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Conservatism
Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 1, Core Political Ideas
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Conservatism
	An ideology rooted in scepticism about abstract theorising and human perfectibility, valuing tradition, pragmatism, and the maintenance of a stable, hierarchical social order.

	Human imperfection
	The conservative belief that human beings are morally, intellectually, and psychologically limited or flawed, making them dependent on the security provided by tradition, authority, and social order.

	Pragmatism
	A preference for practical experience and gradual, tested adjustment over abstract theorising or grand ideological schemes, reflected in the conservative approach to policy and change.

	Tradition
	Institutions, customs, and practices inherited from the past, valued by conservatives as embodying the accumulated wisdom of previous generations.

	Change to conserve
	Edmund Burke's principle that limited, cautious reform is sometimes necessary to preserve the fundamental stability and legitimacy of existing institutions.

	Organic society
	The view that society is a living whole, like a body, with interconnected parts and natural hierarchy, rather than simply a collection of separate, self-interested individuals.

	Hierarchy and authority
	The conservative belief that unequal distributions of power and status are natural, inevitable, and often beneficial, providing order, leadership, and a clear sense of role and duty.

	Paternalism
	Rule or guidance exercised by those in authority for the wellbeing of those they govern, on the (sometimes controversial) grounds that they know best, e.g. ‘noblesse oblige’.

	One Nation Conservatism
	A paternalistic strand of conservatism, associated with Benjamin Disraeli, that stresses social duty and the obligation of the privileged to help the less fortunate in order to preserve social unity and stability.

	Noblesse oblige
	The idea that privilege entails responsibility — that those with wealth, power, or status have an obligation to help those without it.

	Libertarianism
	A strand of conservative (and liberal) thought that prioritises minimal state interference and maximum individual freedom, particularly in economic life.

	Neoliberalism
	The economic strand of New Right thinking, favouring free markets, privatisation, deregulation, and a much smaller role for the state in the economy.

	Neoconservatism
	The social strand of New Right thinking, favouring traditional moral values, a strong stance on law and order and national security, and scepticism about multiculturalism and permissiveness.

	The New Right
	The fusion of neoliberal economics and neoconservative social values that shaped Conservative Party thinking from the late 1970s, most associated with Thatcherism.

	Atomism
	A liberal-influenced view of society as made up of separate, self-interested individuals, which traditional conservatives reject in favour of the organic society model.

	Property
	The conservative belief that private property ownership provides psychological security, encourages responsibility, and helps maintain social order and continuity.

	Empiricism
	The belief that knowledge should be grounded in experience and evidence rather than abstract reasoning, underpinning the conservative preference for pragmatism over ideology.


2. Core Knowledge
Core conservative ideas
· Human imperfection: conservatives generally see human beings as limited, fallible, and morally flawed, needing the guidance and security of tradition, authority, and social order rather than abstract rational schemes.
· Pragmatism and empiricism: conservatives are traditionally wary of grand ideological blueprints, preferring policy grounded in practical experience, gradual adjustment, and ‘what works’.
· Tradition: long-standing institutions and customs are valued as the accumulated, tested wisdom of past generations; Burke's principle of ‘change to conserve’ allows for cautious reform to preserve underlying stability.
· Organic society: traditional conservatives see society as an interconnected, living whole with natural hierarchy, rather than a collection of separate, self-interested individuals (the atomistic view associated with liberalism).
· Hierarchy and authority: inequality of status and power is seen as natural and often beneficial, providing order, leadership, and a clear social role, rather than something to be eliminated.
Traditional / One Nation Conservatism
· Paternalism: the belief that those with wealth, power, and status have an obligation (‘noblesse oblige’) to look after the less fortunate, both out of duty and enlightened self-interest in preserving social stability.
· One Nation Conservatism: associated with Benjamin Disraeli, this strand argues that social reform (better housing, working conditions, welfare provision) is necessary to bind society together and prevent it splitting into ‘two nations’ of rich and poor.
· Acceptance of a mixed economy: post-war One Nation Conservatives (e.g. Harold Macmillan) broadly accepted state intervention, a welfare state, and Keynesian economic management (sometimes called ‘Butskellism’, reflecting cross-party consensus).
The New Right
· Neoliberalism: the economic strand of New Right thinking, drawing on thinkers like Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, favouring free markets, privatisation, deregulation, lower taxation, and a much smaller economic role for the state.
· Neoconservatism: the social strand of New Right thinking, emphasising traditional moral values, a strong state on law and order, national defence and sovereignty, and scepticism towards permissiveness and multiculturalism.
· Thatcherism: the fusion of neoliberal economics with neoconservative social values under Margaret Thatcher, combining a rolled-back economic state with a strengthened state role in maintaining order, authority, and national identity.
Tensions and debates within conservatism
· Paternalism vs libertarianism: traditional conservatives' belief in a paternalistic, actively guiding state sits in tension with the New Right's preference for a minimal economic state and individual self-reliance.
· Organic society vs individualism: the traditional conservative emphasis on hierarchy and collective social order contrasts with the more individualistic, market-driven vision found in neoliberal conservatism.
· Pragmatism vs ideology: critics have argued the New Right, particularly Thatcherism, represented a break from traditional conservative pragmatism towards a more rigid, ideologically driven programme, in some tension with Burke's cautious, empirical style of conservatism.
· Key thinkers to know: Edmund Burke (tradition, change to conserve), Thomas Hobbes (human nature and the need for authority), Benjamin Disraeli (One Nation Conservatism), Michael Oakeshott (pragmatism, scepticism of ideology), Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman (neoliberal economics), Ayn Rand and Robert Nozick (libertarianism).
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research the One Nation and Thatcherite traditions within the Conservative Party and evaluate which has been more electorally successful, and why.
· Data challenge: research the scale of privatisation carried out during the Thatcher governments and evaluate how far this reflected neoliberal, rather than traditional conservative, principles.
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes the New Right represents a betrayal, not an evolution, of traditional conservative principles.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how conservative scepticism about human nature connects to debates over the role of the state and civil liberties covered in The Constitution.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 24-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘To what extent do conservatives agree on human nature?’
· Comparative extension: research how a conservative party outside the UK (e.g. the US Republican Party) combines neoliberal and neoconservative positions, and evaluate how this compares to the British Conservative Party.
· Primary source analysis: read a short extract from Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France and identify how his argument about tradition might be applied to a contemporary political debate.
4. Example Assessment Question
To what extent do conservatives agree on human nature? (24 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Identify the shared conservative starting point (human imperfection, need for security and authority) before addressing differences in emphasis.
· Contrast the traditional/organic view of human nature as socially dependent and hierarchical with the more individualistic, self-interested view found in neoliberal conservatism.
· Use named thinkers (Hobbes, Burke, Hayek) as evidence for each position.
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement on the overall extent of agreement, rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· Reflections on the Revolution in France — Edmund Burke (primary source)
· Political Ideologies: An Introduction (conservatism chapter) — Andrew Heywood
· The Road to Serfdom — Friedrich Hayek (primary source on neoliberal economic thought)
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes on Thatcherism and the history of conservative thought
· In Our Time (BBC Radio 4) — episodes on Burke, Hobbes, and the history of conservatism
· The Political Party (Matt Forde) — for a contemporary lens on Conservative Party factions
Websites and organisations
· Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (plato.stanford.edu) — rigorous entries on conservatism, Burke, and Hobbes
· The Conservative History Group / Conservative Home (conservativehome.com) — commentary from within the conservative tradition
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — analysis of how New Right ideas shaped UK economic policy

