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The Conservatives sweeping parliamentary
victory in 1983 makes the Thatcher
government likely to be the most durable
party administration since the Conservative
governments of the 1950s. But how
permanent are the changes that Thatcher-
ism has brought? Is Conservatism once
again dominant and unassailable? Will a
second term see the mgor reshaping of
British economy and society promised by
the Thatcherites substantially achieved?

John Ross provides a bold, at times
breathtaking, survey of therise and decline
of the Conservative party during the last
130 years. His am is to lay bare the
economic determinants of Conservative
politics and electoral support, and he
discusses the changing recruitment of
Conservative MPs and cabinets, the
changing source of funds for the Conserv-
ative Party, the relationship of the party to
the leading sectors of British capital, and
the long term trends of the party's electoral
support. Among many striking facts he
brings out is the close match between those
companies that fund the Tory party and the
sectors that have prospered during the
recession, and he shows how these sectors
have historicaly been the dominant
sections of British capital. Though some
of his conclusions and interpretations will
be challenged, the amassing of so much
material in such a readable and concise
form is invaluable. This is the best short
handbook on the Conservative Party that
currently exists.

Peter Riddell isthe Palitical Editor of the.

Financial Times and has written a very
different kind of book. Thisisa careful and
detailed examination of the actual record of
the Thatcher Government which he
contrasts with the rhetorical claims of its
supporters and opponents. He discusses
the origins of the Conservatives 1979
programme, then goes through the policies
introduced after 1979, listing what was
done and not done and why. The
thoroughness and shrewdness of the
analysis makes this book the single most
important and reliable source for the
policies and events of the first Thatcher
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government, and will correct many mis-
apprehensions. But it has a wider interest
because Riddell is seeking to answer the
question, how much has Thatcher changed
British politics? Is it right to speak of a
Thatcher experiment and a Thatcherite
strategy, and if so is it now right after the
1983 victory to speak of a new Thatcherite
consensus in British politics?

Riddell deploys strong arguments for
doubting the radica and innovative
character of Thatcherism. The evidence
shows, he claims, that the Government has
had 'a less than coherent strategy'. If there
was a Thatcher experiment in economic
management it was launched by Denis
Hedey. The reduction of inflation, he
thinks, was not due primarily to the
medium term financiad strategy but to the
recession. The Government's technica
€conomic management wes incompetent,
and he cites studies showing that the
dramatic productivity gainsof 1980/81 have
been short-lived. Spending policies and
industrial policies have been muddied and
inconsistent. The Government has faled to
mount a sustained challenge to universal
welfare provision, and has showed greater
commitment to private enterprise than to
the free market.

He concludes that although Thatcher has
won the politica initiative in Britain, the
Thatcher Government has achieved rel-
atively little. It has been unable to reverse
decline or shift decisively popular attitudes
on wdfare and the public sector. He
expects that when the Conservatives lose
office many of the distinctive Thatcherite
policies will be reversed. Thatcherism will
appear as another episode in the long
process of managing decline, not a decisive
turning point towardsarevitalised economy
and a new political order. The Thatcher
experiment has been a falure. It has
challenged but not overturned the post-war
consensus.

Loyal Thatcherites reading this after the
TUC's decision not to support the NGA
and the growing evidence of a substantial
economic recovery might be forgiven for
thinking, if this is failure who needs
success? But Riddell is clearly right in
believing that the crucia tests for the
Thatcher Government will come in its
second term. One of these tests will be the
strength and permanence of the recovery
now under way. A second test isthekind of
political sysem Thatcherism will leave
behind.

This is one of the questions John Ross
addresses. He argues that the British party
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system is breaking up and that the primary
cause is the decline of the Conservative
Party. He documentsin considerable detail
the rise of the Conservative Party to its
electoral high point in 1931 and its
subsequent decline. Every mgjor Conserv-
ative victory since 1931 has seen the Tory
percentage of the vote a a lower levd than
the one before and the regiona support
which the Conservatives once commanded
in N. Ireland, in Scotland, in Lancashire,
and in the Wet Midlands has been
gradudly eroded. Thatcher's victory has
temporarily arrested this loss of support
but not Ross believes reversed it. This is
because the economic interests which the
Tory party represents are no longer
compatible with the political aliance which
dlowed it to secure a dominant electoral
position. In the 1970stherelative decline of
the British economy reached a point
where world recesson dramatically ex-
posed and penalised the backwardness and
uncompetitiveness of large parts of British
industry. Rossinterprets Thatcherismasan
attempt to reverse decline by favouring the
most successful sectors of British capital at
the expense primarily of manufacturing
industry.

Ross bdieves the drategy will fail
because the prosperity of the British
economy cannot be restored by relying on
the dominant sectors aone. The Conserv-
atives are likely to suffer a mgjor electoral
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collapse a some future election which will
carry their support down below the 35%
achieved in October 1974. This poses a
severe dilemma for British capitalism,
because, Ross argues, the nature of
Britain's 'investment imperialism' means
that its key interests cannot be safeguarded
permanently by a socid democratic party
which is rooted in the labour movement.
Ross explains the rise of the SDP as part of
the attempt by forces hostile to sociaism to
cregte a non-sociadlist aternative to the
Conservatives, so that in future pro-
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capitaist parties dways control or partici-
pate in the government. On thisreading the
key test of whether the Thatcher experi-
ment has been a success lies in the
character of the opposition that next wins
an election against the Conservatives. If this
is the Alliance then crucia aspects of the
Thatcherite period, such asthetrade union
legidation and the privatisation measures,
will not be overturned. The result could be
along-term marginalisation of Labour and
socidigt idess and interests in British
politics.

Socialist Society

- Annual General Meeting -

‘Politisal Perspectives for the Left and the
future role of the Socialist Society,

Al those interesied in thi Sodalist Soclety welcome.
Venue: County Hall, London 5E1,
saturday, 18 February, 10am-5pm,

Foe the programme, coxt snd further dets |y contec

The Soccalst Socmety,
S Poland 5t., Londorn W1, 01-7 34 8501

Gay Teebreatsers

a collective of socialist oy mim
crt dlfersiative to fhe

Ehdcirasron Lo g
Weekly Disco & Social Euents

r'|'| ||I|I|I||||' - ".||I'.'||'.'|_"_l

Ring (1 274 9590

Koss draws the conclusion that any
attempt to organise a codition of anti-
Thatcher forces rather than pro-Labour
forces will permit the effective consolid-
ation of the Thatcherite consensus and the
gtilling of socialist opposition. Only a
Labour Party that remains independent of
alliances and committed to socidist policies
can prevent the consolidation of the
Thatcherite consensus.

Riddell lays too little emphasis on the
changing character of the party system. He
notes but does not further consider the
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quite far-reaching changes in British
politics which could occur if the Thatcher
government succeeded in what increasingly
appears its primary politica am — the
permanent weakening of the Labour Party
and the labour movement. Only if that is
done, however, does continued manage-
ment of decline on the present pattern
remain politically safe. Ross sees the effects
of the disintegration of the party system
very wdl but it is misleading to pose the
choice for Labour simply as pro- or
anti-coalition. It remains unclear from his
account how, given the present balance of
forces in British politics, a Labour Party
that fails to become the main focus for the
anti-Tory majority can prevent the atern-
aive scenario which Ross outlines from
being realised — the emergence of the
Alliance as the main opposition. That
might signd the end of Thatcher's personal
rule, but the Thatcherite consensus would
look much more permanent.

Andrew Gamble
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