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Introduction

According to conventional wisdom - notwithstanding the fact that there is
surprisingly little comprehensive research on the question — divided
parties lose elections. The Conservative Party had been tearing itself apart
over Europe for almost five years before the 2015 general election. Yet it
won that election with surprising ease, beating its outwardly more united
Labour rival by 30-37 percentage points. This delivered the party a
surprise overall majority in the House of Commons, although its gratitude
to David Cameron for winning it did nothing to save him after he lost the
Brexit referendum a year later. Either voters don’t care as much about
divided parties as pundits and political scientists think they do, especially
when there are other more important issues preoccupying them — most
obviously in this case the economy, immigration, and the weakness of the
opposition. Or there is more that unites the Tories, now under a new
leader, former Home Secretary Theresa May, than divides them.

This chapter suggests that this may well be the case. It looks first at
disagreements within the parliamentary and wider party, and then turns
to look at where there is more agreement. It suggests that divisions do
exist but — unless Brexit goes badly wrong (something that cannot, of
course, be discounted) — then they are unlikely to overwhelm a Conser-
vative Party that, in the absence of credible opposition, looks set fair to
govern for a decade or more.

Obvious Sources of Division

Inevitably, when one is discussing divisions within the Conservative
Party, one’s first thoughts turn to Europe. In the very short and the very
long term, Brexit may have been the best thing to happen to the Tories.
True, it has deprived them in an instant of one of their most electorally
successful leaders in recent history (Clarke 2015). But, once Brexit has
occurred, it will, however good or bad the deal their new leader manages
to drag out of Brussels, rid the party of the incubus that has drained so
much of its mental energy for so long. Leaving might also have an upside
in the sense of encouraging it to turn to what some people (and most
voters) regard as more pressing matters — Britain’s sluggish and low-wage
economy, the crises in housing, social care, and the NHS and slowing
social and generational mobility. As long as what we might call the
party’s Ayn Rand faction — the minority of Tories who really do believe in
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the kind of unfettered neoliberalism that is normally a figment of the far
left’s fevered imagination (Kwarteng et al. 2012) — doesn’t interpret victory
in the referendum as a mandate to drag the party way off to the unchained
right, a chance to re-focus in this way can only be to the good.

In the short term, however, the euphoria that Tory Eurosceptics felt
when they realised that they had won the referendum is bound to
dissipate into dark suspicions that May will aim for some sort of ‘soft’ (as a
opposed to ‘hard’) Brexit, leaving the UK somehow tied into the single
market in return for what they will see as unacceptable conditions. By the
early autumn of 2016, we had already seen the formation by high-profile
sceptics like Dominic Raab, Gerald Howarth, Owen Paterson and Peter
Bone of Leave means Leave — a pressure group aiming to hold the new
Prime Minister’s feet to the fire. Certainly, any temporary credibility that
the PM may have brought herself by insisting that ‘Brexit means Brexit’
and by appointing the so-called ‘Three Brexiteers’ — David Davis, Boris
Johnson and Liam Fox - to handle the UK'’s - is not going to last beyond
the first few painful compromises with Brussels that negotiations are
bound to throw up.

One of the most urgent issues (and potential compromises) that those
negotiations are bound to throw up is immigration — for decades the
subject of neuralgic debate within the Conservative Party. One of the most
remarkable aspects of Theresa May’s survival in a job (Home Secretary)
that was traditionally seen as a graveyard for the political careers of its
occupants, was the fact that, in spite of her being clearly in charge of
delivering on it, she somehow escaped the blame for the total and utter
failure of the Coalition’s flagship policy of reducing net migration into the
UK from ‘the tens to the hundreds of thousands’. This might, of course,
have had something to do with the fact that, by being completely unable to
prevent net migration actually rising rather than falling, Theresa May did
the Eurosceptic cause no harm whatsoever: after all, what Tory-supporting
newspapers liked to portray as the continuing ‘flood” of migrants made it
obvious to everyone that the total would never fall unless controls could
be placed on EU citizens — something that Cameron was unable to
persuade other heads of government to allow him to do when he was
attempting to secure a new deal for the UK in advance of the referendum.
And as the latter, at least as far as the Leave campaign was concerned, was
dominated by immigration, May has a good claim — albeit an indirect one
(not least because she reluctantly and rather quietly came out for Remain)
- to have helped swing it for Brexit. This notwithstanding, she is facing a
party which, ideally, wants her to square a circle, namely to ‘take back
control” of the country’s borders and reduce the numbers coming in at the
same time as securing the unfettered access to the single market which
most of its business backers crave.

Early indications suggest that, forced to choose (and she may, indeed,
be forced to choose), May will prioritize control over capitalism. That may
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please some on the nationalist right of her party, as well as those who
believe that the plentiful supply of overseas labour has allowed British
business simply to give up on the low-skilled (and some will say lazy)
native workers who have hitherto been unable (or unwilling) to compete.
But a sudden end to free movement will cause huge concern among
economically (and socially) liberal Tories who are convinced that (as they
see it) pulling up the drawbridge is not the way that Britain will win what
David Cameron and George Osborne used to call ‘the global race’.
Anything that looks set to put global firms doing or setting up business in
London will prove a particularly hard sell, especially to the majority of the
Conservative MPs who, while Eurosceptic, on balance decided to come out
for remain before the referendum. The vast majority of them are realistic
and have accepted the decision of the British people — but that doesn’t
mean they will simply lie back and think of England if it looks like Brexit
will damage UK PLC or, indeed, public services like the NHS, which relies
heavily on overseas staff. And there is a minority — albeit only a handful -
who are prepared not just to make their feelings known but to vote
accordingly in parliament.

There are also arguments within the Conservative Party around wider
foreign and defence policy, although they cross-cut as much as map on to
the abovementioned divisions over Europe and immigration. Defence of
the realm is clearly seen by most Tories as the first duty of government. As
a consequence, and especially when Vladimir Putin continues to strut his
aggressive stuff on the world stage, there is only so much tolerance for
saving money on the armed forces, even in an ‘age of austerity’. Warnings
from retired and serving top brass about underfunding and the
vulnerability to attack which it might result in can only be dismissed by
the government for so long, particularly if the US, as seems likely,
demands Europe (this time including the UK) shoulder the bulk of the
burden for its own security. Moreover, there is only so much that can be
done by the UK, like the US, drawing in its horns and refusing to get
involved in expensive and ultimately failed foreign ventures like the one
David Cameron persuaded his party to back in Libya, as well as the one he
failed to convince them to support in Syria (Gaskarth 2016). Moreover,
while Islamism and Russia are the most obvious proximate threats, some
Tory MPs also worry about the UK, especially now it is desperate to
establish more global trading relationships, becoming too friendly with
(even dependent on) China, the controversial co-developer (with the
French) of the first nuclear power station that the British government has
commissioned for decades.

Another area which could cause considerable problems for, and
internal arguments in, the Conservative Party is health. So far, we have,
since 2010, seen the normal pattern reassert itself: the Tories come in after
a period of Labour government has seen spending and activity increase in
the NHS; they then do what they can to reduce the rate of growth, the
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impact of which (in a time of rising demand given a growing, ageing and
increasingly obese population) is to lengthen waiting lists and waiting
times. In the short term, concerns about this will be crowded out by the
seemingly endless high-profile industrial dispute between the government
and the country’s doctors’ union, the British Medical Association. But as
the squeeze on resources gets tighter, the impact on voters (not least older
voters who are the biggest users of the NHS, as well as the core of the
Conservatives’ electoral support) will grow, leading Tory MPs to begin to
demand either more spending or moves towards an insurance-based/
privatized system, or both. Some of the strain, as it always is, can be taken
by sheer hypocrisy: Tory MPs will defend the government’s need to make
‘efficiency savings’ nationally at the same time as appearing on leaflets
and in local papers as ‘fighting closures’ in their own constituencies. But,
once again, that solution can only be temporary. Sooner or later, tensions
will arise between, on the one hand, Tories who want to move healthcare
towards the market and, on the other, Tories who not only worry about
the electoral consequences of running the NHS on short rations but
genuinely believe in both the equity and the efficiency of tax-funded, risk-
pooling provision free at the point of need.

The concerns of constituents may also generate internal disagreement
on welfare/social-security. Under Cameron, the whips had to keep a
weather eye on the number of Tory MPs who worried about the signal
sent and the damage done by what looked like raids on the disability
budget in order to fund tax cuts. Presumably, the May government will
avoid the same mistake. But, given the government intends to carry on
with Cameron and Osborne’s attempt to shrink the state and (albeit over
the slightly longer term) reduce its deficit and its debt, then — even if the
country manages to avoid a severe post-Brexit slowdown, savings will
once again have to be made in this, one of the biggest claims on the
exchequer. Working age benefits have been cut to the bone already, while
it will be difficult to squeeze the adult social care budget much further:
even though it still has the advantage of being delegated to local
authorities who therefore take the blame, voters will begin to notice.
Whether or not those most directly affected will actually take out their
disappointment on the Tories at the ballot box is a moot point: once again
many of them will be elderly and therefore likely to vote Conservative
come what may. But they will in the meantime put pressure on Tory MPs,
some of whom will react to that pressure by demanding — as on health —
either more spending or more radical, market-style solutions, or both.

The other obvious pressure point is education. By coming out so early
and so unapologetically for a return to selective grammar schools, the
Conservatives’ new leader may have wanted to tickle the tummy of her
party’s right-wing traditionalists in the hope (probably a forlorn one) that
they will cut her some slack during Brexit negotiations but that has come
at the price of appearing to rub progressive Tories’ noses in the dirt.
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Already upset at the shabby treatment handed out to George Osborne and
other lesser liberal lights, as well as at the way in which she has politely
yet transparently tried to trash (or at least distance herself) from her
predecessor’s legacy, there are at least a handful of erstwhile Cameroons
who probably aren’t prepared to roll over and let May do something
which (if the vast bulk of research on the issue is even halfway correct)
will be deeply damaging to the country’s education system and to the life-
chances of the three quarters of English and Welsh children who won't
pass the eleven-plus exam needed to get into a grammar. And that is only
in the Commons. Many Conservatives in the Lords, which is traditionally
more likely to pay attention to evidence rather than act ideologically than
the lower house, will speak out. Moreover, unless May calls an early
election in which grammar schools are granted a mention in the Tory
manifesto, they will — under the Salisbury convention — be entirely entitled
to join other peers in bogging down any attempt to legislate on the issue.
The fact is that while many grassroots Tories and their representatives in
parliament (particularly those representing the minority of localities that
never did away with selection) retain a quasi-religious faith in grammars,
a fair proportion do not share their nostalgia and were happy with the
way education policy was going under Michael Gove and Nicky Morgan —
modernisers who were summarily sacked by Mrs May when she took
over. In insisting they step into line, she may have bitten off more than
she can chew, especially with such a slim parliamentary majority.

Areas of Agreement

That said, even in the areas where one can point to disagreement in the
party, or at least to the potential for it, there is also a degree of consensus —
in part because the modernization that David Cameron pursued within the
party was always more of a compromise with Tory tradition and therefore
less controversial than many excited commentators claimed at the time
(see the various contributions to Hayton 2015). On Europe for example,
even the small band of disaffected Europhiles are unlikely to go all out to
torpedo Brexit — a marked contrast to the guerrilla warfare that would
have been fought by Tory Eurosceptics had Remain won the referendum.
In terms of the so-called ‘five stages of grief’, the handful of Europhiles in
the party moved through the first three (disbelief, denial, and anger) to the
last two (depression and acceptance) at lightning speed, while the majority
of colleagues who hoped that the UK would stay in the EU have - perhaps
by very virtue of their being realists rather than dreamers — accepted that
they must now help Theresa May make the best of a bad job and avoid the
‘hard Brexit’ some of their sceptic colleagues are baying for. There will, as
we have already noted, be some argy-bargy over immigration and access
to the single market, as well as, perhaps, the nature of the UK’s border
with the Republic of Ireland. But there are few, if any, takers in the
Conservative Party for the idea of a parliamentary veto or a second
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referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU. Unless things go very
badly wrong and public opinion turns sour on the idea as it comes closer
to realisation, then Brexit really does mean Brexit. Conservatives are also
broadly united on more domestic territorial questions: there is some
enthusiasm still for further limiting the influence of Scottish MPs at
Westminster, although this seems to have diminished since moves were
made towards ‘English Votes for English Laws’; but are very, very few
Tory MPs willing to contemplate (at least out loud) an end to the Union
with Scotland and none with any sympathy for the idea that Scotland
should somehow be given either a veto on, or some sort of opt-out from,
Brexit.

On foreign and defence policy, too, there is rather more that unites
Tories than divides them. Nothwithstanding the willingness of Conser-
vative MPs on the Foreign Affairs Committee (chaired by one of their
number Crispin Blunt) to publish a coruscating report on former Prime
Minister David Cameron’s mishandling of Libya, most of their colleagues
see it — as they see Afghanistan — simply as a failure which is probably
best forgotten about. And Blunt (who, in a previous life as a minister, was
sacked by Cameron when he was PM) is certainly out on a limb in his
opposition to the renewal of the UK’s Trident nuclear deterrent (Blunt
2016). The vast majority of Tory MPs, while they may be worried about the
escalating and ultimately unknowable cost of the scheme, cannot conceive
of Britain giving up its bespoke weapons of mass destruction: not only are
they seen (as they are by the majority of voters) as the ultimate guarantor
of the country’s sovereignty (as well as its seat on the UN Security
Council), they are also yet another stick with which the Conservatives can
beat a Labour Party led by Jeremy Corbyn, a longstanding unilateral
disarmer. The Tories will do the same - as convinced advocates of the
‘special relationship” and NATO - with his latent distrust of the United
States of America, his record of support for ideologically and economically
bankrupt left-wing regimes in Latin America, and what they see as his
implicit sympathy for both Iran and Russia, especially as relations with the
latter worsen still further over Syria and Ukraine.

The Conservatives will also hit Corbyn hard over accusations of
ambivalence toward the state of Israel and antisemitism: there may, for all
anyone knows, still be pockets of the latter in some darker reaches of the
Tory Party but it poses nowhere near the problem it poses for Labour.
Indeed, given the relatively sharp rise in ethnic minority MPs that has
been achieved in recent years, the Tories’ boast that they do not need
positive discrimination when it comes to candidate selection now seems
rather more credible than it did previously, even if academics are rather
more sceptical about such claims than the general public (see Childs and
Webb 2011). Certainly, the parliamentary party seems to be largely free of
the sort of throwback who in the past occasionally embarrassed the party
with implicit or even explicitly racist remarks. Although there remain a
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few colleagues who regularly rant against “political correctness gone mad’,
it is fair to say that — even though it may have more to do with
generational change as any conscious response to a modernisation agenda
- the party as a whole now accepts racial equality and non-discrimination
as givens. Likewise, there are few, if any influential voices seriously
advocating the return to capital and corporal punishment, or less under-
standing attitude to, say, ‘unmarried mothers’, that only two or three
decades ago were something of a staple at Conference. Nor, in spite of the
fact that David Cameron only managed to push equal marriage legislation
through the Commons with the help of Labour and Lib Dem MPs, have
we heard his erstwhile opponents suggest a reversion to the status quo
ante. As many of his allies suggested at the time, same-sex marriage
would soon come to be accepted as entirely reasonable by the vast
majority of the population, whatever their partisan views. True, there is
research which suggests that truly (socially) ‘liberal Conservatives’ may be
in the minority in the parliamentary party (Heppell 2013), but to all intents
and purposes they have — with the signal exceptions of Europe and
immigration — won the ‘culture war’ within the party.

That this is so does, it is true, worry some more traditionalist Tories —
not only because they are uncomfortable with it themselves but because
they fear it creates a continued opening for the United Kingdom
Independence Party (UKIP). Such fears may be exaggerated in the light of
the decision of its charismatic leader, Nigel Farage, to step down (although
he may of course change his mind as he has once or twice before). But
they may also be assuaged by what looks like an attempt on the part of
Theresa May to use policy departures — most obviously returning to
grammar schools, controlling borders, replacing foreign doctors with
British medics, and looking out for ordinary working class families rather
than big business — to mop up that part of UKIP support that may be
willing to return to the Tories (May 2016). This does risk raising the
hackles of erstwhile Cameroons; but they, like the former Prime Minister
himself, are acutely aware that they cannot push modernisation too far lest
the party lose support on its right flank. As long as the attempt to shore
up the latter is handled carefully by the leadership, then it should remain
more a cause of latent tension which gives rise to the odd spat than of
manifest division which leads to some sort of low-level civil war.

The same goes, incidentally, for the organisational changes to both the
party and parliament that the leadership is proposing. The precise form
the latter will take in the wake of the so-called Feldman Review
(Conservative Party 2016) still remains to be seen, not least because
Feldman has now departed the scene along with his old friend David
Cameron, to be replaced as Party Chairman by senior MP, Patrick
McLoughlin. But there will undoubtedly be pushback at the grassroots to
anything that smacks too strongly of centralisation and encroachment on
the treasured autonomy of local associations — so much so that even MPs
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who may privately agree that such an approach is necessary may have to
call for their modification and mitigation in public. Indeed, the pressure to
do so will be all the greater given the changes proposed to parliamentary
boundaries, some of which will see incumbent MPs need to be more care-
ful than ever about appearing to respect the views of ordinary members,
including not only the activists but the substantial minority who do
nothing for the party but pay their subscriptions — and vote in selection
contests (see Bale and Webb 2013; 2016). If this delays internal reforms,
then that will be a pity: insider accounts (e.g. Abbott 2015) suggests they
are urgently needed.

That said, insiders are right to point out that the talk of a crisis in
Conservative membership (especially relative to Labour’s massive
grassroots growth) can easily be overstated (Kennedy 2016). True, the
biggest local associations still tend to be located where the Conservative
Party needs them least, namely in safe seats. But much of the growth in
Labour membership has come about in London, where it is already strong,
and in the South of England, where it has little chance of winning a
substantial number of parliamentary seats (Bale 2016). And in any case, as
the 2015 general election demonstrated, spending money on direct mail,
local advertising and targeted Facebook campaigns may well be a better
bet than millions of leaflets and doorstep ‘conversations’ with voters (Bale
and Webb 2015). Nor should we forget that the boundary review will
(quite legitimately given that Labour benefits unfairly from the current
carve-up of the country into single-member constituencies of often very
different sizes) help the Conservatives hugely — one reason why, despite
the fact that some incumbents are bound to lose out in the consequent
candidate selection meetings, there have been few complaints. Certainly,
one never hears Tories, either in parliament or at the grassroots, express
even the slightest sympathy with the obvious alternative, namely electoral
reform: Cameron will probably never be properly thanked but, by winning
the 2011 AV Referendum, he effectively killed any prospect of a more
proportional system, opposition to which unites the party from top to
bottom.

The party is also united in regarding Her Majesty’s Opposition and its
leader with contempt bordering on ridicule. True, this poses its own
problems: as Labour under Blair and Brown found after 1997, having no
serious rival for office can magnify differences that would otherwise be set
aside in order to focus one’s fire outward rather than inward. But the
threat that Corbyn and those around him would pose to virtually
everything any Conservative, whatever side of the party they come from,
would hold dear also ensures that the Tories will work as hard as ever to
ensure that Labour comes nowhere near power. A general election will
see Conservative Campaign Headquarters (CCHQ) unleash a firestorm the
like of which Labour has not seen since the 1980s. Of course, there are
some MPs and Conservative-supporting columnists who bemoan the lack
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of a credible opposition as being bad for the health of representative
democracy and good governance — and some of them will even mean it.
But, not unreasonably perhaps, the vast majority of Tories regard Corbyn
and the flooding of his party by left-wing idealists and ideologues with
little or no appeal to floating voters as the best thing ever to have
happened to Labour in their lifetimes.

Theresa May, however, is not necessarily regarded as the best thing to
have happened to the Tories in recent years. She won the leadership
without a contest not so much because of who she was as who she wasn’t,
namely a backstabber (Michael Gove), a bottler (Boris Johnson) or an
inexperienced operator who, it was feared, would take the party so far to
the right that even Jeremy Corbyn might have begun to look a little less
crazy (Andrea Leadsom). Although, as Machiavelli famously observed, it
is better to be feared than loved, a bit of both does a leader no harm. Sure,
May played a canny (and, to some Cameroons disingenuous; see Oliver,
2016) game during the referendum campaign — one which meant that both
Remainers and Leavers were prepared to see her as the best available
option. But, for most of them, that was as far as things went. She took over
as leader and PM without much of a fan-club: while she may have begun
to try and build one since moving into Number Ten, through both policy
and patronage, the absence of ‘Mayites’ means she could come unstuck
more quickly than many imagine. If things were to get choppy then, as is
their wont, Tory MPs would probably have little hesitation in trying to get
rid of her, especially after a general election — even if she were to be
credited with winning that election: witness how quickly gratitude to John
Major (for 1992) and David Cameron (2015) evaporated.

Whether May begins to lose the support of her colleagues will, leaving
aside Brexit, ultimately depend on whether she can maintain the support
of the electorate — something which largely depends on the state of the
British economy. The UK'’s already sluggish growth will almost certainly
dip at some point on her watch but she can at least rest assured that there
are no fundamental policy disputes between her parliamentary colleagues
on economic policy. Any differences are differences of degree and
emphasis, not of kind. All Tories are agreed on the need to maintain
downward pressure on public spending even if George Osborne’s largely
political (and continually missed) targets have been dispensed with. All
Tories believe in a smaller state with a more residualised, ‘Anglo-Saxon’,
liberal welfare regime. All Tories believe in reducing, wherever possible,
labour market regulation and, of course taxation, although there is some
support for the idea, talked about by May, of better worker representation
on company boards - as long, that is, as it does not mean a bigger role for
trade unions. All Tories would like to see UK businesses employ more
British workers, although how much they should be ‘named and shamed’,
or effectively forced by greater restrictions on immigration, into doing so is
a moot point. All Tories agree that it would be nice to rebalance the
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economy, perhaps with the aid of something resembling regional or
industrial policy, and possibly infrastructure spending too — but only if
none of it looks too pricey (one reason why there are still some lingering
doubts about the planned HS2 rail-link). All Tories know, however, that
ultimately the British economy is dependent on services rather than
manufacturing, and in particular on financial services — one reason why
most of them, and even most Eurosceptics, worry about a Brexit that’s so
‘hard’ that it poses risks to the City of London’s pre-eminence and the
vitality of country’s financial services sector more generally.

All Tories also know, even if they don’t acknowledge it, that the party
has signally failed to tackle what any objective analysis would identify as
some of the country’s most acute, but also most chronic, economic and
social problems. The most obvious of these is housing, where the shortage
of supply in the most populous areas of the UK has pushed up prices (and
increasingly) rents to what for many people - especially younger people —
is an unmanageable level. The roots of the crisis (and, for once, that is not
too strong a word) are complex; but any solution has to involve more
building — something that poses two seemingly intractable problems for
the Conservatives. The first is that a large proportion of that building, if it
is to involve the so-called ‘affordable housing’ that private investors
would prefer to avoid, would mean local government being allowed to
invest in publicly-provided rented housing. This is an idea to which most
Conservatives are allergic ideologically and, even if they weren’t, would
worry them (and the Treasury) since it would involve relaxing restrictions
on public spending and borrowing at a time when the emphasis (in spite
of historically negligible interest rates) is on continued austerity. The
second, equally tricky, problem is that a large housebuilding programme,
howsoever funded, would involve relaxing planning regulations. This is
awkward because many existing homeowners (large numbers of whom
live in both Conservative heartlands and Conservative-held or targeted
marginal seats) strongly support those regulations, seeing them as integral
to their quality of life and as underpinning the ever-increasing value of
their family’s main asset.

Another very serious problem that the Conservative Party is virtually
united in ducking is the crisis (again not too strong a word) in adult social
care, particularly as it impacts on the UK’s ageing population. Once again,
given the predictable reluctance of private insurers to come up with
products that might protect people from the open-ended costs that come
with the long-term additional support needed when they are elderly and
infirm, the state is the only feasible funder. But once again, this would
involve raising taxes to an extent that is clearly anathema to Conser-
vatives. The result is that local authorities, inadequately funded, are
increasingly unable to cope with demand, meaning that services are
overstretched - often to the point where elderly patients no longer
requiring hospital treatment cannot be discharged from hospital because
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there is insufficient provision to take care of them outside. This ‘blocks
beds’ and makes waiting lists for acute services for the rest of the
population even longer. Meanwhile, promises by the previous Conser-
vative-led coalition to cap the amount which individuals have to pay out
of their own resources seem to have been forgotten.

But perhaps the most fundamental economic problem the country has
is the least visible — its chronically low productivity. The UK may have a
dynamic, liberal labour market which (along with the fact that it was not
in the Eurozone) meant it suffered less from the very high unemployment
experienced by other European countries in the wake of the global
financial crisis. But the ease with which (at least while free movement of
EU citizens still pertains) British employers can hire workers on relatively
low wages and flexible contracts means that they have felt less pressure to
invest in the human and physical capital — and the information technology
— which boosts efficiency in many of the country’s competitors. Philip
Hammond, George Osborne’s successor as Chancellor of the Exchequer,
has, like Osborne himself, made mention of this so- called ‘productivity
puzzle’ but shows little sign of being any more likely to solve it. It could be
that Osborne’s decision to increase the UK’s national minimum wage (and
re-branding it, rather unconvincingly given its value, the ‘national living
wage’) may make a difference, simply by making it more expensive to
employ low-skilled workers. A tighter immigration regime may have an
impact too. But neither are likely to be silver-bullet solutions. Produc-
tivity, like housing and adult social care, is a problem that most thinking
Conservatives know is there, occasionally talk about, and sometimes
launch new initiatives on. But like them, it is an issue that they don’t
really have a clue how to deal with, not least because it would involve
telling voters some painful truths and/or challenging vested interests.

Conclusion: E Pluribus Unum

Perhaps inevitably given her first few months in the job coincided with
that golden but essentially illusory interregnum between Britain voting for
Brexit and the beginning of what are bound to be some pretty bloody
negotiations with Brussels, Theresa May enjoyed a long honeymoon as
Conservative Party leader. Many are predicting trouble ahead, however -
and not just on Europe. They could be right: after all, the party’s long-
running argument about the UK's relationship with Europe (and, indeed,
the rest of the world) will not be settled immediately, and immigration, as
well as more ‘bread and butter’ issues like health and education are
obvious areas of disagreement. That said, there is an awful lot which
unites the Conservatives and, even where they disagree, it would be
surprising were that disagreement to blow up so badly that it represents
an electoral, let alone an existential threat to them. There is some danger,
perhaps, that what can sometimes seem like nostalgia for the early 1950s —
a time when immigration was infinitesimally small, when the country was
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not entangled with Europe, when links with the Commonwealth were
strong, when schoolchildren were divided into sheep and goats at the age
of eleven, and where people could be looked after by white British doctors
and nurses — could go too far. Yet on the other hand, Mrs May seems
determined to locate the Tories in the electoral sweet spot characterised, at
least in the UK, by policies on the economy and public services that are
broadly centrist rather than neoliberal and by policies on law and order,
national sovereignty and immigration that are located some way to the
right of what most bien-pensant progressives would like to see. If she
means what she says, then the Conservatives can cope with a few family
arguments, confident in the knowledge that, at a time when neither
Labour nor the Lib Dems are in a fit state to challenge them, they won’t
make a blind bit of difference to the people who really count — the voters.

Postscript

It could have been worse. Reading something one has written some time
ago — particularly if it's deliberately designed to look forward rather than
back - can be painfully embarrassing: time and chance, after all, can make
fools of us all, and politics in Britain right now seems to move at the speed
of light rather than the speed of sound.

Most obviously, since the chapter was written the UK has enjoyed - if
that's the right word - an early election that most of us had given up
thinking would happen after Theresa May and her spokespeople assured
us again and again (and again) that it wouldn’t. As it turned out, the
Prime Minister’s initial gut feeling that such an election might be seen by
voters as both unnecessary and opportunistic turned out to be spot on.
And her calling one after denying for so long that she would do so only
made things worse — although the impact of her change of mind was
probably as nothing compared to the fact that the seven-week campaign
cruelly exposed her party’s lack of a positive program and her own near-
fatal inability to communicate with ordinary voters (in marked and
surprising contrast with a Labour leader, Jeremy Corbyn, who was offered
that rare thing, a second chance to make a first impression).

The result of the 2017 election, however, still came as a massive shock.
The Conservatives won the improved vote share that opinion polls were
predicting; but Labour’s bounce, and the fact that the shine came off of the
SNP in Scotland, meant that May lost the majority she had inherited from
Cameron - an outcome that no supposedly ‘serious’ observer (including
this one) predicted. Psephological research into what happened is
ongoing but already a couple of conclusions seem inescapable: first, voters
under forty-something turned away from the Tories in droves,
unimpressed by their policies (or lack thereof) on housing, health and
education; second, May’s ‘hard Brexit’ pitch to working-class Leave voters
worked but proved counterproductive, alienating far too many middle-
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class and educated Remain voters living (unlike many of those Leave
voters) in constituencies that mattered.

The result clearly changes things — but not everything. It does,
however, exacerbate some of the problems identified in the chapter. One
of the most obvious is party organisation, which a post-election report by a
former Party Chairman (Conservative Party 2017) found badly wanting.
The election result also suggests that the Tories’ relatively low and aged
membership probably poses more of a threat to their success than the
chapter implied. So, too, does their failure to deal with the policy issues —
health and social care, housing, and economic productivity — highlighted
in the chapter. Whether they now have the will or the inspiration to tackle
them head-on is a moot point. The same applies to their willingness to
push through the boundary changes mentioned in the chapter now that
the party’s MPs are looking at fewer available safe berths and its leader
needs to keep the Democratic Unionist Party (which would lose seats were
the reforms to be enacted) sweet.

The chapter also noted that May’s position was more fragile than it
looked and the instability at the top since the election bears that out. It is
not helped by the fact that Brexit, and the row at the top of the party over
Brexit, is looking far bloodier than Leavers predicted. Should the UK
crashing out of the EU without any deal whatsoever begin to look like a
serious possibility, then ‘Europe’ could prove much more of a long-term
(as opposed to a short-term) problem than the chapter suggests.

Ironically, what might prevent things getting out of hand is the party’s
widely-shared contempt — now laced with fear rather than ridicule - for
Mr Corbyn. Most Tories would do anything to prevent a radical left-
winger getting into Downing Street — even if that means pulling them-
selves together!
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