
Conservatism  

Conservatism - Core Ideas and Principles 

Conservatism seeks to "conserve" society as it is. As a consequence, conservatists are suspicious of 

change. Conservatism values pragmatism over ideological thinking. It reflects changes in society as 

it adapts its values over time. 
 

• Authority  

• Atomism  

• Hierarchy  

• Change to Conserve  

• Paternalism  

• Tradition  

• Pragmatism  

• Human Imperfection  

• Libertarianism & Neo-liberalism 

• Organic Society / State  

 

Authority (Conservatism) 

According to conservatives, without a sense of hierarchy and respect for authority, society would 

descend into a state of anarchy. 

Such a world would be strongly disliked by conservatives who – by temperament and instinct – 

prize social order and harmony above all else. Conservatives also believe that authority enables us 

to lead a more fulfilling and purposeful life. The public have often been prepared to surrender a little 

freedom in order to enjoy security, which may also explain the existence of the social contract (i.e. 

the agreement – formal or informal – of members of society to cooperate for the benefit of wider 

society, usually by sacrificing some personal or individual freedoms in return for state protection). 

Our understanding of authority owes much to the work of the German sociologist Max Weber. He 

argued that authority can be based upon charisma, tradition or rational-legal factors. Of these, the 

conservative state of mind is naturally inclined towards that of traditional authority. Unlike 

charismatic authority (authority stemming from people’s devotion to a popular figure) and rational-

legal authority (authority stemming from law), traditional authority reflects the customs of that 

particular society. Those institutions that have built upon their authority within society from one 

generation to the next – such as the army and the monarchy – are strongly defended by 

conservatives. This viewpoint is encapsulated in G.K. Chesterton’s quote that “tradition means 

giving votes to … our ancestors.” 

There are a number of prominent theorists associated with the conservative stance on authority. In 

his seminal work ‘The Prince’ (1532) Niccolo Machiavelli argued that the people need authority in 

order to prevent social collapse. To achieve this, Machiavelli offered advice to the statesman. In one 

of his most well-known passages, he argued that it is better for a statesman to be feared than 

loved. A statesman (or prince) must however avoid acting with cruelty as this may lead to hatred. 

This would place himself in a vulnerable position and thereby lose his position. According to 

Machiavelli, the Prince must always seek to secure his own glory and position. As such, he cannot be 

bound by ordinary notions of morality. The inevitable conclusion here is that ‘the end justifies the 

means.’ 
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Another influential conservative theorist is the seventeenth century English philosopher Thomas 

Hobbes. He argued that without order we would revert to a state of nature in which life would 

be “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.” It would also be characterised by “a war of all against 

all.” In order to prevent this, Hobbes argued in favour of a “Leviathan” whose authority would 

develop from the people themselves. Crucially, Hobbes claimed that a Leviathan would be prevented 

from becoming a tyrant because he – like everyone else – wished to preserve a state of affairs most 

favourable to himself. 

During the Enlightenment, the Scottish philosopher David Hume argued that the most satisfactory 

form of government would be based upon uniform and general laws. He believed that such a 

government was most likely to please those living under its command. Hume also claimed that any 

subdivision of power is legitimate provided it is established by custom and authority. Hume, Hobbes 

and Machiavelli can be viewed as having a conservative mindset towards authority – although some 

have argued that Hobbes adopts a degree of liberalism within his construction of a social contract. 

 

Atomism (Conservatism) 

Atomism refers to the view that the main component of society is the individual (i.e. the ‘atom’), and 

that these individuals are self-interested, equal and rational. 

The action of individuals combines into a cohesive whole. In this relationship between the individual 

and society, conservatives emphasise the need for a high level of cultural homogeneity, balanced by 

the idea that we must face our responsibilities towards others. Unlike liberals, conservatives are not 

overly concerned with the despotism of custom or the tyranny of the majority. The mindset of 

conservatism claims that the individual can only flourish when we are all part of a cohesive and 

orderly society. 

Society is only held together by a shared consensus over how to lead one’s life, which is why 

conservatives seek to emphasise traditional values rather than those associated with subcultures 

based around religion and culture. This point of view leads towards the conservative argument that 

immigrant groups should assimilate into British society. On this basis, conservatives are critical of 

how liberals prize cultural diversity and aggressive individualism over the goal of social cohesion.  

This clash of ideas between liberalism and conservatism is particularly pronounced within the United 

States in relation to the culture wars. According to cultural conservatives such as Irving Kristol, the 

most important issue facing society is the number of children born out of wedlock. His proposed 

solution (that the welfare and taxation system should encourage stable married families) is a very 

clear illustration of the conservative point of view. He also reminds us that “the idea of a welfare 

state is in itself perfectly consistent with conservative political philosophy.” 

According to conservatives, a society can only be truly successful when it meets the needs of its 

members. In order to achieve this level of stability, it is vital that we protect and defend those 

institutions that have proved their worth from one generation to the next. In the case of the nuclear 

family, conservatives are (by instinct and temperament) highly supportive because the nuclear 

family has shown itself to be the best way to socialise children into the norms and values of wider 

society. The Conservative Party has long sought to present itself as ‘the party of the family’ via the 

creation of the Child Support Agency under John Major to tax breaks for married couples from 

David Cameron. 

Conservatives are also critical of those families that seek to abandon their childcare responsibilities 

to ‘society’ in the form of the welfare state. This is part of a broader critique of the welfare state by 

New Right theorists such as James Q. Wilson and Charles Murray. Margaret 



Thatcher encapsulated this viewpoint with her memorable quote that “there is no such thing as 

society, merely individuals and families.” 

 

Hierarchy (Conservatism) 

Hierarchy can be defined as the means by which members of society are stratified or layered 

relative to others. 

This may be based upon social class and occupation. According to conservatives, we must recognise 

the obligations of our status in order for society to function effectively. Without a sense of hierarchy, 

society itself could collapse. People from all walks of life have a part to play in the maintenance of 

society and – in the words of the seminal conservative philosopher Edmund Burke – we 

should “love the little platoon in society to which we belong.” 

Conservatives believe that hierarchy represents a functional prerequisite within society. Moreover, 

all conservatives would agree that we can be divided on the basis of a natural hierarchy. We are born 

unequal with different attributes and characteristics. Inevitably, this also relates to our ability to 

govern.  

On this important issue, the father of modern conservatism Edmund Burke offered a persuasive 

defence of the authority held by the ruling classes. For instance, Burke claimed that they could 

govern the country in a disinterested manner. In contrast, both the middle-class and working-class 

would serve their own group’s interest. Secondly, the ruling class possessed the accumulated 

wisdom of previous generations. The lessons of governance had been passed down from one 

generation to the next, and in his own words “no generation should ever be so rash as to consider 

itself superior to its predecessors.”Finally, the ruling class were socially superior in the skills of 

governing than any other. This reflects the traditional Tory emphasis upon divine providence and the 

natural order of things. 

All societies are based upon a hierarchy of some description and its members gain their sense of 

identity from their place within their level or ‘social strata’. Whilst individuals can move up or down 

the social strata, the existence of a hierarchy remains. Based on their mindset, conservatives believe 

that any attempt to reorder society on the basis of abstract concepts is doomed to fail. Revealingly, 

the most famous illustration of conservative principles springs from Edmund Burke’s ‘Reflections 

on the Revolution in France.’ Burke warned against the consequences of seeking to impose abstract 

ideals and ignoring the importance of tradition within French society. His argument was vindicated 

by the Reign of Terror imposed by the French revolutionaries. Conservatives are also opposed to the 

anarchist belief that there is no need for hierarchy within society. 

Throughout the ages, conservatives have believed that the existence of a hierarchy facilitates 

an organic society[1] which evolves naturally according to the needs of society. Only a natural 

evolving process can ever secure our fundamental need for stability. Whilst conservatives at least 

recognise that the basis of hierarchy is subject to change, there is an in-built tendency for society to 

reach a state of equilibrium. Historically, the source of hierarchy within British society gradually 

shifted from feudalism to capitalism. Crucially, the concept of hierarchy remained whilst the defining 

element changed from the circumstances of our birth towards how successful we are at acquiring 

wealth and property. 

As one would expect, all conservatives are opposed to revolution. Throughout history, 

conservatives have argued that revolution will never achieve the objectives of its wide-eyed and hot-

headed followers. Indeed, revolutions have repeatedly led to a new form of hierarchy. It is for these 

reasons that the watchword of the conservative mindset is ‘evolution … not revolution.’ 

https://www.tutor2u.net/admin/entries/reference9/new#_ftn1


[1]  A view largely associated with the conservative perspective in which society evolves via a 

contract between the living, the dead and those yet to be born. We are all connected via common 

humanity within an organic whole, and we all have a part to play from those at the bottom to those at 

the top of the hierarchy. 

 

Change to Conserve (Conservatism) 

Conservatives pride themselves on their ability to adopt to changing social circumstances.  

This in part reflects their non-ideological approach and their preference for pragmatism. Change is 

necessary in order that society may function. In order to properly understand this, we need to remind 

ourselves that the core aim of conservativism is social order and harmony. To achieve this, 

conservatives favour those institutions and values that encourage a degree of cohesion between the 

various elements of society. 

This line of argument is most closely associated with those figures who sought to formulate the 

philosophical underpinnings of conservatism.  

For instance, both Edmund Burke and Benjamin Disraeli sought to bring people from all walks of 

life closer together and thereby forge one cohesive nation. No section within society should be 

excluded provided they support a consensual approach to decision-making. The conservative mindset 

has long been associated with those values and characteristics that might bring the various members 

of a nation together such as patriotism, neighbourliness, the monarchy, customs and traditions. The 

latest UK example of this line of thought within conservativism is the Big Society. 

 

Paternalism (Conservatism) 

Paternalism has be defined as “benign power exerted from above by the state, which governs in the 

interests of the people.” 

Key points 

Paternalism is an approach to running the country in which members of the elite seek to govern in 

the best interests of the people.  

Paternalism is therefore closely associated with the concept of noblesse oblige (i.e. people with 

status have a responsibility to others, or, with privilege comes responsibility).  

It is also worth noting that paternalism is linked with the predominant theoretical perspective within 

the history of the Conservative Party. Prominent examples include MacMillan, Heath, Disraeli and 

Churchill. 

Paternalism in more depth 

During the post-war consensus (1945-79), paternalism matched the cross-party Keynesian approach 

to economic management (i.e. that the government should intervene in the economy to ensure growth 

and employment). The economic policies adopted by both the Labour and Conservative Party were 

so similar that the term Butskellism was used (Butler was a prominent one-nation Tory whereas 

Gaitskell was a social democrat). 
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However, the election of Margaret Thatcher in 1979 marked an abrupt end to the paternalist 

approach. Further to the right of the political spectrum than previous leaders of the party, Thatcher 

was determined to overhaul the view that the ruling class knew best. Paternalism was inconsistent 

with her deep sense of mission, and her deliberately-created persona as a conviction politician. 

Paternalism remains a key element of the Conservative Party. Under recent leaders, the Tories have 

sought to present themselves as a party that looks after everyone. The notion of a Big Society is a 

pertinent illustration of this theme. However, those further to the right were critical of the moderate 

stance taken by Cameron for adopting a liberal and metropolitan agenda contrary to the concerns of 

ordinary people. For instance, his personal support for gay marriage angered those of a more 

traditional view – many of whom consider themselves natural Tories. 

 

Tradition (Conservatism) 

Tradition recognises and emphasises the “the accumulated wisdom of past societies and a connection 

across the generations.” 

Key Points 

Conservatives believe strongly in the virtues of tradition and hold in high esteem the 

accumulated wisdom of the past. Institutions that bring together the wisdom of previous generations 

tend to provide a degree of reassurance at the pace of social change. Reference to traditional 

practices ensures that change occurs on an evolutionary basis rather than hot-headed revolutionary 

fervour. 

The conservative perspective upon tradition is closely linked to paternalism i.e. those who have 

traditionally exercised rule know what is in the best interests of the people. During the nineteenth 

century and for most of the twentieth, the Conservative Party was led by patrician figures who 

consciously fitted this mould. In short, rule by a benevolent social elite was in the best interests of 

the country. However, under Thatcher there was a discernible shift away from such thinking. The 

‘Man in Whitehall’ was seen as an obstacle towards the more desirable goal of rolling back the 

frontiers of the state. There was a clear prominence upon economic freedom on the basis of popular 

capitalism. 

Exploring Tradition in More Depth 

In developing this argument further, the clear reference point is that of Edmund Burke . Even to 

this day, Burke’s commentary on the French Revolution remains the most important contribution to 

conservative thought. Burke opposed the abstract notion that a social contract between the people 

and the state should be recast upon what Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1762) called the “general 

will.” Edmund Burke warned against the wholesale rejection of the past and, as with all 

conservatives; sought to acknowledge the significance of human imperfection. Ultimately, Burke 

was vindicated in his prediction that the idealism behind the revolution would lead towards disaster. 

Burke also rejected the Enlightenment-era view that the science of ideas could create a better society. 

For example, he opposed the liberal argument that education would lead to the perfectibility of man. 

According to Burke’s reactionary mindset, ideas can easily influence the hearts and minds of the 

impressionable and are extremely dangerous amongst the “swinish multitude.” Instead of abstract 

ideas, we must rely upon tradition and custom to provide us with moral bearings. This should protect 

us against the chaos and disorder resulting from idealistic social movements. Burke’s argument 

against ideology shares common ground with another seminal conservative philosopher of the 

time, David Hume. As with Burke, Hume was opposed to ideology and argued that “custom is the 
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great guide to human life.” The traditions of the past therefore offer a better path than the idealism 

of those searching for a brave new world.  

 

Pragmatism (Conservatism) 

Pragmatism can be defined as “a flexible approach to society with decisions made on the basis of 

what works.” 

Key Points 

Pragmatism is arguably the most distinct feature of conservatism. No other ideology could in any 

sense of the phrase depict itself as pragmatic. At its core, pragmatism entails a complete rejection of 

ideology.  

It is here that we can identify the strongest evidence of the argument presented by figures such as 

Lord Hailsham and Russell Kirk that conservatism represents the negation of ideology. The 

pragmatist seeks a workable consensus and is guided by the notion that ‘what counts is what 

works.’ Pragmatists also adopt a particular stance upon proposals for social and constitutional 

change. The guiding pragmatic principle is ‘if it ain’t broke … why fix it?’ In addition, pragmatism 

represents a flexibility of mind and a search for practical solutions rather than the inflexibility 

imposed by ideologies. 

Pragmatism in More Depth 

There is a deep-seated instinct amongst conservatives for the known certainties of the past rather than 

the unknowns of the future. As Winston Churchill so eloquently put it, “the further you look back 

at the past the clearer you see the future.” One might also consider Michael Oakeshott ’s remark 

that politics should be “a conversation, not an argument.” Decisions should therefore be based upon 

consensus and with an understanding of the traditions within that society. Conservatives firmly 

believe in going with the grain of human nature. Frankly, any other route would be contrary to 

conservatism. 

The notion of pragmatism does not apply to all conservatives. In the UK, pragmatism is closely 

associated with the one-nation school of thought. The overriding objective of Tories such as 

Edward Heath (Prime Minister 1970-1974) and Harold MacMillan (Prime Minister 1957-1963) was 

to ensure social harmony. In contrast, the New Right is much more ideological in their fervour and 

outlook. The New Right emerged during the 1970s as a reaction against the seemingly irreversible 

slide into socialism. Voices on the right of the party such as Enoch Powell and Keith Joseph 

expressed their dismay over the extent to which the party’s leadership had accepting state ownership 

and corporatism. By the mid-70s, the New Right had found their champion in the form of Margaret 

Thatcher. 

After gaining a clear mandate from the people in the 1979 general election, Thatcher made a 

complete break from the post-war era of pragmatic conservatism. According to her more overt 

ideological stance, the pragmatism of the one-nation perspective had led to an expansion in the scope 

and scale of government interference. During her premiership, she gave rise to an ideological outlook 

that came to be known as Thatcherism. This non-pragmatic stance firmly believed in the benefits of 

rolling back the frontiers of the state. Thatcherism is characterised by privatisation, deregulation, 

marketisation of the welfare state, a flexible labour market, lower taxation and the creation of a 

property-owning democracy. Thatcherites are as passionate in their beliefs as any other comparable 

ideologue from the left of the political spectrum. Crucially, the language used by Thatcherites has a 

more ideological zeal than those of the one-nation school of thought. 

https://www.tutor2u.net/politics/reference/political-thinkers-michael-oakeshott-1901-1990


Since Thatcher’s unceremonious demise from office in 1990, the Conservative Party has been led by 

figures who have at various times sought to adopt a more consensual and practical stance. John 

Major sought to create a nation “at ease with itself” whereas William Hague campaigned in favour 

of “common-sense conservatism.” From 2005 to 2016, David Cameron was a particularly clear 

illustration of this argument. Cameron’s non-ideological character enabled him to work effectively in 

coalition with the Liberal Democrats. In doing so, he showed a deft degree of pragmatism and 

avoided being labelled an ideologue. 

 

Human Imperfection (Conservatism) 

The concept of human imperfection holds that “humans are flawed, which makes them incapable of 

making good decisions for themselves.” 

Key points 

There are three key elements that form the conservative attitude towards human nature.  

First and foremost, conservatives adopt a pessimistic view of human nature. According to 

conservatives, we are all psychologically flawed and imperfect. Indeed, during the Enlightenment 

conservative theorists rejected the rationalist assumption that we should be optimistic about 

humanity and seek to improve it. The conservative view of human nature is largely grounded upon 

the Catholic notion of original sin and Biblical warnings over human wickedness. 

Secondly, Conservatives also believe that we are driven by baser instincts rather than higher 

reasoning – this is a fundamental difference with liberalism. For instance, conservatives believe that 

we seek protection for ourselves, our homes and our families. As such, we are by instinct suspicious 

of outsiders and prefer to live in a society based upon cultural homogeneity. Human beings are also 

drawn towards competition over the acquisition of money, status and property. At times, this can 

lead to behaviour that needs to be regulated by the forces of law and order. 

Thirdly, those ideologies which adopt a fixed view of human nature are inherently wrong. The 

leading proponent of this argument is the Austrian theorist Karl Popper (1962). Moreover, we 

cannot predict the future and should simply recognise the limits of our understanding. Those 

ideologies that promise a utopian system must be open to criticism in order to expose such thinking 

as a doomed exercise in self-deception. Ultimately, all humans are intellectually flawed. 

 

 

Libertarianism & Neo-liberalism (Conservatism) 

Libertarianism has been defined as “the upholding of liberty, seeking to maximise autonomy and free 

choice, mainly in the economy”. 

Key points 

The two main strands of conservatism are divided over economic policy. The one-nationschool of 

thought favours a degree of state intervention broadly along the lines of a mixed economy, whereas 

those further to the right of the political spectrum believe firmly in the virtues of the free-

market. As such, they are therefore closer to the position taken by classical liberals. Indeed, it is 

revealing to note that the New Right and classical liberals are influenced by many of the same 

theorists including Ayn Rand  and Robert Nozick . It is also notable that classical liberals are 
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dubbed fiscal conservatives within the United States and are predominately found within the Tea 

Party movement and the Libertarian Party. 

The New Right position on the economy is relatively straightforward. In essence, they believe that 

the economy should be left alone and freed from state interference. The market is self-correcting 

and will tend to ensure the most efficient allocation of scarce resources. In addition, it will enable the 

individual to make their own decisions free from bureaucratic meddling. Those who supply goods 

and services must respond to the needs of the consumer if they want to survive. If they don’t, the 

government should let them fail. The consumer should ultimately decide which firms survive and 

which go under. 

Libertarianism & Neo-liberalism in more depth 

Self-confessed Thatcherites within the Conservative Party believe passionately in a dynamic 

economy free from state intervention. They claim that the free market is both economically efficient 

and morally superior to any statist alternative. What Joseph Schumpeter called the “creative 

destruction” of capitalism provides sufficient incentive and reward to enable individuals to fulfil their 

potential. In contrast, state control of the economy undermines our entrepreneurial spirit. Running an 

economy along socialist lines creates a “client state” that serves vested interests. 

During the coalition government, the Tories were firmly committed to austerity in order to reduce the 

scope and scale of government intervention. Economic libertarians claim that cuts to government 

expenditure are beneficial in the long-term. This is based upon the assumption that individuals work 

harder when they retain more of their hard-earned income and wealth. Balancing the books should 

enable the government to reduce taxation. Moreover, a flexible labour market is essential in order 

that firms can best meet changes in consumer demand. To ensure this, the coalition government 

made it easier to hire and fire workers.  

 

 

Organic Society / State (Conservatism) 

The concept of organic society / state holds that “society/the state is more important than any 

individual parts.”  

Key points 

The conservative perspective upon society stems from their support of evolutionary change.  

They view society as an organism that emerges and evolves gradually over time in order to meet the 

needs of its members.  

For instance, society must develop institutions and mechanisms that protect us from harm (such as 

the armed forces). A cohesive society also requires a degree of hierarchy, and a sense of deference 

towards authority figures. Moreover, a successful society is one characterised by a strong emotional 

attachment to our fellow people.  

Conservatives also believe that society is in a constant process of evolution. As a consequence, 

adopting a revolutionary stance is both foolish and contrary to the lessons of the past. This is a key 

point of disagreement between conservatives and radical extremists. 

Organic Society / State in more detail 



In a particularly famous quote within conservative thought, Burke  argued that: 

“society is indeed a contract … not only between those who are living, but between those who are 

living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born.”  

In essence, he claimed that society needs to reflect the past, consider the present and meet the needs 

of future generations. According to Burke, one of the fundamental flaws with the French revolution 

is that it completely ignored the past. Like many revolutions since, it sought to impose a Year Zero 

upon society. In its revolutionary zeal, even the calendar was altered to remove all royalist and 

religious influence. 

The Burkean view of society can also be placed in the context of the environment. In the modern era, 

this has in part helped modernisers to rebrand the Tories on the slogan ‘vote blue, go green.’ In 

addition, Burke’s conception of society bears relevance towards the generation gap that exists within 

society. Many young people feel disenchanted and disengaged from a discredited political system. It 

seems grossly unfair that the next generation will have to pick up the tab for the national debt. 

Moreover, politicians from all the main parties have continually ignored the demands of younger 

people in favour of an older demographic. ‘Generation Rent’ may therefore feel marginalised and 

overlooked by a political process tilted in favour of older people and other vested interests. In 

Burkean language, we are failing to meet the contractual obligations to many of those who are living 

and those who are yet to be born. 

Finally, Burke argued that “a state without the means of change is without the means of its 

conservation.” This quote reminds us that a true conservative is not opposed to social change in 

itself. Indeed, society can only evolve via meeting the ever-changing needs of its population. 

However, unlike other ideologies, conservatives would never endorse social change based upon 

abstract notions. This is one reason why the Conservative Party is broadly Eurosceptic. Whilst some 

of those on the Remain side of the Brexit argument believe there are practical benefits to 

membership, a project with such an abstract goal is clearly inconsistent with an evolutionary attitude 

towards change. Moreover, the notion that a European identity can be constructed around an anthem, 

a flag and other symbols of nationhood is anathema to the conservative mindset.  
 

Conservatism - Different Views and Tensions 
 

• Radicalism  

• Empiricism  

• Traditional  

• Neo-liberalism  

• Anti-permissiveness  

• Laissez-faire  

• Human Imperfection  

• New-right  

• Noblesse Oblige  

• One-nation  
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Conservatism - Different Views and Tensions 
 

Introduction 

When considering the differing views and tensions within conservatism, it should be acknowledged 

that the fundamental tenants of conservatism are broadly the same regardless of the country in 

question. As such, the ends of conservative parties and pressure groups are constant from one case 

study to the next. This observation even includes parties and think tanks within the conservative 

family (such as the UKIP and the Bow Group). However, there is disagreement over 

the means towards securing and implementing conservative objectives and values.  

Perhaps the most obvious contrast within conservative thinking is that between the UK and the US. 

British conservatism for instance places less emphasis upon religion than its American counterpart. 

The Republican Party’s emphasis upon Christian fundamentalism and three F’s strategy (faith, flag 

and family) does not play well to a more secular British audience. Republicans also adopt an overtly 

populist streak and celebrate the rugged individualism of the American people than their British 

counterparts. Moreover, the context of American conservatism is somewhat different. This is most 

noticeable in terms of support within the Republican Party for the second amendment (the right to 

bear arms) and tenth amendment (the so-called ‘states rights’ amendment). For obvious reasons, 

such themes do not translate well to British conservatism. 

On the continent, French conservatism is more supportive of protectionist policies than their British 

counterparts. Gaullist parties are more committed to a form of economic nationalism that protects the 

interests of French industry. Gaullism is therefore reflective of the one-nation school of thought. In 

Germany, the conservative CDU-CSU is considerably more pro-European than the British Tories. 

When a Conservative Prime Minister meets their German counterpart, there is a clear difference of 

opinion over the process of European integration. It should also be noted that on the continent the 

dominant form of conservatism is that of Christian Democracy. Although not overtly religious, it is 

an attitude rooted in traditional Christian values and the natural hierarchy and social order of any 

given society. 

Within the UK, the main division is that between the one-nation  approach and the New Right . The 

former has a lengthy history and to this day remains an essential element within the Conservative 

Party. Its objective is essentially negative, in that it seeks to prevent an outbreak of social unrest. As 

the name suggests, the aim is to maintain social unity. In order to support this argument, we would 

only need to remind ourselves how perilously close Britain was to such disaster during the immediate 

fall-out from the credit crunch. There was a very real possibility that the banks might have literally 

run out of cash, and the consequences for society would have been the violence and disorder that 

swept through Argentina during 2001-02. 

Unlike the one-nation perspective, the New Right seeks to change the political weather. The term 

New Right was first coined in the US and is sometimes known as Thatcherism in the UK. It adopted 

a populist streak that marked a clear departure from the moderate form of conservatism. In 

ideological terms, the New Right is merely a blend of both neo-liberalism  and neo-conservatism . 

In terms of the former, the New Right is uncharacteristically conservative in regards to its firm 

attachment to the free-market. Its neo-conservatism could be seen in the desire to utilise the agents of 

the state (e.g. police and army) to maintain social order during a turbulent decade of inner-city riots, 

the Miners’ Strike, the Cold War, the Falklands War and protests against the Poll Tax. The New 

Right also adopted a neo-conservative stance towards European integration and cultural diversity.  
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In the United States, conservatism is much more diffuse with a number of strands seeking to 

influence the political agenda. Neo-conservatives such as Francis Fukuyama seek to export 

American democracy abroad and are primarily concerned with issues of foreign policy. They adopt a 

hawkish stance and believe that the US should use its considerable military might to defend freedom. 

The philosopher Leo Strauss called for the moral regeneration of the states based around strong 

Christian values. He also perceived the world in Manichean terms with the US on the side of the 

blessed against godless communism and liberal secularism. Such views can also be applied to 

the clash of civilisations thesis put forward by the neo-conservative Samuel Huntington. In regard 

to the economy, neo-conservatives would support protectionist policies if it served the national 

interest. 
 

Radicalism (Conservatism) 

Radicalism is the belief or expression that there should be significant / extreme political and/or social 

change. These changes should occur through revolution. Conservatism is directly opposed to 

radicalism in any form. 

The father of modern conservatism (Edmund Burke) famously argued that the abstract notions of 

equality, fraternity and equality were contrary to the traditions of French society. The result of 

radicalism would be chaos and social disorder.  

Radicalism and Conservatism in More Depth 

In the modern era, conservatives in the West are deeply opposed to the spread of Islamic 

fundamentalism. This is most notable within the United States; a country in which the conservative 

movement is coloured by a much greater level of religiosity than the United Kingdom. 

Conservatives have always claimed that radicalism is driven by ideologues and seeks to impose a 

dogmatic vision of life upon society. Throughout history, there have been numerous illustrations of 

radical groups capturing the apparatus of the state and imposing their ‘truth’ upon others. The result 

has often been characterised by destruction rather than conservation. Indeed, it is difficult to envisage 

anything as contrary to the conservative mindset as that of radicalism. Conservatives are, by nature 

and temperament; supporters of the status quo and opponents of dramatic upheaval driven by 

ideologues. Radicalism is simply not part of conservative language. 

 

Empiricism (Conservatism) 
 

Empiricism is an epistemological approach which claims that knowledge comes primarily (or solely) 

from experience. 

By definition, all conservatives thereby adopt an empiricist stance. The conservative mindset is 

characterised by a combination of tradition  and pragmatism . Conservatives also reject the 

rationalist approach of liberalism and the scientific socialism advocated by Marxists. Neither 

rationalism nor scientific socialism is rooted in empiricism. 

Empiricism is clearly consistent with Burkean themes such as the accumulated wisdom of previous 

generations. It is also encapsulated in traditional Tory opposition to the views of experts. Those who 

claim they have all the ‘right’ answers have often been shown to be wrong by the consequences of 

events. Empiricism is also consistent with the Burkean perspective upon the social contract as 

opposed to the rather arrogant view that the current generation knows what’s best. 
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Traditional Conservatism 

Traditional conservatism is relatively insignificant within the field of British politics. As the term 

clearly implies, traditional conservatism is the oldest format of conservative thought. Traditional 

conservatism is associated strongly with the concept of hierarchy. 

There are various strands of thought within all ideological movements. With regards to conservatism, 

the main division is that between the one-nation perspective and the New Right  

In order for society to function effectively, there must be some form of hierarchy. Individuals within 

society need to be aware of their place within and accept their duties accordingly. For instance, those 

who hold the highest status have a responsibility to look after those further down the social scale. 

Such ideas later developed into the concept of noblesse oblige , one of the fundamental ideas within 

the mindset of conservatism. 

 

Neo-liberalism (Conservatism) 

As the term implies, neo-liberalism represents a modernised form of the classical liberal tradition.  

The distinction between neo-liberalism and the New Right is relatively straight-forward. As the term 

implies, neo-liberalism represents a modernised form of the classical liberal tradition. In contrast, the 

New Right school of thought belongs within the ideology of conservatism. To some extent, a 

relationship exists between neo-liberalism and the New Right due to their shared common ground. 

This is most notable in the field of economic policy, with both schools of thought highly supportive 

of laissez-faire capitalism. Frankly, there is no discernible difference in terms of the economic 

policies advocated by neo-liberals and the New Right. Indeed, during the 2010-15 coalition 

government, right-wingers within the Tory Cabinet and Orange Bookers in the Liberal Democrats 

co-operated over austerity measures and the need for a flexible labour market.  

There is also strong opposition amongst neo-liberals and the New Right towards egalitarian 

measures. Both strands of thought claim that socialism represents the sacrifice of the individual for 

collectivist goals. They claim that Britain is over-governed via state intervention within the economy 

and the nanny state within the personal realm. The former Conservative Minister Keith Joseph 

succinctly encapsulated this view when he argued that “inequality of income can only be eliminated 

at the cost of freedom.” 

Having said this, there are major differences between neo-liberals and the New Right. Such divisions 

reflect the traditional points of departure between liberals and conservatives such as law and order, 

multiculturalism, constitutional reform and morality. A liberal society is built upon mutual tolerance 

of diverse lifestyles, and all liberals (including neo-liberals) adopt a position of moral relativism. 

Liberalism represents an atomistic society and will always oppose the stifling conformity of social 

mores. In stark contrast, conservatism adopts a stance of moral absolutism.  

 

 

Anti-permissiveness (Conservatism) 

Permissiveness refers to a situation in which behaviour that some people might disapprove of is 

allowed (often by a change in the law). Therefore, anti-permissiveness refers to a lack of change 

in the law or society to allow such behaviour.  
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Exploring anti-permissiveness 

Libertarian conservatives differ from neo-conservatives in their views on many lifestyle issues. 

There is a particularly sharp distinction between conservatives and liberals over lifestyle issues. 

Liberalism celebrates the diversity of human life and emphasises tolerance. This even extends to the 

realm of sexual behaviour. For liberals, the key phrase is that of consenting adults. However, 

conservatives claim that the increased number of one-parent families, divorce, extra-marital affairs, 

contraceptive usage and a general decline in social mores undermine the social fabric. Such 

behaviour is particularly harmful to children; which experience has shown tend to grow and thrive 

within the security and stability offered by the conventional nuclear family. In a modern context, 

the Tory Party’s argument that Britain was a broken society under New Labour is consistent with this 

line of argument. 

When considering anti-permissiveness, it should also be noted that certain strands of conservatism 

emphasise lifestyle issues more than others. For instance, libertarian conservatives take a more 

relaxed approach to such matters whereas neo-conservatives adopt a more traditional approach.  

This is a feature of American politics and the culture wars that divide the two main parties. Abortion 

has been described as the last great divide between Republicans and Democrats. Conservatives in 

the US argue that the pro-choice side of the debate champion the rights of the living over the as 

yet unclaimed demands of those yet to be born. On a related point, some of those rights for the living 

have been discovered from penumbras identified by unelected members of an unaccountable and out-

of-touch judiciary. This forms part of the broader conservative critique of the ‘liberal’ judiciary.  

 

 

Laissez-faire (Conservatism) 

A laissez-faire system is an economic system in which the government tries to avoid interfering in 

the economy; it is closely associated with capitalism. Conservatives argue that a system based upon 

private ownership (namely capitalism) is superior to the statist alternative for a number of reasons.  

Key points on Laissez-faire 

Firstly, it is argued that laissez-faire facilitates those who wish to ‘get on’ in life. The Conservative 

Party has consistently sought to present itself as offering help to hard-working individuals and 

families. In order to back up this argument, one might consider polices such as providing mortgage 

tax relief to the sale of council homes at a substantial discount. 

Secondly, conservatives are sympathetic towards laissez-faire capitalism because they feel it benefits 

everyone. This particular line of argument relates to an economic term called the trickle-down 

effect. The economic activity generated by those on high incomes is advantageous for all members 

of society due to economic growth, greater levels of consumer choice and an increase in investment. 

Whilst the result of the trickle-down effect is an uneven distribution of wealth and income, 

conservatives take the view that such an outcome is both inevitable and desirable. 

Thirdly, conservatives claim that the freer the market the freer the people. The ability to spend the 

wealth we earn is an important leitmotif / symbol of a free society. State intervention within the 

economy inevitably limits our economic freedom as it entails the government confiscating our 

wealth. For instance, home ownership means that we are relatively free to do as we wish with our 

property. Conservatives claim that this taps into a broader mindset reflected in the aphorism that ‘an 

Englishman’s home is his castle.’ 



Unlike those voices on the left, conservatives take a positive view of an economic system based upon 

private ownership. All conservatives believe that laissez-faire capitalism is a better system than 

common ownership of the means of production. The individual is much more likely to respect their 

own and others property as opposed to the bureaucratic hand of the state. He/she has a very clear 

incentive to improve their home in terms of its sentimental and financial value. Yet whilst 

conservatives share a great deal of common ground with liberals on the issue of property, there is a 

subtle degree of disagreement to be aware of. Conservatives reject the liberal argument that we have 

a right to property. Instead, there should be an emphasis upon the obligations that derive from private 

property (such as respect for others).  

Laissez-faire in more depth 

The issue of private property is a particularly significant dividing line between left and right within 

the political spectrum.  

According to figures from the left, the acquisition of private property is the result of the pursuit of 

self-interest and thereby represents social inequality. In a particularly famous quote, the collectivist 

anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon argued that “all property is theft.”  

In contrast, all conservatives believe strongly in the benefits of private property. There are several 

reasons for this. Ownership of private property provides us with a sense of security. It offers physical 

and psychological protection from the pressures of the world outside and something to fall back on 

during difficult financial times. Homeowners also have a clear stake within society, which thereby 

promotes conservative values such as the maintenance of law and order. Private property also 

enables us to reflect our sense of individuality and what values are important to our family. In 

addition, home ownership enables us to pass down our wealth to members of our own family, who 

then act as custodians of that wealth. This latter point reflects the Burkean view of society. 

 

 

Human Imperfection (Conservatism) 

The concept of human imperfection holds that “humans are flawed, which makes them incapable of 

making good decisions for themselves.” 

Key points 

There are three key elements that form the conservative attitude towards human nature.  

First and foremost, conservatives adopt a pessimistic view of human nature. According to 

conservatives, we are all psychologically flawed and imperfect. Indeed, during the Enlightenment 

conservative theorists rejected the rationalist assumption that we should be optimistic about 

humanity and seek to improve it. The conservative view of human nature is largely grounded upon 

the Catholic notion of original sin and Biblical warnings over human wickedness. 

Secondly, Conservatives also believe that we are driven by baser instincts rather than higher 

reasoning – this is a fundamental difference with liberalism. For instance, conservatives believe that 

we seek protection for ourselves, our homes and our families. As such, we are by instinct suspicious 

of outsiders and prefer to live in a society based upon cultural homogeneity. Human beings are also 

drawn towards competition over the acquisition of money, status and property. At times, this can 

lead to behaviour that needs to be regulated by the forces of law and order. 



Thirdly, those ideologies which adopt a fixed view of human nature are inherently wrong. The 

leading proponent of this argument is the Austrian theorist Karl Popper (1962). Moreover, we 

cannot predict the future and should simply recognise the limits of our understanding. Those 

ideologies that promise a utopian system must be open to criticism in order to expose such thinking 

as a doomed exercise in self-deception. Ultimately, all humans are intellectually flawed. 

 

New-right (Conservatism) 

The 'new-right" involves the marriage of neo-liberal and neo-conservative ideas including elements 

of both neo-liberal and neo-conservative beliefs. 

The New Right is both economically libertarian and socially authoritarian.  

There are few better illustrations of this contradiction than Margaret Thatcher herself. She was firmly 

committed to a reduction in the role of the state within economic affairs. In order to achieve this, 

Thatcher implemented a range of policies such as privatisation, deregulation and the sale of 

council houses. However, she was more willing to use the ‘agents of the state’ against those forces 

that opposed her than Tory leaders in the one-nation mould. Thatcher chose to confront left-wing 

unions and local councils whereas figures from the one-nation perspective cautioned against such 

moves. 

In terms of lifestyle issues, she was no libertarian either. A salient example to consider is Clause (or 

section) 28 which prevented local authorities from promoting homosexuality or presenting it within 

schools as an acceptable family unit. Clause 28 sought to uphold traditional moral values against the 

moral pollution that emerged from the permissive society of the 60s and 70s. Marriage is sanctioned 

by God as a union between man and woman for the procreation of a child, whereas homosexuality is 

contrary to such teachings. According to the New Right, the role of the state is to guide people 

towards the correct way to live. 

Under David Cameron’s leadership the Tories tried to rebrand themselves as a more socially 

inclusive party. Most notably, the Tory-led coalition government introduced same-sex marriage in 

2012. This clearly reflects a social liberal stance on lifestyle issues.  

However, the Conservatives have also shown their traditionally authoritarian approach towards law 

and order. It is worth noting that Cameron called for “exemplary punishment” for those who 

committed offences during the 2011 riots. Moreover, since gaining an outright majority the Tory 

Party has introduced a number of anti-terrorism measures which have been labelled as draconian by 

civil liberties groups. In terms of its pragmatism, the government has even sought to reduce the level 

of public spending on the police as part of its broader austerity programme.  

 

 

Noblesse Oblige (Conservatism) 

Conservatives claim that those born of a high social status have a duty or responsibility to help those 

less fortunate within society. This is known by the French term noblesse oblige.  

Key points 

According to conservatives, it is inevitable that an elite will arise within any given society. All 

societies adopt a structure that best serves its needs.  



For instance, within a closed society an elite emerges from the hereditary principle. Historically, this 

was the basis of feudalism.  

In a more open society, an elite will surface based upon their talent and effort. As a consequence, our 

relative position within society is aligned to our achieved status rather than the circumstances of our 

birth.  

Noblesse Oblige in more depth 

Unlike liberals, conservatives are not opposed to the hereditary principle. For conservatives, the 

basis of hierarchy is largely insignificant. Whereas a liberal always favours a more open and 

meritocratic society, conservatives merely believe that the source of social stratification must suit the 

broader needs of society.  

Unlike liberals, conservatives are therefore supportive of a Royal Family because they encapsulate 

traditional values. In order to back up this argument, one could highlight the level of public support 

for (and interest in) the Windsors alongside the negligible appeal of republican feeling within the 

UK. 

Conservatives also believe that inequality is inevitable. We are all born with different abilities and 

different aptitudes for work. This reflects a traditional mindset amongst conservatives that inequality 

is sanctioned by divine providence. In addition, the distribution of life chances within a society will 

always be uneven regardless of whatever the government does to even them out. Consistent with the 

conservative mindset, an elite will always exist regardless of the ideological foundation of that 

society. This makes the notion of an elite acting in a benevolent manner a stabilising factor. 

 

One-nation (Conservatism) 

One-nation conservatives view society as organic and value paternalism  and pragmatism. 

The one-nation school of thought dates back to the work of the nineteenth century statesman 

Benjamin Disraeli. In his novel ‘Sybil’ (1845) Disraeli examined the gap between the wealthy elite 

and the working-classes. He laments that they were “as ignorant of each other’s habits, thoughts and 

feelings as if they were … inhabitants of different planets.”  

Disraeli argued that it was in the interests of the ruling elite to adopt a stance of 

paternalism towards those less fortunate. For instance, the provision of a safety net for the 

unemployed would alleviate the most acute forms of poverty. More importantly, it would prevent the 

emergence of revolutionary consciousness amongst the disaffected. 

Disraeli was a consummate politician who argued persuasively that the one-nation outlook would 

enable the Conservatives to reach out towards all sections of the electorate. With the benefit of 

hindsight, this proved to be a highly effective electoral strategy. Paternalism has enabled the Tories 

to present themselves in a positive light to those with very little wealth to actually conserve (the term 

conservative stems from the Latin “com servare” – to preserve). In doing so, one-nation ideas have 

allowed the Conservative Party to claim a mandate to govern on behalf of society. Partly because of 

paternalism, the Tories are the most electorally successful party in the UK with a sizeable level of 

support amongst working-class voters. Throughout their history, the Conservatives have often 

appealed to a wide swathe of the electorate due to their ‘catch-all’ nature. 

In ideological terms, the one-nation school of thought is firmly opposed to the state dictating the 

lives of its citizens. Whilst the state must be strong enough to deliver the smack of firm government, 
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it must never seek to suppress the individual. To do so would be contrary against everything Britain 

stands for. 

Based on this line of argument, one-nation think tanks like the Tory Reform Group favour the 

defence of individual liberty. Even during the Second World War, Winston Churchill opposed the 

introduction of ID cards. He argued that such a scheme was associated with totalitarian regimes and 

therefore incompatible with our national character. Under the Tory-Lib Dem coalition, the 

government scrapped Labour’s ID cards programme soon after gaining office.  

 

 

 

Conservatism - Conservative Thinkers and their Ideas 
 

• Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) 

• Edmund Burke (1729−1797) 

• Michael Oakeshott (1901−1990) 

• Ayn Rand (1905−1982) 

• Robert Nozick (1938−2002) 

 

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) 

One of the most important political theorists of all time is Thomas Hobbes. The influence of Thomas 

Hobbes derives from the book ‘Leviathan’ and his creation of a social contract. 

As befits the grandiose title of his work, Leviathan truly is a landmark piece in the history of political 

theory. Hobbes could genuinely be termed a pioneer in terms of providing a philosophical construct 

for the Westphalian system  and for a social contract with an authoritarian role for the state.  

Thomas Hobbes was born in an era characterised by a search for stability in an inherently unstable 

world, and this undoubtedly shaped his world-view. It is not hard to see why anyone who 

experienced the destruction and havoc caused by the English Civil War traversed the intellectual path 

that Hobbes did. According to Hobbes, the relationships that govern human nature are characterised 

as “a perpetual and restless desire for power after power that ceaseth only in death.” Whilst there 

are some things we would not do in the pursuit of power – perhaps because they are morally 

reprehensible or simply illegal – life is nothing more than a struggle for power. 

In the absence of a social contract, Hobbes memorably described life in a state of nature as “solitary, 

poor, nasty, brutish and short” and characterised by “a war of all against all.” In a state of nature 

no-one would be strong enough to live in total security. Social order therefore demands a decisive 

and coercive role for the state. As such, Hobbes prescribes a dominant role for the state (or 

Leviathan) to prevent anarchy and to ensure that contracts are upheld because “covenants, without 

the sword, are but words.” 

In essence, the Hobbesian argument is that all forms of social order are preferable to an absence of 

social order. Life in an orderly system of governance is superior to the lawlessness associated with a 

‘failed’ state. We also need an authoritarian state in order to prevent the collapse of social order. For 

this alone, Hobbes has traditionally been viewed as a conservative theorist. Whilst there is much 

merit in this, it could be argued that his world-view is more liberal than it might first appear. 

Although Hobbes clearly accepts the need to impose authority from above, he asserts the liberalist 
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view that authority derives first and foremost from the people themselves. On closer inspection of 

Leviathan, it is the people who constitute the figure itself. Intrinsically, it is the people who provide 

legitimacy and consent to be governed in such an authoritarian fashion. Moreover, he declared that 

the people had the right to disobey the authority of the state if their lives were under threat. This is an 

important caveat because Hobbes implies that authority is on loan from the people by the state and 

can therefore be reclaimed under exceptional circumstances. 

Although he is often painted as a pessimistic figure, Hobbes did at least acknowledge our capacity 

for rational thought. He assumed that we could understand others via a process of introspection. By 

studying ourselves, we can better appreciate that which motivates others. That said, his overall view 

of human nature is devoid of the optimism commonly associated with the liberal position. He 

believes that human nature is rational, but unlike those of a liberal persuasion, this leads him towards 

a pessimistic view of our behaviour. His view of human nature is undoubtedly negative, and his 

depiction of the state of nature is the polar opposite of the view taken by theorists such as Jean-

Jacques Rousseau. This is why Hobbes is traditionally classed as a conservative theorist. 

Footnotes: [1]  The idea that nation-states have sovereignty over their own territory and 

domestic law, and that each state is equal in international law  

 

Edmund Burke (1729−1797) 

There is little doubt that Edmund Burke is the most influential conservative thinker of all time. His 

thoughts and comments deliver a fundamental set of ideas for conservativism.   

Burke provides a wide-ranging contribution to political theory, although he is best-known for his 

reflections on the revolution in France. Along with other conservative philosophers of the time such 

as Joseph de Maistre, Burke belongs in the counter-enlightenment school of thought. Burke rejected 

the Enlightenment view that humans are rational entities. Instead, Burke claimed we are both 

imperfect and imperfectible. Any attempt to create a system based upon the perfectibility of man is 

thereby contrary to our innate character. 

Burke’s critique of the French revolution centres primarily upon its flawed attempt to create a 

utopian society based upon the slogans of ‘liberty, fraternity and equality.’ This is to ignore the 

social bonds that keep us together, and marks an attempt to replace the accumulated wisdom of 

previous generations with abstractions. The hot-headed idealists who manned the barricades were 

entirely wrong to believe they could construct a new world from the ashes of the old. They placed 

their faith in destruction rather than preservation; thereby acting contrary to what Burke claimed 

should be the guiding principles of society. 

Unlike other social contract theorists such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Locke and Thomas 

Hobbes; Burke believed that “society is but a contract between the dead, the living and those yet to 

be born.” We must therefore construct civilisation by giving weight to our ancestors, ourselves and 

those still to be born. Burke’s notion of an eternal society beautifully encapsulates the Tory view that 

the present should not be arrogant enough to believe they know what is best. For a true conservative; 

society needs to reflect the past, consider the present and meet the needs of future generations. It is a 

partnership that bridges the generations and provides for continuity over the years that should reflect 

the “democracy of the dead” as argued by G.K. Chesterton. 

The Burkean conception of the social contract also provides a blueprint for those who seek to 

conserve the natural environment. A clear conclusion from his work is that we should give proper 

consideration to future generations. No generation should be so arrogant as to think only of 
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themselves. Instead, we are its guardians and therefore have an obligation to sustain our natural 

environment in order to bequeath to the next generation. Therefore, we do not have a right to do with 

the natural world as we so wish. In addition, Burke believed that we seek security over abstract 

notions of equality and liberty. Humans are largely sceptical of what politics and politicians can ever 

hope to provide. 

The Burkean notion (or trustee model) lies at the very centre of an understanding of the British 

parliamentary system. In a famous speech to his constituents in Bristol, Burke stated that an elected 

representative owes you his conscience. He should not slavishly follow public opinion in the style of 

a delegate. There is an important distinction to be made between a representative and a delegate. 

That said, the public can “kick the rascals out” during the subsequent election. The Burkean notion 

derives from the mindset that those who are elected to represent the people possess a greater level of 

wisdom than the public.       

Burke can easily be criticised for offering ample justification for the ruling elite to place their own 

interests over that of the public. Indeed, Burke goes so far as to claim that the ruling classes are the 

only ones who can govern the country in a disinterested manner. In contrast, both the middle-class 

and working-class would serve their own group’s interest rather than the national interest. 

Revealingly, Burke claimed that his own social class could govern the country on the basis of 

paternalism. 

Burke also believed there was a natural hierarchy within society, and each component must play their 

part on the basis of a living organism. Burke adopted an organic notion of society as opposed to the 

mechanistic view of liberal thinkers. Each section of society has their own obligations and we 

should “love the little platoon in society to which we belong.” The ruling elite benefits from the 

knowledge passed down by family members, but this gives them the duty of care over others (what 

later become identified as noblesse oblige). 

Finally, Burke rejects the liberal view that technocratic experts are best placed to offer guidance. 

Instead, we must give adequate reflection to the past and be highly cautious when adopting a course 

of action. There is an inherent virtue in common-sense values; or what Burke called the “wisdom of 

unlettered men.” Although he was no democrat, Burke believed it unwise to resist change on the 

basis of greater democracy when change would lead to the preservation of vital institutions. Indeed, 

this reflects one of Burke’s most famous quotes (“a state without the means of change is without the 

means of its conservation”). 
 

 
Michael Oakeshott (1901−1990) 

Along with Russell Kirk and Roger Scruton, Michael Oakeshott is one of the most important 

conservative philosophers of the twentieth century. In his work ‘On being conservative,’ he outlines 

what is means to be a true conservative. In a famous passage, he explains that the conservative 

disposition is “to prefer the familiar to the unknown, to prefer the tried to the untried … [and] the 

actual to the possible.”  

Oakeshott is also widely-known within the field of political theory for his sage observation that “in 

political activity men sail a boundless and bottomless sea.” In other words, it has neither a starting 

point nor an appointed destination. The realm of political ideas is therefore beyond our limited 

understanding.  

Oakeshott also seeks to outline the conservative stance upon the role of the state. According to him, 

the state should be conceptualised as a ship that can be used to ensure social harmony. Crucially, he 



does not believe that the state can create a new society or a utopia based upon notions of social 

progress. Both notions would exist outside his conservative disposition, or more accurately the one-

nation school of thought. He argued that we should merely seek to keep the ship of state afloat. 

Above all, we should be suspicious of would-be pilots that claim they can guide us towards a final 

port of destination. It is therefore advisable to adopt a sceptical position in regards to state 

intervention and social engineering. The watchword of a true conservative should therefore be that of 

pragmatism. 

In his work ‘On Human Conduct,’ Oakeshott claims that there have been two major modes or 

understandings of social organisation. The first is called enterprise association. In this situation, the 

state is understood as imposing a universal purpose on its subjects (such as profit or racial 

domination). In contrast, civil association is primarily a legal relationship in which laws impose 

obligatory conditions of action. However, they do not require choosing one action rather than 

another. The former is based upon a fundamental faith in the ability of humans to grasp a universal 

good whereas the latter is based on a scepticism about the ability of humans to either ascertain or 

achieve this good. 

Despite the originality of his ideas, the appeal of Oakeshott may well have been curtailed in the 

manner in which he put forward his arguments. Even his most ardent defender would have to 

concede that Oakeshott could have offered a clearer explanation in order to extend his overall 

influence. From a more critical stance, Oakeshott’s mindset could easily be criticised for selling short 

the possibility of political progress. The familiar taunt against the conservative is those who lack 

ambition, and Oakeshott could certainly be cited as evidence for this.  
 
 

Ayn Rand (1905−1982) 

Ayn Rand was a passionate advocate of economic freedom at a time when such ideas were deeply 

unfashionable. Keynesian economics and state intervention were very much in vogue. It was a time 

of high levels of progressive taxation and an emphasis upon reducing the level of inequality (even in 

the United States). Ayn Rand however offered an insightful rebuke to the received wisdom of the 

time. 

The most obvious starting-point towards an understanding of Ayn Rand’s political philosophy stems 

from the money speech outlined by the fictional character Francisco d’Anconia’s speech in Rand’s 

novel Atlas Shrugged. In a lengthy passage, he links the pursuit of money to a worthy goal. He also 

offers a moral justification for capitalism. In response to the widespread comment that money is the 

root of all evil, d’Anconia asks “Have you ever asked what is the root of money? … Money is made 

possible only by the men who produce. Is that what you consider evil?” He goes onto say that “to 

trade by means of money is the code of the men of good will.” Without trust, any system of trade 

would surely collapse. 

According to Rand, Atlas Shrugged considers “the role of the mind in man’s existence [and] the 

morality of rational self-interest.” As rational entities, Ayn Rand claims that we have a duty to be 

selfish and put our own interests first. She praises wealth-creators on the basis of the Biblical notion 

that he who does not work shall not eat. In contrast, altruism and self-sacrifice is immoral. Ayn 

Rand believes that those who create wealth should be revered at the expense of moochers and those 

who seek to take it off others by force. 

Atlas Shrugged outlines a scenario in which the most creative and talented go on strike in protest 

against expensive welfarist policies. They retreat into a mountain hideaway and build an independent 

economic structure. Without their financial clout, the government cannot fund their welfare 



programme. The ideas explored in ‘Atlas Shrugged’ hold contemporary relevance due to the ability 

of the super-rich to transfer their assets within the global economy. Equally, welfarist governments 

have used the tax receipts provided by lucrative sectors of the economy to fund an ever-increasing 

largesse from the state. We live in a world where the top 1% can effectively go on strike at any time 

whilst governments need the revenue generated by the most economically-productive. As such, they 

are wary of imposing overly-restrictive regulation and excessive rates of taxation. 

Another significant work from Ayn Rand is ‘Anthem’ in which she depicts a dystopian future. Under 

totalitarian rule, the word “I” is banned and replaced by “we.” The hero of the novella (Equality 7-

2521) fights the imposition of collectivism. He seeks to choose friends among men (but neither 

slaves not masters) as in the temple of his spirit, each man is alone. It is here we can quite clearly 

identify the impact of her earlier life, in which a comfortable middle-class life was turned upside 

down by the Russian Revolution. Her father’s property was confiscated by the state in the name of 

collectivist goals, which gave her the insight that such words were the excuse men in power needed 

to take from those who had earned and created their own wealth. She also sought to praise the 

creation of wealth above attempts by the state to redistribute that wealth. Whilst the basis for such 

actions may be one of altruism, wealth invariably goes towards electorally-important groups or those 

with the most political muscle. 

In a more philosophical context, Ayn Rand advanced the theory of objectivism which stipulates that 

we can attain objective knowledge via reason and logic. Secondly, the prime moral purpose of life is 

the individual pursuit of happiness. Objectivism thereby favours a political and economic system 

consistent with both individualism and laissez-faire capitalism. Rand also contributed greatly 

towards our understanding of egoism. Rational egoism stipulates that it is rational to act on the basis 

of self-interest, whereas ethical egoism argues that we ought to act in our own self-interest. Ethical 

egoism may also be contrasted to ethical altruism, which claims that moral agents have a duty to help 

our fellow man. Ethical egoism could therefore be placed along the right of the political spectrum, 

whereas ethical altruism is associated with those on the left. 
 
 

Robert Nozick (1938−2002) 

Robert Nozick is a key figure along the libertarian-right of the political spectrum and is best-known 

for the philosophical debate with John Rawls concerning the role of justice. Nozick sought to defend 

the concept of natural justice i.e. that justice is served by considering that which would occur 

naturally without state interference. Social justice (advocated by Rawls) however takes the opposite 

view and requires a degree of state intervention. Both sides of the debate claim their outlook is the 

fairest. 

Nozick wrote widely throughout his career, but his most important work remains ‘Anarchy, the State 

and Utopia’ in which he promotes the case for a minimal state. This was Nozick’s response to 

Rawls’ work a few years earlier on the Theory of Justice. The debate between these two intellectuals 

did much to revive political philosophy, and Nozick was gracious enough to acknowledge that the 

Rawlsian conception of justice provided “the benchmark, where all others must subscribe or state 

their reasons why not.” 

According to Nozick, justice should be based upon moral entitlement. Following Kantian principles 

that the individual is an end in itself, we are entitled to use our resources as we see fit. From this, 

Nozick claimed that whatever outcome resulted from the free exchange of labour and other resources 

must be a just one. In contrast, state-imposed egalitarian measures would result in outcomes that 

favoured electorally significant groups (such as the elderly, insider pressure groups and powerful 

producer interests). 



Nozick favoured a minimal state that was only concerned with the enforcement of contracts and 

protection against theft. Nozick also argued that the distribution of goods as a result of the free 

market is a just position. This is a clear rebuttal to the social justice position adopted by Rawls and 

others on the libertarian-left. Nozick also criticised the redistribution of wealth because it undermines 

the rights of the individual. In a particularly evocative phrase, he depicts taxation as a form 

of “legalised theft.”Egalitarian measures in the name of social justice reduce the status of the 

individual towards the means to an end, and policies committed in the name of social justice was 

merely state-justified robbery of the wealth we have created. 

Another famous passage from Nozick’s work concerns the ‘tale of the slave’ in which the state is 

portrayed as the potential master of individuals. Any form of redistribution by the state leads to 

individuals gaining talents they do not deserve. Redistributive policies thereby reduce the status of 

the individual to that of a slave towards a collective goal. We must therefore avoid the worship of the 

state in the name of the supposedly desirable goal of social justice, of which there is no moral basis 

whatsoever. In this regard, he shares common ground with other libertarian figures such as Ayn 

Rand. Nozick was a true libertarian who wholeheartedly advocated free market capitalism. At the 

core of Nozick’s philosophy is the concept of individual sovereignty. We thereby hold property over 

our person, and possession of bodily integrity is a natural right. Such libertarian ideas led towards 

him favouring the decriminalisation of victimless crime such as drug consumption. Along with other 

libertarian figures such as Milton Friedman, Nozick concludes that the choice to consume drugs is 

ultimately down to the individual. It is the responsibility of the person taking drugs, rather than the 

state legislating on the basis of say the harm principle outlined by John Stuart Mill.  
 

Source: https://www.tutor2u.net/politics/collections/conservatism 

 

See also: Roger Scruton Dictionary of Political Thought 

 

 

 

 

 

 


