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Look at the scale of the opposing forces. On the one side, the whole
of the new establishment with their sharp words and sneers poised.
Against them stood this one middle-aged woman. Today her name
is a household word, made famous by the very assaults on her by her
enemies,'

The object of Keith Joseph’s admiration in this 1974 speech was
not Margaret Thatcher, but another ‘middle-aged woman’, Mary
Whitehouse. But Joseph could just as well have been talking about
Thatcher. As we shall see, both women identified and amplified disen-
chantment with the permissive society in the 1970s. Both were popu-
lists, presenting themselves as ordinary women taking on an effete or
decadent establishment. Both sought to renew Britain as a Christian
nation. Each encouraged the other in her endeavours. For Margaret
Thatcher, a crisis of values was an important part of the broader cri-
sis she diagnosed in the 1970s, and the remoralisation of society was
among the medicines she prescribed. Where she encountered some dif-
ficulty was in explaining who or what would drive this remoralisation.
Her belief in the inadequacy of state action presented a problem; if the
state could not remoralise society, then what could?

The moral and religious dimensions of Thatcherism have been over-
looked in existing accounts, which have tended to concentrate on what
Thatcherism achieved, in terms of concrete policy, rather than on what
it represented. Because the main policy manifestations of Thatcherism
were economic, historians have tended to view it as primarily an

* 1 am grateful, for suggested improvements, to audiences in Bournemouth and
Birmingham and to participants in the Thatcher conference in Oxford in September
2010. I am also grateful to Ferdinand Mount for patiently answering my enquir-
ics, and to archivists at Royal Holloway, University of London; the University of
Essex; Lambeth Palace Library; the Churchill Archives Centre, Cambridge; and the
Bodlcian Library, Oxford. This chapter was completed before I had the chance to
read Liza Filby, ‘God and Mrs Thatcher: Religion and Politics in 1980s Britain’,
unpublished PhD thesis, University of Warwick, 2010, which offers a fuller account
of the relationship between Thatcher and the churches.
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economic phenomenon. Anna Marie Smith bewailed this in her 1994
book on Thatcherism, race and sexuality, but despite the appearance
of some very distinguished contributions on Thatcherism since then,
economistic readings of Thatcherism continue to predominate.?

Of course, it is true that economics were central to Thatcherite pol-
icy. It is also true that, as Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher did little
to legislate on morality and the family. The permissive reforms of the
1960s were left intact, and the only Conservative attempts at legislat-
ing on morality were Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act,
which banned the promotion of homosexuality in schools, and the
clauses of the 1988 Education Reform Act that stipulated the teaching
of Christianity in schools (both of which were the result of backbench
Lords amendments). But the fact that Thatcher did not legislate to
reverse permissiveness does not mean that anti-permissiveness was an
unimportant part of her ideology. My argument in this chapter is that
there was more to Thatcherism than the laws it enacted; looking at its
fruits does not necessarily tell us about its roots. In order to explore its
appeal, we need to look at language as well as legislation — at the words
Margaret Thatcher and her associates used. We might usefully borrow
here from the work of Philip Williamson, who has demonstrated how,
in the inter-war period, Stanley Baldwin used his speeches to expound
a moralised rhetoric, offering a vision of society that did not necessarily
directly correlate with policy.?

Some contemporary commentators on Thatcherism did emphasise its
moral dimensions. Stuart Hall argued that it was important to explore
‘the moral discourses of Thatcherism ... They are the site for the mobil-
isation of social identities and, by appropriating them, Thatcherism has
put down deep roots in the traditional, conventional social culture of
English society. Hall also noted the sense of crisis that was so central
to Thatcherism, a crisis ‘experienced at the popular level in the univer-
sal, depoliticised, experiential language of popular morality’.’ From a
radically different political perspective, Shirley Robin Letwin argued
in her book The Anatomy of Thaicherism that Thatcherism tapped into
‘a distinctive but unidentified British morality’.® David Marquand also
emphasised the paradox that Thatcherism was ‘at one and the same
time a revenge for, and a paradoxical continuation of, the cultural revo-
lution of the 1960s, of the so-called permissive society’.’

All these interpretations are suggestive, but all were made close to the
events they described. With the benefit of distance (and readier access
to Thatcher’s public statements), we can pinpoint Thatcherism more
precisely as part of a wider reaction against permissiveness in 1970s
Britain. Thatcher and her associates were tapping into an existing
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protest against aspects of the permissive society that had emerged at
the end of the 1960s, in Mary Whitehouse’s National Viewers’ and
Listeners’ Association (NVALA), in the Black Papers on education,
and in the adverse reaction to student disturbances in some univer-
sities.® They were also drawing on, and contributing to, a more diffuse
anxiety about moral decline that accompanied the economic decline
of the 1970s, as well as a rejection of the materialism manifested in
high wage demands. What Ferdinand Mount called Thatcher’s ‘direct,
unabashed appeal to morality’ was essential to her freshness and attract-
iveness as a politician in the 1970s.° Later, morality receded somewhat
as a theme in Thatcherite rhetoric, but as we shall see, it continued to
offer an explanatory framework for Conservative policies after 1979,

Against permissiveness

As an opposition MP in 1967, Margaret Thatcher had voted for two
of the most famous pieces of ‘permissive’ legislation, the Medical
Termination of Pregnancy Act and the Sexual Offences Act (though not
for the Divorce Reform Act two years later).!” At this time, she seems
to have followed the distinction drawn by the 1957 Wolfenden Report,
and subsequently by the legal philosopher H. L. A, Hart, between pub-
lic and private morality." In her 1995 memoir, Thatcher explained this
stance, while also expressing contrition:

Knowing how things turned out, would I have voted differently on any of these
marters? I now see that we viewed them too narrowly. As a lawyer and indeed
as a politician who believed so strongly in the rule of law, I felt that the prime
considerations were that the law should be enforceable and its application fair
to those who might run loul of it. But laws also have a symbolic significance;
they are signposts to the way society is developing — and the way the legislators
of society envisage that it should develop. Moreover, taking all of the ‘liberal’
reforms of the 1960s together they amount to more than their individual parts.
They came to be seen as providing a radically new framework within which the
younger generation would be expected to behave.'?

This emphasis on the ‘symbolic significance’ of law marked a shift from
Hart’s position to that espoused by Sir Patrick Devlin in the two men’s
celebrated controversy over the Wolfenden Report.!?

But Thatcher had expressed unease at the unintended consequences
of the permissive reforms as early as 1970. Asked by the Finchley Press
the question ‘What Lies Ahead in the Seventies?’ in January 1970,
she listed as the first change that she would like to see — ahead of
the conquest of inflation - ‘a reversal of the permissive society’.** For
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Thatcher, the term permissive society had particular connotations. ‘I
think perhaps its deeper meaning seems to imply to most of us that a
certain amount of self-discipline has broken down, that things have
gone beyond the usual moderation and that the Permissive Society
seems to some extent to be undermining family life and the family
as a unit of society’, she said on Women’s Hour in April 1970. She
was at pains to scparate specific permissive reforms like homosexual
and abortion law reform from a more general ambience of licence.
In distinguishing between different types of permissiveness, she still
espoused Hart’s public/private distinction: while privare behaviour
was tolerable, it was its public manifestations that were unacceptable,
especially where these could influence children. ‘Homosexual offences
and abortion, of course, are part of the Permissive Society, but only a
very small part’, she told Woman’s Hour. ‘I think that what the aver-
age woman would really mean by it is rather more — a good deal more
sexual licence, now, fear of one’s children going on drugs. Often how
exactly does one guide one’s teenage son and daughter as to how they
should behave in this kind of society?” She addressed this question as
a woman and as a morher, still quite a novel perspective for a profes-
sional politician in 1970. The other aspect of the permissive society
singled out for criticism was pornography, and here too she spoke as a
parent. ‘Many of us parents are really quite worried about the thought
of literature, either that comes through the letterbox or which you do
see on the newspaper stalls, and this is also a very powerful aspect of
the permissive society.’!?

Thatcher’s presentation of herself as an ordinary woman in 1970 was
strikingly similar to that employed by Mary Whitehouse at the same
time. During the 1970 election, the morality campaigner warned in a
letter to the main regional papers that:

Many women are deeply concerned about the dangers of the ‘permissive soci-
ety’ ... The women’s vote could be decisive in this election. Let us make sure
that we return to power candidates who will reverse the current trend of per-
missive legislation and who will revitalise those moral and spiritual values
which has [sic] made Britain great in the past.

In her letter Whitehouse also complained about ‘the political one-
upmanship which keeps the eyes of the electorate fixed on purely mater-
ial issues’. There was, she warned, ‘a far greater danger to the future
of our country than the much discussed economic state of the nation’:
namely, ‘the drift towards moral anarchy which is seen in so many areas
of our society’.'
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Morality and the 1970s crisis

Whitehouse was not the first person to bewail the fixation of politicians
on the material at the expense of the moral. The Conservative polit-
ician Angus Maude had already done so in a 1969 book, The Common
Problem.'” Significantly, given his later role as one of Thatcher’s advi-
sors, he framed his argument in opposition to consensus politics:

The present political ‘consensus’ derives from the primacy of economics, which
has usurped almost the entire field of politics. On the ellicient functioning of
the economy the whole of the ‘good life’ for the individual is deemed to depend,
with the result that what we now call ‘government’ has become largely pre-
occupied with the conditioning or regulation of the economy.'*

Maude’s was a lonely Conservative voice in the late 1960s (though it
was strangely in tune with the wider counter-culture), but after the
Heath government’s second defeat in 1974, the contention that the
Conservatives had made a mistake by over-emphasising the economic
became more compelling. This was the argument Keith Joseph pursued
in the October 1974 speech with which this chapter began.' “This eco-
nomics first approach’, he warned, ‘has aggravated unhappiness and
social conflict.” Instead, he urged that it was ‘better to approach the
public, who know that economics is not everything, as whole men rather
than economic men’. This would involve concentrating on issues like
‘respect for other people and for law, the welfare of young people, the
state of family life, the moral welfare of all the people, cultural values,
public-spiritedness or its lack, national defence, the tone of national
life’. It was these issues, he said, which ‘are at the centre of the pub-
lic’s concern’. Identifying the family and ‘civilised values’ as the bases
of the nation, Joseph warned that ‘if we cannot restore them to health,
our nation can be utterly ruined, whatever economic policies we might
try to follow, for economics is deeply shaped by values, by the atti-
tude towards work, thrift, ethics, public spirit’. He ended with a call to
‘remoralise our national life’.?

At the end of this speech, almost in passing, Joseph made the notori-
ous comments, advocating contraception to prevent working-class girls
from breeding, which ended his chances of becoming party leader and
paved the way for Margaret Thatcher to challenge Ted Heath. Thatcher
was later critical of Joseph’s speech, which she felt had been an unhelp-
ful piece of freelancing.*! But once she became leader, she continued her
mentor’s argument that economic recovery was doomed without moral
regeneration. ‘We believe that man needs more than material things’,
she told the Conservative Central Council in March 1975, a month
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after becoming leader. ‘Our aim is to build a flourishing society — not an
economic system.’ In the same speech, she argued that there had been
a concerted attack on traditional virtues. ‘For many years there has
been a subtle erosion of the essential virtues of the free. Self-reliance
has been sneered at as if it were an absurd suburban pretension. Thrift
has been denigrated as if it were greed. The desire of parents to choose
and to struggle for what they themselves regarded as the best possible
education for their children has been scorned.’*?

In the later 1970s, Thatcher developed her theme that permissiveness
involved a deliberate attack on traditional morality by intellectuals and
the professions. ‘Never have our basic values, the Christian values which
rest on Hebrew and Hellenic foundations, been so menaced as they are
today’, she told an audience in Houston, Texas in 1977. ‘Family life,
the innocence of children, public decency, respect for the law, pride in
good work, patriotism, democracy - all are under attack.”>® Addressing
the Scottish Conservatives in May 1978, Thatcher complained that ‘we
have come through a strange period — a period when traditional and
tested values were set aside in favour of sociological theories divorced
from experience. Twenty years of social analysis and woolly political
theory’ had led to a situation where ‘the older language of morality and
legality, of right and wrong, is conveniently forgotten’.2* Her advisor,
Alfred Sherman, ascribed this change in a 1979 memorandum to ‘an
incoherent philosophy containing Rousseauism, Pelagianism, material-
istic determinism, moral relativism ... which ends by rejecting not only
the idea of personal responsibility but the idea of good and evil which
is inseparable from it’.?* Other Conservatives made a similar charge.
Lord Hailsham blamed a ‘trahison des clercs, the moral betrayal by those
who ought to be the upholders of the traditional virtues, qualities and
institutions’.*®

For Thatcher, the intellectuals’ betrayal lay in encouraging people to
depend on the state, thus reducing their capacity for individual respon-
sibility. Not only could the state not remoralise people, it could actually
demoralise them. She developed this theme at length in her St Lawrence
Jewry speech in 1978, arguing that there were ‘grave moral dangers ...
in letting people get away with the idea that they can delegate all their
responsibilities to public officials and institutions’. She went on:

Once you give people the idea that all this can be done by the state, and that
it is somehow second-best or even degrading to leave it to private people (it is
sometimes referred to as ‘cold charity’) then you will begin to deprive human
beings of one of the essential ingredients of humanity — personal responsibility.
You will in effect dry up in them the milk of human kindness.*’
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Thatcher owed this line of argument partly to Maude, who had argued
in 1969 that the decline of traditional forms of authority was leaving
a dangerous vacuum, into which was coming the impersonal idea of
‘society’, a sort of ‘all-embracing super-family’. Society, said Maude,
robbed people of their agency and responsibility, forcing them to con-
form to an ‘imaginary norm’. As a result, ‘the bewildered individual,
seeking lost authority, certainty and standards, is reduced to social
conformism’.®® In her speeches in the 1970s, Thatcher tended to blame
the ‘state’ rather than ‘society’, but her point was essentially the same,
and she later picked up Maude’s criticism of society as a meaningless
abstraction in her notorious 1987 claim that there was ‘no such thing
as society’.?®

The idea of a moral crisis was an important part of what Colin Hay
has called the Thatcherites’ ‘discursive construction’ of crisis in the
1979 election.?® Throughout the campaign, Thatcher deliberately con-
flated the moral and economic crises, blaming Labour for both. In her
adoption speech at Finchley in 1979 she argued that:

economic ills are only half — and possibly in the long run not the more import-
ant half - of the lost years of Labour government. Everywhere there has been
a loosening of national standards, a weakening of the bonds which hold us
together as a people, a decline of manners, of morals, of shared beliefs.

Significantly, given her later association with Victorian values, she
insisted that the answer to this decline was ‘not an overnight return
to what (a little unjustly) people call Victorian discipline’, but rather
a recognition that ‘every one of us has a choice between good and evil
from which nothing can absolve us’.?! Her election address included a
passage, reiterated in several campaign speeches, which also stressed
the importance of instilling a sense of right and wrong in the young: ‘I
want a Britain where children are taught that there is a real and abso-
lute difference between right and wrong, and that there are certain acts
which by their very nature are invariably wrong and must be outlawed
by society.’®

Thatcher was not the only party leader in 1979 to exploit the anti-
permissive backlash. James Callaghan, who like Thatcher had been
brought up as a Nonconformist, had famously promised to ‘call a halt
to the rising tide of permissiveness’ as Home Secretary in 1969. The
head of his Policy Unit, Bernard Donoughue, recalled how, soon after
becoming Prime Minister in 1976, Callaghan asked him to produce a
paper about restoring ‘responsible values’ to society, and how he had
expressed enthusiasm for this as a potential theme for his speeches.®
Callaghan and Thatcher shared both a morally conservative outlook
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and good antennae for trends in public opinion. When Callaghan was
likened to Moses by his son-in-law, Peter Jay, Thatcher replied with
the famous put-down, ‘My message to Moses is this. Keep taking the
tablets.”® At a 1979 campaign rally in Callaghan’s own stamping-
ground, Cardiff, she claimed the prophetic mantle for herself, declaring
that ‘the Old Testament prophets didn’t go out into the highways say-
ing, “Brothers, I want consensus.” They said, “This is my faith and my
vision! This is what I passionately believe!” And they preached it.”®

But Thatcher’s invocation of religion was more frequent and insistent
than Callaghan’s. That morality could only come from religion was a
stock theme in her speeches at this time; morality without religion, she
would say, was like a flower cut off from its roots.>® She also emphasised
the Christian origins of national life, telling the Bow Group in May
1978 that:

We cannot claim that our society is entirely a Christian one ... But we are the
heirs of a society whose religion and whose way of life has been Christian for
century on century. Most of us whether Christian or not are thus inspired dir-
ectly or indirectly by the absolute value which Christianity — derived in part
from the Old Testament and Greek philosophy — gives to the individual soul,
and hence to man’s innate responsibility for his own actions and omissions,
and his duty to treat other men as he would have them treat him.?’

A key source for this Christian rhetoric was Alfred Sherman, who wrote
speeches for both Margaret Thatcher and Keith Joseph. On the face of
it this was surprising, as Sherman was Jewish, but he believed that many
of Britain’s economic and social problems were a consequence of the
‘de-Christianisation of social and political thought in this country’.’®
When he wrote parts of Keith Joseph’s ill-fated Birmingham speech,
Sherman had been re-reading Moralise Public Life, by the inter-war
Italian politician-priest, Don Luigi Sturzo.? When Thatcher became
party leader, Sherman encouraged her to talk about her religious faith
in a series of speeches and interviews, the most famous of which was her
speech at St Lawrence Jewry Church in London in 1978.4°

Thatcher and her associates were also picking up on the recent
activities of pressure groups that sought to defend traditional mor-
ality against permissiveness, such as Whitehouse’s NVALA, and the
Nationwide Festival of Light (NFOL), a predominantly, though not
exclusively, evangelical campaign group with which Whitehouse was
also associated.*! In 1973, NVALA and NFOL submitted a 1,350,000~
signature joint petition for public decency to Number 10, which argued
that ‘moral issues cannot be separated from the other problems which
vex the government and the country. The truth, as we see it, is that our



86 Making Thatcherism

ability as a nation to accept limitations in human desire in the economic
sphere is inseparable from our willingness to set limits on “freedom”
in the realm of personal morality.”? In a similar vein the Archbishop of
Canterbury, Donald Coggan, broadcast a ‘Call to the Nation’ in 1975,
which argued that economic regeneration had to be accompanied by
moral regeneration:

Many are realising that a materialistic answer is no real answer at all. There
are moral and spiritual issues at stake. The truth is that we in Britain are with-
out anchors. We are drifting. A common enemy in two world wars drew us
together in united action — and we defeated him. Another enemy is at the gates
today, and we keep silence."?

Coggan’s ‘Call’ prompted 27,000 letters from the public, some of which
were later reproduced in a book. In the introduction, the Archbishop
noted that ‘I touched a raw nerve when I suggested that the individual
feels that he doesn’t count as he should in our mass society. Evidently
the frustration in our national life is acute at this point, almost border-
ing on despair.”" The other concerns that loomed large in the pub-
lished letters to Coggan were unemployment, inflation, big business,
trade unions, bureaucracy, the moral impact of the welfare state and the
permissive society. There were close links between the Conservative
Party and Coggan’s ‘Call to the Nation’, which had been instigated
by two Tory MPs, Michael Alison (an NVALA supporter, and later
Thatcher’s PPS) and Richard Wood, who had asked for ‘a call to prayer
and repentance’."® Thatcher quoted several times from Coggan’s post-
bag in a major speech in 1977.1¢

During the 1979 election, Mary Whitehouse asked the party leaders
to reply to four questions on broadcasting, obscenity and religious and
sex education. In her reply to Whitehouse, Thatcher promised that she
would introduce new legislation on indecency and resist any erosion of
the Christian content of religious education, but it was her insistence
‘thart education about sex should be based on Christian principles’ that
delighted Whitehouse most. She hailed Thatcher’s words as ‘one of the
most radical statements made during the whole campaign. The imple-
mentation of it would revolutionise sex education and indeed the whole
quality of human relationships in our society.”'” This was tantamount to
an NVALA endorsement for the Conservatives, for which Whitehouse
was duly rewarded with a CBE in 1980.

How much did Thatcher’s invocation of Christian morality actually
contribute to her victory in 1979? As Alfred Sherman explained in his
memoirs, his attempts to get her to speak about Christianity did not go
entirely to plan. When she delivered her address at St Lawrence Jewry,
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Things went wrong. The Daily Telegraph sent a reporter to cover the speech,
but for whatever reason fatled to publish it. The Times had gone on strike. So
the initiative was lost. Mrs Thatcher’s colleagues were lukewarm or worse.
They preferred leaving religion to the clergy, not noticing that the church had
become increasingly hostile.*®

Certainly there were Conservatives who objected to Thatcher’s invo-
cation of religion. When the draft Conservative manifesto for the 1979
election included a quotation from Archbishop William Temple, an
official in the Conservative Research Department warned that the
reference would be obscure 1o some and unpopular with those who
held the bishops in low esteem.?” There was a strong tradition in
the Conservative Party of reticence in talking about religion, which
Thatcher herself shared, deliberately discussing religion in a measured,
rather than fervent, tone. Burt the distaste of some Conservatives for
discussion of religion also reflected an ambiguity within the party about
how to react to what they saw as the secularisation of Britain. While
some, like Thatcher herself, felt that it was precisely because Britain
was becoming more secular that it was necessary for the government to
keep religious values alive, others argued that the Conservative Party
should acknowledge secularisation by avoiding reference to religion.
The Conservative historian (and Michael Portillo’s old tutor) Maurice
Cowling argued in 1978 that de-Christianisation had already gone so
far that it was impossible to make religious rhetoric work. ‘Today, in
spite of a Christian monarchy and an established Church, England is
not a Christian country’, he argued. ‘It is a very long way from being
one and will require long-term preparation if it is to become one. Until
it gets this ... neither Mrs Thatcher nor anyone else is likely to make
Christianity stick politically.”®?

But appeals to religion and morality did fit into Conservative strategy
in the late 1970s. They provided a spine that linked different economic
and social policies, giving them coherence. Part of the Conservative
project in the late 1970s was, as a 1978 Shadow Cabinet memorandum
put it, to ‘jump the class barrier’ and create a cross-class alliance of
voters; reviving old discourses of respectability was one way of doing
this.’! In another policy document circulated in 1978, Angus Maude,
Norman Tebbit, Nigel Lawson and others had singled out particular
‘Themes’ that would benefit the Tories. One of these was ‘let’s return to
common sense’. Another theme was ‘nostalgia ... for a settled, civilised
life ... The change that people want today is much more a change back
to known standards than a leap forward into the unknown.” A third
theme was ‘the nation, not the state’. The authors had been inspired by
the ‘orderliness’ and ‘unity’ of the Silver Jubilee celebrations in 1977,
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arguing that ‘people passionately welcomed an occasion for national
pride and national unity, when both had seemed to be at a discount’.?
All three themes could be pursued by appealing to traditional mor-
ality and to the idea of a Christian nation. Emphasising the nation’s
Christian heritage may also have been a discreet way of addressing con-
cerns about immigration. Though Thatcher rarely addressed immigra-
tion in opposition, aside from her notorious reference to ‘swamping’
in 1978, this did not mean that it was absent from her appeal to the
electorate.®® Talking about the Christian nation may have carried a sub-
liminal message.

Thatcher also used Christianity as a rhetorical counterpoint to
Marxism. Rather as 1920s Conservatives had stigmatised Labour and
the trade unions as ‘Bolshevist’, so Thatcher’s ‘Marxism’ was a confla-
tion of various strains of socialism, statism and 1960s expressive indi-
vidualism. One way of giving definition to this rather baggy idea of
Marxism was to contrast it with Christianity. She wrote in the Daily
Telegraph in May 1978 that ‘the denial of the morality of personal choice,
the reduction of history to a predetermined conflict between classes
wholly shaped (as Marxists contend) by their role in the economic
process — these are an outright denial of the Christian faith’.* Giving
the Iain Macleod Memorial Lecture in July 1977, she proclaimed that
‘because we see man as a spiritual being, we utterly reject the Marxist
view, which gives pride of place to economics’.?”

Morality and government, 1979-90

“The mission of this government is much more than the promotion
of economic progress’, the new Prime Minister told the Conservative
Political Centre Summer School soon after the 1979 election. ‘It is to
renew the spirit and the solidarity of the nation.”>® As Prime Minister,
she continued to use moralised language in her public rhetoric, particu-
larly on the economy. During the 1981 recession she described infla-
tion as ‘in my view, a moral issue not just an economic one’, and wage
restraint as ‘a moral responsibility’.”” Or, as she told the Sunday Times
in 1981, ‘economics are the method; the object is to change the soul’.’?
As Raphael Samuel pointed out, her habit of ‘translating policy issues
into “moral economy”’ was ‘one of Mrs Thatcher’s strengths, and not
the least of the reasons why she was able so frequently to wrong-foot
her opponents’.®®

What the Thatcher governments did not do, though, was to reverse
any of the permissive legislation of the 1960s. Nor, despite a rhetoric of
promoting family values, did they legislate to recreate the traditional
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family. True, the Family Policy Group, established in 1982 and largely
the brainchild of Ferdinand Mount, sought to promote family life by
espousing policies like parental choice in education and the right to
buy, but it was never anti-permissive in intent.%® Those pieces of fam-
ily legislation that were passed by the Thatcher government were
largely pragmatic rather than ideological, and the government refused
the entreaties of pressure groups to legislate against abortion or birth
control.®! Thatcher’s reluctance to pass laws to reverse permissiveness
was, however, entirely consistent with her belief that ‘you cannot make
people good by legislation’.®? This belief had always set her apart from
moralists like Mary Whitehouse, who were sometimes frustrated by
Thatcher’s refusal to legislate against moral ills.®* Thatcher’s own con-
ception of morality was strongly individualised. In a set of notes for
her conference speech in October 1979, she reflected that ‘morality is
personal. There is no such thing as a collective conscience, collective
kindness, collective gentleness, collective freedom ... You can’t dele-
gate personal responsibility to your country. You are your country.’*
This was not quite as atomistic as it sounded; as Florence Sutcliffe-
Braithwaite has rightly pointed out, ‘when Thatcherites talked of “the
individual” what they really meant was “the family”’.® But what was
true was that there was little role for government in promoting moral-
ity. Shirley Robin Letwin pointed out that Thatcherism rejected ‘the
usual paradigm for political action. For “the government” cannot be
expected to “do something” about the condition of individuals and
families in a modern liberal state,’¢¢

But there was one area — religious education — in which Thatcher
believed the state could promote morality. She had argued for this excep-
tion in a newspaper article in 1978:

There is one sphere in which the state has a positive role, As a nation, we are
heirs to a Christian culture and a Christian moral condition. I still believe that
the vast majority of parents want their children to enter into that inheritance.
Accordingly, I hold it to be the business of government to ensure (though with
proper respect for the consciences of all who dissent or who belong to another
religion) that our schools shall be places in which Christian belief and moral-
ity are taught. This is not indoctrination, merely a practical recognition of the
truth that, while a mature person may reject the faith in which he has been
brought up, a child will find it difficult to acquire any faith at all without some
instruction in the discipline of belief and practice.’

There were pragmatic grounds for allowing the state a particu-
lar role in religious education. One of Mary Whitehouse’s crotchets
during the 1970s was a ‘Save Religious Education’ campaign, and
the Conservatives were able to exploit the fact that some Labour
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activists had been campaigning against religious education. Thatcher
repeatedly spoke in defence of religious education in 1978, declaring
herself ‘passionate for it’.** Her emphasis on religious education helps
explain why, a decade later, she was ready to accept amendments to the
1988 Education Reform Act defending Christian religious education
(though, as with Section 28 of the Local Government Act, a desire to
curb ‘loony left’ councils was also important).

In the late 1980s Thatcher began once again to address religious
themes more explicitly in her speeches. She had done this less in her
early years in government, partly because of the sidelining of Sherman
as a speechwriter, partly because of the truth of Mario Cuomo’s dictum
that ‘we campaign in poetry, we govern in prose’. In her memoirs, she
recorded that ‘near the end of my time as Prime Minister, I became
increasingly conscious of and interested in the relationship between
Christianity and economic and social policy’.*® Most famously, she
offered her own highly coloured rendering of the Gospels in her address
to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1988, the notori-
ous ‘Sermon on the Mound’.” She also asked Michael Alison and Brian
Griffiths, then head of the Policy Unit, to initiate a dialogue (including
non-Tories) about Christianity and Conservatism, and contributed a
foreword to the ensuing volume of essays.”! Her renewed interest in the-
ology may have been prompted by the loss of other familiar coordinates,
once the battles against socialism and the trade unions had largely been
won, but she may also have had a personal desire to reconnect with
the religion of her youth. In 1989, she resclved to read the entire Old
Testament, giving her staff daily updates on her progress.”

Throughout her leadership, Thatcher’s reading of Christianity was
partial and idiosyncratic.”® She drew her homilies from an odd melange
of spiritual authorities — St Paul, C. S. Lewis, hymns she had learned at
chapel as a girl. Clergy objected that this was a travesty of Christianity.
But in a sense that did not matter. In the 1970s and 1980s Thatcher was
appealing, not to clergy, but to a lay public that was itself often hazy
about Christian theology, and was thus open to her over-simplifications.
Her half-remembered, ‘Sunday School’ Christianity resonated with
voters whose own religion was increasingly only a half-remembered
relict of childhood.

The duties of churches

Thatcher’s belief that the state could not, in general, legislate for mor-
ality placed a special responsibility on religious groups. As Sherman
put it in a draft speech for Margaret Thatcher in 1978, ‘values cannot
be given by the state or politicians. Only religion has proved able to
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impart them.”™ Thatcher’s advisors had seen the Church of England
as a potential source of support in the 1970s. A policy document by
Sir Keith Joseph entitled ‘draft questions for Mrs Thatcher’ included
the question ‘How can Mrs T help bring the Church back into a help-
ful influence?’ and the Conservatives were initially optimistic that
this was possible.”” Although some bishops, like Mervyn Stockwood
of Southwark, were already hostile to the Conservatives in the 1970s,
others seemed sympathetic. Coggan’s ‘Call to the Nation’ had raised
many of the same concerns about moral decline as Margaret Thatcher.
Graham Leonard, Bishop of Truro and chairman of the influential
Board of Social Responsibility, spoke in support of Thatcher’s call for
immigration controls in 1978, saying ‘I am thankful that Mrs Thatcher
has raised the issue at the present time.’’® It was not until Thatcher’s
clash with Archbishop Robert Runcie over the commemoration of
the Falklands War in 1982, and reports like The Church and the Bomb
(1982) and Faith in the City (1985), that the Kulturkampf between the
Thatcherites and the Anglican episcopate really began. In background,
many of Thatcher’s antagonists on the bishops’ bench - John Habgood
(Eton and King’s), Stanley Booth-Clibborn (Highgate, the Royal
Artillery and Oriel) and David Sheppard (Sherborne, Trinity Hall
and the England cricket captaincy) - resembled the wets who opposed
her from within the Cabinet. Runcie (who had been in the Oxford
University Conservative Association with Thatcher) was much closer
to her grammar-school background, but (like Michael Heseltine) had
acquired a patrician patina through service in the Guards.””

Hugo Young described the attitude of many Conservatives to the
church as one of ‘affronted disappointment’, and this is a very good
description of Margaret Thatcher’s own attitude in the 1980s.”" In a
1987 interview with Woman’s Own, during a discussion of the AIDS
crisis, she complained that the churches had neglected their duties as a
guardian of morals:

I think one is entitled to say to the great institutions of life, because I mean
Parliament is not the only institute [sic] of life, your churches are your very
great institutions, your great voluntary institutions or your great voluntary
associations ... you are also, I think, entitled to look to them, to say: ‘Look.
There are certain standards, and if you undermine fundamentally these stand-
ards, you will be changing our way of lifel”

It is when sometimes the authority of those institutions is undermined
because they have not been so forthright that then people turn too much to
the State.”

As Ewen Green has argued, Thatcherites, like Conservatives earlier
in the twentieth century, were inclined to judge organs of civil soci-
ety by whether or not they were performing a ‘valuable and effective
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social role’. According to this criterion, the Church of England was
increasingly found wanting in the 1980s.% Thatcher unfavourably
contrasted the established church with religious groups that did per-
form a valuable role. She sometimes found this comparison in her own
Methodist tradition, extolling Wesley as the archetype of a religious
leader.? She liked to quote those sayings of Wesley’s that did not con-
demn wealth accumulation, such as ‘gain all you can, save all you can,
give all you can’, and ‘the fault does not lie in money but in them that
use it’.* Such sloganising ignored both the complexity of Wesley’s own
social teaching and the trenchant criticism of Thatcherism offered by
Methodist leaders like Donald Soper and Leslie Griffiths.

The other religion that she contrasted with Anglicanism was Judaism,
which embodied similar virtues of hard work and self-help. Years
as MP for Finchley meant that she had had closer contact than her
Conservative predecessors with the Jewish community (and was not-
ably more willing to promote talented Jewish MPs to the front bench).
At Sherman’s prompting, she had also endeavoured to win Jewish
recruits to the Conservatives in the 1970s.%? She often described the
values she extolled as coming from the ‘Judaeo-Christian’ or ‘Judaic-
Christian’ tradition, thus deliberately including Jews and emphasising
the contriburtion of the Old Testament.? As Prime Minister, Thatcher
was particularly drawn to the Chief Rabbi, Immanuel Jakobovits; like
her, he was a defender of traditional family life and an advocate of self-
help who criticised the Faith in the City report.®® Jakobovits increasingly
became Thatcher’s ‘ideal-type’ of what a senior cleric should be, and
she rewarded him first with a knighthood and then with a peerage (the
first rabbi to be ennobled). Her reading of Judaism, like Methodism,
was monolithic and contestable; as Chief Rabbi, Jakobovits represented
only one wing of British Jewry, and many Jews opposed Thatcher’s pol-
icies. It is notable that she did not extol Islamic values in the same
way as Christian and Jewish ones, though in ignoring Muslims she was
typical of politicians of all parties in the years before the Satanic Verses
controversy began in 1989,

Thatcher’s enfolding of different religious traditions was only pos-
sible at a particular conjuncture in late twentieth-century British
religious history. As a Methodist-turned-Anglican, she was herself a
product of the decline of Nonconformity after the First World War, and
of its assumption into a more generic common Protestantism.? But
the ‘Nonconformist Conscience’ was still within living memory in the
1970s and 80s; when she invoked Wesley, Thatcher could be confident
that her audience had at least a vague idea who she was talking about.
Likewise, her singling-out of Judeo-Christian virtues would have been
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possible neither in the anti-semitic political culture at the start of the
twentieth century, nor in the more inclusively multi-faith Britain at its
end. Above all, Thatcher’s appeal to religion was to a ‘silent majority’ who
no longer attended church, but who considered themselves Christians,
who had some folk memory of religious stories and symbols, and who
remained susceptible to appeals to Christian morality. Declining obser-
vance meant that this was a large constituency in the final decades of
the twentieth century.?” That it had fallen away from churchgoing was
partly a result of the declining authority of the clergy, and Thatcher
was able to exploit this. Just as she presented herself as the embodiment
of the frustrations of the ordinary citizen with ‘the government’, so
she could embody the disappointment of ordinary Christians with their
clergy. In both cases, she argued, ordinary people had been let down by
a trahison des clercs. In this interpretation, clerical condemnation could
even be sported as a badge of honour. Writing to congratulate Thatcher
on her Church of Scotland speech in 1988, Mary Whitehouse reassured
her that ‘the very fact that you received so much “flak” from certain
quarters indicated how effective your words were and I am sure were
echoed in the hearts of countless people throughout the land, many of
whom never go to Church’.® Thatcherism, then, drew on the survival
of what Callum Brown has called ‘discursive Christianity’ long after
the 1960s (when Brown claims it vanished). But it also benefited from,
and contributed to, the decline of religious authority. Thatcher showed
scant respect for the remaining vestiges of ‘Christian Britain’, as her
unsuccessful attempt to deregulate Sunday shopping in 1985-6, which
cost her some evangelical support, demonstrated.?

Conclusion

‘The central paradox of Thatcherism’, John Campbell has remarked,
‘is that Mrs Thatcher presided over and celebrated a culture of ram-
pant materialism — “fun, greed and money” - fundamentally at odds
with her own values which were essentially conservative, old-fashioned
and puritanical.” For Campbell, ‘Margaret Thatcher is the link between
two utterly opposed moral systems which reflect not only the ambiva-
lence of her own personality but the story of Britain in the twentieth
century: Alfred Roberts to Mark Thatcher in three generations.”®® But
while this paradox may have been inherent in the variegated nature
of Thatcherism, it was not until the consequences of Thatcher’s eco-
nomic policies became apparent in the 1980s that commentators began
to notice it.”! Recognising this is important, because it reminds us that
Thatcher’s invocations of morality did not seem as preposterous, or as



94 Making Thatcherism

replete with ironies, in the 1970s as they did by 1990. When she arrived
on the doorstep of Downing Street on 4 May 1979, and intoned the
Prayer of St Francis of Assisi, her promise to bring harmony, truth,
faith and hope resonated with many of her hearers.2 But it resonated
precisely because it recalled the promise of moral regeneration that she
had first made several years before, a promise that had been instrumen-
tal in smoothing her ‘path to power’,
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