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        INTRODUCTION
A DECADE OF DECLINE, FAILURE AND UNRESOLVED CRISES?

        
            Stuck between the apparently ‘swinging’ sixties and the Thatcherite eighties, for many people the seventies are at best a decade to be forgotten or, at worst, a counter-example of what to avoid. Since the 1980s most observers on the right of British politics have argued that Britain took a wrong turn in the seventies when, instead of facing up to the problems facing the country economically, socially, politically or internationally, it chose either to avoid them or, at best, to attempt half-hearted, and ineffective, remedies that did nothing to set the country straight. The previous generations of Conservative leaders were roundly condemned. To add to the charges against them, these men were also responsible for taking Britain into Europe, something that came to be regarded as a cardinal sin for many later Conservatives. For moderates on the left the seventies are condemned for the failure to check the rise of uncontrollable militancy across the Labour Movement, most visibly in the trade unions, that paved the way for what they see as the disastrous lurch to the left taken by the Labour Party in the early eighties. Alternatively, for some other Labour supporters, the Governments of Wilson and Callaghan sold out to the forces of capitalism, as exemplified by the deal reached with the IMF in 1976, and are, therefore, as much to blame as anyone for paving the way for the later rigours of Thatcherism. The seventies were a favourite target for scathing attacks from Thatcherites and Blairites alike. For both groups these years exemplified all that was wrong with the post-war corporatist and interventionist consensus: weak governments and party leaderships, over-powerful trade unions and international decline.

            Whether we accept these criticisms or not, it is difficult to be positive about the economic record of the seventies. Levels of unemployment not seen since the war, slow rates of economic growth and rising inflation, which until then had been seen as being unlikely to hit the country simultaneously, now came together as ‘stagflation.’ Inflation was in double figures for the most part of the decade, reaching a peak of over 25 per cent; and unemployment went from around 640,000 in 1970 to 1.8 million in 1980. Meanwhile the economy continued to suffer from the failure to overcome the problem of ‘stop-go’ growth with periods of economic boom followed by periods of recession. With an average annual economic growth rate of a little under two per cent, Britain’s performance was, in historical terms, good. However, it was still, as it had been since 1945, lagging far behind all its major international competitors. Britain’s image as the ‘sick man of Europe’ was, at least in relative terms, quite deserved. Such international comparisons were equally unfavourable to Britain in other ways. British industry, despite all the talk of the ‘white heat of technology’ in the sixties, was still overly dependent on its traditional heavy industries. With low levels of investment, poor management, often disastrous industrial relations between employers and the trade unions, Britain found it more and more difficult to succeed in an increasingly competitive and globalised international environment. The hopes that British entry into the EEC in 1973 would provide the much needed wake-up call to British industry failed to materialise. The decision to ‘enter Europe’ has since come to be seen by many in Britain as a fundamental mistake. In the short term, instead of providing the boost to the British economy that Heath and the other pro-Europeans predicted, the onset of the oil crisis, combined with the collapse of the post-war international monetary system, meant that the UK was plunged into crisis.

            In other areas too, the seventies have had a bad press in the years that have followed. There is little good to be said about the fashion of the decade. All fashions come and go, often reappearing in later years. Those of the seventies, however, seem unlikely to make a comeback. Tank-tops, hot-pants, Farah Fawcett hair styles and an excessive use of man-made fibres have surely been discarded in the dustbin of history once and for all. Much of the music associated with the seventies has, however, had an enduring attraction among its followers up to the present day. Whether it is disco, the progressive rock of the seventies mega-bands, or the punk ‘revolution’ and the ska movement that emerged at the end of the decade, the seventies music scene is still regarded with a certain fondness by many people. Much of the musical dross that encumbered the airwaves at the time has, fortunately, been long forgotten. A similar mixed picture appears with regard to television and cinema. It is easy to paint a rose-tinted image of both in the seventies and it is natural that those who were born or brought up in those years should remember certain aspects of them with affection. It is also true that there were many excellent films and TV programmes but, as for popular music, much of what was on offer then is now best forgotten. The collective memory, looking back almost a half century later, can easily play tricks, distorting the image we have of what was inevitably a mixed decade. The same applies to the important social changes that Britain experienced in the seventies. These must include both an acceptance, with more or less enthusiasm, of chance on some fronts and a lingering underlying conservatism in others; a number of major crises that at times seemed to come together simultaneously in an overwhelming fashion, blocking any hope of progress, reducing both the Government and the whole country to a sense of hopelessness; of successes in some fields alongside failures in others; a morose feeling of stagnation and decline for some and of enthusiasm and dynamism for others. What constituted success and failure depends of course on your point of view as to what was welcome or not and it makes little sense to attempt to categorize the whole decade in such a binary good-bad fashion.

            For better or for worse, the seventies were certainly an important period in British history. By the onset of the 1980s Britain was in many ways a fundamentally different country from the one that existed at the end of the sixties. Breaking down the history of Britain into convenient, but often unhelpful, blocks is often irrelevant. Specific decades, like centuries, do not always easily fit into a mould however much we may like to put labels on them. Many of the ideas and images of the so-called swinging sixties, or of the permissive society, did not in fact have much of an impact on most people in Britain until after 1970. Likewise, many of the ideas, and some of the policies, that came to be associated with the Thatcher years were already present before she came to power. Nonetheless, it is still possible to point to some important ways in which the country was transformed in the seventies.

            The seventies can be seen as marking the end of one age and the beginning of another. The post-war consensus around support for the Welfare State and the commitment to full employment collapsed somewhere along the way during the course of the decade. By 1980, the country had a Prime Minister and a Government with a set of ideas and convictions that had not been seen before and which stood in marked contrast to all those that had been followed by Governments in office, whether Labour or Conservative, in the previous decades. Britain also had its first woman Prime Minister, something that few would have predicted a decade earlier. Instead of seeking to address the nation’s problems in a consensual fashion, finding solutions in a compromise somewhere in the middle of the political spectrum, her radical new Government aggressively and unashamedly dismissed the centre as weak and ineffective. It certainly caused a great deal of controversy, particularly among the previous generation of leaders whose policies and attitudes were now not just being challenged but unequivocally thrown out. When, in the following years, the Labour Party took a similarly radical redirection, to the left, British politics had truly entered a new phase. Political and ideological changes also came with the emergence of new personalities among the key decision-makers.

            Seventies Britain also faced new challenges, and saw the emergence of a series of social and political issues that had previously not been part of the political debate. Some of these were entirely new. Others had been there before but were only now achieving greater prominence. The two-party system in which Labour and the Conservatives had alternated in office was beginning to show signs that it was no longer a true reflection of opinion in the country. The Liberals, who had been almost eliminated as a major player in politics at Westminster since the 1930s, began to show signs of revival, although they always ended up falling short of the electoral breakthrough they hoped for.

            Another important development, and one that has since transformed both British politics and threatened the very future of the UK, was the rapid rise of Scottish and Welsh nationalism. The debates around the future of the Union between England, Scotland and Wales and the issue of devolution played a central part in British politics in the 1970s. The issue was to prove to be fatal for the Callaghan Government in 1979. For Scotland and Wales, the desire to have a greater say in running their own affairs was obviously an essential, and controversial, one for the peoples of those countries. For the UK as a whole, the growing support for the SNP and Plaid Cymru meant that it was becoming increasingly unlikely that either of the two main parties, Labour or the Conservatives, would be able to win an overall majority in Parliament. For the English, the rise in nationalist sentiments in Scotland and Wales also meant that they too began to ask similar questions about their own national identity.

            Beyond these debates around conflicting, sometimes overlapping, national identities, other traditional identities, that for many years had remained largely unquestioned, were also being challenged. The arrival of large numbers of immigrants, for example, was changing the face of British society. Entry into the EEC raised the prospect of the British becoming more European in their outlook as well as in their economic life. This went hand in hand with a reappraisal of Britain’s position in the world as the last vestiges of its imperial presence were given up. The legacies of Britain’s imperial past in collective memories and in the national psyche, however, were not so easily put behind them. At home old attitudes and the established social and moral order, which had already been brought into question in the sixties, were further challenged, often in an increasingly strident fashion. The emergence of the punk movement at the end of the decade symbolised for many people the decay of the old order, with its respect for the monarchy and its attachment to the past. A more aggressive society was emerging, one that was far less deferential, less respectful of traditions, and which now sought to break out of the previously imposed conventions. The campaigns for racial and gender equality and the acceptance of differing sexualities took on a far greater importance and began to make progress, although attitudes changed only slowly. Environmental issues were for the first time becoming important both in political debate and in society as a whole. The education system at all levels was also beginning to change, and in turn to bring about change in society as more and more children attended the newly created comprehensives and went on to the expanding universities. The jobs people did, the industries they worked in, and the houses they lived in, evolved in significant ways too. The lifestyles of the majority of the British population were transformed. The food and drink that was consumed changed as the country’s tastes developed in new ways. Supermarkets and fast food outlets sprang up across the country; foreign travel ceased to be the preserve of the rich with package holidays being enjoyed by millions. Attitudes to gender, sexuality and race, to the role of the state and individual responsibility were all changing in significant ways. At the same time, there was strong resistance in many parts of British society to the mutations that were taking place. Despite this patchy acceptance of change, the forces unleashed in the seventies, sometimes only in an embryonic form, were to prove to be irreversible as they gained momentum throughout the seventies and over the following years.

            In all these aspects of British social life, the seventies saw increasing tensions between those who wanted to see radical change and those who clung on to past attitudes and practices; those who encouraged ‘moving with the times’ and those who regarded this brave new world with horror or fear. Politically there were many who still held to the same beliefs as in the past and who regarded the more strident politics of leaders such as Margaret Thatcher with disdain. Nationalists in Scotland, and to a lesser extent those in Wales, were now openly calling for a radical reappraisal of the very nature of the UK, even for its breakup. The tensions between those trying to hold onto the old order and those wanting to see change was most violently played out in Northern Ireland. Economically the country was divided between the proponents of a ‘cold shower’ treatment that would inflict a sort of shock therapy to force British industry, the employers and the workers, to adopt new ways, and those who took a softer, more reformist, approach. Similar tensions between the forces of conservatism and of radical change could be identified across a whole range of issues. In all of this it is impossible to paint a unique picture that can be applied to all the different regions of the country and to all parts of society. As a result, while the overriding impression of Britain in the seventies is frequently one of crisis and of pessimism, exacerbated by the feeling that no way out would, or could, be found, this was far from being universally felt across the entire country or throughout the whole decade. This was, however, no doubt a period of turmoil. The outcome of all of these tensions, of all the crises and troubles that Britain experienced in the seventies, was to change the country in many important ways, perhaps even to give birth, as some observers have argued, to the modern Britain that exists today.

        

    


            PART ONE

            Politics, Political Parties and Shifting Ideologies

            
            
            
            
        


                I.


The Conservative Party from Heath to Thatcher

                
                    The Conservative Party began the 1970s in an uncertain state. After two successive defeats in 1964 and 1966, and with few expectations of victory in the upcoming elections, the mood in the Party was not positive. They had once been regarded as the natural party of government and they had indeed dominated the political scene for long periods over the past century. This mantle now appeared to be more likely to be taken up by Labour which, having shed much of its radical rhetoric, could appeal to a broader cross-section of the electorate. Ideologically the Party was no longer sure of what exactly it stood for. Since 1945, successive Conservative administrations had integrated much of the dominant corporatist and interventionist thinking that had become the new orthodoxy among politicians, intellectuals and civil servants. The idea of consensus in Britain in the years following 1945 is sometimes overstated. Yet, despite the differences between the two leading political parties, there was much common ground around the need for the state to intervene in the management of the economy so as to ensure growth and that unemployment did not return to the terrible levels that the country had suffered in the 1920s and 1930s. None of the Conservative administrations that were in power continuously from 1951 to 1964 attempted to reverse the essential aspects of the reforms introduced by Labour between 1945 and 1950. Keynesian management of the economy remained the accepted model of the Government’s role in this area; very few of the key industries nationalised by Labour were ever considered for a return to the private sector; the Welfare State and the NHS remained at the heart of social policy. Even with regard to Empire, for so long one of the central pillars of Conservative thinking, they differed little in practice from Labour.

                    Yet for some on the right all these approaches hardly corresponded to the true values of the Conservatives. There had already been some signs of disquiet in their ranks about the direction the Party had taken since 1945. In particular, Tory traditionalists had been incensed by some of the reforms introduced, often with the support of their Party leadership, in the 1960s over such questions as homosexuality, divorce, the death penalty, immigration and race relations. Many Conservatives continued to feel deeply uncomfortable with everything that the so-called ‘permissive society’ embodied. More serious perhaps was the feeling in some Conservative circles that their support for the Welfare State and for an ever-expanding role for the state, in both the running of the economy and in people’s everyday lives, had gone too far and needed to be cut back. The failures of successive Governments to break out of the ‘stop-go’ economic cycle or to achieve rates of growth anything like as good as Britain’s international competitors, the inability of the Welfare State to eradicate poverty despite the increasing sums being spent, and the failures of industries, both publicly and privately owned, all fed into a growing sense among Conservatives that the existing model was inadequate.

                    
                        
                        
1970 Election, 18 June (changes from the 1966 election)








	
                                            
                                        
	
                                            
                                            MPs
                                        
	
                                            
                                            Votes (000s)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            % of UK votes
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Conservatives
                                        
	
                                            330 (+77)
                                        
	
                                            13,145 (+1,727)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            46.4 (+4.5)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Labour
                                        
	
                                            287 (-76)
                                        
	
                                            12,179 (-886)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            43.0 (-4.9)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Liberals
                                        
	
                                            6 (-6)
                                        
	
                                            2,117 (-210)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            7.5 (-1.0)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            SNP
                                        
	
                                            1 (+1)
                                        
	
                                            307 (+178)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            1.1 (+0.6)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Plaid Cymru
                                        
	
                                            0
                                        
	
                                            175 (+114)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            0.6 (+0.4)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Others
                                        
	
                                            6 (+4)
                                        
	
                                            421 (+158)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            1.5 (+0.7)
                                        





                        Turnout 72.0 % (-3.8)

                    


                    Whatever the questions that were being asked about what the Conservatives actually stood for, and the doubts about the policies they had been following for the past 25 years, the Party remained firmly in the hands of leaders who exemplified the corporatist and consensual approach of the previous years. Prominent among this dominant group of leaders was Edward Heath who had been elected as Party Leader in 1965 beating his rivals Reginald Maudling and Enoch Powell. It is significant that while Maudling, who shared Heath’s overall approach, came a close second with 133 votes to Heath’s 150, Enoch Powell, whose ideas on the economy, and increasingly on immigration, stood in stark contrast to the mainstream of Conservative Party thinking as represented by Heath, won only 15 votes. However, having already lost convincingly in the 1966 election, had Heath lost in 1970 it was almost certain that he would have been ousted. Against the pollsters’ predictions, the Conservatives won a decisive victory. Heath’s leadership was saved and, for the moment at least, any fundamental rethinking of the Conservatives’ policies was averted.

                    1. ‘SELSDON MAN’ AND TORY IDEOLOGY

                    The Conservative Party had come into the election with a mixture of reassuring promises along well-established lines but also with a more dynamic approach, at least in its presentation of policy. The Shadow Cabinet met at a hotel in Selsdon Park near Croydon on the eve of the elections to discuss the results of various working groups. Their conclusion was that the Party, on returning to office, would have to introduce changes in key areas. Taxation should be brought down; in turn the budget would have to be reduced which would mean less spending on the Welfare State where some benefits, and some aspects of health care, would be reduced. People would be expected to provide for more of their own welfare and health costs and state help would be targeted on those most in need. In industry the so-called ‘lame ducks’ would be left to sink or swim and the state would no longer step in to bail out failing companies. Nor would the Government take such an active part in determining regional policy to redirect industries to areas of high unemployment through a system of planning. Margaret Thatcher later praised Heath for having ‘set out on the course of radical reform with impressive zeal’ as part of an ‘impressive free-market economic programme’1 while Harold Wilson condemned it as ‘a system of society for the ruthless and the pushing, the uncaring.’2 Heath, in the foreword to the Conservative manifesto, also promised a more unwavering approach to solving the country’s problems, something that was to come back to haunt him shortly after.

                    These messages were reinforced at the Party Conference in October when Heath reiterated the need for fundamental change. His objective, he said, was ‘to embark on a change so radical, a revolution so quiet and so total that it will go far beyond the programme of a Parliament… We were returned to office to change the course and the history of this nation, nothing less.’3 This would be achieved by a more professional and expert approach to taking decisions in government. John Davies, the newly appointed Secretary of State at the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), reinforced this impression of vigour and determination when, in a Commons debate on November 4, he said that the country needed ‘to gear its policies to the great majority of people, who are not lame ducks, who do not need a hand, who are quite capable of looking after their own interests and only demand to be allowed to do so.’ The majority of people, he went on, ‘lives and thrives in a bracing climate, and not in a soft, sodden morass of subsidized incompetence.’4 Overall, Heath set himself up in the image of a great moderniser who would get to grips with the country’s problems in a determined and efficient fashion. It soon became clear, however, that beyond these slogans there was no clearly defined programme of what the Government would actually do. There was even less a clearly defined ideology that would be used as a guide.

                    2. THE HEATH GOVERNMENT: CRISES AND U-TURNS (1970-74)

                    The record of the Heath Government has been widely condemned by historians of the Conservative Party. There was, according to some, a ‘failure of nerve’5 when it ‘buckled in the face of strike action’ and it ‘caved in balefully’6 over the union occupation of the Upper Clyde Shipyards (UCS); it went back on everything it had seemed to stand for in 1970 and by 1973 ‘seemed to be animated by technocratic ad hoc expediency rather than by ideas, or principles.’7 Heath’s biographer, however, has questioned how far either he or the mainstream of the Conservative Party were truly committed to the radical ideas put forward at the time of ‘Selsdon Man.’ If that is indeed the case then it is possible to see an underlying consistency in Heath’s approach over the course of his leadership based on the precepts of one-nation Conservatism.8 Nonetheless, no matter how we regard the question of the supposed policy U-turns, the record of the Heath Government in terms of employment, inflation, industrial relations and in many other fields remains unconvincing.

                    Less than 18 months into office, the various crises facing the Heath Government had come together ‘as in some Greek tragedy.’9 Industrial relations and trade union reform, increasing violence in Northern Ireland, the Middle East War and the oil crisis, the breakdown in the post-war international monetary system, specific problems in industries such as Rolls-Royce and the UCS hit the Government from all sides. It also had to face other long-standing problems, particularly unemployment and inflation which had been steadily rising for some time. British industry had long been uncompetitive and in need of modernisation, and its industrial relations were among the worst in the world. All of these problems demanded the attention of the Government and each took up much of its time. The ways in which it responded to them, for the most part unsuccessfully, was to provoke an intense debate among Conservatives and, after a painful period during which rival factions, ideologies and personalities confronted one another, bring about a transformation of their Party. In the meanwhile, as this sense of crisis took on overwhelming proportions, the Heath Government increasingly appeared to be adrift. Unable to cope with the individual problems it confronted, it seemed to be paralysed when facing the combined effect of them all coming together at the same time.

                    3. TWO DEFEATS AND A LEADERSHIP ELECTION (1974-75)

                    When, in 1974, Heath reluctantly decided to dissolve Parliament and to call an early election, his preference was for a campaign that would focus on the question of ‘who governs the country?’ and to have a show-down with the trade unions, especially the coal miners, and their supporters in the Labour Movement. This, however, did not go entirely according to his plans and the campaign, almost inevitably, came to revolve around a whole range of other issues that were less favourable to Heath and the Conservatives, especially the question of the Government’s record in office and the country’s growing economic woes. The election of 28 February 1974 produced no clear-cut outcome although it soon became obvious that it did mean the end of Heath’s Government. Labour came out ahead in terms of overall seats. The Conservatives, although they won a larger share of the overall vote, trailed by 4.

                    
                        
                        
1974 Election (February 28)








	
                                            
                                        
	
                                            
                                            MPs
                                        
	
                                            
                                            Votes (000s)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            % of UK votes
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Conservatives
                                        
	
                                            297 (-33)
                                        
	
                                            11,869 (-1,276)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            37.9 (-6.8)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Labour
                                        
	
                                            301 (+14)
                                        
	
                                            11,639 (-540)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            37.1 (-5.9)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Liberals
                                        
	
                                            14 (+8)
                                        
	
                                            6,063 (+3,946)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            19.3 (+11.8)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            SNP
                                        
	
                                            7 (+6)
                                        
	
                                            632 (+325)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            2.0 (+0.9)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Plaid Cymru
                                        
	
                                            2 (+2)
                                        
	
                                            171 (-4)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            0.6 (-)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Others
                                        
	
                                            14 (+8)
                                        
	
                                            959 (+537)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            
                                        





                        Turnout 78.7 % (+6.7)

                    


                    With neither side holding an overall majority, the position of the smaller parties became central to the formation of the next Government. Over the weekend following the election Heath attempted to hold onto office via some arrangement with the Liberals. These efforts proved unsuccessful. The Liberals would have insisted on serving under a Conservatives-led Government only on condition that Heath was replaced as Prime Minister and that some degree of proportional representation be agreed upon for future elections. Many Conservatives were dismissive of the Liberals and were vehemently opposed to any idea of a coalition with them. Thatcher saw these last-minute attempts to save Heath’s premiership by doing a deal with the Liberals as the worst example of political horse-trading. These events did much to cement her idea of Heath as a man without firm convictions. Another possibility would have been for the Conservative Government to turn to the Ulster Unionists who were traditionally close to the Conservatives but who had become distanced from them following the decision to introduce direct rule in Northern Ireland. With 11 MPs they could have given Heath a majority over Labour in the Commons, although not the overall majority he would have needed to govern effectively. They offered to support the Conservatives, on condition that direct rule be rescinded. This deal, as with the Liberals, fell through. Unable to patch together any sort of arrangement, Heath therefore resigned on March 4, leaving Harold Wilson to form a minority Labour Government. Eight months later Wilson was able to call a second general election which reinforced his position although this remained precarious, based on a wafer-thin majority in the Commons. 

                    The Conservative campaign for the October elections offered little that was radically different from the election a few months earlier although there were some proposals put forward with regard to housing policy and controlling mortgage rates. Overall, however, Heath and the Conservatives were doing little more than offering ‘more of the same.’ The lack of changes in the make-up of the Shadow Cabinet, with the same old faces alongside Heath, suggested that this was indeed the case. The one genuinely new idea that was raised, although never formally adopted as Party policy, was that of forming a national government. The Conservative manifesto, published in August, now promised that the Conservatives, if elected, would ‘consult and confer with the leaders of other parties and with the leaders of the great interests in the nation’ in order to win the ‘consent and support of all men and women of good will.’ The nation’s crisis was so great, they argued, that it ‘should transcend party differences.’10 Such an appeal was attractive to some floating voters and it seems to have been designed in particular to win back those Conservative voters who had deserted the Party for the Liberals in February. It also gave a statesman-like image of Heath as someone who would put the national interest first. This, however, was not so popular with the Tory faithful many of whom saw it as more evidence of Heath’s lack of principles, especially Conservative principles. It also sent a confused message to the electorate. Was the Conservative Party now looking, or expecting, to win the election alone or was it already half-way to forming a coalition? Neither Heath nor the Conservative Party ever clarified this position before the elections. Their ambiguity on this did nothing to help their campaign.

                    
                    
                        
                        
1974 Election (October 10)








	
                                            
                                        
	
                                            
                                            MPs
                                        
	
                                            
                                            
                                                Votes (000s)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            
                                                % of UK votes
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Conservatives
                                        
	
                                            277 (-20)
                                        
	
                                            10,464 (-1,405)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            35.8 (-2.1)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Labour
                                        
	
                                            319 (+18)
                                        
	
                                            11,457 (-182)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            39.2 (+2.1)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Liberals
                                        
	
                                            13 (-1)
                                        
	
                                            5,347 (-716)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            18.3 (-1.0)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            SNP
                                        
	
                                            11 (+4)
                                        
	
                                            840 (+208)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            2.9 (+0.9)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Plaid Cymru
                                        
	
                                            3 (+1)
                                        
	
                                            166 (-5)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            0.6 (-)
                                        



	
                                            
                                            Others
                                        
	
                                            12 (-2)
                                        
	
                                            916 (-43)
                                        
	
                                            
                                            3.2 (+0.1)
                                        





                        Turnout 72.8 % (-5.9)

                    


                    There is an argument that Edward Heath was simply an unlucky Leader. Certainly the context of the early 1970s, both in Britain and internationally, was a difficult one. His second defeat as Party Leader in February 1974, however, after that of 1966, inevitably brought his leadership into question. The Conservative Party is unforgiving towards its Leaders who fail electorally and, after almost a decade at the top, it was only to be expected that he would be challenged. Heath, however, was in no mood to give way. There would be no easy or painless transfer of the baton from one Leader to the next. Instead the Party would have to go through a tense and drawn-out battle between rival personalities and between diametrically opposed attitudes and ideologies before this question was settled. The final outcome was to result in a radically different Party and one that was divided more than ever.

                    Failure, both in electoral terms and in a broader sense with regard to the problems facing the country, brought into question not only Heath’s own position but also the policies that he and his Government had followed. The next five years in opposition offered favourable conditions for those Conservatives who were now looking to bring about fundamental change in both. By 1974 Heath was already being challenged personally; his character questioned and, for many, found wanting. The electoral defeats of 1974 opened the door to a fundamental reappraisal and the emergence of a new dominant Conservative orthodoxy. 

                    The combination of the Conservatives’ defeat to Labour in 1974 and the failure to come anywhere near solving the underlying problems facing the country meant that it was inevitable that the Party should want to take stock of their recent past. The balance sheet of the Heath Government was never likely to stand up well under the criticisms that were sure to follow. The debate that was launched was not just about the past practices or policies, it was also their entire political philosophy going back over the previous three decades that was also now being questioned. Increasingly the conclusion being drawn by a growing number of Conservatives, at all levels of the Party, was that a complete redirection was required. Had past practices inside the Conservative Party been followed in 1974-75 they might well have avoided the internal strife that ensued. At this time, however, a series of factors came together that precluded a simple handover from one Leader to another, achieved without fundamentally rocking the Conservative boat as had been the norm in the past. This time it was not just a case of changing the Leader but also of changing the fundamental nature of the Conservative Party.

                    The rules determining the election of the Party Leader, in place since 1965, meant that it was the Conservative MPs who were now called upon to choose either to maintain Heath in his position or to look to someone new. Given the importance of the Leader to the whole Party organisation and the direction it would take, the change from Heath to Thatcher in 1975 was a decisive moment in the Party’s history. The underlying reasons as to why it chose to effect this change at the very top are complex and multiple. No doubt the election defeats of 1974, however narrow they may have been, were significant factors. Yet, there was no inevitability about this, nor was there an obligation on Heath to accept the leadership challenge. Since the second defeat at the polls in 1974, however, pressure for a change had been growing at the same time as the feeling that Heath was ‘a loser’ and that he had to go.

                    Ultimately, given that it was the Conservative MPs who held the result of the leadership in their hands, it was Heath’s failure to win them over, and of course Thatcher’s success in bringing them over to her side, that was the most direct cause of his downfall. Here the character of the two rivals played a key part. Heath’s failure was in part due to the fact that he was not ‘clubbable’ and he had never taken the time to establish a better rapport with the majority of his MPs who regarded him as aloof, awkward and abrasive. Many others in the Party had come to dislike ‘Heath the flawed-technocrat-without-a-soul.’11 Although there remained a group of followers around him they were no longer sufficiently numerous to guarantee his survival. Even his most loyal supporters admitted that they had a hard time trying to convince wavering MPs who were put off by Heath’s character. 

                    Looking back, many Conservatives, including those closest to Heath both personally and ideologically, regretted that he did not stand aside sooner and leave the way open to his successor. It is likely that a suitable candidate would have been found who would have carried on in much the same way, following similar policies and with a similar style to Heath. William Whitelaw was the obvious choice for many Conservatives and he would almost certainly have won had Heath withdrawn earlier and had he thus felt able to stand in the first ballot. There were already private discussions taking place in some Conservative circles to that effect. However, his loyalty to Heath precluded him from coming out against him on the first ballot and by the time that was over and Heath had withdrawn Thatcher had gained such a momentum that she could no longer be stopped. Whitelaw would no doubt have proved to be a quite different Leader. Some Conservatives came to regret that this was not the way events turned out. Others, however, argued that Whitelaw would have done nothing to bring about the changes the Party needed. For other Conservatives, of course, such a scenario would have saved both their Party and the country from the rigours of Thatcherism. However, despite numerous calls from his close advisers and political friends that he should give way, Heath’s decision to hang on as Party Leader was, in his words, an attempt ‘to save the Party from extremism.’12 If this really was his objective then his tactics certainly backfired. His refusal to call a leadership election sooner, or to stand down quickly, meant that when the election did come, as it was bound to sooner or later, it was held in a context that made it even more difficult for him or for one of his followers to win. In this way he opened the door to Margaret Thatcher and paved the way for the introduction of a whole series of policies that he firmly disapproved of. Such a lack of judgement was based on an underestimation of his principal adversary and the challenge she posed; it was also both egotistical and ill-judged.

                    Before Thatcher successfully emerged from the leadership election there had been little thought that she would be the most obvious challenger to Heath. As a woman she was handicapped in the race for the leadership of a Party that was still deeply misogynistic and in which no woman had ever come near to occupying a leading position. There also appeared to be other better placed candidates. Keith Joseph was, for many on the right of the Party, perhaps the most natural choice but, despite his intellectual credentials, he was seen by many as too erratic. This became all too clear when, shortly before the opening of the leadership campaign, he gave a speech arguing that too many adolescent women from the poorer social classes were having too many children and that this was threatening the balance of the population and ‘our human stock.’ Such words, and his unwillingness to tone them down, would surely have made him an electoral liability and as such hardly a suitable candidate for the Party leadership. It is also doubtful that he had the sort of personality that would have endeared him as Party Leader to a majority of Conservative MPs. The Conservative Deputy Chief Whip, John Stradling, described him as ‘the mad monk.’ On 15 January another potential candidate, Edward du Cann, the Chairman of the 1922 Committee, came to the same decision regarding his own future. It was, therefore, largely by default and through lack of any better placed candidate from the right wing of the Party that Thatcher emerged as the key challenger in the 1975 leadership election.

                    Although Joseph was far from convincing his fellow Conservatives that he would be a good Leader of their Party, and deep-down he probably agreed with this, he was nonetheless very influential in changing the character of the Party and in undermining both Heath’s personal position and the approach he stood for. Over the course of 1974, against the background of growing discontent with Heath, Joseph embarked on something of an intellectual crusade in favour of a radical break with the past. This inevitably put him at loggerheads with Heath, whose ideas were diametrically opposed to those he was now putting forward. Joseph was in the vanguard of this intellectual sea change. ‘We made things worse,’ he argued, when, after the war:

                    
                        we chose the path of consensus… we have reached the end of the road… we competed with socialists in offering to perform what is in fact beyond the power of government… we strained the economy to the point where jobs, living standards and the savings of millions have been jeopardised… we should show a way forward, away from the discredited policies and failed institutions… we need radical approaches.13

                    

                    
                    Meanwhile, over the months leading up to the leadership election, Thatcher had performed well in debates in Parliament and had gained in stature. Her support inside the Party grew and she was ably supported by Airey Neave who took on the role of her campaign manager. Thatcher remained convinced that change was essential if the Party was to return to office and get back to its true beliefs. She recalled in her memoirs that after the 1974 election defeat: ‘I knew in my heart that it was time not just for a change in Government but for a change in the Conservative Party,’ to divert it from ‘the disastrous course on which the Party was set.’14 She was also keen to present her ideas as both a break with the policies of the recent past, even if she had been part of the Government that had introduced them, and as ‘the return to fundamental Conservative principles and the defence of middle class values.’15 These she listed as ‘the encouragement of variety and individual choice, the provision of fair incentives and rewards for skill and hard work, the maintenance of effective barriers against the excessive power of the state and a belief in the wide distribution of individual private property.’16 These were all themes that she was to pursue throughout the rest of her political career. The tone of her election campaign became more aggressive as she denounced Heath and all he stood for. One of ‘the reasons for our electoral failure,’ she argued, was that

                    
                        … people believe too many Conservatives have become socialists already. Britain’s progress towards socialism has been an alternation of two steps forward with half a step back… And why should anyone support a Party that seems to have the courage of no convictions?… There is a widespread feeling in the country that the Conservative Party has not defended (Conservative) ideals explicitly and toughly enough, so that Britain is set on a course towards inevitable socialist mediocrity. That course must not only be halted, it must be reversed.17

                    

                    The lack of a clear line and an attachment to Conservative values was something that a growing number of Conservatives had bemoaned for some time. With Thatcher they were given a very clear message of what she saw as Tory philosophy although neither her clarity nor her ideas always went down well with all Conservatives. Nevertheless, Heath’s past hesitations, his lack of consistency and, for some, of Tory principles, alongside his inability to establish good personal relations with a majority of Conservative MPs, were highlighted by the trenchant style adopted by his rival. Thatcher’s revivalist calls to the Party faithful to return to their core values, and to make the country great again, went down well particularly when placed alongside Heath’s lacklustre and distanced approach.

                    The results of the first round of voting on 4 February 1975 were decisive although, without the required 15 per cent lead over her nearest rival, a second round was still required. Thatcher won 130 votes to Heath’s 119 with Hugh Fraser picking up 16 votes and 11 abstentions. This effectively ended the race for Heath who immediately resigned. The second ballot was held soon after. Thatcher increased her vote to 146 with her closest rival, William Whitelaw, some way behind on 79.

                    4. REDIRECTING THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY TO THE RIGHT (1975-79)

                    Replacing Heath with Thatcher at the top of the Conservative Party was obviously going to have an impact on its overall policy orientation but this did not happen immediately. Many of Heath’s followers and most of those who had served under him in government between 1970 and 1974 continued to occupy key positions, although Heath himself refused to serve under the new Leader, part of what was later termed the ‘longest sulk in British politics.’ Over time, however, some of the moderates in the Party were eased out while those closest to Thatcher were placed in the most influential areas, especially those relating to economic policy.

                    The two key figures in driving through new policies inside the Conservative Party, and equally importantly in dropping some old ones, were Thatcher herself and Keith Joseph. Paradoxically both of them had been members of the Heath Government that they now condemned. Moreover, they had headed two of the highest spending ministries, Thatcher at Education and Joseph at Health and Social Security, which had contributed to the financial profligacy that they now promised to bring under control. Thatcher accepted that she had been partly to blame for choices made by the Heath Government. But she was now sure that they had been wrong and that the only conclusion to be drawn from these past errors was that a change of direction was required.

                    
                    Thatcher immediately set in motion a wide policy review. At first this proposed only relatively minor policy alterations. The Right Approach, which was published in October 1976, for example, emphasised only such uncontroversial ideas as lowering taxes and government spending, cutting out waste while increasing rewards for enterprise and hard work and protecting the individual from excessive interference by the State, ideas which were acceptable to all strands of Conservatives. Step by step, however, the Party was being shifted to the right across the whole range of policies. Later policy documents such as those produced by the ‘Stepping Stones’ group circulated to the Shadow Cabinet in 1977 took a different tone. In particular Conservative policy towards the trade unions was hardened and a more free-market approach to prices and incomes policy adopted.

                    The Winter of Discontent of 1978-79 encouraged the Conservatives to reinforce their free-market approach to the country’s economic and social problems. Those in the Party who still advocated policies similar to those followed by Heath, and which were not so far removed from what the Callaghan Government had been doing since 1976, found themselves increasingly isolated, their arguments undermined as the mood of the country moved more and more behind the ideas being put forward by Thatcher. Heath attacked Thatcher for moving sharply away from what he thought was the mainstream Conservative economic policy. For Thatcher, of course, she was doing no more than returning the Conservative Party to its basic principles after it had lost its way under previous Leaders from Macmillan onwards. It would, however, be wrong to see the Conservative Party as having been entirely won over by her ideas. In certain respects, she still had work to do to impose her ideas; even more so to win over the whole country.

                    Both Heath and Thatcher played dominant, perhaps domineering, roles as Leaders of the Party. Heath, for the greater part of his leadership, was able to dominate both his Shadow Cabinet before 1970 and his actual Cabinet from 1970 to 1974. Although, as we have seen above, there were some voices questioning his position immediately after the defeat of February 1974, the majority of his second Shadow Cabinet remained loyal to him right up to his overthrow the following year. Heath was no doubt the paramount figure in his Government, particularly after the death of his first Chancellor, Iain Macleod, after only a few weeks in office, but the electoral failures of 1974 exposed him to some harsh criticisms from inside his own Party and once he had been replaced his fall from grace in the Conservative Party gathered pace rapidly. However, up until that point, and for so long as he remained in office, he was able to enjoy the loyal support of those around him and a solid popularity with the Party rank and file. Opinions of Margaret Thatcher in her Shadow Cabinet were far more mixed. On the one hand, she enjoyed the greatest support from her fellow free-marketers, notably Keith Joseph. At the other end of the spectrum, Heath maintained a brooding, barely hidden, opposition to her both on a personal and a political level, although he was no longer among the Party’s inner circle. Sitting alongside Thatcher in her first Government in 1979 there were still several figures, like Ian Gilmour, whose ideas were very close to those of Heath. Some of the Party grandees, such as Whitelaw and Carrington, disliked her policies but remained in the hope of moderating what they saw as her excesses.

                    The respective styles of government of Heath and Thatcher and their whole approaches to politics also set them apart from one another. Heath was by nature more of a technocrat and an administrator. According to one Conservative MP in 1970 Heath was ‘basically a super management consultant, brought in to improve the performance of Great Britain Ltd by that marginal 1 per cent which makes the difference between profit and loss… He is the technocrat in politics… He is an administrator.’18 Heath liked to present this in a rather more flattering style by arguing that his approach was based on a social conscience and on a political pragmatism. This contrasts sharply with Thatcher’s certitudes and her determination to achieve the goals she had set out to reach.

                    The Conservative Party became, over the course of the 1970s, a deeply divided Party where each side was more than willing to attack the others in often the most vitriolic terms and it went through a series of intense debates on just what sort of party it was and what approach it should take towards the problems facing the country. While there must be some doubts as to how far Heath genuinely took a truly right-wing direction when he entered Downing Street in 1970, the picture of the Conservatives taking a shift to the right, then back to the centre and then, after a bitter internal battle, a sharp and decisive turn to the radical right is a fair one. Inevitably, therefore, throughout these years the Conservative Party experienced a great many internal divisions that concerned both disagreements over a range of policies and often bitter personal clashes between its leaders and factions. Although it still retained some of its traditional sense of discipline which had often served to keep internal disagreements within bounds, in many ways this internal discord has been one of the features of the Conservative Party ever since.
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