
2.1 Conservatism

lntroduction
l f  an  ideo logy  is 'a  sys tem o f  ideas  a t  the  bas is  o f  an  economic  or  po l i t i ca l  theory '
(Concise Oxforcl Dict ionary, i t  could be argued that conservatism is barely an ideology
at al l ,  based as i t  is in a reaction to the changes put forward by other ideologies.
Conservatism is based f irmly upon pragmatism and the bel ief in gradual improvements
founded on experience and exist ing inst i tut ions, rather than a priori  reasoning and
rad ica l  change.

Paternalism

Where authority is central ised
bul the slate is benevolent;
caring for the most needy.

Origins
Modern conservatism dates from the opposit ion to the popular radical ism prevalent around the t ime of the French Revolut ion
in  the  1790s.  l t  was  a  reac t ion  f i rs t  to  th is  rad ica l  change and Ia te r  to  l ibera l i sm (Ch 2 .2)  and soc ia l i sm (Ch 2 .3) .  Wr i te rs  such
as Edmund Burke in his Reflect ions on the Revolut ion in France i1 790) highl ighted the dangers of radical change and the need
for societ ies to evolve in order to avoid the emersence of such destructive radical ism.

Confusing terms
'conservative'

We often use this term to describe
people who are unr,villing to change
or out of date.

'conservat ive ideology'

See left: this is a supposedly more
coherent approach to directing
government policy.

'Conservative'

The capital letter usually denotes a
reference to the Conservative %r1y
or its policieslposition.

Approach
As a result of this, conservatives often take a dif ferent approach to solving problems than
those coming from a more tradit ional ly ideological perspective.

Looks at the problem

v
Considers existi ng structures/provision

*
Considers minor adjustments based upon experience

I
ls prepared to accept that earl ier pol icies might have

been inadequate

Looks at the problem

*
Considers problem within the ideological

framework. Tries to make it fit.

*
Applies ideology to process of developing solut ions
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Human nature

This is a phrase used when
referring to the natural human
state; that is to say, what people
are l ike in their pure state when
one removes the influence of
the societ ies in which they l ive.
Some people have a posit ive
view of human nature and
believe that society can corrupt
individuals. Those with a more
pessimist ic view wculd see
people as flawed and society as
a necessary regulating force.

Conservatism today
Modern conservatism can be divided into trr lo clear strands:

Free  marke t  economics  .  . .  deregu la t ion
restr ict ions on the por,ver of the unions

Mixed economy

Limited state intervention . .  .  ' rol l ing back
the state'

the frontiers oi More signif icant state intervention

Quick  and rad ica l  change Slow gradual change . .  .  evolut ion not revolut ion

Maintaining national sovereignty Increasing integration in Europe

Qui te  ind iv idua l i s t i c

paternalism (see above)

Liberal/libertarian conservatism
For example, the 'New Right '  in the UK and US in the
1 9B0s/1 990s. ln Bri tain, the advent of Thatcherism and
'neo-l iberal '  economic pol icy.

CollectivisUpaternalist conservatism
Describing much of the post-war Conservative history in
Britain. 'One-nation Tories'.  Often marginal ised under
Thatcher as 'the wets'.

Limited welfare provision lorv 'safety net' only Support for universal welfare state
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