1 ‘Crisis? What crisis?’ Thatcherism
and the seventies”

Robert Saunders

More than any peacetime Prime Minister since 1931, Margaret Thatcher
took office in 1979 amidst a mood of national crisis. The Conservative
manifesto had described the recent contest as ‘the most crucial election
since the war’, a ‘last chance’ to stave off national disaster; and Thatcher
herself invoked the spirit of Pitt the Elder in 1756: ‘I know that I can
save this country and that no one else can.’! In office, appeals to the ‘sev-
enties crisis’ proved a powerful rhetorical device, framing the actions of
the Thatcher governments against a gallery of apocalyptic alternatives.
The decade became a shorthand for a set of nightmare images, when
‘the dead went unburied’, ‘rubbish piled up in the streets’ and a British
Chancellor went ‘cap in hand’ to the International Monetary Fund: ‘a
chronicle of the collapse of contidence which ensured the acceptance of
the Thatcher revolution’.®

Yet Thatcher did not simply exploit a sense of crisis; she offered a spe-
cific interpretation of the seventies that privileged particular responses.
As Colin Hay has argued, crises ‘are above all public constructions’,
which ‘need bear no direct correspondence with the symptoms they
narrate’. This is not to say that they are false, or that the events they
describe are not real and serious; but they require an active process
of narration, in which the ‘raw materials’ of crisis are bound together
and given meaning.? The diagnosis offered by the Thatcherites was far
from the only reading in play, even within the Conservative Party. That
it became the hegemonic narrative was Thatcher’s first great achieve-
ment, and served as a foundation for all the others.

This chapter explores the evolution of that narrative after 1975, and
its place in the rhetorical construction of ‘Thatcherism’. As many com-
mentators have noted, the Conservative manifesto in 1979 was remark-
ably light on policy, placing little emphasis on those phenomena, such
as privatisation, that would define the Thatcher governments in office.

* T am gratelul to Tim Bale, Ben Jackson, Glen O’Hara and the participants in the 2010
Oxford workshop for their comments on this chapter.
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In so far as “Thatcherism’ had a clear public identity in the seventies,
it was descriptive rather than prescriptive: a narrative that cleared the
way for policy responses, rather than a policy programme in its own
right. As such, it was directed not just against the Labour Party but
against rival analyses within her own party, which favoured concili-
ation of the unions, constitutional reform and/or the active pursuit of
coalition. For Thatcher, these analyses were flawed intellectually and
dangerous to her personally. She was not remotely plausible as a coali-
tion Jeader, or as someone who could negotiate prices and incomes with
union bosses, and her distaste for constitutional reform was well known.
In this respect, “Thatcherism’ was forged not only in the electoral con-
flict with Labour and the Liberals, but by pressures operating on and
within the Conservative Party. It was no coincidence that the words
‘Thatcherite’ and ‘Thatcherism’ first appeared, not as ideological state-
ments, but as markers of allegiance within Conservative politics, serv-
ing as antipodes to ‘Heathism’ and ‘the Heathites’.* It was not enough
for Thatcher simply 10 encourage a sense of crisis; she had to imprint it
with particular meanings, so that it spoke to her own purposes and not
those of her opponents.

For this reason, the chapter privileges rhetoric over policy, and
Thatcher personally over the ‘New Right’. As Leader of the Opposition
from 1975 to 1979, Thatcher was above all a public politician, strug-
gling to impose her authority on a fractious party and to articulate a
new vision of Conservative politics. For a constituency to whom the
internal workings of politics are invisible, rhetoric forms the principal
medium by which parties take on a wider public identity; and in this
sense, as Philip Williamson has written, ‘politicians are what they speak
and publish’. Yet rhetoric is not simply a vehicle through which reality is
mediated. The most successful rhetoricians engage in a creative dialogue
with the world around them, narrating their context so as to reorder
the scope for political action. ‘It is by these means’, writes Williamson,
‘that a political “centre” or “consensus” may come into existence — not
simply from the momentum of events or structural change, but by the
constructive and collective efforts of successful politicians.”

Thatcherism: ideas and ideology

The party Thatcher inherited was in a state of unusual intellectual fer-
ment. Keith Joseph had recently concluded that he had never truly been
a Conservative at all, and set out on a national campaign to stir up
debate.® There was a proliferation of right-wing think-tanks and discus-
sion groups, and a flurry of books appeared on the nature and identity
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of Conservatism.” This was by no means an academic exercise. By 1975,
the party had suffered four defeats in the previous five elections, and
had slipped into third place among first-time voters. The Conservative
share of the vote in October 1974 was its lowest since 1918, and the party
was losing ground in all parts of the United Kingdom. In Scotland, it
had secured less than a quarter of the popular vote, and even its heart-
lands seemed under threat from a Liberal revival in rural England.?

The result was a crisis of confidence in the future of Conservative pol-
itics, For a political tradition rooted in church, Crown and colonies, the
combined effect of the end of empire, the decline of religious authority
and Britain’s new identity within the European Community had been
profoundly dislocating. The disintegration of the Heath government
deepened the sense of a party that had lost its intellectual bearings.
Even the historian Robert Blake, who was in many respects sympa-
thetic to Edward Heath, thought in retrospect that he had become ‘dis-
orientated’ by the ‘lack of a guiding purpose’. It was ‘hard to believe’,
Blake concluded, that a government with ‘a firm doctrinal base, and an
intellectually legitimate ideology ... would have diverged quite so far
from the principles which it had been proclaiming before it came back
into power’.’

That mood accorded closely with Thatcher’s own instincts. Accepting
the leadership in 1975, she spoke of a widespread feeling that ‘we have
lost our vision for the future’ and of a hunger among the public for
‘more emphasis on principle’.!” Though it is unlikely that she ever said
‘We must have an ideology’," she described herself repeatedly as ‘a con-
viction politician’? and told her first party conference as leader that
‘policies and programmes should not be just a list of unrelated items.
They are part of a total vision of the kind of life we want for our coun-
try and our children’.!*> To a greater extent than her predecessors, she
used the leadership as a pulpit from which to impress her values upon
the public.!* She talked of ‘the ideclogical battle against Socialism’ and
of her determination ‘to create a wholly new attitude of mind’ in the
country.'?

Underpinning all this was a deep suspicion of ‘consensus’. Thatcher
understood the necessity for compromise and had a good ear for what
the public would accept, but she never saw ‘consensus’ as of value in
itself. As early as 1968, she had defined it as ‘an attempt to satisfy
people holding no particular views about anything’, and she found her
one ministerial visit to the National Economic Development Council —
the institutional embodiment of consensus politics — ‘a total waste of
time’.'* “The Old Testament Prophets’, she told a rally, ‘didn’t go out
into the highways saying, “Brothers, I want consensus”. They said,
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“This is my faith and my vision. This is what I passionately believe®.’
‘No one should be in politics’, she thought, ‘unless he has strong beliefs
and wants to see them translated into action.’!”

It was in this context that Thatcher began to be spoken of as an ‘ideo-
logical’ politician, an exotic growth in Conservative politics, Labour
ministers warned that she would trigger a devastating confrontation
with the unions in pursuit of a dogmatic and implausible ideology, and
there were coded warnings from her own ranks, too." Even a Tory aca-
demic such as Blake disliked talk of a ‘Conservative philosophy’, as sug-
gesting a ‘more exact set of beliefs and axioms than is natural to a party
like ours’. Only socialists, he thought, could ‘talk plausibly about their
philosophy for they do genuinely think in terms of blue-prints for the
furure’.’®

This was a perennial difficulty for Tory leaders, but it bore particu-
larly hard upon Thatcher. She had come to the leadership after the
failure of a Conservative government with an overtly modernising pro-
gramme, whose leader had promised to ‘change the course of history’
in his country, Heath was remembered, perhaps unfairly, for promising
to cut inflation ‘at a stroke’, and his legacy was a suspicion of grand
programmes for economic reconstruction. As Keith Joseph put it, the
party had lost faith in ‘short cuts to Utopia’ and ‘well-meant but wrong-
headed drives for growth’.?" In this respect, the pressures on Thatcher
were diametrically opposed to those on her predecessor a decade earl-
ier. Heath had come to the leadership in the mid sixties, when the main
charge against the Conservatives was of aristocratic drift, and when the
electorate seemed captivated by the technocratic dynamism of Harold
Wilson. Thatcher operated in a world that was politically disillusioned,
in which constructive programmes were viewed with suspicion. As a
strategy document warned in 1978, ‘people are fed up with change, and
with new systems that don’r work’. Voters did not want ‘radical upheaval,
based on promises of a Brave New World’, and would ‘no longer believe
politicians’ promises of better times ahead’.!

Despite her later reputation, Thatcher broadly shared this suspicion of
‘ideology’ and rarely used the word except as a stick with which to beat
the Labour Party. Like other Conservatives, she condemned the notion
that the world could be reordered according to an ideological blueprint,
and she always denied that ‘capitalism’ or even ‘Conservatism’ were
meaningful analogues to ‘socialism’, Even towards the end of her car-
eer, when most inclined to make grand claims for her achievements, she
repeatedly denied inventing an ideology. It was wrong, she told Russian
studentsin 1991, ‘to see freedom and free enterprise as a system based on
an ideology — a system with the purpose of moulding man and shaping
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society along some predetermined lines’, Democratic capitalism was
‘not some kind of mirror image of Marxism’, but ‘a way of allowing
people to live as they wish rather than as the state wishes’.??

The challenge was to distinguish ‘ideas’ from ‘ideology’. In the eccle-
siastical language that came naturally to many Conservatives, what they
were seeking was not a blueprint but a creed: a set of beliefs about the
world, rather than a constructive programme for remodelling it. This
distinction between the man-made prescriptions of socialism and the
timeless norms of Conservative politics had deep roots in the self-image
of the Tory Party, and found a ready echo in Thatcher’s own tempera-
ment.?* Delivering the Iain Macleod Lecture in 1977, she claimed to
stress ‘vision, not blueprint; values and principles, not doctrines’?* As
she put it several years later, ‘These are not the panaceas of political
theorists. They are ideas that have worked.’®

In this context, talk of ‘Thatcherism’ was dangerous rather than flat-
tering. In an interview for the Today programme in 1977, she mocked
the word as an ‘ogre’ invented by the Labour Party to frighten the elect-
orate: ‘Is it not ridiculous?’?®* When she did deploy the term, she slipped
in an indefinite article, observing that “To stand up for liberty is now
called a Thaitcherism.*” Phrased as such, it was relegated from an ideol-
ogy to a precept, or the sort of thing that Margaret Thatcher might say.
As leader, Thatcher was wary of any public association with foreign
ideologues, however much she respected their ideas. Milton Friedman
and Friedrich Hayek received only a single mention in the whole of the
1970s, both during visits to the United States.?® Even in 1980, when
Friedman took part in a seminar at Downing Street, Thatcher assured
MPs that she had attended ‘only briefly’ and that Conservatives kept
‘an open mind on these matters’.?’ She avoided words like ‘monetar-
ism’, preferring to talk of ‘sound’ or ‘honest money’.?* Economists, she
grumbled, ‘clothe simple propositions with really rather extravagant
jargon to make them sound very much cleverer than they are’.?' It did
‘not require A-level economics, or artificial labels like monetarism’, to
understand that one could not simply magic money out of the air.»
This was not a prescription for the economy, but a statement abour it.
‘Monetarism’ was ‘not a new-fangled thing: it is as fundamental as the
law of gravity, and you cannot avoid it’.3* She applied a similar device
to the problem of Enoch Powell. When challenged either to endorse or
to condemn him, she treated the question as absurd. Her values were
‘fundamental’ and ‘far older even than Mr Powell’.3*

As Matthew Grimley shows in Chapter 4 of this volume, those values
were often couched in moral terms, aligning the Conservative Party
with the norms of Judeo-Christian civilisation. Expressed politically,
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Thatcher’s pretensions were no less extensive, equating her principles
with freedom, democracy and the rule of law. These, of course, were the
common currency of British politics; so if Thatcher was to offer more
than windy rhetoric, she had, first, to imprint those values with her own
definitions;?* and, second, to establish that they were imperilled by her
opponents. If the first was part of the constructive task of Thatcherism,
the latter formed the core of its critical project, to which a party of
opposition was peculiarly well suited. As an internal party paper on
electoral ‘Themes’ observed in 1978, ‘Fear is more potent than hope’,
so ‘the first step’ was ‘to make clear the threat’,?

A ‘crisis of socialism’

Apocalyptic expectations were not, of course, in short supply. The
future Lord Chancellor, Lord Hailsham, proclaimed in 1976 that
‘We are living in the City of Destruction, a dying country in a dying
civilization.”” In a book commissioned by the BBC, Anthony King
warned that Britain was entering ‘the sort of “crisis of the regime™
that had not been seen ‘since 1832, possibly not since the seventeenth
century’; and 65 per cent of those questioned in an NOP poll in 1974
thought that there was either a ‘serious threat’ or ‘some threat’ to the
survival of British democracy. Samuel Brittan and Peter Jay warned
that democracy might be structurally incapable of controlling inflation,
raising the possibility that it would ‘pass away within the life-time of
people now adult’.?®

Thatcher thrived in such a climate, which played naturally to her
own brand of eschatological politics. Britain, she repeatedly suggested,
was experiencing catastrophic national decline, threatening the very
‘survival of our laws, our institutions [and] our national character’.®
As Brian Walden noted in 1977, her public appearances had a ‘hectic
and unusual’ flavour which ‘often startled her audiences’. ‘Instead of
the reassurance we’ve come to expect from Conservative leaders, Mrs
Thatcher’s conveyed a sense of imminent danger.’® The perception
of crisis, however, did not automatically favour Thatcherite solutions.
For some, what Britain was experiencing was a crisis of capitalism,
requiring new methods of economic control. For others, it was a
crisis of state authority, which meant ‘recognising where industrial
power lay and coming to terms with it’.*! Talk of the ‘economic con-
tradictions of democracy’ risked legitimising calls for a new political
settlement, of the kind proclaimed by Labour in its ‘Social Contract’
between government and trade unions. Labour presented the Social
Contract as a renegotiation of ‘the democratic process’, contrasting



Thatcherism and the seventies 31

its actions with ‘the authoritarian and bureaucratic’ instincts of the
Conservatives.!?

Labour had come to office in 1974 on just 39 per cent of the vote,
with an overall majority after the October election of only three MPs.
No government since 1922 had won a majority on a smaller vote share;
yet Labour enjoyed a lead of forty-three seats over the Conservatives
and was able to push through an array of radical measures. Pessimistic
about their own chances of wielding power, some Conservatives sought
not to capture government but to constrain it, by means of proportional
representation, devolution to Scotland and Wales, a written constitution
and the incorporation of the European Convention on Human Rights
into British law.** It was not only Tory ‘wets’ who took this stance:
Keith Joseph advocated both a bill of rights and a constitutional limit
on taxation — demands that enjoyed considerable support across the
New Right.*

Joseph was the politician with whom Thatcher was most commonly
associated in 1975, through their work at the Centre for Policy Studies.
There were, in fact, important differences between Thatcher and her
presumed mentor. She lacked his taste for the admission of error and
was less inclined to indict the records of previous Conservative govern-
ments. Unlike Joseph, she saw no need to use the ‘social market’ as
a euphemism for the ‘free market’, and she actively mocked the term
towards the end of her career.*” Nor did she share the anxieties of so
many on the New Right about mass politics, or their enthusiasm for
constitutional safeguards. Confident that the electorate shared her own
political preferences, she showed no interest in constitutional mecha-
nisms for constraining democracy, relying instead upon her capacity
to lead it. Nonetheless, she agreed with Joseph’s central insight: that
the origins of the crisis lay in an accommodation with socialism. Like
Joseph, Thatcher thought that there had been ‘altogether too much
Socialism’ in British politics, and she echoed his warning that a nation
could not endure ‘half collectivist, half free’.46

Thatcher insisted that “What we are seeing in Britain now is not a
crisis of capitalism but a crisis of Socialism’, and this became the organ-
ising principle of her rhetoric.*” In a statement formally accepting the
leadership, she warned that if ‘the Socialists were to win again we would
be set irretrievably on the path to the Socialist State’. Her first party pol-
itical broadcast promised ‘to lead the people of this country away from
the quicksands of Socialism’ and to ‘rid the nation of this Socialist alba-
tross’.*® Visiting New York in September, she broke diplomatic conven-
tion by criticising the Labour government, telling reporters briskly that
‘it’s no part of my job to be a propagandist for a socialist society’.*
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The case against ‘socialism’ was not primarily economic. Thatcher
never doubted that socialism was wasteful and inefficient, or that high
taxes were damaging productivity. Nonetheless, as she told a meeting in
1977, ‘the real case against Socialism is not its economic inefficiency ...
Much more fundamental is its basic immorality’.’® She liked to remind
the electorate that Nazism was an abbreviation of ‘National Socialism’,
and she insisted that the National Front, too, was a ‘Socialist’ organ-
isation.”! Denying that there was any conceptual difference between
socialism in Britain and the horrors of the Soviet bloc, she warned
that:

Socialism is what socialists do, and socialists do more or less the same, as
the opportunity permits. GULAG was the consequence of socialism ... It
only happened because socialism demoralised the whole nation, replaced the
individual conscience by the party, right and wrong by what was good for the
revolution.

Rallying her party before the election in 1979, Thatcher drew the chal-
lenge of defeating Labour in apocalyptic terms, twice quoting Burke’s
aphorism that ‘All that is necessary for the triumph of evil ... is that
good men do nothing.’*

For Thatcher, the task was not simply to defeat the Labour Party
at the polls; it was to delegitimise socialism as a moral position. In
Thatcher’s view, socialism stripped individuals of personal responsi-
bility. By passing their charitable obligations over to the state, individ-
uals felt absolved of the need to help others themselves.5* The result
was a process of moral ossification, which would ultimately ‘dry up ...
the milk of human kindness’.’> According to Thatcher, it was not ‘com-
passion’ that was driving the expansion of the state — ‘Not a bit of it!’ —
but a lust for power over other people’s lives.’ The generous, sacrificial
giving of individuals was repeatedly set against the cold bureaucracy
of state welfare. As she mused, in one of her periodic reflections upon
the Bible, ‘I wonder whether the State services would have done as
much for the man who fell among thieves as the Good Samaritan did
for him?’%7

Likening class prejudice to racial discrimination, Thatcher redefined
socialism as the ‘political organisation of hatred’. Conservatives, she
acknowledged, had no monopoly on virtue. ‘But we don’t preach hatred
and we are not a party of envy.””® On this reading, socialism was disin-
tegrative as well as demoralising. Inflation forced workers into a con-
stant battle to maintain their pay and conditions, a struggle in which
only ‘the hyenas of economic life’ could profit.?* Corporatism, too, set
groups in perpetual competition. As a CPS pamphlet argued in 1975:
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The more governments have intervened to remove economic decisions out of
the market and into the political arena, the more they have set group against
group, class against class, and sectional interests against the public interest.
The politicisation of so wide an area of the country’s economic activities has
set up strains which are threatening its social cohesion.f°

By lowering inflation, dismantling the corporate state and ending the
rhetoric of class war, Thatcherism promised healing and reconciliation.
Her famous prayer on the steps of Downing Street in 1979 — “Where
there is discord, may we bring harmony’ — was in this respect wholly
characteristic. ‘My purpose in politics’, she declared in 1976, ‘is ... the
creation of One Nation.’!

Anti-socialism had been a theme of Conservative rhetoric through-
out the twentieth century, but no previous leader had made it so central
to their message, or talked so confidently of the elimination of socialism
from British politics. This was rooted in Thatcher’s own convictions,
but it also served a political purpose. With its long history in the party,
anti-socialism could be presented as authentically Conservative — a
relearning of ancient truths in which the ‘old consensus is in the process
of being re-established’.%® Its sense of mission was especially appeal-
ing to radicals and younger voters, while Thatcher’s tough language
towards the Soviets — and their obliging coronation of Thatcher as the
‘Iron Lady’ of the West — helped to establish her as a strong leader.
It may also have encouraged the drift to Conservatism from the anti-
Soviet left, while establishing for Thatcher an international profile.

Thatcher constantly resisted demands to “Tell us what you mean by
Socialism’.®* As an organising principle for a precarious political pro-
ject, the ambiguity of the term was part of its attraction. It satisfied the
need laid out in the ‘Stepping Stones’ report ‘to see a/l our problems as
part of a single pattern’;% and, by polarising politics between ‘socialism’
and ‘the defence of freedom’, it squeezed the space for the Liberals. The
Liberal surge in 1974 had cost Heath the premiership, propelling the
Liberals into second place in 42 per cent of Tory seats.®” By emphasising
the threat, anti-socialism placed sanctions on the exercise of a ‘wasted’
vote, while claiming for the Conservatives the mantle of ‘freedom’. It
also provided an intellectual case against coalitionism - the position
with which Heath was increasingly associated. As Thatcher told the
party conference in 1981, socialism could not be ‘half stopped, least of
all by those who for years helped to nurture and support [it]’.¢

There was no guarantee, of course, that voters would accept this cri-
tique, either as a description of socialism in the abstract or as a mean-
ingful analysis of the Labour Party. Given that Labour had governed
for long stretches in the past, without visiting upon Britain the horrors
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of the Gulag, Thatcher had to show that the threat in her own day was
qualitatively different. A crucial role was played here by Labour defec-
tors, who were drawn to Thatcher in remarkable numbers. Some were
instinctive rebels, transferring their allegiance to a new rebel project;
others were strongly anti-Soviet; while many were essentially libertar-
ians, who now thought union power the chief menace to freedom.®” In a
series of speeches and articles, men like Paul Johnson, Reg Prentice and
Lord Chalfont warned that “The nature of the Lefthas changed.’ Labour,
they insisted, was now a collection of ‘hardline, dogmatic Marxists’, who
would ‘use the instruments of parliamentary democracy ... to destroy
our existing political system’. As Prentice put it, this was ‘no longer the
Labour party of Ernest Bevin and Hugh Gaitskell. Neither will it be the
party of Jim Callaghan - for what that is worth — much longer. It will be
the party of Tony Benn, and others even further to the left.”®® Thatcher
herself described the Labour programme as ‘frankly and unashamedly
Marxist’, aspiring ‘towards a Britain modelled on Eastern Europe’.®

For the Conservatives, the charge against Labour was threefold. In
the first instance, its nationalisation programme, punitive tax regime
and closed-shop legislation were endangering the freedom of individual
citizens to work, spend and save as they chose. Even freedom of speech
was said to be at risk from the proposed extension of the closed shop into
journalism.”™ This framed the case against union power in broad moral
terms, as a defence not of profits but of people. While Thatcher steered
clear in public of bodies like the Institute of Economic Affairs, she was
much happier to be linked with the National Association for Freedom,
even attending its inaugural subscription dinner in 1977."! Second,
democracy was said to be in jeopardy, as Labour strove to bring ‘the
Iron Curtain down on the Mother of Parliaments’’? As its Commons
majority shrivelled, Labour was accused of sidelining Parliament by the
suspension of standing orders and the guillotining of debate, Thatcher
charged ministers with ‘a contempt of Parliament unprecedented in our
whole history’, while party literature accused ministers of adopting ‘the
Reichstag method’ of government.” The ‘Social Contract’, too, was
denounced as a ‘blatant violation of the Constitution’, an arrangement
‘under which the TUC ... became almost an organ of government — or
vice versa’.” This allowed Thatcher to promise not a new constitutional
departure, but a return to parliamentary government as traditionally
understood. As she told Conservative trade unionists in 1976, ‘We are
not in the business of handing over the Government of this country to
any group, however important, which has not been elected to govern. It
is Parliament and no other body, which is elected to run the affairs of
this country.’”
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Third, Labour stood accused of sponsoring law-breaking, and of
lifting its trade union allies beyond the reach of the courts. ‘For the first
time in my life’, Thatcher warned in 1976, the rule of law was ‘at haz-
ard in Britain’" Thatcher never forgave the left for bringing down the
1971 Industrial Relations Act, or its support for the rebel councillors
at Clay Cross.”” As the Campaign Guide pointed out in 1977, no fewer
than three Labour ministers had fallen foul of the courts, and it drew
particular attention to Foot’s attacks upon the judiciary.”® This, Joseph
argued, was not simply the high-handed language of a single minister,
but the natural animus of the left towards any barrier to socialist trans-
formation. Since the entire legal system was founded upon individual
property rights, he noted, it was hardly surprising that socialists should
hold it in contempt.”

Freedom, democracy and the rule of law were reassuringly conserva-
tive principles, rooting Thatcher’s rhetoric in some of the core values of
British political thought. Yet all this depended upon a particular polit-
ical vocabulary, in which words like ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ took on
a peculiarly Thatcherite hue. The language of freedom was unapologet-
ically individualist, framed around freedom from state intervention. As
Keith Joseph put it, ‘Every new power to government is a new restric-
tion on individuals and corporations.’® For Thatcher, too, freedom
was usually equated with market choice. In an article for the Sunday
Express in 1975, headed ‘It’s Your Freedom They Hate’, she insisted
that ‘Without choice, no one is free”’” Under capitalism, the consumer
was ‘Free to take it or leave it, whatever it may be. Socialism says, “Take
it and lump it”’"

That gave a new importance to private property as ‘the essence of a
free economy’, for ‘on that freedom all our other freedoms depend’.??
Joseph, too, thought the right to own property ‘even more import-
ant politically’ than economically, for it made citizens independent of
the overmighty state.®® This stood in contrast to the notion of ‘public
ownership’, in which property was diffused to all citizens through the
democratic state. In 1973 Lawson had urged his party to avoid this
‘emotively favourable phrase’, and Thatcher herself mocked the term
as ‘a misnomer” ‘the moment things are taken into public ownership
is the moment when the public ceases to have control, consideration
or choice’.* It was in this context that Thatcher began to trumpet the
democratising power of the market as a complement to strictly political
Institutions:

the democracy of the ballot box, important though it is, is only one form of
democracy. In a truly free society, and a society of truly free men, it must be
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reinforced by the democracy of the market, in which people can cast their
vote, not once every four years or so, but every day as they go about their daily
business.®

This was a common idea on the New Right, and drew a warm response
from Thatcher’s supporters. As David Howell put it, the extension of
property ownership would make ‘a reality of democratic rights in a way
that socialist theory could never hope to provide’.?

Narrating the crisis

Thatcher had evolved a critique of Labour as a menace to the very exist-
ence of a free society. The danger was that this would appear hyster-
ical as Labour tacked back towards the centre ground, especially once
Callaghan had replaced Wilson as Labour leader in 1976. Privately,
the Tory leadership thought Callaghan ‘a twister’, but they recognised
that his sunny demeanour and conscious anti-intellectualism made him
scarcely plausible as an extremist.”” With a modest economic recovery
in progress, Labour could trumpet its pragmatic economic manage-
ment as well as the benefits of its Social Contract with the unions. The
nightmare, for the Conservatives, was that the electorate would reward
Labour with another term in office, or credit the Liberals for their mod-
erating influence within the Lib—Lab Pact.®®

In this context, it was imperative ‘to destroy the Labour proposition
that it is mild and moderate under benign Callaghan’. If the Prime
Minister could not be made out to be an extremist, he should be pre-
sented as ‘a temporary, expendable front-man’, behind whom lurked
‘the Socialist reality’ of ‘contempt for the Law, the Constitution and
the rights of the individual’.* He was commonly contrasted with Hugh
Gaitskell, Labour leader from 1955 to 1963, who had fought a series of
memorable battles within his party. As Gilmour put it:

When Gaitskell had to deal with Labour’s Left-wing, he fought and fought
again ... This lot just trim and trim again. The history of the Labour Party
since Gaitskell’s death is the history of one surrender after another by the
Labour moderates.”

The contrast between a courageous champion of the centre ground and
his pliable, easy-going successor was heightened by Callaghan’s repu-
tation as a union man. As Thatcher reminded the party in 1978, it was
Callaghan who had led Cabinet opposition to In Place of Strife, Barbara
Castle’s proposed trade union reforms in 1969. ‘The unions did not like
it’, she recalled, so ‘Mr Callaghan saw it straight into the waste paper
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basket.” The way to unbridled union power ‘was opened in 1969 by
Mr Callaghan’®!

For the Conservatives, the economic recovery after 1976 was attrib-
utable neither to Callaghan nor to his Liberal allies, but to a combin-
ation of IMF supervision, the loss of Labour’s majority and the need to
disguise its socialist intentions before facing the polls. The implication
was that victory in the coming election would herald a quite differ-
ent Labour government, with an independent majority at its back and
North Sea oil wealth at its disposal. As Prentice warned, the IMF strait-
jacket had secured Labour moderation for a time; but ‘a new Labour
government, with a working majority, would soon sweep this away. It
would probably sweep Mr Callaghan away as well.”*?

This was important in fending off the threat of coalitionism, for it
suggested that there was no real common ground between the parties on
which to build. But the Conservatives still had to show that they could
govern alone, which meant addressing their relationship with organised
labour. Thatcher nursed a deep suspicion of unions, which she saw as
unconscionable restraints upon personal freedom. She abhorred sec-
ondary picketing and professed a particular aversion to the closed shop.
Yet the pressure to reach an accommodation was still strong; and with
nearly half the working population unionised, ‘trade unionists’ were
simply too large a constituency to be antagonised en masse. Despite her
suspicion of the union leadership, Thatcher made considerable efforts
to reach out to ordinary members. As leader, she increased funding
for the almost moribund Conservative Trade Union Association and
made a point of addressing its annual conference. As she reminded a
party meeting in December 1978, ‘We Conservatives count millions of
trade unionists among our political supporters and an increasing num-
ber among the active workers for our cause. It is neither our purpose
nor our interest to damage these institutions.’”® She praised the work of
‘Conservative trade unionists, Conservative negotiators and shop stew-
ards’, and repeatedly urged Conservatives to join their union and to
become active in its affairs.”*

Thatcher trod carefully around the economic functions of trade
unions, distinguishing their legitimate role as participants in collective
bargaining from a wholly inappropriate place as special partners in gov-
ernment. This was a political, rather than economic critique. Labour’s
‘Social Contract’, she alleged, had ‘allowed a handful of trade union
leaders to dictate to the Government’ across the spectrum of public
policy. ‘And I am bound to say to them: “With great respect, that is
not your job. It is Parliament’s.””®® This allowed Thatcher to present

38 Making Thatcherism

her policy not as an assault upon organised labour, but as a return to
the demarcation observed by Bevin, Morrison and the ‘great leaders of
the past’, who ‘were careful not to involve their unions in either run-
ning the government or becoming mere agencies of government’.’¢ In
this context, claims that the unions would actively seek to destroy a
Conservative administration were not entirely unhelpful, for they ena-
bled Thatcher to frame the issue as a conflict between the democratic
authority of Parliament and a protection racket run by Labour and its
union paymasters.’’

This was partly why Thatcher was so hostile to a statutory incomes
policy, for it blurred the divide between ‘economic’ and ‘political’ activ-
ity. Yet this position threw up problems of its own, Without signifi-
cant proposals to curb union power in the market, the Tory policy of
restoring free collective bargaining seemed to imply that the party was
giving up on industrial relations altogether. This raised the spectre of a
union ‘free-for-all’ and a return to industrial chaos. The most plausible
response — that monetary policy would enforce wage discipline by driv-
ing up unemployment — was politically unsayable, not least when the
Conservatives were attacking Labour for rising unemployment. This
made it hard for the Conservatives to capitalise on Labour’s own prob-
lems towards the end of 1978. The Labour Party Conference had seen
a rebellion against the leadership by the union vote, which rejected the
5 per cent pay policy and demanded a minimum wage of £60 a week
for public sector workers. Though Callaghan’s biographer thought this
a ‘disaster’, the perception from the Conservative camp was subtly dif-
ferent.”® The collision between the Labour leadership and the unions,
followed by a powerful speech from Callaghan restating the dangers
of inflation, helped to project a sense of distance between the govern-
ment and organised labour, and a determination to stand up to union
militancy. With Heath offering cross-party support, this opened up
a potentially dangerous contrast with Thatcher. As Alfred Sherman
warned in a memorandum, ‘Callaghan and Heath gave the impression
of somehow standing up to the unions and producing some framework
for economic stability, whereas we simply said: remove the brakes, let
it rip.’ Ironically, “We appeared to be associating ourselves with the
most unpopular institution in Britain today, the trade unions and their
rampage.’® The Conservatives fell five and a half points behind in the
polls, indicating even to Thatcher ‘that the public wanted us to back the
Government against the unions’, '

From this perspective, the ‘Winter of Discontent’ could hardly have
been better timed. It destroyed the argument that Labour could resolve
industrial conflict and refocused attention on the political critique
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of unionism. The perception that this was a strike against the public
established what Colin Hay has called ‘the near hegemonic’ percep-
tion of ‘a beleaguered state held to ransom by the union movement’,!!
Above all, it exposed the inflated claims associated with the ‘Social
Contract’. As David Marsh has argued, the Social Contract after 1976
was in practice little more than an incomes policy, demanding levels
of wage restraint that the unions could not in the long term deliver,'"
For this reason, it was probably always doomed to failure; and, since
it weighed most heavily upon the public sector, it was always likely to
end in a levée en mnasse by public sector workers. Yet the Social Contract
had been presented as a new form of government, a recasting of ‘the
democratic process’, That was important in selling the Contract, both
to the unions and to the Labour left, and in persuading the electorate
that Labour could build a durable relationship with organised labour.
The unintended by-product was that when it collapsed in the winter
of 1978-9, it appeared not simply to be a failure of incomes policy but
the collapse of a governing system. That cleared the way for a new
political settlement and a paradigm shift in the assumptions of British
statecraft.

The ‘Winter of Discontent’ made a reality of the aspiration set out
in ‘Stepping Stones’, transforming ‘the unions from Labour’s secret
weapon into its major electoral liability’.'** It was hard to believe in
the moral superiority of socialism when vital operations were under
threat and pensioners were starved of heat and light.'** With Callaghan
apparently in denial, it was left to Thatcher to articulate the sense of
crisis and to propose a way out of it.!”® Yet the ‘Winter of Discontent’
not only damaged the Labour Party and created a mood of revulsion
against the unions; it also helped to resolve the incoherence within the
Conservatives’ own union policy. Thatcher seized the opportunity to
make a unilateral shift in policy, announcing on television that she
would legislate to restrict secondary picketing and reform the ‘closed
shop’. This made it more difficult to argue that, by abandoning incomes
policy, the Conservatives were opening up a ‘free-for-all’. Joseph had
warned in 1975 that ‘Monetarism is not enough’, and the ‘Winter of
Discontent’ enabled Thatcher to take up its necessary complement in
a way that had not been politically possible before. Thatcher herself
later acknowledged that ‘had we fought an October general election
the manifesto would have included no significant measures on union
reform’. As she put it in her memoirs, ‘Appalling as the scenes of the
winter of 1978-9 turned out to be, without them and without their
exposure of the true nature of socialism, it would have been far more
difficult to achieve what was done in the 1980s.’/%6
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Conclusion

As a public doctrine, Thatcherism in the 1970s was essentially a
negative body of ideas, defined more by what it was against than by a
specific set of policies. The challenge after 1979 was to turn what had
been a highly effective oppositional creed into a positive programme
for government. That Thatcherism was diagnostic, rather than cre-
ative, was not in itself a disadvantage. Thanks to the CPS, the IEA and,
most importantly, the Conservatives’ own policy-making machinery,
proposals for implementing Thatcher’s agenda were not in short sup-
ply. Thatcherism supplied the cohering narrative and the resolution to
carry those ideas into practice.

That was never better displayed than in the famous proclamation of
October 1980, that ‘the lady’s not for turning’.!*” With interest rates at
17 per cent, inflation at 18 per cent and unemployment nearing two
and a half million, the pressure on Thatcher to change course was over-
whelming. Her reluctance to do so was not solely the product of extraor-
dinary courage, or even the memory of the Heath government. Rather,
it reflected an ordering of priorities, evident throughout the 1970s, that
marked her out from her immediate predecessors. For Thatcher, the
goal was not to engineer a short-term improvement in the economy, but
to eliminate socialism from British political culture. This is not to say
that she was oblivious to economic hardship: only that she disbelieved
in the possibility of recovery without this prior cultural change. For
Thatcher, as for Joseph, growth was ‘like happiness’: attainable only as
‘a by-product of other policies’.!®® As she had putit in 1975, ‘Our aim is
to build a flourishing society — not an economic system’,!*?

From this perspective, Thatcher’s strategy for recovery was not fun-
damentally about economics at all. Her economic thought was uncom-
promisingly individualist, allowing almost no constructive role for
government beyond the maintenance of sound money. She showed lit-
tle interest in infrastructure or broader economic conditions and, as
Andrew Marr has noted, barely mentioned North Sea oil in her mem-
oirs.”'® Her analysis of British economic history was almost entirely
psychological, founded upon a collapse of personal responsibility and
the corrosive moral effects of socialism.!"' The Victorians had pros-
pered because they believed in the virtue of hard work; socialism, by
contrast, had weakened the national character and created a culture of
‘something for nothing’.!'? In this respect, Thatcherism could not be
refuted by trade statistics or growth rates. The evidence that mattered
was of a resurgence of character, with new businesses starting up and a
‘new attitude’ in industry.''* Against the anxieties of the ‘wets’ and the
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protests of organised labour, Thatcher mobilised the superior authority
of British history. Past experience proved that the British people would
respond to the stimulus of free enterprise: ‘in view of our history it
would be surprising if it were otherwise ... it is that freedom on which
the advance of civilised societies is based, a freedom that for us goes
back to Runnymede’.'¢

This gave Thatcherism a peculiar strength in the face of adversity;
yet it was always vulnerable to a change in conditions. By 1990, most of
the enemies Thatcher had fought against since the seventies were slain.
Trade union power was broken, corporatism was a thing of the past
and Labour had commenced its long march away from socialism. With
the fall of the Soviet Union, Thatcher stood triumphant over every
foe: ‘As Socialism goes down all over Europe’, she exulted, ‘so it will
be in Britain. And tomorrow, as today, will be ours.’!'5 For Thatcher
herself, however, that hope was swiftly disappointed. Stripped of the
unions, the Soviets and, from December 1990, Margaret Thatcher
herself, “Thatcherism’ in the nineties lacked coherence. ‘Democracy’
was not a rallying cry when it no longer seemed at threat, and ‘free-
dom’ no longer resonated as a battle-cry against the unions. In so far
as Thatcherism retained its oppositional flavour, it was compelled to
reorient itself against a different, more contentious set of enemies: from
Euro-federalism and the reunified Germany to the lack of competition
within public services,

In consequence, the resonance of Thatcherism began to change.
With the waning of the socialist threat, Thatcherism lost some of its
moral and strategic purpose. That left it reliant on a programmatic con-
tent — more privatisation, lower public spending and tax cuts — that
increasingly resembled ends, rather than means. This rendered the
party’s appeal more narrowly economistic, weakening the sense that
Thatcherism had any higher purpose beyond the creation of wealth,
and leaving it vulnerable to a decline in the fortunes of the economy.
As the party pushed for greater private sector involvement in welfare
provision, its policies increasingly resembled those grand constructive
programmes for change that Thatcherism had disclaimed two decades
earlier - rolling the market forward, rather than pushing the state back.

All this caused considerable difficulties for Thatcher’s successor.
Harassed by her personal devotees, John Major was compelled to prove
his ‘Thatcherite’ credentials without any of the targets against which
his predecessor had defined her identity. He could not make speeches
attacking the Soviet Union, tame the leviathan of organised labour,
or shield the country from the onset of communism. Instead, he was
measured against a set of policy tests — on Post Office privatisation,

42 Making Thatcherism

educational reform and anti-Europeanism — that Thatcher herself would
not, as Prime Minister, have passed. In this respect, Thatcherism was a
creature of the ‘long 1970s’, a response to crisis politics which abolished
the conditions of its own success. In the 1990s, it was ‘Thatcherism’
and not Britain that was in crisis: with devastating consequences for the
party that Thatcher had led.
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