that organisational flair throughout the twentieth century. Their response to Labour’s resounding win in 1945 was illustrative, catalysing a dramatic wave of initiatives and reforms. ‘As in the days of Peel,’ Conservative MP Rab Butler declared, ‘the Conservatives must be seen to have accommodated themselves to a social revolution.’ He called for a new Tamworth Manifesto.14 By 1952, membership had peaked at a mind-bending 2.8 million people – the largest ever paid membership for any voluntary organisation in Britain.15 (The number has since nosedived in line with many other Western democracies, but even in the 1990s the Conservatives claimed a membership of 760,000 – triple Labour’s tally at the time.) The Conservatives also embraced new technologies. The party sent MPs on radio training courses in the late 1940s and created their own television and radio training studio in 1951, seven years before Labour. They harnessed the potential of the polling and marketing industries, appointing an ad agency – Colman Prentis and Varley – in 1948. The resultant party propaganda was, for its time, unprecedented. A small series of election posters showed colourful pictures of aspirational domesticity – a family washing the car, or eating dinner together in front of the television – with the caption: ‘Life’s better with the Conservatives. Don’t let Labour ruin it.’ For Labour, by contrast, their main poster even in 1959 offered drab pictures of the party leader, Hugh Gaitskell, with the words: ‘the Man with a Plan’.16


Later, in 1978, the Conservatives partnered with the advertising agency Saatchi and Saatchi and changed the game again. Saatchi and Saatchi effectively put the Conservatives on a permanent campaign footing, building a reputation for punchy and aggressive comms. Under their direction, the party mastered the art of acting like a renegade outsider even when comfortably residing in Downing Street. During the 1983 election, for example, Thatcher’s advertising campaign focused almost exclusively on Labour’s danger and incompetence rather than any positives from her first four years in power. ‘Political campaigning is, above all, an adversarial activity,’ Maurice Saatchi explained. ‘A world of trial by combat in which you would hit, and be hit.’ It was only after Saatchi and Saatchi’s success that Labour resolved to hire their own full-time ad agency.17


Labour’s comparative slowness can partly be put down to Tory guile, but it also reflects the intrinsic advantages of the ruling class: money and connections. As early as 1852, a book titled Electoral Facts argued that political influence no longer stemmed from personal character or charisma but from ‘pecuniary resources’.18 Amid Labour’s rise and the Liberals’ decline, the Conservatives became the main bulwark against the socialist threat – and received a huge boost in funding as a result. With the exception of 2005, when it was roughly even, the Conservatives have outspent Labour in every election, sometimes by twice the sum.19 In 2020, only one member of the Sunday Times Rich List’s top 50 donated money to Labour – and even they gave the Tories money as well.20 The democratic era has clearly posed the Conservatives many challenges, but David versus Goliath this is not.





For all the time and money spent on comms and campaigning, it is still common to hear that Conservatives neglect the cultural and strategic side of politics by focusing too much on economics. This narrative of neglect is really another form of Conservative self-flattery: Conservatives, we’re told, have been so focused on ensuring the nation’s prosperity that they’ve forgotten to play the bigger political game. By contrast, the left are painted as cultural obsessives who infiltrate institutions and transform the nation out of the public eye.


This fiction both wildly inflates the left’s success and deliberately forgets the lengths to which Conservatives go in pursuit of victory. Conservatives have long understood the importance of what Gramsci called a ‘cultural front’. To this end, Conservatives have launched think-tanks, newspapers, book clubs, television networks, and more, while actively seeking to undermine supposed pillars of progressive politics: universities, local government, the BBC, Channel 4 – anything, in fact, that can be seen as cultivating non-Conservative viewpoints. Conservative MP Keith Joseph, a key figure in Thatcher’s cabinet who requested Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks for holiday reading in the 1980s, was particularly attuned to this project. He called for a ‘battle of ideas to be fought in every school, university, publication, committee, TV studio’. Conservatives continue the fight today, with varying degrees of success.


Their readiness to mobilise their resources was also visible after the 2017 election, when young people overwhelmingly voted for Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party against the Conservatives. The Conservatives immediately went to work on reversing this trend. They announced such youth-pleasing policies as freezing tuition fees at £9,250 and raising the upper threshold for a young person’s railcard from twenty-five to thirty. Conservative MPs were advised to talk more about environmental issues – resulting in many of them flocking to social media simultaneously to praise a David Attenborough documentary in December 2017 – and to increase their Instagram presence to look like ‘real people’. According to The Times, there were also plans to offer party members discount cards for restaurants ‘like Nando’s’ to incentivise young people to join, an idea that Nando’s swiftly distanced itself from.


These overtures went along with a remarkable sprouting of Conservative-affiliated initiatives and organisations, all hoping to entice the young with the magic of free markets. Among them were: Activate (2017), Onward (2018), Freer (2018), New Generation (2018), Refresh (2018) and Young Conservatives (2018) – united by a common purpose, names that sounds like brands of toothpaste and close links to the Conservatives, the Tory Press and think-tanks like the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA) and the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS). ‘This generation are #Uber-riding #Airbnb-ing #Deliveroo-eating #freedomfighters,’ Liz Truss declared on Twitter in May 2018, to widespread derision. Truss first made the rallying cry at the launch of Freer (launched by the IEA); the speech then became an article for Refresh (launched by the Daily Telegraph); Robert Colvile (director of the CPS, columnist at the Sunday Times, former editor of the Telegraph’s comment pages) later turned it into a T-shirt. The message hasn’t proved successful so far – young people remain unconvinced by what the Conservatives can offer in a context of stalled wages and unaffordable housing – but it illustrated the expansiveness of the Tory machine, and how it can be marshalled towards specific purposes.





Throughout its history, then, the Conservatives’ dominance has drawn on several factors: an ability to assimilate opponents and adapt, a tactical prowess and superior finances, and an unrepresentative voting system. One final reason needs mentioning before we move on: luck. ‘All the political history of the last fifty years shows that the [Conservative] Unionists party cannot win a General Election without some special aid, such as Home Rule, or the South African War,’ the influential Conservative politician Sir Michael Hicks-Beach wrote to Balfour in 1911, during the Liberals’ second term in power. ‘Without that we are in a minority.’ Decades later, the Conservative PM Harold Macmillan was asked what the hardest part of being prime minister was. He supposedly replied ‘events, dear boy, events’. The truth is that, more often than not, events have been kind to the Conservatives.


As the Great Recession in 2008 showed, events and upheavals can transform the political landscape far more than the personality of any politician. For a Conservative government, such moments may grant their reign a new lease of life, or if the party is out of office, they can pave the way for a return. There are countless examples. The First World War began in 1914 with the Conservatives in opposition, but then the war effort required their inclusion and they dominated the coalition, slowly overseeing the Liberals’ dissolution. (‘British Conservatives owe Kaiser Wilhelm II an immense debt,’ the historian Ewen Green has written.21) The onset of the Great Depression in 1929, which occurred just as Labour secured the most seats in parliament for the first time, similarly set the stage for a Tory takeover by stealth, leading to Labour’s removal from government in 1931.22 In 1951, when the Conservatives returned to power after their humbling defeat in 1945, Labour actually won the most votes but the Conservatives secured twenty-six more seats. Meanwhile, Thatcher’s eleven-year rule would hardly have lasted so long without either the discovery of North Sea oil – which footed the bill for the rise in unemployment and fall in progressive taxes under her leadership – or the opportunity for a jingoistic war in the Falklands, which galvanised her flailing prime ministership.


These pieces of good fortune for the party – often experienced as great misfortunes for many others – don’t necessarily present obvious opportunities to exploit. They require a certain daring, a readiness to take risks. This gambling tendency is widely recognised in more recent Conservative leaders like Cameron and Johnson, but it is far from a twenty-first-century phenomenon. In 1867, when Disraeli and Lord Derby sought to expand the suffrage, they dreamed of putting the party ‘permanently in power’ at the risk of destabilising the country, hoping that newly enfranchised workers could be brought on side.23 Derby confessed that it was ‘a leap in the dark’, prompting harsh criticism from some of his contemporaries. As Homersham Cox, a reforming Whig, wrote at the time: ‘Hitherto it has not been considered good statesmanship to commit the destinies of our empire unreservedly to fortune… The policy of political “leaps” remained to be invented by a government which calls itself Conservative.’24 But Derby and Disraeli’s gamble ultimately paid off and, since then, Conservatives have been happy to try their luck as well.





The sheer, unpredictable adaptability of the Conservatives in pursuit of power makes it easy to wonder whether they have any substance beyond a hunger for success. Conservatives appear ready to support any policy that fastens their grip on power, to leap through any hoop that leads to victory. But while Tories place great emphasis on winning elections, that isn’t the sum of their ambitions. This misplaced view confuses the ends with the means: Conservatives want to win elections, but why? It surely isn’t just the thrill of winning or the glee of being in government, though there is probably plenty of that, too. (Etonians in particular seem to love the buzz of being in Number 10.) Conservatives, like any other political tribe, are motivated by something more than mere power: they share a bundle of beliefs, a vision of society, a set of interests. The purpose of power is to impose those values and interests upon society – and to prevent political opponents from imposing theirs.


The Conservatives’ adaptability, shown by almost every Conservative PM since Robert Peel, makes it difficult to discern what the party’s consistent values and interests might be. ‘There is virtually no policy that you couldn’t find a Conservative case for,’ Lord Willetts told me. ‘Conservatism is almost like a Mary Poppins bag full of goodies and tricks.’ In recent years, the Conservatives have foraged the depths of this bag even more than usual, transforming their appearance multiple times in the eyes of the electorate. They have positioned themselves as the bastions of the NHS, climate change action, and, through Brexit, the right to self-determination – while having spent most of the previous century opposing the welfare state (including the creation of the NHS), cosying up to the fossil fuel industry (and all the environmental damage it causes) and championing Empire (the antithesis of self-determination). More recently, they have shorn off those commitments again, pushing low taxes, attacking ‘net zero’ targets and suggesting that the NHS needs more privatisation.
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