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INTRODUCTION

I remember where I was when it began. On the morning of 4 May 1979 I was in an ‘O’ level Latin class. Our teacher put a transistor radio on his desk and turned it on so that we could hear the speech that Margaret Thatcher read out from notes jotted on the back of a card as she entered 10 Downing Street:


I would just like to remember some words of Saint Francis of Assisi which I think are just particularly apt at the moment. ‘Where there is discord, may we bring harmony. Where there is error, may we bring truth. Where there is doubt, may we bring faith. And where there is despair, may we bring hope.’



My school was in Solihull, the second safest Conservative seat in the country,I and the whole place was pulsating with excitement at the Conservative election victory – all the same, I think that most of my classmates thought that the speech was pretty mad.

I remember with equal clarity where I was when it ended. I was walking down a back street near Euston station on 28 November 1990. I looked up and saw a sign that someone had placed against an office window. It said: ‘She’s gone.’ Anyone seeing it that day would have known that Margaret Thatcher had resigned as prime minister.

It is not just self-indulgence that makes me begin this book with personal reminiscence. There was something about Margaret Thatcher’s premiership that cut deeply into the personal lives of many British people. In 1985 psychiatrists produced an interesting piece of research that illustrated this. Generally, patients suffering from dementia forget things about the present whilst remembering things that are more permanent. For most of the post-war period, for example, many demented people knew that Queen Elizabeth II was the monarch but could not remember who was the prime minister. Under Thatcher things changed: ‘Mrs Thatcher has given an item of knowledge to demented patients that they would otherwise have lacked: she reaches those parts of the brain other prime ministers could not reach.’1

References to Margaret Thatcher suffuse British culture. The head of drama commissioning at the BBC remarked in 2005: ‘the Eighties and Nineties are the new Victorian drama. Contemporary writers are now looking to this era and Thatcher’s influence is huge.’2 Speeches delivered in her strange, unnaturally deep voice, the product of careful coaching by her advisers, are used, often incongruously juxtaposed with the music of Frankie Goes to Hollywood, as a soundtrack to television programmes about the 1980s. Her phrases – ‘The Lady’s not for turning’ or ‘There is no such thing as Society’ – are quoted, though the first of these was coined by someone else and the second is usually quoted out of context. She features in films and plays. She has walk-on parts in novels such as Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty (2004).II There has even been a musical produced about her career.

This intense focus on Thatcher as a personality, or as a legend, has gone with a declining interest in what her government actually did. The most widely cited works on ‘Thatcherism’ – those by Gamble, Jacques, Jenkins (Peter), Jessop, Kavanagh, Riddell, Skidelsky and Young3 – were written before Thatcher’s resignation. Stuart Hall’s influential article was published whilst Thatcher was still leader of the opposition.4 Much was written by journalists, political scientists or left-wing activists, whose interest in Thatcherism was associated with a desire to devise strategies against it. Most of these people moved on to new interests when Thatcher fell. Even the emphasis on the extent to which Thatcherism’s legacy has endured goes, curiously, with a tendency to downplay its importance – Margaret Thatcher is often now presented as though her main historical function was to serve as John the Baptist for Tony Blair.

There has also been a persistent tension in writing about the 1980s between an interest in Thatcher and an interest in Thatcherism. Academic writers, especially those of the Left, felt uncomfortable with the personalization of analysis – uncomfortable too, perhaps, with the ways in which attention to the character of Margaret Thatcher could slide into sexism. In his article of January 1979, Stuart Hall used ‘Thatcherism’ six times and referred to ‘Mrs Thatcher’ only once. Discussion of the Thatcher government amongst the wider population always laid a heavier emphasis on Margaret Thatcher the woman. Striking miners were said ‘universally’ to use the Rider Haggardesque term ‘she’ for the prime minister.5 Tory canvassers got so used to hearing the phrase ‘that bloody woman’ that functionaries in Central Office devised the acronym ‘TBW’ – until an unkind interviewer enlightened her, Mrs Thatcher herself thought that the letters stood for the name of a television station.6 Most of all, there was a cloyingly fake intimacy in the way in which the name ‘Maggie’ entered general circulation. Demonstrators shouted ‘Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, out, out, out.’ Long-suffering audiences at Tory conferences were induced to sing the excruciating ‘Hello Maggie’ to the tune of ‘Hello Dolly’. An excited Norwegian commentator celebrated his country’s defeat of the England football team in 1981 by shouting into the microphone: ‘Can you hear me Maggie Thatcher? Your boys took a hell of a beating tonight.’

The focus of my own book is on Thatcherism as a project rather than Thatcher as a person. My feeling is that John Campbell’s biography of Margaret Thatcher has probably taken us as close to understanding the woman as we are ever likely to get – perhaps closer than she (a person with little taste for introspection) ever got herself.7 Having said this, I think that the word ‘Thatcherism’ itself became the centre of a debate that sometimes obscured more than it revealed. Many scholars,8 and at least one of Thatcher’s own ministers,9 assume that the term was invented by the sociologist Stuart Hall in January 1979. However, as time went on, many writers became uncomfortable with the word and, as was often the case with debates of the 1980s, the two sides of the political spectrum expressed themselves in remarkably similar ways. On the Right, T. E. Utley wrote that ‘Thatcherism’ was a ‘monstrous invention’10 that made the government seem more original than it really was. On the Left, Bob Jessop complained that his fellow Marxists had created a ‘monstrous monolith’ by presenting Thatcherism as a coherent phenomenon,11 overemphasizing the importance of ideology and downplaying the role of division, conjuncture and disagreement.

In fact, the word ‘Thatcherism’ was quite widely used before January 1979 – Thatcher used it, in a flippant aside, in March 1975.12 The mere fact that the term came into general use suggests a recognition that Margaret Thatcher was associated with something novel and distinctive. However, using the word ‘Thatcherism’ did not imply some platonic absolute of ideological purity that marked a complete break with everything that had gone before it. One should not assume that displays of pragmatism reveal Thatcherism to be somehow ‘false’ because it had failed to live up to abstract ideas that existed in the pamphlets of the Institute of Economic Affairs or the mind of Alfred Sherman. Thatcherism was always about power, and it is the nature of power to adjust to circumstances.

The aims of my account are modest ones. I am aware that, as this book goes to press, I will for the first time be teaching students who were born after Margaret Thatcher resigned. I think there is a need for an account of this period that is designed for people who have no personal memories of it. I have tried to explain who the dramatis personae were, what they stood for, and to answer the simplest of questions: what happened next?

My account is more événementiel than most books on the Thatcher government. When Margaret Thatcher was still leader of the opposition, one of her advisers talked of the need to develop ‘event-led communication’.13 It seems to me that events such as the 1981 budget, the Falklands War or the miners’ strike probably did more to communicate Thatcherism than the speeches of Sir Keith Joseph. I have stressed the difference between the Conservative Party in opposition from 1975 to 1979 and the party in government – as well as the differences between its various governments. Even my thematic chapters (notably that on Europe) are designed largely to show how thinking on particular issues evolved over time.

I have tried to strike a middle way between the very personalized biographical approaches that revolve around anecdotal details of ‘Maggie’ and the bloodlessly theoretical approaches that revolve around concepts such as ‘relative autonomy of the state’ or ‘hegemony’. I have tried to give attention to the characters of people other than Thatcher and, in particular, to restore her ministers to the story. Thatcher’s flamboyant style sometimes overshadowed that of her colleagues – one writer talked of ‘a tyrant surrounded by pygmies’. A number of Thatcher’s personal advisers or backbench supporters – Gardiner, Sherman and Mount – have also implied that the serious decisions were taken around Thatcher’s kitchen table rather than in formal meetings of the cabinet. My own feeling is that Thatcherism makes more sense if it is examined in large measure through ministers. Studied in purely abstract terms, it is sometimes hard to pin down what Thatcherism was. It is, however, relatively easy to identify who, on the Conservative front bench, were Thatcherites. Few would, I think, deny this title to Howe, Lawson, Nott, Ridley and Tebbit. Ministers are crucial figures when it comes to seeing how the ideas dreamt up in think tanks were converted into policy.

There is one character in this story who was not a minister under Thatcher and never, indeed, a member of the Conservative Party during her leadership of it. I have given considerable attention to Enoch Powell. I should stress that the most important part of the chapter title ‘Thatcherism before Thatcher?’ is the question mark, and that my own answer to the question would be ‘no’. Having said that, Powell does seem to me to be a uniquely important figure in the history of British Conservatism. He thought about many of the matters that concerned Thatcherites and he expressed his conclusions with a degree of clarity and force that they rarely achieved. He also thought about issues – ‘Englishness’, the end of Empire, Ulster – about which most Thatcherites were revealingly silent. Tory ministers regarded him with a mixture of admiration, exasperation and fear. If Thatcherism is to be understood in terms of intellectual history, Powell is vastly more important than any number of Austrian philosophers, American economists or earnest young men at the Adam Smith Institute. Powell is also important because he was a practising politician even if not, judged in conventional terms, a successful one. He understood the realities of power and, for this reason, was often the most eloquent commentator on the differences between Thatcherism and his own ‘purer’ vision of politics.

I think that I differ most sharply from other recent historians in terms of the historical context in which I seek to place Thatcher. David Cannadine, Peter Clarke and Ewen Green14 – came to look at Thatcherism after having worked on earlier periods of British history. Not surprisingly, they were very exercised by the occasional references of Thatcherites to the nineteenth century or to ‘Victorian values’; one of them even believed that he had invented this phrase.15 I am sceptical about all this. I do not believe that Thatcherism seriously sought to make itself the heir to nineteenth-century liberalism, and I think that the occasional references by Thatcherite ministers to Gladstonianism probably had more to do with electoral strategy at a time when the Liberal/Social Democrat alliance was doing well in the polls than with serious thought about the nineteenth century.

I am also sceptical about interpretations that lay much emphasis on thinking in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War or on rejection of the ‘post-war consensus’. In many ways, I see Thatcher as the defender of the post-war consensus (especially in the form in which it was expressed during the 1950s) against the ‘progressive consensus’ of the late 1960s and early 1970s (see chapter 1). Thatcher herself, and some of her ministers, made much of Friedrich Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom (first published in 1945), which had sought to defend the free market against ‘socialists of all parties’. It is not, however, clear that Thatcher herself read this book until quite late in her career.16 I suspect that this work merely provided a convenient philosophical polish on things that Thatcherites wanted to do for reasons that had little to do with Hayek’s thinking. When Norman Tebbit was interviewed in 1986, he referred to the writings of ‘Fred what’s his name’; only when an official from Central Office stepped in did it become clear that he was referring to Hayek.17 Green presents Richard Law, the Conservative MP whose Return from Utopia (1951) defended free-market Conservatism against the encroaching state, as a kind of proto-Thatcherite,18 but I doubt whether many people, other than historians who are concerned with Thatcherism’s intellectual ancestry, have ever paid much attention to his book. It is unclear whether any minister in the Thatcher government had heard of Law at the time they held power.19

I see Thatcherism as rooted in a specific time – it emerged out of debates on national decline, trade union power and economic modernization during the 1970s and it ceased to be relevant when those issues became less pressing. If I was forced to give precise dates for a ‘Thatcher era’, then I would suggest 1968–88. The period stretched from Thatcher’s ‘What’s wrong with Politics?’ speech, which can be seen, though only in retrospect, as the first sign that Thatcher represented a distinctive political vision, until her Bruges speech of 1988, which can be seen as the first sign that Thatcherism was beginning to break up.

There are writers, of whom the most prominent is Simon Jenkins,20 who see Thatcherism as having a life beyond Thatcher’s resignation in 1990 and who, in particular, are interested in the way that Thatcher laid the foundations of New Labour. Obviously, Thatcher changed Britain in ways that mean that we all now live with her legacy. However, Thatcherism cannot be understood unless we recognize the remoteness of the recent past. Thatcher came to power less than thirty-five years after the end of the Second World War. Almost half the members of her first cabinet had fought in that war – three of them had been wounded;III four had been decorated for gallantry.IV This compares to Margaret Thatcher’s immediate successor as prime minister, who had grown up since the Second World War, or to his two successors, both men born after 1945. Tony Blair’s first government in 1997 did not contain a single minister who had ever worn military uniform. Thatcher’s world was dominated by the Cold War. For the whole of her premiership, there really were weapons of mass destruction pointed at London. This coloured not just her attitude to the Soviet Union but her attitude to Europe (especially West Germany), the United States, trade unions in Britain and Britain’s status in the world. The political map changed almost beyond recognition as the Soviet Union reformed during the late 1980s; inability to adjust to these changes partly explains why Thatcherism became less successful during this period. The economy in the early 1980s was different from the economy of the early twenty-first century in ways that cannot be captured with mere statistics. As I lectured on Thatcherism in 2008, I looked at the rows of tiny, garishly coloured mobile phones that my students had laid out on the desks in front of them and I recalled how, when I myself was a student, the Spectator had run a series of articles devoted to the difficulty of getting the nationalized Post Office to install a new phone line in the magazine’s offices.

This book is designed to be dispassionate. I was very much opposed to the Thatcher government when it was in power (or, at least, I often said I was – it is sobering to realize how hard I find it to recapture my own real feelings), and I have never been seriously tempted to vote Conservative. However, I have often felt exasperated by the partisan nature of writing on this subject and particularly by the sneering tone many authors adopt with regard to Margaret Thatcher herself.

Many French historians have managed to write interesting and sympathetic books about de Gaulle and his regime, even when they themselves had opposed him during his life. I feel that it is time British historians attempt to do the same for Margaret Thatcher. I have tried to avoid posing the Sellar and Yeatmanish question of whether or not Thatcher was a ‘good thing’. However, it does seem to me that a little humility on this matter is in order from those of us who denounced Thatcher when she was in power. Many of us claimed repeatedly that the government’s policies were so obviously wrong-headed that they were bound to bring some signal disaster. We should now have the grace to recognize that the signal disaster never arrived and that, at least in its own terms, the government was often – though not always – successful.

Perhaps I should finish the introduction by marking out the limits of this book. This is very largely about what Maurice Cowling, a historian sometimes seen as having been involved in the transformation of Conservative thought during the 1970s, labelled as ‘high politics’. I have made three quite long excursions outside the high politics of the Tory party. One of these involves the Labour Party and the Social Democratic Party in the early 1980s, one of them involves the Falklands War and one of them involves the miners’ strike of 1984–5. I think that all three were particularly important for the Thatcher government. I also think that analysts of Thatcherism have sometimes been too prone to treat all three as though they were acts of God. The electoral collapse of the Labour Party, British victory in the South Atlantic and the poor tactics of Arthur Scargill are invoked as evidence that Margaret Thatcher was ‘lucky’. Thatcher clearly was lucky (no one would survive as prime minister for ten years unless they had some spectacular good fortune). But there was more to it than luck. Sometimes, the failure of Thatcher’s enemies had deeper causes, often related to the social changes that had brought Thatcher to power in the first place; sometimes, it was due, to a greater extent than the government’s critics have cared to concede, to skilful management by Thatcher and her colleagues.

Having said all this, I have not tried to write a social history of Britain in the 1980s. I have not, for example, attempted any serious research on whether British people during this decade were increasingly likely to define themselves in terms of consumption rather than work. I have discussed questions such as ‘why did many British coal miners return to work before their union authorized them to do so during the strike of 1984–5?’; ‘why did people buy their council houses?’ or, for that matter, ‘why did they vote Conservative?’ on the basis of information that is already in the public domain.

Equally, this is not a history of the world from 1975 to 1990. Thatcher existed in an international context. Her positions on many issues, not just those directly relating to the Soviet Union, were born of the Cold War. Her political demise was in many ways associated with the fact that reform in the Soviet Union shot away the foundations of her political world. It would be possible to write a different kind of history that presented Thatcherism as one element in a global transition and which attempted to discern the extent to which changes in Britain were effects or causes of a change that brought down Soviet Communism and strengthened capitalism in most of the world. On the whole, my interests have been confined to looking at the extent to which British politics were influenced by events in the wider world. I have not attempted to say how far British policy influenced those wider events or, for that matter, to say very much about the extent to which Thatcherism might have been part of a wider pattern. Looking at the international context can be useful on one very simple level: it cuts Britain down to size. Thatcher led the British Conservative Party from 1975 to 1990. During these years, China saw all the extraordinary upheaval that lay between the death of Chairman Mao and the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square massacre. The year Thatcher became leader of the Conservative Party was also the year Vaclav Havel wrote his open letter to the president of Czechoslovakia – a brave and, as it seemed at the time, hopeless gesture of defiance against authoritarianism. In 1990 Havel, himself now president of the Czechoslovakia, dined in Downing Street. Between 1975 and 1990, Chile went from the worst years of state-sponsored murder to being, more or less, a democracy. All this reminds us that the Anglocentric obsession with Thatcherism as a ‘revolution’ needs to be judged against countries where politics really could be a matter of life and death.

I. Just after Sutton Coldfield.

II. It is said that Thatcher herself was told of Hollinghurst’s novel but misheard the title as ‘The Line of Duty’, which suggests a different kind of book.

III. Hailsham, Joseph and Soames. Maude was a prisoner of war.

IV. Carrington, Pym, Soames and Whitelaw.






Chapter 1 THATCHER BEFORE THATCHERISM, 1925–75



There is… the sheer romance of it, which will remain alive for generations of readers in the wider world who may know little of late twentieth-century British politics and care even less. A woman from the provincial lower-middle class, without family connections, oratorical skills, intellectual standing or factional backing of any sort, established herself as leader of a great party which had represented hierarchy, social stratification and male dominance.

Alfred Sherman (adviser to Margaret Thatcher)1

I seem to have done very little in thirty years.

Margaret Thatcher, March 19562



Margaret Thatcher did not share the fascination with her petit-bourgeois origins that was felt by so many of her admirers and enemies. The volume of her memoirs dealing with her time in Downing Street was published before that dealing with her life up to 1979. No doubt this was partly due to decisions taken by publishers and literary agents, but the order also reflects a feeling that Margaret Thatcher’s early life made sense only when seen through the prism of her later career. Thatcher herself seems to have found the young Margaret Roberts to be an inscrutable figure. In her autobiography she thanks her ‘memoirs team’ for their skill in unearthing ‘all the multifarious files where little bits of modern lives are written down and stored away3 – as though her researchers had discovered a person previously unfamiliar to the adult Margaret Thatcher.

During her early years in parliament, Margaret Thatcher was usually seen as a typical Conservative lady. Her clothes, voice, pearls and general air of strained formality seemed to belong to the world of the garden party and the summer fête. An American diplomat who met her in 1973 described her as ‘an almost archetypical, slightly to the Right-of-center Tory whose views are strongly influenced by her own middle-class background and experience’. It was clear that ‘middle class’ in this context meant ‘upper-middle class’ – the meeting had taken place over lunch at the Connaught Hotel.4

When she ran for the leadership of the Conservative Party in 1975, Thatcher’s campaign team paraded her humble origins precisely because these origins seemed to run against the popularly held view of their candidate. One member of that campaign team – George Gardiner MP – subsequently published a biography of Margaret Thatcher.5 It was one of the first full-length biographies; it was also, at least for a long time, the last book that was written by an author who had full access to Margaret Thatcher and to other members of her family.6 Gardiner portrayed Margaret Roberts as the hard-working daughter of a Methodist grocer from the Lincolnshire town of Grantham. Grantham was almost turned into a brand name by Thatcher’s associates. Thatcher’s son was to name the enterprise at the centre of his business operations after his mother’s birthplace.7 But Margaret Thatcher rarely went back after she left home at the age of eighteen. Many of her ministers had, or at least affected to have, a visceral attachment to the area in which they had been born. Thatcher was never really happy anywhere except central London – for all her allegedly ‘suburban’ qualities, she regarded the retirement home that she and her husband briefly owned in Dulwich as being too remote.

Subsequent discussion of Thatcher was to make so much of the vices, or virtues, that she had allegedly acquired from her upbringing that it is sometimes hard to dig the real experience out from under the weight of subsequent mythology. Thatcher did not mention either her mother or her sister in her Who’s Who entry. This provoked one Labour MP to build a psycho biography around Thatcher’s alleged abnormality in this respect.8 But Thatcher’s memoirs contain a convincing account of her grief at her mother’s death. Equally, most historians have underlined Thatcher’s close relations with her father and the extent to which his example inspired her subsequent career. However, the precise details of Thatcher’s relations with her father were rewritten in successive accounts. In one interview she expressed pleasure at the fact that her father had lived to see her on the government front bench.9 In fact, as she recalls in her memoirs, he had died several months before she entered the cabinet.

Margaret Roberts was born in 1925. She was the second daughter of Beatrice, a seamstress who had run her own business before marriage, and Alfred, a tall good-looking man whose one indulgence seems to have been smoking, and who had been excluded from military service during the Great War on account of his poor eyesight. Alfred Roberts became manager of a grocery, and he saved enough money to buy his own shop in 1919. He was a devout Methodist and a well-known lay preacher. He was also a local politician. He had been a Liberal and was elected to Grantham Town Council as an Independent, though he seems to have been recognized as a functional Conservative by the time he became Mayor of Grantham in 1945. Certainly the Labour Party, which took control of Grantham Town Council in 1952, saw him as an opponent and ended his career as an alderman.

As John Campbell has shown, presenting the Roberts family as simply belonging to the ‘provincial lower-middle class’ ignores some important details. For one thing, Alfred Roberts was a good deal more prosperous by the 1930s than the average shopkeeper; he eventually bought two shops and employed several people. The gap between him and his neighbours was all the more marked because the Roberts family did not strictly speaking live in Grantham but in Little Gonerby, a working-class area built around a brewery. Alfred Roberts’ political career also brought him into contact with other local notables – some of rather patrician background. The notion of Alfred Roberts as a sturdy exponent of free enterprise is also slightly misleading. His shop was a sub-post office and consequently, in a small way, an agency of the state.10

Margaret was a bright child and her father, who regretted his own lack of schooling, devoted great effort to her education. He sent her to the state elementary school in Huntingtower Road, which was said to be better than the school that was nearer to her house. In 1936 Margaret won a place at Kesteven and Grantham Girls’ Grammar School. Grammar schools were to play an important part in Thatcherite mythology, but Thatcher did not belong to the post-war generation of grammar school children who enjoyed free places courtesy of the Butler Education Act (1944). She went to grammar school in an age when parents were still required to pay, though the fees were more modest than they would have been at a private school. KGGGS took some girls from quite humble backgrounds on scholarships, but Thatcher was privileged by the standards of the school, and of Grantham more generally. She was always well dressed and, perhaps the result of being a grocer’s daughter at a time of rationing, better fed than most of her contemporaries.11

A girls’ grammar school in the late 1930s was a good place to be educated. It was one of the few institutions in which young women could escape from male condescension. No one seems to have suggested that Margaret Roberts should study subjects ‘appropriate for a girl’ or to have objected to her decision to specialize in science. Economic depression had driven bright graduates who needed secure jobs into the teaching profession. Male casualties in the First World War had increased the number of spinsters who, like Muriel Sparks’s Miss Jean Brodie, lived their lives through the girls whom they taught, and girls’ schools, unlike those for boys, did not lose their youngest teachers to the armed forces during the Second World War.

In 1943 Margaret Roberts left home to read chemistry at Somerville College, Oxford. Oxford has educated twenty-five British prime ministers, including all the graduate prime ministers who took office in the second half of the twentieth century. Thatcher was not, however, the usual Oxford undergraduate. She was a woman in a male-dominated institution. She was a scientist in a university notable for its emphasis on the arts. Most of all, her university career began at a time when a large proportion of her male contemporaries were away fighting in the war. Her Oxford was one of black-outs and rationing rather than balls and punting.

Margaret Roberts was not a well-known Oxford figure. The only important political friend she made at Oxford was Edward Boyle, who was later to be her boss when she was a junior minister at the Department of Education in the 1960s and with whom she was to remain on good terms in spite of their differences. Julian Critchley, who came up to Oxford in the early 1950s, recalls: ‘The talk… was of great men who had just gone down, Robin Day, Peter Kirk, Jeremy Thorpe and Ken Tynan. Shirley Caitlin, later Williams, was talked of as Britain’s first woman Prime Minister. No one mentioned Margaret Roberts.’12

Thatcher’s relationship with Oxford was notoriously difficult.13 The university refused to grant Margaret Thatcher an honorary degree (a distinction conferred on all previous Oxonian prime ministers). When she became prime minister, dons made much of her apparently mediocre academic record; her former tutor insisted that Margaret Roberts had been an unremarkable student. Thatcher’s intellectual attainments generally were to be a subject of much discussion for the rest of her career. Her enemies derided her as a philistine of vulgar tastes who was interested only in knowledge that had some economic utility. There was much amusement when she told an interviewer that she was ‘rereading Frederick Forsyth’s The Fourth Protocol’.14 Even her closest associates often implied that there was something deficient, or at least strange, in her intellect or education.’15

Yet occasionally we see glimpses of a very different kind of mind at work in Margaret Thatcher. She knew a great deal of poetry and had a special affection for Kipling, an unfashionable taste that she shared with George Orwell and Antonio Gramsci. She could be deeply affected by books such as Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago or Harold Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind.16 She disliked the poems of T. S. Eliot (the mere willingness to express dislike suggests that poetry mattered to her), but Anthony Powell overheard her talking about Helen Gardner’s study of The Four Quartets.17 Her interest in science was not purely utilitarian. She took pride in Britain’s record of scientific achievement (particularly the number of Nobel prizes that its citizens had won) and, as secretary of state for science and education, she defended ‘blue skies research’. Thatcher sometimes expressed disdain for ‘intellectuals’,18 but she had a high, perhaps excessive, regard for ‘first-class minds’.

Margaret Thatcher’s last year at Oxford coincided with the return of the generation of men who had fought in the war. Almost the first political association she joined after graduating was called the ‘39 to 45’ club. Throughout her career, Thatcher was to come up against men who had had ‘a good war’. Especially when she was accused of having ‘usurped’ patriotism during the Falklands War of 1982, her opponents were to make much of her comparatively inactive role during the Second World War. David Ennals, a Labour MP who opposed British intervention in the Falklands and who perhaps anticipated the fact that he was to be swept away in the Conservative landslide of 1983, pointedly reminded her that he had been ‘storming up the beaches of Normandy’ in the summer of 1944.

In the 1940s and 1950s the war pervaded politics in ways that made it all the more difficult for a woman who wanted to have a political career. Candidates campaigned in uniform and evoked their experiences of war at every opportunity.19 Thatcher’s first experience of elections came when she supported Squadron Leader Worth in Grantham in 1945. Her own attempts to become a candidate for a winnable Conservative seat brought her into competition with a succession of decorated heroes. At Beckenham her rivals included Major Ian Fraser MC. At Hemel Hempstead she lost out to Lieutenant Colonel Allason. At Finchley the two other names on the shortlist from which Thatcher finally emerged victorious were, respectively, a holder of the Military Cross and a former member of the Special Operations Executive.

How did Margaret Thatcher herself look back on the war and how did it shape her politics? Sharp-eyed observers noted that Thatcher’s references to the Second World War tended to concentrate on one year of the conflict: 1940.20 Time and again, Margaret Thatcher was to refer to Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain and, most of all, our ‘finest hour’, a phrase that Churchill had used in a speech of 18 June 1940.21 This focus on one year and, more particularly, on the months between May and September might be explained in all sorts of ways. It focused attention on a war that had been fought by a small group of men under the leadership of Winston Churchill and centred on the south of England. It avoided much reference to the large-scale industrial mobilization that came later in the war. It emphasized Britain ‘alone’. In spite of her Atlanticist sympathies, Thatcher made little reference to the American role in the war. The Soviet Union was even more conspicuous by its absence – indeed the focus of her speeches on the early part of the war sometimes went with an emphasis on the fates of Finland22 and Poland,23 both countries that raised embarrassing questions about Soviet behaviour.

Thatcher’s ‘memory’ of the Second World War was, like many aspects of her public personality, partly constructed by other people. Some of the ‘Churchillian’ references that so annoyed Thatcher’s enemies had, in fact, been inserted into her speeches by advisers and ghostwriters.24 The most systematic attempt to separate the ‘good’ war of Churchillian patriotism from the ‘bad’ war of increasing state power was made by Nigel Lawson.25 Some of Thatcher’s opponents also developed their own particular interpretation of the Second World War. They emphasized mass mobilization, working-class participation and plans for a new social order that were drawn up in 1943 and 1944. The phrase ‘people’s war’, coined by the eccentric Communist soldier Tom Wintringham, was used frequently by the Left during the 1980s. Wintringham became an object of interest partly because his ideas could be used to attack the defence policy of the Thatcher government.26

The notion that Thatcher herself tried to rewrite the history of British participation in the Second World War to suit her political project is unfair. In public, she spoke respectfully of wartime projects for a new social order; indeed she was ostentatiously respectful towards the memory of the wartime leaders of the Labour Party, partly because she found it useful to contrast them with the supposedly lesser men who led the party later. She even occasionally spoke in terms that seemed very close to those who talked of a ‘people’s war’.27

It is true, however, that Thatcher focused most on the exploits of airmen and soldiers in 1940, rather than the more large-scale mobilization that came later. It is also true that this focus seems to have reflected the perception of the war that the young Margaret Roberts had at the time, as well as the more deliberately constructed view that Margaret Thatcher and her advisers found it useful to deploy in the 1980s. The two books on the war that struck Margaret Roberts most were the biography of Ronald Cartland, published by his sister Barbara, and the autobiography of Richard Hillary;28 she was to say that the latter had affected her more than any other book she had ever read. Ronald Cartland was a soldier and anti-Munich Tory MP, who was killed in action during the retreat to Dunkirk.29 Richard Hillary was a Spitfire pilot who was shot down and badly injured during the Battle of Britain.

Thatcher’s perception of the war was different from that of most ruling-class Englishmen of her generation, the kind of men who were to dominate her first government in 1979. Such men had usually served in the war. Most of them had fought, not during the ‘finest hour’ of 1940, but during the bloody campaigns in southern Italy and Normandy. Thatcher’s war was relatively simple: it pitted Britain against Germany, and right against wrong. Most serving soldiers saw something messier and less heroic. They belonged to a large and chaotic army made up mainly of conscripts. In personal terms, they remembered the war as one of squalor, confusion, fear, despair, separation and infidelity, as much as heroism. John Peyton, a Conservative MP who stood against Thatcher in the 1975 leadership contest and was later broken under the Thatcherite juggernaut, wrote:


The Second World War was, for most of those over whom it cast its shadow, by far the greatest event of their lives. It reached down from its cosmic dimensions into their hearts, minds and bodies, and after its fearful passage, left them, as well as the world, changed.30



Peyton was captured, whilst hiding in a pigsty, near Dunkirk. He spent the next five years in a German prisoner-of-war camp. It was there that he learned that his fiancée had married another man and that his brother had been killed in the St Nazaire raid.

It is revealing to contrast Thatcher’s view of the war with that of Peter Rawlinson, another of the politicians who was to be cast aside when Thatcher became prime minister. Rawlinson was wounded serving with the Irish Guards in North Africa. The shrapnel did not work its way out of his body until thirty years later, and the name of the young guardsman who had been blown apart whilst sitting next to him suddenly came back into his mind when he was writing his memoirs. Rawlinson’s war was more ugly and morally ambiguous than Thatcher’s. This was apparent in his personal memories of Thatcher’s hero Richard Hillary: ‘He wanted to join in a part of the gaiety of our youth, but as his had been burned away he would also sneer and scratch at us. We probably deserved it, but we had the grace to understand and to tolerate the savagery of the wounded man.’31

What was Margaret Roberts to do when she graduated? She rejected the obvious careers for a woman graduate of her class. She did not want to teach and she did not want to be a civil servant. Instead she went into industry and was hired as a research chemist by BX Plastics in Colchester. Here she was disappointed by the tedium of repeating simple tests. Moving to work at Allied Lyons a few years later took her to London, which was useful for her political career, and gave her slightly more scope for real research. It was still, however, not the kind of job that she wanted. For all her enthusiasm for business in principle, Thatcher was to make little of her own brief career in British industry; the cv that she prepared when she was a parliamentary candidate, and her Who’s Who entry when she was elected to parliament, merely alluded to her having spent several years engaged in ‘chemical research’.

Margaret Roberts also began the long haul that would eventually get her into parliament, a desire that she later claimed to have conceived quite suddenly in 1945 or 1946, as a result of a brief discussion of politics after a dance. It is hard to recapture now what an astonishing ambition this was. There were only twenty-four women MPs in the 1945 parliament. Being a Conservative woman Member of Parliament was particularly difficult. Of 618 Conservative candidates in the 1945 election, fourteen were women, and only one of these was elected. Most Conservative MPs were still public school men from upper-middle-class families. The Conservative Party was keen to recruit parliamentary candidates from a wider social base and constituency associations were no longer allowed to ask candidates to pay all of their election expenses. In spite of this, it was considered difficult to live on an MP’s salary and consequently a political career was easiest for those who had a private income or who had a job, which being a research chemist was conspicuously not, that could be undertaken alongside parliamentary duties.

In 1949 Margaret Roberts was selected as a Conservative candidate for Dartford. As the local papers pointed out, she was the youngest woman Conservative candidate in the country. However, selection by the Dartford Conservative Association was hardly a political triumph. In spite of the fact that Dartford was a safe Labour seat, some party notables resented the selection of a woman. The Conservative MP for a neighbouring constituency wrote that he had been asked why ‘a young girl of 23, Miss Margaret Robertson [sic], had been selected as Candidate for Dartford? Could not they have got some prominent business man?’32

The barriers that an unmarried woman with no money or contacts faced in getting a Conservative seat can be highlighted by looking at how easy some men found things. John Wells, an old Etonian who had had a ‘good war’, beat her to selection for a seat in Maidstone. His parliamentary career was notable mainly for his interest in inland waterways and horticulture. He came close to achieving political fame only during the brief period when he considered joining the Social Democratic Party and resigning his seat to allow Roy Jenkins to fight a by-election.33 Paul Channon, later to be described as a ‘lightweight’ by Thatcher and to serve as an undistinguished minister in her government, had been chosen, whilst still an undergraduate at Christ Church, to fight a safe Tory seat once held by his father. James Prior, another of her future ministers, described how a casual acquaintance whom he met whilst driving his tractor back from the fields asked whether he would like to stand for the Tories in Lowestoft.34

Margaret Roberts’s political prospects were transformed by Denis Thatcher – a man ten years her senior who had served in the Second World War. Denis Thatcher had very right-wing views on most matters – though he did not share his wife’s support for the death penalty. His family seems, at least by the standards of the Home Counties middle class, to have been faintly bohemian, and he had contracted a brief wartime marriage.35 In the 1980s Denis Thatcher was to tell a friend that he was a cavalier whilst his wife was a roundhead.36 The couple met in 1950 and were married in December 1951. By all accounts the marriage was happy. It also transformed Margaret Roberts in material ways. She was now able to abandon chemistry and devote all her time to reading for the Bar, a more fitting occupation for a would-be Tory candidate. Denis was a wealthy man and on his way to being a millionaire by the time he sold the family business to Burmah Oil in the mid-1960s. Until she began to cash in on the fruits of her fame on the international lecture circuit in the 1990s, Margaret Thatcher’s money came from her husband. In the 1980s she told the daughter of a friend: ‘Marriages are made in heaven, but it is better if the money is made on earth.’37

In view of the frequency with which historians have evoked the influence of her father on Margaret Thatcher, it is worth noting that she married a man who could hardly have been more different from Alderman Roberts. Her father had been, in a minor way, a public figure; her husband was careful to avoid any public statements at all once his wife embarked on her political career. Her father was a Methodist; her husband belonged to the Church of England, and, after marriage in a Wesleyan chapel, the couple began to practise a low-Church Anglicanism – Thatcher was not one of the three Tory MPs elected in 1959 who declared themselves to be Methodists. Her father had left school at thirteen to earn his own living; her husband had attended a minor public school (Mill Hill) and inherited the family business. Her father was a teetotaler who occasionally played bowls; her husband was a hard-drinking ex-soldier who spent his weekends refereeing rugby matches.

Marriage and the Bar provided Margaret Thatcher with the basis on which to build a new political career. After having briefly withdrawn her name from the list of potential Conservative candidates, she began to look for a winnable parliamentary seat. Even with the advantages conferred by a rich husband, being selected for such a seat was not easy. Selection committees repeatedly asked her who would look after her young children. In a more subtle way, her social origins also counted against her. Anyone leafing through the Who’s Who entries of candidates who were chosen ahead of Margaret Thatcher will notice some recurring patterns – ‘the Carlton’, ‘country pursuits’, ‘Eton’.

It took Margaret Thatcher ten years of hard work to get into parliament,38 but her persistence was rewarded in 1958, when she was selected as Conservative candidate for Finchley in North London. Her victory was narrow – she beat the last of her rivals by 46 votes to 43 – and, unusually, a ‘handful’ of members refused to observe the convention that the successful candidate should be given a unanimous vote of support at the end of the process.39 The scale of Thatcher’s achievement in getting selected for a safe Conservative seat can be illustrated by looking at her predecessor. Sir John Crowder, who had held the seat since 1935, was a Lloyd’s underwriter who had been educated at Eton and Christ Church and served with the Household Cavalry during the Second World War. On being told that the shortlist for his succession contained both Thatcher and Peter Goldman, he said: ‘We’ve got to choose between a bloody Jew and a bloody woman.’40

Thatcher held Finchley for the Conservatives, with a majority of 16,000, in 1959, and she was to do so again in every election, until she entered the House of Lords in 1992. It was a good springboard for an ambitious Conservative. Thatcher held her seat comfortably through three Labour victories in general elections so that her parliamentary career was never disturbed by the need to find a new seat – indeed she was one of only three Conservative MPs elected in 1959 who managed to hold exactly the same seats through the general elections and boundary changes of the next three decades.I

What was it like to be one of the twenty-five women MPs in the 1959 parliament? In her memoirs, Margaret Thatcher recalls the boisterous atmosphere of the House and the fact that women were effectively excluded from the smoking room, in which political deals were often hatched. However, she also insists that she felt unalloyed pleasure in her new role, that parliamentarians judged colleagues on their abilities, and that prejudice against women was less insidious than it had been in industry or at the Bar. Her parliamentary colleagues remember her arrival in parliament as being less comfortable. Peter Rawlinson first met Margaret Thatcher at a meeting of Conservative lawyers in the House of Commons. He recalled the occasion thus:


She spoke even then… with a vehemence rather too exaggerated for the subject and, I noticed, with an irritating emphasis on the wrong word, a habit she has never wholly lost. It was obvious that her ‘contribution’ had been designed merely to attract attention. She had of course attracted notice from every man in the room before she had ever opened her mouth. But that was not the kind of notice which she sought.41



Thatcher had recognized privately that some of the opposition to her candidature in Finchley had come from ‘anti-woman’ prejudice’.42 Her attitude to the disadvantages under which women laboured was hard to read. Interviewed by the Daily Express in 1960, she said that she would send her daughter to university, rather than ‘to finish abroad’, and talked at length about the education and career appropriate for a woman. However, she also stressed the centrality of marriage for women and the importance of ‘domestic arts’.43 Some biographers argue that Thatcher’s position on the rights of women changed as her career advanced – that, as time went on, she became less keen to ensure that other women had the advantages that she had enjoyed.44 It is certainly true that Thatcher could be hypocritical. In later years she sometimes claimed that she had not worked when her children were young when she had, in fact, filled in the application to take her Bar exams when she was still in the maternity ward. It was not, however, just that Thatcher’s position changed; rather that the whole nature of discussion around women’s rights changed with the rise of feminism in the late 1960s and 1970s. Thatcher was emphatic that she was not a ‘feminist’,45 and she often spoke of what she described as ‘women’s lib’ with some disdain.46 Addressing a group of children during a television programme in 1982, she said:


I think most of us got to our own position in life without Women’s Lib and we got here, not by saying ‘you’ve got to have more women doing so and so’ but saying ‘look, we’ve got the qualifications, why shouldn’t we have just as much a chance as a man?’ And you’ll find that so many male bastions were conquered that way, whereas Women’s Lib, I think, has been rather strident, concentrated on things which don’t really matter and, dare I say it, being rather unfeminine. Don’t you think that? What do the girls think, don’t you think Women’s Lib is sometimes like that?47



The truth was that Margaret Thatcher’s sex, which had been a disadvantage when she was trying to get into parliament, was probably an advantage once she was in it, at least unless and until she tried to obtain one of the major offices of state. From 1959 until her entry into the cabinet in 1970, she benefited from the need for token women in certain kinds of position and from the attention that was given to someone relatively young and attractive.

For most of her time in parliament, Thatcher was a loyal party woman. She had promised the electors of Dartford in 1950 that she would vote according to her conscience and not the party line.48 In fact, she voted against a Conservative three-line whip only once in her entire Commons’ career, when she supported birching for young criminals. In any case, Thatcher’s period as an ordinary backbench MP was comparatively short. She was appointed as parliamentary secretary to the Ministry of Pensions and National Insurance in October 1961 and she shadowed this department after the Conservative defeat in the general election of 1964. She worked through two further shadow posts: first at Housing and Land, from October 1965, and then as deputy to the shadow chancellor, Iain Macleod, from April 1966. She joined the shadow cabinet in October 1967 with responsibility for fuel and then took the transport brief in November 1968. In October 1969 she became shadow education minister. She was seen as effective and competent in the House of Commons. Education was a ‘woman’s job’, but her post at Pensions and as deputy to Macleod had given her the opportunity to demonstrate a grasp of technical financial matters. The Labour MP Denis Healey had first been told of Thatcher by his colleague Charlie Pannell, who acted as her ‘pair’ and had a high opinion of her abilities. At first, Healey could not see anything special in the new MP, but, by the late 1960s, he had come to regard her with grudging admiration.49

What did Margaret Thatcher believe in during the 1960s? In the 1980s some historians talked about a post-war ‘consensus’ that revolved around the welfare state,50 and the parallel lines on which the Conservative chancellor, R. A. Butler, and his Labour shadow, Hugh Gaitskell, had supposedly developed their economic policies. Interest in this phenomenon was sharpened by the frequency with which Thatcher herself denounced ‘consensus’. Some of the fiercer Thatcherite ministers – Norman Tebbit51 and Nicholas Ridley52 – were particularly bitter in their attacks on Harold Macmillan. Thatcher’s own relation with Macmillan was an interesting one. He was prime minister during her first four years in parliament, and gave her her first government office. In her memoirs, Thatcher talked of being ‘uneasy with the general direction in which we seemed to be going’ during the Macmillan government.53 Macmillan’s parliamentary private secretary listed Thatcher as one of four junior ministers who did not give the prime minister unqualified support.54 If, however, Thatcher was dissatisfied with Macmillan, then she kept it quiet for a long time. Until at least 1979, she continued to praise Macmillan in extravagant terms. In one of the first interviews she gave as party leader, Thatcher suggested that Macmillan was a particularly important model for her.55 She insisted that he was a visionary and the single twentieth-century politician that she admired the most – more, apparently, even than Churchill.56

Thatcherite dislike of Macmillan probably had as much to do with things that he said during the 1980s as with things that he had done during the 1960s. ‘The Great Macmillan Speech’ – with its evocation of Edwardian England, the tragedy of the First World War, the horrors of the Great Depression and the possibilities of new technology – had been a well-recognized and much parodied institution since the early 1970s. During the 1980s Macmillan injected it with new notes of sexism and snobbery (economic policy was evoked with references to nannies, family silver and the Brigade of Guards) to make his speech into an anti-Thatcher weapon. He ostentatiously supported her opponents in the cabinet and devoted his maiden speech in the House of Lords to attacking government economic policy. He republished The Middle Way. Theories of a Mixed Economy – a book he had first brought out in 1938 when under the influence of John Maynard Keynes.

There was, however, an irony in all this. Macmillan the elder statesman of the 1980s recalled himself as the young soldier of 1916 or the middle-aged parliamentary radical of 1938, but glossed over the small matter of his years as prime minister. He had, in fact, been a tough political operator, a vigorous defender of the free market and a bitter enemy of the Labour Party. It is true that Macmillan did not try to humble the unions or reduce state spending in the way that Margaret Thatcher’s government was to do. But this was partly because he lived in different times – Thatcher wistfully remarked that Macmillan had presided over ‘golden years’, in which public spending had consumed only around 34 per cent of gross domestic product (it consumed around 42 per cent in 1984),57 and in which inflation had seemed ‘worrying’ when it rose to 4.5 per cent.58 It is interesting to ask how Macmillan would have behaved if he had still been an active politician when Britain began to face the problems of the 1970s. There is evidence that, in private, he anticipated some of the measures that Thatcher was to take (see chapter 7).

Thatcher’s view of the post-war period was more subtle than that of some of her supporters. She usually used the word ‘consensus’ to describe a style of politics rather than to denounce particular politicians or policies. She was careful not to condemn the whole direction of British social policy since 1945; indeed, she sometimes confounded her opponents by citing with approval the documents that had influenced the immediate post-war period – the Beveridge Report of 1942 and the White Paper on Full Employment of 1944.59 There was only one occasion on which she applied ‘consensus’ specifically to the three post-war decades of British history, and even then she was careful to note change across the period.60

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s some had campaigned against what they saw as the betrayal of free-market economics by all the major parties. Particularly important in this campaign was the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA). The IEA was founded in 1955 by Antony Fisher, an entrepreneur who derived his fortune from battery chickens and his ideas from Friedrich Hayek.61 Fisher recruited two economists – Arthur Seldon and Ralph Harris. The IEA was not a party political organization – the Liberal MP Oliver Smedley was closely involved in it and Seldon was, at least for most of the 1950s, a Liberal. The institute operated by publishing papers and organizing discussions, and it aimed to focus economic thinking on specific practical problems.

Some free-market Conservative MPs remained unsure about whether Thatcher was really ‘one of us’ on economic grounds until well into the 1970s.62 Others regarded her as an ally, but one of uncertain value. When sounded out by Arthur Seldon about Margaret Thatcher in 1969, Geoffrey Howe wrote:


I am not at all sure about Margaret. Many of her economic prejudices are certainly sound. But she is inclined to be rather too dogmatic for my liking on sensitive issues like education and might actually retard the cause by over-simplification. We should certainly be able to hope for something better from her – but I suspect that she will need to be exposed to the humanizing side of your character as much as to the pure welfare-market-monger. There is much scope for her to be influenced between triumph and disaster.63



The speech that Thatcher delivered to the Conservative Political Centre in October 1968 has attracted much interest from historians of Thatcherism because of its reference to controlling the money supply.64 This was, however, a rather unusual expression of views on Thatcher’s part; perhaps the only occasion in her life when she sought to tackle broad questions of political philosophy without having recourse to speechwriters. Parts of the speech seemed to allude to the critique of Heathite ‘technocracy’ that was being advanced at the time by Angus Maude and Enoch Powell. However, this was hardly mainstream Thatcherism – she would never again hint that economic growth might not be a good thing. Nor did the speech have a great impact on perceptions of Thatcher’s position: a Times interview in the following year was to conclude that ‘she is no supporter of the Angus Maude wing of the Tory party’.65

The post-war political consensus was not just, perhaps not mainly, about economics. The single most important thing on which there was cross-party agreement during the 1950s was foreign policy.66 In this area, Thatcher was an emphatic defender of consensus. She shared the belief that Britain should remain a great power. In pursuit of this status, she believed in a British nuclear bomb and in the maintenance of the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’ – she was later to claim that Macmillan’s greatest achievement was his reconstruction of this relationship after Suez.67 Thatcher also shared the belief widespread in the 1960s that the state had a duty to strengthen the family. She voted in favour of legislation to legalize homosexuality and abortion but she did so precisely because, like most other politicians of the time, she thought that this legislation would address ‘anomalies’ and ‘special cases’ rather than establish an alternative morality.

On social matters, as much as economic ones, the important point about the ‘progressive consensus’ was that it progressed. Sometimes, indeed, it might be argued that Thatcher was a defender of the ‘post-war consensus’ (i.e. that established in the late 1940s) against the ‘progressive consensus’ of the late 1960s. This was visible on two issues that Thatcher was most identified with. The first was crime and punishment. The Sun noted in 1970 that ‘On issues… traditionally close to the hearts of Tory women, she [Thatcher] is unhysterically, but firmly, in the law-and-order camp.’ Thatcher favoured the restoration of the death penalty (though she wanted its use to be relatively sparing) and regretted that bringing back corporal punishment for young offenders was no longer realistic.68 Thatcher was entirely consistent on support for the death penalty (her Liberal opponent in Finchley believed that it was her only strong conviction),69 but her views, which would have seemed unexceptional for a Conservative parliamentary candidate in 1950, had begun to seem right-of-centre for a Conservative frontbencher in 1970.

The other matter that preoccupied Thatcher at the end of the 1960s was education, the subject on which she spoke for the opposition. She was contemptuous of radicalism on university campuses – though less exercised by this than her friend Sir Keith Joseph. More significant was the subject that began to dominate educational debate in the late 1960s: comprehensive schools. Since the Second World War, British schoolchildren had been divided, usually at the age of eleven, into the academically able, who went to grammar schools, and the majority, who went mainly to secondary modern schools. In the 1960s local authorities began to convert all schools into ‘comprehensives’. Grammar schools were, in fact, very much a feature of the post-war consensus. It was, after all, success in exams that had given the men in Whitehall their notorious conviction that ‘they knew best’, and the 1944 Education Act, which gave birth to the post-war grammar school system, had been drawn up under the aegis of the arch consensualist R. A. Butler.

Thatcher defended grammar schools, though her position was, as was often the case, more nuanced than her later pronouncements, or those of her admirers, might suggest. She had expressed reservations about comprehensive schools ever since she had been a parliamentary candidate in Finchley, but she had also stressed that ‘there was room for experiment… It may be, she said, that comprehensive schools turned out to be wonderful.’70 When she became shadow minister for education, the Financial Times believed that: ‘On the vexed issue of comprehensive schools, Mrs Thatcher’s position is moderate.’71 Thatcher never suggested that changes that had already taken place should be reversed, or even that the transformation of schools into comprehensives could be stopped. Her aim seems mainly to have been to retain a few ‘top tier grammar schools within a national system of mostly comprehensive education’.72 A couple of years later she was to compare the relationship of direct grant schools (the grandest kind of grammar school) to state schools with the relationship between Paris fashion houses and Marks and Spencer (a remark that probably says something about her much vaunted admiration for M&S as well as her attitude to education).73

In 1970 the Conservatives won the election and Thatcher entered the cabinet for the first time, as secretary of state for education. The prime minister who made the appointment was Edward Heath. Like Thatcher, Heath had been born into a relatively humble background and educated at grammar school and Oxford. Service in the Second World War, which he finished with the rank of lieutenant colonel, gave him a belief in teamwork, efficiency and loyalty. It also gave him, as it gave his friend Denis Healey and his enemy Enoch Powell, a strange honorary membership of the English upper-middle class – he drew his status from the pips on his shoulder rather than his background or wealth. After working as news editor of the Church Times and as a merchant banker (it says much about how his world differed from that of the Thatcherites of the 1980s that the first of these jobs was more highly paid and demanding than the second), Heath became a Tory MP in 1950 and made his mark as a successful whip, enforcing discipline on the other ranks after Suez. In 1965 Heath became leader of the party – the first one to be elected by Tory MPs rather than chosen by informal consultations amongst grandees. It was an astonishing achievement for a man of his origins – he succeeded a straight run of three Etonians.74

Thatcher voted for Heath in the leadership election, after Sir Keith Joseph told her ‘Ted has a passion to get Britain right,’ and she served loyally in his government. In spite of this, many came to talk as though Thatcherism was almost defined by opposition to the policies of her predecessor as Tory leader. Some of the tension between the two was personal, but some of it came also from the belief that Heath had, in fact, been elected to pursue radical free-market policies but had effected a ‘U turn’ and abandoned them. Thatcher’s remark to the Conservative Party conference of 1980 – ‘You turn if you want to. The Lady’s not for turning’ – was seen as an implicit rebuke to Heath.

Denunciation of Heath by free-market Conservatives revolved particularly around the conference for members of the shadow cabinet held at the Selsdon Park Hotel in 1970. The conference was designed to prepare the manifesto for the coming election and also, in the eyes of the Conservative apparatchiks, to ensure that frontbenchers actually understood the policies that the party had adopted in the previous few years.75 The transcript of the meeting suggests that discussion amongst the shadow ministers was, in fact, rather disjointed and that the general thread of policy was often lost. The most revealing comments were those of Iain Macleod who tried to inject some sense of realism into the meeting: ‘Absurd to go into details of administration now… All we need is the decision en principe.’ Macleod’s words might almost have served as Heath’s epitaph.76

Selsdon was, however, important to some people who did not attend the meeting. One of these was the Labour prime minister Harold Wilson, who coined the phrase ‘Selsdon Man’ to sum up ‘the atavistic desire to reverse the course of twenty-five years of social revolution’. Selsdon, or perhaps Wilson’s jibe about it, caught the imagination of some Tories. Nicholas Ridley, who felt slighted by the fact that Heath had removed him from a junior ministry in an economic department, founded the Selsdon Group in September 1973, ostensibly to defend the principles on which the Conservatives had been elected. Thatcher never joined it, and probably never really shared its view about what Selsdon had meant. A private briefing by the Conservative Research Department before she confronted a television interviewer in 1977 anticipated that there would be: ‘Questions on the Selsdon Conference, what role Mrs Thatcher played and the final shape of the Selsdon policies. (Albeit that Selsdon itself is vastly exaggerated in Labour mythology.)’77 However, when she became leader of the Conservative Party, Labour MPs asked whether her own economic policies would make her a ‘Selsdon Woman’ and, like many phrases that were originally intended as insults, this one was eventually adopted by Thatcher herself.

Heath undoubtedly did change course in certain respects during his four years in office. Having initially pledged to avoid intervention in industry, the government provided money for companies that were in difficulty and in 1972 institutionalized such support with the Industry Act. It was also in 1972 that the chancellor Anthony Barber sought to head off the prospect of rising unemployment with a budget that made borrowing cheaper. This provoked a boom in property prices, quickly followed by a train of bankruptcies and bank failures. It also provoked the resignation from the Central Policy Review Staff of Alan Walters, later to be Thatcher’s personal economic adviser. Finally, in a bid to damp down inflation, partly caused by its own loose monetary policy, the government broke a manifesto commitment not to introduce controls over prices and incomes. After experimenting with voluntary agreements, it enforced a succession of statutory controls which seemed to illustrate all the absurdities of a managed economy. Geoffrey Howe, who became commissioner for prices and incomes, claimed that only some quick and discreet negotiations by his civil servants prevented the vicar of Trumpington from being prosecuted for raising the rates that he charged for brass rubbing in his church.78

Blaming Heath for changing course is, though, to miss the point. He was never a political fundamentalist. He thought of himself as a pragmatist and regarded adjustments to circumstances as natural. He saw the free market as a means to an end – that end being the modernization of Britain with a special view to making the economy fit for entry into the European Economic Community. Getting into Europe was, in fact, Heath’s most cherished ambition and one that he achieved in 1973. In addition to this, the circumstances to which Heath had to adjust were uniquely difficult. Inflation came from the increased union militancy and consequent wage claims that had begun in the late 1960s. There was also a sharp increase in the oil price after the Arab–Israeli War of 1973. Heath’s advisers had anticipated that prices might rise to six dollars a barrel or even to nine dollars, a possibility that they described as a ‘crisis’. They actually rose to forty dollars.

A series of setbacks undermined the government. Iain Macleod, the chancellor of the exchequer, died unexpectedly in 1970. He had had the very qualities – charm, shrewdness, cynicism and an eye for electoral advantage – that Heath lacked, and it is possible that he might have been the one man capable of saving Heath from himself. Britain became locked in international disputes, the very triviality of which seemed to underline the decline of its power. Iceland declared that British ships would not be allowed to fish within 200 miles of its shores – thus forcing the Admiralty to admit that its aircraft carriers and nuclear submarines could not actually assure the freedom of the seas for British ships. The Ugandan dictator Idi Amin expelled people of Indian descent from his country. Ministers, including Margaret Thatcher, recognized that they were legally and morally obliged to take these refugees in. Doing so, however, damaged the government in the eyes of some Conservatives.

Heath also faced two more serious general problems. The first involved labour relations. The government had come to power with a pledge to introduce an Industrial Relations Act, which eventually came into force in early 1972. The aim of the act was to encourage unions to register with the state and to make agreements between unions and employers enforceable in special industrial courts. But it was introduced at a bad time, when labour militancy was rising, and suffered from a problem that ministers had not anticipated – unions simply refused to register under the legislation (the TUC expelled unions that did so) and effectively dared employers to take them to court. Far from bringing peace to industrial relations, the Heath government had to deal with a succession of disputes. In particular, the miners’ strikes of 1972 and 1974 generated a visible sense of failure – the first caused power cuts and the second forced the government to introduce a three-day working week. The legislation allowing British governments to introduce a state of emergency has been on the statute book since 1920. It has only been used eleven times and five of these occurred between 1970 and 1974.

Above all, the Heath government faced problems in Northern Ireland. Ever since the 1920s much power in the province had been devolved to the Ulster parliament at Stormont. The province was dominated by the Unionist Party, which represented Protestant interests. In the late 1960s Catholics began to protest at the ways in which they were excluded from political power, and both sides took up arms to defend their interests. In 1969 there had been thirteen political murders in Ulster; in 1972, the annus horribilis for Heath in almost every way, there were 467 – the largest number of violent deaths in the province’s history. The government tried to counter this threat with a succession of expedients – sending troops in to maintain order (and, initially, to protect the Catholic population), introducing internment without trial and conducting secret negotiations with leaders of the IRA – most of which made things worse.

Ulster was a particularly awkward issue for a Conservative leader because the Ulster Unionists had traditionally been allied to the Conservative Party on the mainland and because Ulster Unionist MPs at Westminister had taken the Conservative whip.79 During the ‘Troubles’, this began to change. Unionism’s leaders were now more plebeian and more radical. The Reverend Ian Paisley was the most flamboyant of the movement’s new leaders. The tone of the new Unionism became more violent and its style – anti-European, self-consciously archaic, shot through with religious imagery – was far removed from Heathism.

In 1972 the British government suspended the Stormont parliament altogether and introduced direct rule in Ulster. The following year it organized negotiations amongst Ulster parties at that great centre of Heathite technocracy – the Sunningdale Civil Service College. At Sunningdale, the government imposed a ‘power-sharing executive’ that would have responsibility for some of the government of Northern Ireland. Far from being a solution, the Sunningdale agreement radicalized Ulster Unionism. Official and unofficial Unionists against Sunningdale fought the February 1974 election under a combined ticket which meant that only one of the twelve MPs returned by Ulster supported the agreement. This played a direct role in Heath’s political demise.

After his general election defeat of February 1974, Heath was keenly interested in a parliamentary deal that might keep him in power. This meant talking to other political parties and particularly to the Liberals and the Ulster Unionists. Seven of the eleven Ulster Unionists who had been returned to Westminster still nominally took the Conservative whip in the House of Commons – though they had not in fact given much support to the government since March 1972. Heath hoped that they would continue to vote with his government on issues other than Ulster. The Unionists hoped that Heath would abandon Sunningdale in return for their support. In practice, however, Heath and his advisers found it hard to separate the Official Unionists from their more radical allies – it is difficult anyway to imagine how anyone could have built a political coalition that included the Liberal leader Jeremy Thorpe (proSunningdale and about to be prosecuted for conspiracy to murder his male lover) and Ian Paisley (anti-Sunningdale and committed to ‘save Ulster from sodomy’).80

Problems in Northern Ireland sapped the energy of the government, and contributed to a general sense that its approach was not working. Ministers associated with law enforcement or the army were now obliged to spend their whole lives in the company of armed police officers. Politics on the mainland and in Northern Ireland intersected in awkward ways. The miners’ strike of 1972 began just after British paratroopers had killed thirteen unarmed Catholic demonstrators on ‘Bloody Sunday’, and direct rule was announced just before the budget of March 1972. The mood of crisis that developed in Ulster spilled over into discussion of problems on the mainland. A report to the cabinet cited a Midlands MP who had warned that calling out troops in the coalfields would ‘make a Londonderry out of every colliery’.81

Ministers and civil servants discussed industrial relations in apocalyptic tones – they were agitated by information from the security services about Communist infiltration of the National Union of Mineworkers – though the leader of the union, Joe Gormley, who led two successful strikes, was conspicuously non-Communist and may even have been an MI5 informant. In the aftermath of the 1972 miners’ strike, a note to (or perhaps even by) the prime minister suggested: ‘The use of violence to achieve social or political ends must increase as society becomes more complex, the vulnerable areas become more numerous, the methods of attack more sophisticated.’ The letter added: ‘The social revolution need not be destructive – although a growing number of people begin to think that it will have to be.’82 Someone, presumably Heath, scribbled on this letter ‘powerful: learn the lessons for…’

The Heath government was ill-equipped to deal with the crises of the early 1970s. Unforeseeable circumstances pose especially awkward problems for a government that presents itself, as Heath’s did, as characterized by its capacity to plan the future. Heath was right to claim that his government came to power in 1970 with more detailed projects for action than any previous government. This was part of the problem, and he was probably more damaged by those projects for a new order in industrial relations which he tried to implement, than by those, for a more liberal economic order, which he abandoned. Heath’s emphasis on rational discussion, modernization and planning made the chaos of the early 1970s seem all the more humiliating. In 1972 the machinery of government broke down in a very literal sense – during power cuts, senior civil servants sat in candle-lit offices, unable to get documents typed or photocopied.

Heath’s corporatism – his desire to establish complicated mechanisms for negotiation between employers, unions and government – also made his problems worse. His government, in conspicuous contrast to Thatcher’s, could not simply claim not to be responsible for strikes or negotiations. Heath had problems with both sides of industry. He made assiduous efforts to stay close to organized business – his secretary of state for industry, John Davies, had previously been head of the Confederation of British Industry. However, this did not produce a smooth managerialism. On the contrary, Heath was often shocked by the political incompetence of business leaders (including Davies), and the Conservative election campaign of February 1974 was damaged when the new head of the CBI (William Campbell Adamson) casually remarked that business did not really regard the government’s policies on industrial relations with much favour.

Heath was bad at managing crisis. His fantasies about a ‘technocratic’ and ‘apolitical’ approach to government were really suited to France (the country that both fascinated and repelled Heath) rather than Britain. He placed great faith in civil servants, but men who were good at writing elegant reports proved strikingly bad at taking quick and unpleasant decisions. Far from being a detached purveyor of cool advice, William Armstrong (the cabinet secretary, who had won a place in Heath’s heart by playing piano duets with him) became obsessed by the belief that Britain was on the verge of Communist revolution and eventually, after having had a nervous breakdown (which caused him to hide under his desk), had to be sent to the West Indies to recuperate.

The Conservatives needed someone who could rally support for their policies, but Heath was not the man for the job. In spite, or because, of his humble origins, he seemed patrician and his interests – classical music and yachting – did not suggest the common touch. He spoke badly when addressing a large audience and on television. The slogan of his 1966 manifesto had been ‘action not words’ and Heath’s greatest weakness was, indeed, a failure to appreciate the importance of words. It is significant that his only memorable phrase – his description of Lonrho as the ‘unacceptable face of capitalism’ – came from his having mixed up ‘face’ and ‘facet’. Despairingly his aides made a list of jargon that the prime minister should avoid: ‘regressive, relativities, anomalies, unified tax system, productivity, threshold agreement, deflation, realignment’.83

The end of Heath’s premiership came in February 1974. Against the advice of many colleagues, Heath called an election in an attempt to strengthen his hand in dealing with the miners’ strike. He was unlucky in almost every respect during the election – even the weather was bad. In spite of it all, the Tories got more votes than Labour, but the Labour Party had 301 seats against the Conservatives’ 297. After his attempts to stay in office with the support of smaller parties failed, Heath resigned on 4 March.84

Heath’s failure was a precondition of Thatcher’s success in a very direct way – it is hard to imagine that she would ever have become leader of the Conservative Party if Heath had been elected for a second term. The Heath government came to provide some Thatcherites with a convenient epitome of everything that they opposed. Heath himself was an ideal enemy for Thatcher (almost as good as General Galtieri or Arthur Scargill). The venom of his attacks on her rallied her supporters whilst his own gloomy unclubability prevented him from rallying her opponents. Most of all, though, Heath laid the way for Thatcher in a more complicated fashion. He shared much of her diagnosis about what was wrong with Britain – economic decline, politicized trade unions. His failure seemed to discredit his own particular approach to those problems and this explains the fact that many of the Conservatives who had been close to Heath in the early 1970s were willing to support Margaret Thatcher’s more dramatic radicalism ten years later. John Nott, a minister under both Heath and Thatcher, wrote: ‘Perhaps Margaret Thatcher owes her election victory in 1979 to the appalling mess left behind in 1974 by a Tory Cabinet – of which she was a member.’85 Arthur Scargill, a leader of the miners’ union which broke Heath and was later to be broken by Thatcher, remarked in 1981:


I think there are enormous differences between this Government and the Heath administration in terms of their application of Conservative policy. It’s true that the working class movement learned a lot of lessons from 1970–74 but the ruling class learnt a lot of lessons as well.86



If Thatcher benefited from the Heath government in the long run, however, it was certainly not obvious in the early 1970s just how great those benefits would be for her personally. It was taken for granted that Thatcher was a competent minister but one whose sex would impose sharp limits on her career. Sir Gerald Nabarro, a right-wing Tory MP, wrote in 1973:


Thatcher will probably go a good deal further without reaching the top. She is not prime ministerial material, but I suppose, conceivably, she might find her way into the Treasury… if a brave enough Prime Minister could be found to appoint her Chancellor of the Exchequer.87



I. The others were Sir John Farr and Nicholas Ridley.
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