
In the wake of John Major’s comments  
this month about the elitist nature of  
British society, Ian Richards asks whether 
the Tories are still too posh to prosper

John Major has rarely hit the headlines since he 
left No 10 in 1997. However, on 10 November 
this year Major made a speech criticising Britain’s 

declining levels of social mobility. He questioned the 
power enjoyed by a narrow social and educational 
elite who dominate the top tier of UK professions. 
Although the speech blamed successive governments 
for failing to challenge this elite, it was interpreted as a 
none-too-subtle side-swipe at the current Conservative 
administration. Toby Young of the Spectator asked, 

‘Why is he lobbing grenades at the current Conservative 
leadership?’ 

This followed criticisms some months ago that 
Cameron was appointing too many Old Etonians to his 
inner circle. David Davis MP stated bluntly, ‘No more 
Etonian advisers’.

Out of touch?
There is no doubt that there is a damaging perception 
that the Tory party continues to be dominated by a 
narrow social and educational elite. The implication of 
this view is that the Tory leadership fails to understand 
the everyday lives of most of the British public. It is 
this second concern (that Cameron and his circle are 
out of touch) that has led many Tories to worry about 
the party’s electoral prospects in 2015. John Major’s 
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intervention may not have been an outright assault on 
Cameron’s Conservative Party, but it feeds into a wider 
debate about how well the party represents the voters 
it serves.

The party of the rich
The debate intensified in mid November when the Tory 
minister and rising star, Nick Boles MP, made media 
headlines with a speech in which he argued:

‘ the single biggest problem the Conservative Party faces is 
being seen as the party of the rich. There is a substantial 
group of people who will literally not even contemplate 
voting Conservative. ’ In mid 2012 the Tory MP Nadine Dorries famously 

accused Cameron and Osborne of being ‘two arrogant 
posh boys’. Party insiders, like Boles, are clearly 
alarmed that the Tories cannot overcome this image 
problem in spite of Cameron’s 8-year campaign to 
‘decontaminate’ the party brand and overturn such 
negative associations. Talking about how the party is 
mistrusted, and the perception that the Tories only 
look after their friends in the City, Boles himself said, 
‘We have not eradicated that suspicion.’

Scotland and the north
As if to prove the point, another story was published at 
the same time as Nick Boles’ intervention suggesting 
that the prime minister’s ‘rich posh image’ was even 
damaging the campaign to keep Scotland in the Union. 
According to former first minister of Scotland, Henry 
McLeish, the PM’s support for the ‘no’ campaign in 
the Scottish independence referendum could increase 
support for independence by 5%. There are calls for 
Cameron to step well back from the referendum 
campaign because the party’s image in Scotland is so 
toxic.

The party’s lack of representation in urban seats 
in the midlands and the north (just 20 out of 124 
parliamentary seats in 2010) and its dismal showing 
among ethnic minority voters (just 16% support at the 
last election) have also been linked to its image as the 
party of the posh, white, southern public-school elite.

Weblinks to follow up
Lord Ashcroft’s blog on polls: www.tinyurl.com/qe6frvt

Ipsos MORI poll results: www.tinyurl.com/nb4k65f

Policy Exchange article on ‘What’s wrong with the 
Tory party?’ www.tinyurl.com/ontbu8n

Research evidence
In September 2013 polling research by leading Tory 
donor and election guru, Lord Michael Ashcroft, 
revealed that  Cameron is well behind Ed Miliband on 
perceptions of him ‘understanding ordinary people’. 
Indeed, in the 40 most marginal Tory seats, Ashcroft 
found that when voters were asked which party was 
most ‘concerned about people like me’ only 20% 
said the Conservatives compared with 42% who said 
Labour. This seems to reflect the perception that the 
Tory leadership, if not the wider party, is an out-of-
touch elite.

John Major’s intervention amplified a worrying 
issue in Conservative circles and reflected a wider 
argument that will rumble on into 2014 and beyond.

Activities
Using the two polling websites listed below 
(lordashcroftpolls.com and ipsos-mori.com) 
write out a list of positive and negative polling 
results for the Conservative Party. 
• On what measures is the Tory Party ahead of 

Labour?
• How does Cameron match up to Miliband?
• Which party is favoured in different policy 

areas?
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