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Thatcherism
The Impasse
Broken ?
Martin Jacques

Where is British politics going? This is a vital question, and some of
the answers are unpleasant. Nonetheless they must be faced squarely
— because they are crucial in establishing the priorities and practices
of the left at a difficult and serious moment in British politics. The
recent General Election has thrown into sharp reUef certain underlying trends in British politics which we have previously either underestimated or even ignored. The left will do so now at great cost.

I. THE EVOLVING CRISIS
The Early Sixties: A Turning Point
Britain's decline is, of coiu-se, no new phenomenon. It dates back at
least a century. But it has asserted itself with a new force — after an
apparent lull — since the early sixties with profound consequences.
Indeed, these years provide us with a new and critical point of
departure in British politics.
The 1945 Labour government, under the impact of war and the
radicalisation of the working class, carried through a series of major
structural changes including nationalisation, the welfare state and full
employment. At the same time, it sought to restore Britain's international position in the context of the new post-war situation. This
involved the maintenance of the Empire and its legacy together with a
major international military and financial role for Britain. The key
here was the relationship with the United States; with the latter, given
the weakness of other western powers and the onset of the cold war,
seeking a special relationship with Britain.
Already, well before their return in 1951, the political centre of
gravity in the country was shifting to the Tories. Once in office, they
continued with aspects of Labour's domestic policies, for example the
welfare state, and almost wholly with its external strategy. Given the
relatively favourable international environment — including the preoccupation of key competitors like Japan and West Germany with
post-war recovery — this strategy was both viable and allowed relatively rapid economic growth (albeit lethargic by European standards). Indeed, the fifties saw rising hving standards, full employment and a relative social stability (which was aided by the cold war).
An unusual consensus characterised British society — presided over
by the Tories — in which conflict appeared relatively marginal or at
least contained.
By the late fifties, early sixties, this apparent picture of social
harmony was being undermined. The first cracks in the cold war, the
rise of CND, growing concern about the economy, together with
other events, combined to create a new situation which served to
undermine Conservative dominance and eventually enabled the
return of Labour in 1964.
At the centre of this changing situation — though by no means the
only factor— was Britain's economic position. By the early sixties, it
was becoming increasingly evident that the 'new dawn' of the fifties
had only been a temporary interregnum: Britain's relative decline had
continued unchecked. The rapid growth of Britain's competitors
exposed its underlying weakness. A strategy based on traditional
imperial markets, sterling as a reserve currency and Britain as a major
military power became increasingly difficult to sustain. As a consequence, during the sixties, there was a growing recognition, not least
within ruling circles, that some kind of new response was required.
The Labour Govemments 1964-1970
The return of Labour in 1964 occupies a central position in this
changing context'. Labour's victory stemmed partly from an
increasing recognition of the seriousness of Britain's situation, and
partly from a growing conviction of the need to modernise the
economy and society. Here, Wilson's theme of the 'white hot technological revolution' and his attacks on the social archaism of the Tories
struck a popular chord. Labour — in 1964 and even more in 1966 —
succeeded in uniting large sections of the working class together With
an important section of the middle strata around its appeal.
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Four elements, broadly speaking, characterised the 'modernist'
approach of the 1964-70 Labour governments. Firstly, industrial
capital was to be made more competitive, partly through increased
investment to be achieved by boosting profits and restricting wages
through incomes policies (and later trade union legislation). Secondly,
the state itself was seen as a key agency for restructuring important
areas of industry (for example, the creation of British Leyland and
GEC-AEI through the IRC), and rationalising the labour-process
(through productivity agreements etc). At the same time, the state
itself was identified as a major area for reform — including the civil
service (the Fulton Report 1966), higher education, and local government. Thirdly, the Wilson approach rested on tripartite collaboration
between the state, big business and the unions, a development which
had been initiated in the early sixties by the Tories with Neddy etc,
but which now assiuned a more central role. Fourthly and lastly,
following the effective collapse of sterling as a reserve currency in
1%7, the government increasingly looked to the EEC as the new
international framework for British capitalism.
The modernism of the Wilson governments, however, proved quite
inadequate to the problems. The attempt to reorganise industrial
capital was half-hearted, given the profound weakness of Britain's
productive base. In this context the central problem was the failure of
Laboiu' to tackle the alliance that had underpiimed Britain's post-war
course and which was responsible for its economic decline; namely,
the externally orientated interests of sections of big industrial capital
together with the City. Indeed, Labour, between 1964 and 1%7, still
gave priority to the defence of sterling and only abandoned the latter's
reserve role when it was forced to do so. In the process, economic
growth was sacrificed. By the late sixties, indeed, little remained of
the 'grand design'. Faced with continuing economic difficulties, the
government increasingly resorted to one aspect of its modernist
strategy, an attack on the economic position of the working class,
through bouts of deflation, wage restraint, and then In Place of Strife.
This led to growing trade union opposition which further undermined
Labour's strategy. The failure of modernisation — together with
growing tension in its relationship with the working class — eroded
Labour's 1966 bloc of support and paved the way for the Tory victory
in 1970.
These developments, however, must be placed in a broader context. By the late sixties, a much wider crisis of society was becoming
apparent. The student movement, the events of 1968, the beginnings
of the nationalist upsurge, the growth of racialism — each was both a
symptom and an expression of this wider crisis. The Labour governments had been a response to this process, but in the event proved quite
incapable of dealing with it.

and institutions, on the identity and definition of Britain as a nation,
and on the estabUshed panem of alliances. What was involved, then,
was a crisis in the authority of the traditional ruling bloc, a crisis of its
leadership, of its hegemony over British society. This did not mean a
crisis of hegemony in the sense that the ruling bloc's position has been
under open and expUcit challenge from the working class. Far from it,
indeed. Rather it has been a crisis of the established forms of
hegemony, a situation where the old forms of rule, previous ideological assumptions and the established pattern of alliances became •
increasingly difficult to sustain.
The failure of the old imperial strategy meant that the ruling bloc
was obliged to undertake a strategic shift in response. This shift was,
in the early sixties, broadly along the lines of Labour's modernism.
And it further exacerbated the crisis of hegemony in three key senses.
Firstly, popular support had to be won for policies which often
involved a major readjustment of attitudes and oudook: that is the
modernist strategy itself required a major reorganisation in the forms
of hegemony. Entry into the EEC, the growing role of the state and
the reform of such institutions as higher education and local government are obvious examples. Secondly, the success of the modernist
response in solving the problems it was designed to tackle was crucial
if the crisis of hegemony was to be resolved. If, on the contrary, it
proved imsuccessful, then that crisis could only grow more acute
(which, of course, is what has happened). Finally, the modernist
approach — in its diverse Labour and Tory variants — involved new
burdens and new costs for working people. This, obviously, greatly
increased the deUcacy — and vulnerability — of the operation.
The weakening of the established forms of hegemony has been
accompanied by, over the period since the mid-sixties, a transformation in the terms of British pohtics, as different class forces and social
groups have been sensitised to new problems and acquired new
aspirations. The future of Scotland and Wales, the Irish question, the
position of women, morality, the role of trade unionism — the
examples are legion. Old conflicts have reappeared in new forms, new
contradictions have surfaced for the first time — with their origins
lying in a complex interaction between Britain's specific crisis and
more general features associated with the development of advanced
capitalism. These various developments have posed a profound challenge to the previous pattern of alliances and assumptions and, consequently therefore, also the positions of the various political parties.
The rise of nationalism, for example, whose origins again lie both in
Britain's specific crisis and new general characteristics of the nationstate^, challenges the definition of Britain itself, the form of its state
system, and has already undermined the previous pxisition of the Tory
Party in Scotiand.

What Sort of Crisis?
The {jeriod of the fifties was not just one of consensus: it was also a
phase in which, alUed to this national consensus, the ruling bloc (ie big
capital, the City, the upper echelons of Whitehall, etc) exercised a
comprehensive dominance over British society. By the early sixties,
the basis of this dominance, this leadership — or hegemony — was
being eroded. Critically, one of its crucial supports, the external
imperial strategy, was no longer viable. This had deep and long-term
implications. An immediate effect was the defeat of the Tories, the
poUtical embodiment of the previous stability and success, and the
return of Labour.
But we must see the problem in a wider context than this. The
previous ruling strategy was increasingly seen to have failed. This was
not just an 'economic question': it concerned Britain's international
orientation, its 'standing' in the world, its domestic standard of life,
etc. Its failure therefore impinged on all aspects of society: on the
prestige of the ruling bloc, on the respect for Britain's political system

The Tory Government 1970-1974
The return of the Heath government in 1970 marked a distinct shift in
the new phase of British politics ushered in from the mid-sixties. Its
character and the nature of its strategy requires some prior consideration of changes in the Tory Party.
The fifties saw the Conservative Party resume what had been its
traditional mantle in post-1918 politics — as the main governing
party, inextricably linked with the establishment and the national
tradition, albeit on the basis of an acceptance of many of Labour's
post-war reforms. Such a role was no longer possible in the same way
in the new phase; the old assumptions no longer worked and Labour's
modernism had to some extent deprived the Tories of the centre
' • For an excellent account of contemporary British politics, see Stuart Hall et
al. Policing the Crisis, Part III.
^' E J Hobsbawm, 'Some Reflections on "The Break-up of Britain",' New Left
Reviev) 105.
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then, more dramatically, with the Tories. A new factor entered the
poUtical scene: a level of working class militancy not witnessed since
the war. But what was the nature of these struggles? This is a vital
question.
Certainly they went beyond the narrowly 'economic', raising wider
issues. The UCS struggle, though admittedly exceptional, posed the
question of who is competent to run industry, while the struggles
against In Place of Strife and the Industrial Relations Act had, given
the nature of the modernist attempt to contain the working class, a
wider democratic aspect. These struggles were also more than simply
defensive. The fight to defeat wage restraint, for example, acquired,
for the more powerful bargaining groups, the character of a wage
class. In 1965, a key component of this arrangement was removed: the offensive. At the same time, some of the batties began to take on a
leader was no longer to 'emerge' in the time-honoured patronage style distinctly anti-Tory dimension, particularly the second miners'
of the establishment, but was to be elected by the parliamentary party. strike.
Nonetheless, the primary characteristic of these struggles was a
The outgoing incumbent, Home, admirably caricatured the highTory leadership model and its imperial tradition: Heath was, up to a trade union response to the offensive of the Labour and particularly the
point, a more accurate reflection, both in ideology and style, of the Conservative governments. They represented a limited and predominantly defensive response to aspects of the modernist strategy.
cadre force of the Tory Party, in particular its middle classes.
These internal changes were closely linked to the strategy evolved Their hallmark was resistance to wage restraint, 'lame ducks' and
under Heath. This was, Uke the Labour governments before, a trade union legislation — though other issues were also, to a lesser
response to the new phase, but it was no simple continuation of degree, encompassed. In coming to terms with the significance of this
Labour's particular modernist approach. On the contrary, in one resistance, it is important to grasp the breadth of the modernist
crucial respect, it marked a sharp break with Labour's strategy. In strategy. The more dramatic features were trade union legislation,
place of interventionism in industry and tripartite planning, for wage restraint, etc — because of the working class response. But the
example, the Tories at first leaned heavily on a more laissez-faire attempt to modernise went well beyond this, embracing higher educaconception of economic and industrial policy, laying stress on the tion, reform of the judiciary, entry into the EEC, new immigration
function of market forces and a reduced role for the state. At the same laws, {Xjlice reform, restructuring of the health service, reform of the
time they adopted a more administrative and coercive approach to- civil service, local government, and so forth^. It is obviously difficult
wards working class resistance, as exemplified by the Industrial Rela- to generalise across such a wide area, particularly as there were also
tions Act. Indeed, a key theme of the Heath government, more important differences between the approaches of the Wilson and
widely, was the need to reassert authority and law and order — in Heath govermnents: there was, however, a general tendency towards
relation to working class militancy, crime, student unrest etc — with more centralised and less democratic forms. Now while the 'industrial
the state, including the law, playing a growing role. Finally, the Heath relations' aspect of the strategy was in large measure successfully
strategy involved a determined and unambiguous attempt to enter the resisted, the great majority of the others were not, and some, for
example reform of local goverimient, encoimtered relatively Uttle
EEC and adopt a fully-fledged 'European' orientation.
The more aggressive attack on the piosition of the working class, opposition. This is important for two reasons: firsdy, the modernist
however, led to trade union militancy unparalleled since the 1920s. strategy involved a much wider attempt to rationalise British society
The Industrial Relations Act, for example, almost resulted in the first and change the balance of class relationships than the left has fully
General Strike since 1926 with the imprisonment of the Pentonville 5. grasped; secondly, it tells us something about the limitations of
Indeed, it was the success of this resistance — notably the UCS working class consciousness.
This second point needs taking further. One of the key indications
work-in and the first miners' strike against the policy of 'lame ducks'
and (n-i) incomes policy respectively — which finally forced the of the natiue of working class resistance was the fact that it did not
Tories to abandon their 'market' pohcies. In their place, they adopted gravitate in any mass way towards pohtical organisation or new kinds
a thorough-going, interventionist approach, which more closely re- of poUtical solutions. There was, of course, a powerful and widesembled Labour's modernism. This, too, however, met bitter resist- spread anti-Toryism, but not much beyond. Indeed, in this context,
other problems were revealed in the 1974 elections which we will look
ance.
A situation, in a sense, of impasse was created. The modernist at shortly. In some ways, this pictiu'e is not surprising. We are, after
strategy — in its Heath variant — provoked such working class all, confronted with a quite central political problem, namely, that the
resistance that key elements of it were either defeated or effectively mass party of the working class, the Labour Party, was itself— in
immobilised. The climax, of course, was the miners' strike, leading to government — one of the main vehicles for the modernist strategy.
the three day week, a General Election, and the return of a minority The fact that it adopted a more mihtant rhetoric during the Heath
period does not change the issue. At the same time, although left
Labour government.
militants and Communists emerged as key rank-and-file leaders in the
Heath phase, poUtical support for the alternative positions of the
The Nature of the Working Class Response and What It Meant
We need to look at this situation rather more closely. The modernist Commtmist Party and Labour left remained, in popular grassroots
strategy — in its various forms — involved a new kind of attack on the terms, marginal, though these positions made some progress within
position of the working class. The working class resisted important the labour movement itself. It should be added here, also, that the
elements of this offensive — in the period of Labour govenmient and left, including the Commtmist Party, itself tended to exaggerate the
impact of the industrial miUtancy of the period on the poUtical conFor instance. Hall, op cit; P. Corrigan, 'The Local State', Marxism Today, sciousness of the working class and to underestimate the relative
July 1979; M. Jacques, 'Universities and Capitalism', Marxism Today, July importance of indef)endent political activity on the shopfloor, including inadequate attention to Communist workplace organisation.
1975.
ground. In response to this situation the Tory Party began to shift to
the right.
In the consensus tradition of the fifties — and long before — the
Party had rested on a unique relationship between its high-Tory
leadership, characterised by such figures as Macmillan, Eden and
Home and enjoying close connections with the City, big capital, and
the traditional 'upper classes', and a cadre force drawn from the
middle classes, the petty-bourgeoisie, and sections of the working

the leader was no longer to 'emerge'
in the time-honoured patronage style
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This leads me to the wider question of underlying trends in this new
phase of British politics. The argument above is that working class
resistance successfully prevented the implementation of important
aspects of the modernist strategy of both the Labour and Tory governments. This resistance, however, was both limited in scope and
primarily defensive. British politics was — and is — therefore characterised by a certain impasse: the ruling bloc has been unable to secure
the working class acquiescence it required in key areas, the working
class itself was imable to imite around an alternative political solution.
Like all impasses of this character, however, it cannot last forever: it
will be resolved, ultimately, either by a decisive shift to the left or right
based on a major realignment of class forces.
This situation of impasse, however, must be placed in its broader
context. The crisis of hegemony, far from being resolved by the turn
towards a modernist strategy, was actually exacerbated by it.
Labour's particular modernist response failed ignominiously. The
popular resistance of the working class, in helping to undermine the i
Heath strategy, and ultimately the Heath government as well, further
aggravated this more general crisis of hegemony. The most dramatic
illustration was working class militancy, but this should not blind us
to a wider process of fragmentation, erosion and realignment that was
taking place. This found expression in the widening range of issues
and conflicts that developed including around immigration and race
relations, law and order, morality, the national question, and women.
Moreover, these issues were not somehow fenced off from those
sections involved in the industrial militancy of the 1970-74 period: on
the contrary, these groups were as intimately affected as others by this
broad panorama of issues.
In the 1974 election, this widening crisis of hegemony found clear
poUtical expression — it surfaced, with a new twist, at the level of
party politics. Labour was returned, but with its lowest share of the
vote since 1935. The prime reason for this was that new political forces
came to represent the emergent elements of this widening crisis; the
resurgence of nationalist politics in Scotland and Wales around the
SNP and Plaid Cymru, the growing polarisation within Northern
Ireland, and the dramatic rise of the Liberals within England led to
the most hybrid parliament since the twenties. The threat to the
two-party system, as it had operated more or less since 1931, was
because new political forces came to tap — however temporarily —
some of the new currents in British society.
Two points merit particular emphasis here. Firstly the crisis of
hegemony increasingly threatened the established position of the
Labour Party and the Conservative Party. This was revealed, above
all, by the two elections in 1974. Secondly, the industrial militancy of
these years, whilst producing a minority Labour government, did not
result in any significant shift to the left in British society as a whole.
Indeed, we can detect in this period a continuing process in which the
bonds between the labour movement as a political force, and the
people, were weakened.
The Labour Governments 1974-9
Labour's return in 1974 took place in the context of heightened
working class militancy and a significant shift to the left in the Party as
illustrated by the 1974 Manifesto. For the first year or so this was
reflected in the Government's policies, notably the dismantling of the
more offensive aspects of the Tories' industrial relations policies and
the legislating of a new deal for the unions.
This did not imply any major change of direction. Rather it must be
seen as part of the Government's attempt to ensure working class
acquiescence in the central tenets of its strategy. As opposed to the
'coercion' of the Tories, which had ultimately been shipwrecked, the
Wilson-Callaghan axis claimed it could achieve trade union cooperation rather through consent — based on the social contract.
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The fundamental contours of Labour's approach became much
clearer from mid-1975, following the defeat of the left in the EEC
referendum campaign. Formally speaking, the modernist project
remained, but, as Britain's own economic crisis grew increasingly
acute with the onset of the international capitalist recession, the
Government's approach consisted of little more than pragmatic
crisis-management in which the central element was securing
working class acquiescence to cuts in real wages and public
expenditure together with rising unemployment. Indeed, it paved the
way for the more doctrinaire attack of Thatcherism on the post-1945
gains. At the same time it did virtually nothing to undo the Tory
measures in such areas as local government and immigration, though
its minority status must be seen as a factor, albeit a secondary one, in
this.
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Two wider themes need to be explored in this context. The first
concerns a hitherto singular feature of the new phase: working class
resistance to aspects of the modernist strategy. The return of Labour
in 1974 inevitably cast this in a more complex mould. Resistance in a
situation of Tory government could spontaneously associate with
popular anti-Toryism, with Labour as the alternative. This option did
not exist for the labour movement in a situation of Labour government. This imdoubtedly was a key factor in the support won throughout the labour movement and amongst the working class for the social
contract. But the deepening recession wasalsoa very important factor
here. It specifically affected working class resistance in two ways: it
acted as a disciplining factor, making, for example, conventional
forms of wage-militancy, for sections threatened by unemployment,
less viable. It also greatly intensified the level and feeling of'national
crisis'.
Working class quiescence finally broke with the 'winter of
discontent' in 1978-9. It followed major struggles in the trade union
movement and was a renewed, if belated, demonstration of working
class resistance to the harshest yet attacks on its living standards. But
this, too, bore the imprint of the new context of recession and Labour
government. On the one hand, the militancy of these months tended
to be more sectionalised and fragmented than that of the Heath period
and, on the other hand, it contained within it a new, understandable
but nonetheless disturbingly anti-Labour current (for example, in the
Ford strike'*, in the NUPE action and, on a different note, the election
result).
The second theme concerns our wider context of the underlying
erosion of established social alliances and political patterns. In the
latter years of Labour's tenure, there was growing evidence of a shift
to the right in the country. This, of course, was partly related to the
traditional mechanics of the two-party system — with the Conservatives being the 'natural' alternative during a period of Labour govern-
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ment. But it was also much more than that. The deepening crisis of
hegemony — the failure of this Labour government and the previous
Heath government — led to new tensions and reahgnments. In response, a new kind of popular rightism began to gain ground. Already
by 1966 (and indeed earher), the contours of such an approach were
evident with the rise of Powellism. The diverse progressive expressions of the late sixties (and subsequendy) — the student movement,
the 'underground', the women's movement — contributed towards
the emergence and defmition of a conservative backlash. The development of working class militancy in the Heath period provided a
new, powerful and more political focus. The increasing gravity of
Britain's situation from 1974, including the assertion of the poUtics of
recession, together with Labour's failure, gave it further momentum.
A number of its characteristics merit particular stress here. It was a
popuUst development in that it had a powerful presence at the grassroots and was not confined to the organisational structures of the
pohtical right. This found reflection in the character of some of its
leaders, such as Powell and Whitehouse, who were essentially 'charismatic' figures whose support did not depend simply on dieir formal
positions within estabUshed organisations.
It was also an increasingly global movement. Its dominant philosophical characteristic was essentially backward-looking, the desire to
assert traditional ideological themes such as the family, the nation,
patriotism, free enterprise and authority. It embraced a multitude of
responses including the Black Papers on education, Chicago
monetarism, the Festival of Light, SPUC, the National Viewers' and
Listeners' Association, the Institute of Economic Affairs, the
National Front and raciaUsm. Finally, this broad right trend — at
once economic, social, cultural and ideological — increasingly, and
especially after the fall of the Heath government, became linked,
through figures such as Keith Joseph and Rhodes Boyson, to pohtical
developments in the Tory Party as expressed in 'Thatcherism'. This
link was a moment of great significance in the evolution of the rightist
response to the crisis of hegemony.

II POLITICAL FORCES AND THE NEW PHASE
A central theme of our argument is that the estabUshed framework of
British politics has, since the mid-sixties, been steadily eroded. The
expressions are numerous: the precipitous dechne of Britain as an
international power including the collapse of the Empire and imperial
role together with consequent reahgnments, the emergence of new
national tensions within Britain, powerful working class mihtancy,
persistent and chronic economic crisis, a new social challenge from
women and now a growing threat to the post-1945 achievements of
full employment, the welfare state and the nationahsed sector. These
developments have weakened previous class and social ahgnments,
provoked a growing crisis of hegemony and challenged the estabUshed
structures, assumptions and ideologies of the Right and Left in British
pohtics.
The Tory Party
The Tory Party has come under profound challenge in the new
context of British pohtics. In the period 1964-79, it has been in
government for only foiu- out of a total of fourteen years — compared,
for example, with 37 out of 46 between 1918 and 1964 (including the
coaUtion govermnents from 1931 to 1945 in which the Tories were
generally the dominant force). The Tory Party can thus no longer be
regarded as the dominant national party in the way it was prior to the
mid-sixties. In the period from 1964 until the 1979 election, indeed, it
has faced a serious if erratic electoral dechne and important fissures in
its bloc of support. The Tory Party, as a consequence, has been posed

with the growing need to recoup and reorganise its social base.
Tory Share(%) of Vote at General Elections 1945-1979'
1945
1950
1951
1955
1959
1964

39.8
43.5
48.0
49.7
49.4
43.4

1966
1970
1974(Feb)
1974(Oct)
1979

41.9
46.4
37.9
35.8
43.9

The dominant response within the Tory Party since the mid-sixties
to its own problems on the one hand and Britain's crisis on the other
has been of a rightist complexion. It found its first expression —
within the mainstream of Tory poUtics — in Heath, especially the
Heath of 'Selsdon' and the 1970-72 period, and then, more clearly in
the rise of Thatcherism*.
The precise character of Thatcherism is complex. Two clear
elements, however, can be pinpointed. Firstly, there is a strong
emphasis on a more traditional arguably petty-bourgeois ideology —
the virtues of the market, competition, eUtism, individual initiative,
the iniquities of state intervention and bureaucracy. In a sense, this
represents a return to the pre-Butskelhsm, pre-1950s style of Tory
pohtics: it is also quite exphcitly an attempt to roU back the coUectivist
notion associated with the post-war advances of the labour movement.
In a period of recession (perhaps mainly in its earUer stages), their
individuahst values strike — indeed have struck — a real chord
amongst people well beyond even the traditional areas of Tory
support. Secondly, Thatcherism has successfully attempted to organise the diverse forces of the 'backlash' — reacting against trade union
militancy, national aspirations, permissiveness, women's Uberation
— in favour of an essentially regressive and conservative solution
embracing such themes as authority, law and order, patriotism,
nationl unity, the family and individual freedom.
Thatcherism, in this context, must be seen as a rejection of major
aspects of the modernist approach as it has evolved since the midsixties. Indeed, this has been a key source of its appeal — the need for
change, a break with the unsuccessful past. Instead, Thatcherism
seeks to restructure industry through the operation of market forces
and to curtail drasticaUy the economic activities of the state. In
contrast with the previous Labour governments and the second phase
of the Heath government, it is deeply and ideologically opposed to
state intervention. It seeks to reverse the structural achievements of
the labour and democratic movements and, at the same time, coupled
with a comprehensive, popularly-based ideological and pohtical
offensive, undermine working class resistance to this process of
rationahsation. Thatcherism thus combines a right laissez-faire economic strategy with reactionary and authoritarian populism.
This assertion of popular and authoritarian rightism in the context
of a more divided and polarised society is new. It is a rejection of the
notion of the Tory Party as the party of consensus, as the national
party in the old sense. It is a new response by the right to the
underlying crisis of hegemony. It seeks to resolve that crisis and the
accompanying impasse by mobihsing a reorganised, expanded and
sensitised social base embracing sections of the middle classes, the
petty bourgeoisie and the working class together with key elements of
• The Ford Strike: interview with Dan Connor,' Marxism Today, February
1979, Pp 39-W.
' D. Butler and Anne Sloman, British Political Facts 1900-1975, Pp 184-6;
The Times Guide to the House of Commons May 1979.
* T Russel, The Tory Party, 1978.
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big capital etc.
The 1979 election marked a major victory for this radical right. It
fought a highly ideological campaign: it argued that a profound
change was now necessary: it brought together the various components of popular rightism in a global and coherent form: it represents
thus, a new and more ominous challenge for the left. Whether,
however, Thatcherism will, by these means, successfully transform
the balance of class relations, whether, that is, it will be able to solve
the crisis of hegemony on the basis of a powerful and popular rightist
social base is extremely unlikely. Its social base remains fragile and it
will face widespread opposition. Moreover, crucially, a right laissezfaire economic strategy is completely inappropriate as an instrument
for tackling the chronic and historic character of Britain's crisis.
Indeed, in the face of widespread opposition and economic failure, big
capital itself may seek other options.
The Crisis of Social Democracy
There has recently been considerable discussion of the fortunes of the
labour movement over the last three decades. That controversy is
readily understandable. On the surface, at least, we are presented
with something of a paradox: on the one hand, the unparalleled
success of the Labour Party as a governmental force, the growing
power of the trade unions and the importance of the working class, on
the other hand a declining Labour share of the vote and a falling
membership of the Labour Party and, indeed, also of the Communist
Party. How do we sort out this paradox?
The new phase of British politics posed the labour movement with a
new situation. The erosion of Tory-dominated consensus politics
from the late fifties gave the Labour Party a new opportunity: its
response was to pose as the champion of modernism, an appeal that
enabled it to hold office from 1964-70 (and, in degenerate form, again
later). Here we are confronted with an important characteristic of the
new phase. Labour now became the predominant party of government. But the strategy of modernisation it sought to carry through —
aimed at a major transformation of the economy and society— proved
not only completely inadequate relative to the nature and scope of the
problem but, crucially, it also involved a new kind of attack on the
position of the unions and, more widely, the working class, that is on
its own social base.
This is crucial to understanding a key facet of the new phase of
British politics — the decline of the Labour Party as a popular political
organisation. We need to give some details of this process. Labour's
share of the vote at General Elections has declined from 44.1% and
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47.9% in 1964 and 1%6 respectively, to 43% in 1970, 37% and 39.2%
in the two 1974 elections and 36.9% in 1979. The fact that it was
nonetheless able to form minority governments in 1974 was because
the Tories experienced an even bigger decline. In addition, the
Labour Party's individual membership — a crucial barometer of its
effectiveness as a party — has declined from 830,000 in 1964 to
680,000 in 1970 and 676,000 in 1978 (ie according to the official
figures which themselves are an overestimate). It is clear these trends
represent a very serious erosion of the Labour Party's position in
British society.
Labour Share(%) of Vote at General Elections 1945-1979'
1945
1950
1951
1955
1959
1964

47.8
46.1
48.8
46.4
43.8
44.1

1966
1970
1974(Feb)
1974(Oct)
1979

47.9
43.0
37.1
39.2
36.9

Labour Party Individual Membership 1945-1978*
1945
1950
1955
1961
1964
• Ibid.

487,000
908,000
843,000
751,000
830,000

1966
1970
1974
1978

776,000
690,000
692,000
676,000

Labour Party Annual Conference Reports.

Explaining this is obviously not easy: many factors are involved.
Moreover, as is clear from the table, it is not simply a post 64/66
problem. For the decline in the new phase is also part of a longer-run
tendency which was briefly reversed in the early-mid sixties. This
longer-run tendency is, amongst other things, related to Labour's
inability to respond adequately to underlying trends in society, such
as changes in the class and occupational structure. But here we are
concerned specifically with the new phase of British politics. Clearly,
a crucial factor in this period has been the role of Labour governments
as the central vehicle for the modernist strategy. This has meant that
the Labour Party has become increasingly identified with an attempt
to restructure the economy and society in a manner which did not
seriously challenge the key pillars of power (the big firms, the City,
the character of Whitehall, the public schools etc) and which brought
it into conflict with its own social base, the organised working class.
And, moreover, if it needs adding, that strategy has been patently
unsuccessful.
This attempt to modernise without disturbing the underlying
structure of power has meant that far from being able to champion
those broad democratic movements that have developed in recent
years, partly as a response to this strategy. Labour governments have
been in direct opposition to many of them. Far from, for example,
being able to pose as the champion of new democratic aspirations,
Labour has become identified with the increasing use of the state in an
administrative, impersonal, bureaucratic and even authoritarian
manner; or, to put it another way, a growing trend towards statism.
This, of course, is not the whole picture. There have been, and are,
important countervailing pressures, related to the character of the
Labour Party and its social base. And these have found expression in,
amongst other things, sexual equality legislation and belatedly,
devolution. The dominant tendency, however, is apparent.
The implications of this have been profound. The Labour Party for
many people, especially young people, is no longer seen as an effective
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oppositional, anti-establishment force: on the contrary, for many it
has become an estabhshment party, partially incorporated into the
state structures. This degeneration is well illustrated by comparing
the social ambition of the 1945 government and even the modernising
appeal of the 1964 campaign with the retreat into managerial
pragmatism evident in 1979. Inevitably, this has undermined the
position of the Labour Party as a party, rooted in society, enjoying a
popular activist base, and committed to reforming society.
Of course, there can be no simple return to the past — 1945 or
whatever. Indeed, Labour's victory then was the product of a specific
post-war situation and its strategy depended upon Britain's continuing international strength. That material base and the space it provided has gone. Moreover, the social reforms that Labour pioneered
then, such as the welfare state and a nationalised sector, were, up to a
point, consolidated: increasingly, indeed, attention was focused on
the problems they gave rise to — for example, accountabihty and
bureaucracy. Where next? Apart from the brief upsurge of modernism in the sixties, right social democracy had little to offer. Yet there is
no simple process of linear advance. Unless new directions are charted
and popularised, then existing positions will be undermined and past
gains threatened. We are faced, thus, with a very deep and wideranging crisis — indeed, exhaustion — of right social democracy from
which no section of the left is completely immune.
The Rise of Trade Unionism
An historic feature of the British working class has been the strength
of its trade union organisation and consciousness. This has been
clearly revealed in the new phase of British politics. Indeed, the latter
has been accompanied by a strengthening of trade unionism — the
unionisation of new sections including women and white-collar
groups, the consolidation of shop-floor organisation, the encompassing of new issues. Specifically, the attack on the economic position of
the working class involved in the modernist strategy has produced a
powerful trade union response: it is that response, that resistance,
which has been a primary factor in foiling the various modernist
solutions and ensuring the continuing impasse at the centre of British
politics.
This response has been primarily economic and defensive in
character — although it has, of course, had wide political implications. We must remember, however, that militant trade union activity
does not automatically transform working class consciousness in a
leftward direction or produce a general political advance. Indeed,
while trade union resistance has helped to prevent the ruling bloc
solve the crisis on its terms, it has been accompanied by a decline in
the established forms of Labour and socialist consciousness. The most
striking example of this was 1970-4. Trade unionism, thus, cannot act
as a substitute for political forms of consciousness, organisation and
practice. Any illusions about this can only serve— indeed have served
— to weaken the left's independent pwlitical identity and intervention.
The role played by the unions has been bound up with important
political changes in the trade union movement. In this context, the
shift to the left over the last 10-15 years (though ambiguous and
partially reversed in the more recent period) has been very significant.
It has been crucial in enabling the kind of resistance we have discussed
to happen: further, although it has taken place primarily around
forms of opposition to the economic attacks on the working class, it
has also helped to generate within the trade union movement — and
the Labour Party — pressures for a more radical change, as the
growing support for alternative economic policies indicates. The trade
unions do indeed, have a real political importance and potential: but
they cannot substitute for political organisation nor can they act as a
political vanguard.

Consciousness and the Left
When it comes to mass consciousness, the new phase of British
politics presents us with a complex picture. The last fifteen years has
seen the development of a diverse and rich range of democratic
movements: on the one hand, the strengthening of the trade union
movement with the emergence of new forms of organisation and
action (eg combine committees, Lucas Aerospace Plan) and, on the
other hand, the development of new movements, such as the nationalist forces, women's movement, abortion campaign, black movement
and commimity organisations. But these have been accompanied by a
decline in the established forms of Labour and socialist consciousness
and organisation.
Right social-democracy has been quite unable to assimilate these
aspirations and thereby renew the labour movement as a political
force. Indeed, it has found itself in opposition to many of them. And
ultimately this has led to deep inroads being made into Labour's
established social bloc. The question posed now is how can the labour
movement, under the impulse of the left, begin to construct a new and
enlarged system of alliances.
This is clearly a critical problem for the labour movement. But it is
also likely to acquire a new urgency for other democratic movements.

Thatcherism represents a new kind
of global rightism. Its offensive
impinges on most areas of society.
Thatcherism represents a new kind of global rightism. Its offensive
impinges on most areas of society. This is likely to mean that a certain
space which existed previously will now be under pressure and that
these movements will be forced onto the defensive (eg devolution,
immigration, abortion, trade union rights). In other words, for them
too, the ability of the labour movement to demonstrate a wider
political and social leadership will become of more obvious and central
importance.
In this context, it should be noted that social alliances can only
acquire permanence, stability and strategic perspective through
political organisation and intervention. That, ironically, is one of the
lessons of Thatcherism. This does not mean that political organisation
— be it the Labour Party or the Communist Party (in their different
ways, of coiu'se) — can in any way substitute for such democratic
forces. Rather, it is to argue that part of their unique contribution is to
enable these various forces to act in concert, to acquire coherence as a
social bloc with a poUtical identity and direction. The new context of
Thatcherism — and recession — may now elevate the problem of
fxilitical organisation in a way not seen previously in the new phase. Its
role will be critical in enabling a coming together — in a new way — of
the labour and democratic movements.
But the response, here, of the political organisations of the working
class will be crucial. And ultimately, the position of the political left
will be vital — in helping to bring about the necessary profound
transformation of the labour movement (not just in policies but also
style of work, priorities and practice) that is required. That political
left — by which is meant here the Labour left, the Communist Party,
and others — remains, in numerical terms, very weak and fragmented. Under the impact of the crisis of hegemony, it too has been
forced to undertake a process of change and renewal. That process is
incomplete. In general, it remains too narrowly oppositional in its
outlook; it lends to be stronger on economic than political questions;
its influence within the labour movement is far greater than its wider
base in society (and its own style of work reflects this). Nonetheless, in
key ways, it has acquired a new strength and potential as a result of
this renewal (though with some way to travel as the election showed);
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our programme, The British Road to Socialism — specifically such
concepts as the broad democratic aUiance, the mode of rule and the
revolutionary process — evolved as responses, above all, to this crisis
of hegemony. Indeed, it represents by far the most advanced strategic
The Labour left
One of the most important responses to the crisis of social democracy response to have come from the left. The Party has thus gone through
has been on the one hand a strengthening of the left within the Labour a profound process of change over the last decade which was both
Party and on the other hand a lim'ted shift in the poUtics of that left. essential and involved a major reorientation of our politics.
The Labour left is now arguably a stronger force in the Labour
In practice, that reorientation is not yet complete. In particular, in
Party than at any stage since the war. This has, in recent years, found the Ught of the Party's new programme, we have also to renew and
some expression at all levels within the Labour Party — including the clarify the precise role and practice of the Party. This is crucial if the
Annual Conference, the National Executive Committee, Parliamen- Party is to develop a clear, popular identity. That is no easy problem
tary Labour Party and constituency parties. The reasons for this are — but it is a most urgent task. The biggest single weakness of the
manifold: the recognised failure of Labour governments, the tend- Party's practice in the new phase of British politics — and in contrast
ency towards schisms in the traditionally close relationship between to our programme (which, in part, was a response) — has been a
the unions and the right-wing Labour leadership, the decline of the tendency to underestimate the extent of the crisis and the range of
Labour Party and the specific role played by the EEC issue.
issues around which popular support can be mobihsed.
The rise of the left has also been a product of significant changes in
Perhaps we could single out one key question — how to regenerate
its own character, largely centred around Benn's position. Tradition- the Party's industrial base? As we have learnt during the last decade,
ally, the Labour left has tended to act as the conscience of the Party, the central problem facing the left over the next period concerns the
more concerned with long-term objectives and moral questions than relationship between poUtics and the working class, how to revive
the immediate problems of tactics and policies. In a sense, therefore, pohtical consciousness within, in particular, the heartlands of the
it has tended to complement rather than contradict the right which working class. Despite its smallness, the Party, because of its
has been of the opposite orientation. During the seventies, however, character, can play a crucial role in this respect. But to do this we must
the left — including the Tribune Group — has become increasingly overcome some of the limitations in our own hfe and work — for
concerned, in the context of the failure of Labour in office, with the instance, the separation between 'industrial' work and other areas of
elaboration of alternative pohcies, notably in the economic and indus- Party life, a tendency to relegate the Party's pohtical role in the
trial fields, but also more widely, whicji provide the kernel of a workplace to trade union activity (which is not to underrate the
different kind of democratic modernist solution. As a result, it has latter's importance) and a too-often formaUstic conception of the
entered battie with the right in a way which represents a real threat to nature and role of workplace organisation. Overcoming these weakthe letter's position of domination within the Party.
nesses is crucial to transforming the effectiveness of the Party's
This is clearly of great importance occurring as it does within the pohtical intervention in industry and winning a new generation of
major working class party. We need to add, however, a number of young industrial miUtants to our ranks.
other points, partly by way of qualification. Firstly, the left itself,
Notwithstanding its size — compared, for example, with the
despite this progression, remains very diverse, with a nimiber of Labour Party — the Party can play a unique role in helping to
different strands. Apart from the Benn tendency, it includes, for transform the labour movement and popular consciousness. It is
example, moral-UberaUsm, fundamentalism and Trotskyism. inconceivable that any major progressive change can be wrought in
Secondly, the left, for the most part, remains tied to an essentially British poUtics without the presence of an independent Marxist force.
electoraUst-parUamentary view of poUtics, not only in theory but also The developments in the Party over the past period have indicated the
in its practice. In this context, it tends to give, at best, only a potential; the task is how to translate that into pohtical reaUty.
secondary, supportive role to social and economic forces outside the
Labour Party (and more unevenly, the trade union movement). This m PROSPECTS
is evident, for example, in its attitude towards industrial movements,
broad nationaUst forces, the women's movement and the Anti-Nazi With the result of the recent General Election, British poUtics has
League. But this is a wider problem than simply the left: it is bound taken a significant turn for the worse. The Tories, on the basis of a
up with the nature of the Labour Party itself as a pohtical organ- pronoimced shift to the right and by mobiUsing in a specifically
isation. Finally, we must be reaUstic about the extent to which the left ideological fashion an enlarged social base of discontent and reaction,
— in its diversity — has developed an overall alternative to that of the succeeded in infUcting on the Labour Party a major defeat, with the
right: devolution, sexism, the social contract and reform of local latter polling its lowest share of the vote since the disaster of 1931.
government provide good examples here.
The devekjpment of a more powerful and refined Labour left is of
Already it is clear that the
critical imfKMtance for the transformation of the Labour Party. There
Tories meant what they said.
is still, of course, a long way to go. And some of its limitations must be
seen as wider limitations of the Labour Party itself as a vehicle for
Aheady it is clear that the Tories meant what they said. A widetransforming popular consciousness. Nonetheless, the advances of ranging attack on the position of the working class and on the demothe past period are an indication of certain possibihties.
cratic achievements of the post-war period has commenced, the
ferocity of which will overshadow anything we have wimessed since
The Communist Party
the war. In this context it is appropriate to pose three questions.
Of all the forces on the left, the Communist Party has probably been Firstiy, wiU Thatcherism succeed, economically by resolving
the most influenced by and responsive to the questions raised and Britain's crisis and poUtically by ending the long-running impasse?
forces imleashed by the crisis of hegemony. The Party has been deeply Secondly, what kind of resistance will be mounted? And thirdly, what
affected, for example, by industrial militancy, feminism, the national- are the prospects for a pohtical comeback by the labour movement
ist resurgence and the student movement. In the process we have been and, more widely, the latter's renewal?
forced to re-evaluate some of our own positions. The new edition of
As suggested earUer, the Tories' 'laissez-faire' economic strategy is
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fundamentally inappropriate given the nature and gravity of Britain's
economic crisis — even if, for the sake of argument, they were able to
cajole the working class into acquiescence. The forces of the market
have long ago demonstrated their inadequacy at modernising and
restoring our industrial base. While in the face of failure on this front,
together with growing opposition, Thatcher's popular base is likely to
be threatened. The outcome of such a failure is difficult to predict. It
may, as considered shortly, result in Labour's return. But there are
other possible scenarios, depending on the balance of political forces
and the precise time-scale. These could include, in the shorter-term,
some kind of rapprochement between the Heath and Thatcher
positions (a position which might become favoured by sections of big
capital), a more straightforward victory for the Heath position or, in
the longer-term, even a shift within the right towards a popuhst
authoritarian and interventionist solution. (While other political
forces, like the Liberal Party and SNP, as in 1974, may also revive.) In
other words, if it needs imderlining, the defeat of Thatcherism would
not necessarily result (in the short or longer-run) in a shift to the left.
That depends, not least, on the labour movement itself.
We come now to the question of resistance. The ferocity of the Tory
attack will ensure a wave of struggles in response. We should not,
however, assume that we are in for a simple return to the experiences
of 1970-74. In at least two ways, conditions are very different. Firstly,
Britain's economic crisis is very much more acute, with large-scale
unemployment, and the prospects, given the likelihood of a deterioration in the international capitaUst recession, are that this will get
significandy worse. This will inevitably — indeed already has —
affected people's perspectives. It will, for example, make, for important sections of workers, the defence of jobs, industries and areas more
important and wage struggles less of an option. Secondly, the political
climate is different: there has been a marked shift to the right,
notwithstanding the fact that large numbers of people who voted Tory
were not convinced 'Thatcherists' and are now probably regretting
where they put their cross. This is likely to mean that defensive action
will now take place in a less permissive, more aggressive atmosphere.
The extent and success of resistance is, therefore, to a greater extent
than previously, Ukely to be linked to the effectiveness with which
broader aUiances are forged in these struggles and, also, plausible
alternatives advanced.
So, thirdly, what of the labour movement's prospects? It could be
that the degree of resistance is such that the Government is either
obliged to leave earUer than its term of office, or that it is forced to
soften its anti-working class offensive. In either case, the possibilities
of a Labour victory are real. But crucially, what are the prospects not
simply of a Labour victory along the broad lines of 1974 (ie reduced
share of the vote, weakened mass party etc) but on the basis of the
beginnings of a reversal in the long-term decline of the Labour Party
and also, therefore, of a different kind of Labour government?
Indeed, it could be that, in the new poUtical situation since the
election, this is a necessary condition for preventing a prolonged
rather than foreshortened period of Tory government. There are two
particular questions to examine here. The first concerns likely trends
in popular consciousness. The initial response to deeper recession has
been a turn by many people towards traditional capitalist values of
initiative and austerity. As these solutions are seen increasingly not to
work, as for example the crisis of specific industries and areas becomes
more intense, then people may well become more sympathetic to
collectivist forms of action (for instance, around unemployment, the
cuts in pubUc services and raciaUsm — all of which, to be successful,
depend on such) and solution. In other words, it may well be that in
the longer-run (and we are probably talking in those terms), the
politics of depression will propel people towards social and collectivist
rather than sectional and privatised forms of response.

But this obviously depends on the second question, the response of
the labour movement, which we can only very briefly touch upon
here. This, of course, is boimd up with the renewal of the left itself
and its wider influence within the labour movement and more
broadly. Here we are concerned, centrally, with the breadth and scale
of opposition to the Thatcher offensive, but also with much more. We
have, above all, to find the ways of linking these struggles, on a mass
basis, to popular, practical alternatives. This must be a critical
element of the left's intervention in all arenas. One key field is
obviously the economic. But we must do it across the widest range of
issues: law and order, education, devolution, state bureaucracy and so
forth. The success of Thatcherism has been linked to its wide-ranging
appeal. The labour movement must, in response, demonstrate its
breadth, practicality and vision. What is involved here is the ability of
the labour movement — imder the aegis of the left — to champion a
new kind of national alternative, a new type of democratic modernism
for British society, with broad popular appeal and capable of resolving
the crisis in a new way. It is in this spirit that the left has to find the
ways of making a new kind of mass politics aroimd some of the key
issues for the eighties — such as unemployment, the future of the
welfare state and democracy. The UCS, the ANL, the labour movement's emergence on the national question in Scotland and Lucas
Aerospace — to name a few instances — are excellent examples on
which to draw.
It is this kind of response which can pave the way for the labour
movement's own renewal as a poUtical force, the building of a new set
of alliances and the transformation of its position in society. It would
also begin to open up the possibility of resolving the impasse in favour
of the working class. The alternative could evenmally mean a chapter
even worse than Thatcherism. That is the challenge facing our Party
and the wider left.
•
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Interview
withJimmvAirlie
Jimmy Airlie, shop
steward on Clydeside,
one of the leaders of the
UCS struggle and recently
elected AUEW organiser
discusses the present threat to
shipbuilding, and other issues
Interviewed by Dougie Bain.
Just how serious an effect would the closures and redundancies proposed
by going, preserve jobs and, at the same time, serve the best
industry
social and economic interests of Britain. That's it in a nutshell.
British Shipbuilders have on the industry?
In addition we're making the point that the Government's two year
Total disaster. Effectively, in the longer term, it would lead to the financial limitation is totally unrealistic and must be both eased and
destruction of Britain's merchant shipbuilding industry. The pro- extended.
posed maximum of 400,000 gtr just couldn't be sustained in the longer
run and the industry would cease to be viable.
How important is it for the shipbuilding workers to zvin this fight?
Now we're not arguing that every last job in the industry can be
saved. In that sense we're realists. But we are adamant that there will I don't think it's any accident that British Shipbuilders have decided
be no reduction in the facilities and yards within British Shipbuilders. to put the boot into Scotland first. The shipbuilding workers here on
That's cardinal.
the Clyde are the best organised in Britain and if British Shipbuilders
can batter through their closures and cuts up here, they know it will be
Could you ioy something about the alternative proposals brought forward
easier in thefiitiu-eto hack away at the rest. So my first point is that
by the Govan Joint Shop Stewards Committee to resolve the present crisis.
this fight is about the future of one of Britain's most important, basic
industries and about the communities that depend on that industry.
Well, of course, these proposals are no longer just the property of the
But it goes beyond that. You know how difficult it's been to get the
Govan stewards — they were unanimously adopted in total at the fight-back on closures and redundancies — Monsanto, Prestcold,
special conference of shipbuilding unions convened on August 23rd Singers, Goodyear and all the rest. It's got to be stopped. The line's
by the Confederation of Shipbuilding and Engineering Unions.
got to be drawn somewhere and we're drawing it here on the Clyde.
So what are we saying? Basically and fundamentally we're arguing We're challenging the whole trend to de-industrialisation and we
that the work is there to keep the shipbuilding industry operating at made that clear from the Confed Conference in August.
roughly its present level if certain things are done. And we're suggestSo, in effect, we're challenging the strategy of this Tory governing 22 possibilities. I'm not going to go through the points — they've ment. Not for party-political reasons but because they are experibeen published in the press and so on. But the point is this: if the menting on workers and their families with their lunatic economic
Government has the will it can do a whole range of things to keep the philosophy. You know, Dougie, when I look at that Tory cabinet —
Keith JosejA, Margaret Thatcher etc—I wonder whether we've been
a bit hasty in opposing hanging. Maybe there are special cases!
Dot^ Bain is Glasgow Area Secretary of the Communist Party
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