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Sir Winston Churchill was able to sum up the mission of the Conservative Party, at least in the field of social policy, through two images: a ladder – "we are for the ladder, let all try their best to climb”
 – and a net – “below which none shall fall”.
 However, while rescuing people from the abyss of hunger and homeless may have been an adequate – even stretching – ambition for social policy in the twentieth century, it is wholly inadequate for Conservatives in the twenty-first century.

The trouble with nets

The trouble with nets – even safety nets – is that people get tangled up in them. According to Government statistics, someone who has spent five years in low income has no more than a 10% chance of escape the next year.
 Furthermore, low income persists over the generations – especially in a Britain where social mobility has actually diminished over the last five decades.
 People can too easily become enmeshed in the very structures that were put in place to stop them falling into destitution. As a result, they can languish for years – even generations – below even the bottom rung of the ladder. 

In the twenty-first century it is not sufficient for Conservatives to want to catch people who fall. We have a positive duty to help stop them from falling from the ladder of opportunity in the first place, to help people climb upwards on that ladder, and, if they do fall into poverty not to palliate it but to help them escape from it.

In the twenty-first century we need not so much a safety net as a tow-rope out of poverty.

The traditional Conservative vision of welfare as a safety net also encompasses another outdated Tory nostrum – that poverty is absolute, not relative. Churchill’s safety net is at the bottom: holding people at subsistence level, just above the abyss of hunger and homelessness. According to this approach, the ladder and the net are separate images. If those left behind –caught up in the net – lose sight of those scaling dizzier heights, then this isn’t seen as an obvious concern for policy makers.

In an age when absolute poverty a real danger for millions of people, the safety net represented an enormous advance. But in our own age, our ambitions should be higher. As individuals we should all have the chance to move forward and as a nation we should move forward with a sense of cohesion. Thus it is the social commentator Polly Toynbee, rather than Sir Winston Churchill, who supplies imagery that is more appropriate for Conservative social policy in the twenty first century. She pictures our society as a caravan crossing the desert, one that needs to keep together for the common good:

“When the front and back are stretched so far apart, at what point can they no longer be said to be travelling together at all, breaking the community between them?”

Thus while dynamic, entrepreneurial individuals will always take the lead, we need to take care that no one falls so far behind that they cease to be part of the whole.

The end of the line for poverty?

At the close of the Victorian era, the social reformer Seebohm Rowntree attempted a scientific definition of poverty. His “primary poverty line” was based on the retail cost of “the minimum necessaries for the maintenance of merely physical efficiency.”
 This was an early definition of absolute poverty. Other absolute definitions often allow for much more than mere survival rations, but all share the same characteristic of being fixed at a particular point in time, and are adjusted only for inflation.

However, because modern societies generally get richer over time, all income groups have a tendency to rise above absolute poverty levels fixed in previous decades. For this reason most commentators now favour a relative definition of poverty that takes into account rising living standards in society as whole. In Peter Townsend’s classic 1979 definition, poverty should only be defined in terms of what he called relative deprivation:

“Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the type of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies to which they belong.”

Some participants in the debate, such the Child Poverty Action Group, go so far as to argue that “all approaches to definition must be relative to society, time, place and observer. Thus there can be no absolute definitions: they are all relative.”

Certainly, there is now an overwhelming consensus among poverty experts and campaigners in favour of the relative approach. In fact, this was already the case in 1989, when John Moore, then Secretary of State for Social Security, struck a very different note.

In one of the most controversial speeches of the era, he argued that poverty was largely a thing of the past. Its provocative title was The end of the line for poverty, so chosen to make the point that, if measured on an absolute basis, poverty had all but disappeared from 1980s Britain. He appeared to reject the entire notion that poverty should be measured relative to the rising living standards of the overall population. Relative poverty, he said, was “in reality simply inequality.” Moore even argued that the purpose of those who took a relative view of poverty was to “call western capitalism a failure.”

The legacy of the Eighties

The competing views of poverty provide radically different accounts of what happened in 1980s, as can be in seen the chart below.
 This compares two measures of poverty – one relative (i.e. the proportion of people living in a household with an income of less that 60% of the contemporary median) and one absolute (i.e. the proportion of people living in household with an income less than 60% of 1996/97 median household income). 

From this comparison one can see that absolute poverty rates fell during the Conservative years, though not generally as fast as under New Labour. Relative poverty rates, however, grew rapidly during the 1980s. The growth of child poverty on the relative measure was particularly alarming, with a rate of 12% in 1979 rising to 27% by 1992.
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Whether one wants to call it poverty or not, this huge increase in income inequality has been rightly described as “one of the biggest social changes in Britain since the Second World War.”
 In failing to properly acknowledge this, the Government of the day contributed to an atmosphere of anger and mistrust in which far too little attention was given to understanding the root causes of this phenomenon. However, sloganeering will not help us find solutions to the high levels of inequality that still persist. 

Professor John Hills of the London School of Economics, provides a fair account of the underlying factors.
 He identifies four in particular:

The “deep economic recession in the early 1980s” and the associated “rise in unemployment and economic inactivity.”

The weakening position of unskilled workers in the labour market.

Changes in society – in particular, the huge rise in lone parent families.

The ageing of the population and rising numbers of pensioners.

Elsewhere, Hills notes that the rise of the two-earner household has also pushed up the relative poverty rate, which is, of course, measured at the level of the household rather than the individual – meaning that it is influenced by the greater contrast that exists between no-earner and two-earner households than between no-earner and one-earner households. Given that relative poverty is measured relative to the middle rather than the top of the income scale, the rise of the two-earner household had a particular impact during the 1980s – when employment rates among women in middle-income households caught up with those in higher-income households.
 

In large part beyond the control of the state, the extraordinary confluence of these factors programmed rising poverty and inequality into the system. And while it would be wrong to deny that mistakes were made in response to this challenge, it would also be wrong to deny that they were made during a time of economic crisis – the successful resolution of which bequeathed a far more favourable set of circumstances to the current government.

What should Conservatives think now?

The past should not disqualify or dissuade the Conservative Party from making a full contribution to future fight against poverty. However, it is clear that the legacy of 1980s still colours public perceptions. Recently, a media storm ensued when Oliver Letwin spoke openly about redistribution:

 “Of course, inequality matters. Of course, it should be an aim to narrow the gap between rich and poor. It is more than a matter of safety nets… We do distribute money and we should redistribute money.”

According to the Daily Telegraph, Letwin had “signalled a dramatic break with the past by saying that his party should support the redistribution principle.”
 The fact that the Conservative Party spent most twentieth century redistributing vast sums of money from rich to poor would seem to have been overlooked. 

Far from breaking with the past, Conservatives such as Oliver Letwin,
 David Willetts
 and Iain Duncan Smith,
 have used speeches to reconnect the Conservative Party with its One Nation tradition – as well as with the reality of poverty in Britain today: 

 “We live in a world where poverty challenges our moral conscience and our security. It is a staggering thought that over the next twelve months, over ten million children around the world will die as a result of malnutrition. War, disease, terrorism and many forms of hardship and danger will feed on each other - claiming the lives of still more millions. And of those who do not die, the majority live in conditions that would be intolerable to anyone in this country. Against that background, there are those who say that poverty in Britain simply does not exist. But it does... poverty is real today.” 

In the absence of significant levels of absolute poverty, one cannot accept that poverty is a real phenomenon in contemporary Britain unless one is defining it in relative terms. So what Letwin, Willetts and Duncan Smith all said implicitly, we should now say explicitly: Poverty must be defined in relation to changing social norms. We should reject completely the notion that poverty can be defined in absolute terms alone.

Social exclusion matters

Relative poverty matters because it separates the poor from the mainstream of society. Thus in accepting the idea of relative poverty, Conservatives must also accept another concept that is traditionally associated with the Left: that of social exclusion. The latter is a relatively recent term, popularised by New Labour during its first term. However, the underlying concept is much older than that and can be traced back through the Conservative Party’s One Nation tradition to Benjamin Disraeli, and before that to Adam Smith who brilliantly defined both relative poverty and social exclusion in the following passage from his Wealth of Nations:

“By necessaries I understand not only the commodities which are indispensably necessary for the support of life, but whatever the custom of the country renders it indecent for creditable people, even of the lowest order, to be without. A linen shirt, for example, is, strictly speaking, not a necessary of life. The Greeks and Romans lived, I suppose, very comfortably though they had no linen. But in the present times, through the greater part of Europe, a creditable day labourer would be ashamed to appear in public without a linen shirt, the want of which would be supposed to denote that disgraceful degree of poverty which, it is presumed, nobody can fall into without extreme bad conduct.”

Smith’s language may seem old fashioned, but it alerts us to the fact that a “disgraceful degree of poverty” is still possible even in the midst of our twenty-first century wealth. That it still persists after nine years of New Labour should also wake us up to fact that the present Government does not have all the answers. Finding these answers is not only the task of the Social Justice Policy Group, but the first responsibility of the next Conservative Government.
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