After Thatcher

A Class O

Her Own

Tory Party. Begtrix Cam
explainswhy

e now live in the era of

post-Thatcherism. What

does this mean? For sure

it doesn't mean areturn to
pre-Thatcherism. Her nemesis does not
mark the end of the cultural revolution,
it dmply signals a new season in the
long life of our oldest party. Because, if
nothing else, Margaret Thatcher has
converted the Conservative Party into
the radical party, the stupid party into
the thinking party, the party of consen-
sus into the party of argument. All of
that was manifest in the moment of her
demise - however unseemly was her
eviction, however much the drama
focused on the person rather than the
politics, it was always apparent that
this is a serious party, interested not
only in power but also in taking power
by taking the initiative.

Thatcher transformed it in every way
from a defensive party to the offensive
party. Certainly it had been stuck since
1987, without aproject, without popular
policies. It had become defensive. More
than that, it became a party doomed to
defend its leaders fancies. But the
Tories modernisation as apolitical par-
ty created the conditions for a new
cultural revolution. Ironicaly, the
November coup was itself the lady's
legacy. Thearrival of ‘accountability’in
the Tory Party created at least the ap-
pearance that this was more than a
palace coup; and Thatcher's earlier pur-
ge of the grandees restored the necess-
ity of representivity to the politica dis-
course - class and gender as much as
policy defined the contenders and the
criteriaby which they would be judged.

As my friend reminded me when we
ruminated on the coup, the process
presented the Conservative Party as a
democratic party. This did not mean
that the leadership election itself was
democratic - if anything it exposed the
dominance of parliamentary-party cul-

Class, gender and accountability
dominated the November coup in the

turein our political culture. The nation
became bystanders in a coup designed
to defer a genera election. Nonethe-
less, the conduct of coup overshadowed
any congtitutional questions. Whether
the result will secure a general election
victory is another matter, what counts
now isthat the Conservatives converted
aparty crisisinto apublic crusade.

Theirony isthat the Conservative Par-
ty was appropriating the Bennite re-
forms of the Labour Party in the 1980s,
reforms which were designed to dis-
cipline elected representatives and em-
power their electors, introduce the
practices of accountability between
MPs and party members, and offer a
dialogue that would be consummated
either in re-selection or de-selection.

Unlike the Conservative Party confer-
ence, Labour's conference had preten-
sonsto policy-making. Theinner-party
crisis of the late-70s was not only about
the leader, it was about the parliament-
ary party's abandonment of the activist
party. Accountability was thus a re-
sponse to betrayal and came to be per-
ceived not as a democratic but a para-
noid process in a party that was not so
much democratised as preoccupied
with policing itself.

In 1990, Tory MPs scuttling to their
congtituencies to consult them was, by
contrast, presented as an apparently
decorous dialogue, the kind of conver-
sation-with-consequences that we hard-
ly expected constituency parties to de-
mand. Rank-and-filers still  believed
that Thatcher was the best thing going
for them, even if she continued to
defy their complaints about amost
everything. And so many Tory MPs
found themselves at odds with their
local parties and threatened with de-
selection. It was an extraordinary scene.
What matters in al this is that the
rhetoric of party democracy has diffe-
rent meanings for Conservatives and

for Labour. The Tories aren't really
democratic, but they are dowly being
democratised. Moreover, it cannot be
denied that the rhetoric has its own
reality because here was a paradigm of
what Stuart Hall calls the Conserva
tives' authoritarian-populism: an inner-
party coup by the most powerful per-
sons, conducted in the name of the
nation.

Once Sir Geoffrey Howe's heroic critique of
Thatcher triggered the leadership cri-
sis, the issue of representivity came to
dominate the debate. There was, of
course, nho question of a woman
succeeding Margaret Thatcher. She
herself had seen to that. But classident-
ities and interests determined success
or faillure in away that would have been
unthinkable before Thatcher. Consider
the fate of dear Douglas. In the months
before the crisis much of the media
invented the myth that Hurd was the
man mogt likely to succeed. They liked
him because he displayed all the cha
racteristics of Conservatism as a
branch of the diplomatic service. A toff
who could read and write. That didn't
make him any more or lessrightwing. It
just made him a man of a certain age
and a certain type. And of course it
made him most certainly aman. Elegant
and elegiac obituaries were written for
Hurd by commentators distressed to
discover that the transformation of the
Tory Party demanded something more
- a man who knows something about
modern manners, which means money
and the marketplace. A man who at-
tracts deference is no longer neces-
sarily aman who attracts attention.

Hesdltine is a toff, too. He is rich,
public school and Oxford. But he has
elan, lives dangeroudly, and isn't afraid
of the people: though he'd never be a
man of the people, a least he knew
where they lived and visited them when
there was a row on. More populist than
popular, Heseltine was a contender
both because he created politics and
appeared to be in conversation with the
people.

John Mgjor benefited from Thatcher's
benediction, despite the embarras-
sment when she anointed herself his
back-seat driver. His most important
feature was his lack of class - never
has such a monochrome man had so
much going for him. That wasn't
because it made him That Woman's
Man, nor because being not-much-of-a
man was less dangerous than being
something stronger. It was everything
to do with the snobberies that met his
candidacy, nowhere more evident than
in Hugo Young's literary lament for
Douglas Hurd in The Guardian on Nov-
ember 27. Peregrine Worsthorne in the
Sunday Telegraph on December 2
warned after Magjor's triumph that
'classlessness must not get out of hand'.
Clearly, the grandees haven't given up.
But the difference between before and
after Thatcher isthat they don't run the
Tory Party.

Magjor the man doesn't interest the
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grandees, Mgor the manager reassures
them, but Mgor the classless man can
dam to represent something. The sig-
nificance of his class difference was
that he could claim some connection to
the mgjority, having lived amidst them.
Hislack of education became as signifi-
cat as his success in the City. Two
olevdd Not only did that place him
with the mgjority of his generation but
a9 his failure made him into a man
with a history. He gained glamour from
his fether, a failed vaudeville act and
faled garden-gnome maker. All this
brought @ modest heroism to the Ma
jors. Ard maybe mogt important of al it
located the family not in the working
dassbut inthe gented -but-broke midd-
le dass The Mgors were thus people
with ambition. But his class origins
weae represented in the American
mode he was alower-middle class poor
boy mede good - a success. It would
have been no good a al if hed re-
meained a poor boy - afailure.

The symbolism of dl this is as serious
as the substance. Mgjor's trajectory,
like Thatcher's, was taken to mark the
demise of class as a collectivity in Brit-
ish palitics. Despite al the talk of the
dedine of class, it remains arich, resi-
lient culturd and economic category.
Bu wha has been detonated by
Thetcheriam are the old fixities, the
dominant forms of popular collectivi-
ties Class appears increasingly as a
condition, a culture, and lessand less as
afam of historical agency.

hatcherisn addressed the

people as individuas, not

through their institutions. And

of course this coincided with
the cdllgpse of the ingtitutionalised
expression of classidentities within the
working class. A Left which, fataly,
coflated the working class with the
labour movement, was swiftly outma-
noewvred by a new Right which spoke
directly to the people, not as 'the mas-
s but as individuals. For Thatcher-
igm, and it seems for post-Thatcherism,
too, the popular classes have metamor-
phosd - in fact they have made the
working class disappear. The people are
themidde classand the poor. Thisalows
dass to be re-interpreted: the middle
dass succeed by sdf-improvement.
Theiconography of the poor represents
them as victims rather than the authors
of ther own history, as deprived, de-
pressed and disorgani sed.

Whet Mgor's post-Thatcherism shares
with its predecessor is the conviction
thet there is no organised class collec-
tivity. Thatcher's class background was
expressad only to deny class. What she
did wes to individuaise the experience
of dass by de-ingtitutionalising it. She
gmply ignored the institutions of orga-
nisd labour. She madethem irrelevant.

Dexiite having a background that
meet of us would have regarded as abit
posh - &fter dl a grocer's shop, an
ddamen for a dad, and grammar
ghod education stationed her above
T of her contemporaries - her class
care to be defined not by us, but by

Class of the 80s: Thatcherism's free individuals

them. Thus the mandarinate designated
Thatcher the acceptable face of the
masses, when in fact she was middle-
class middle-England. Nonetheless, that
proved to be a much more potent
redoubt than the establishment, from
which to resist the rabble holding the
nation to ransom. After all, the
establishment had, historicaly, felt
some obligation to the masses, even if
they hated them for it. The middle class
of middle-England felt no such respon-
sibilities, and therefore no twinge of
respect for peopl€'s rightsto resistance.
The point was that Thatcher hated the
working class with an intensity peculiar
to the petty bourgeoisie, that class
which could be relied on to resist
working-class pressure because it only
ever felt victimised by it.

The third characteristic of the November
coup was sex. Or rather the March of
the Men. 'The Battle of the Sexes the
London Evening Standard dubbed it.
Major's first mistake was to omit
women entirely from his cabinet.
Thatcher hadn't appointed any either,
but her absence clearly demanded a
new presence. What became clear was
that the march of the men would be
halted, it had to be: both feminism and
Thatcherism - though for entirely dif-
ferent reasons - now made it im-
possible to purge women from the pol-
itical stage for long. Labour women im-
mediately exposed Major's mistake
(four women are in Kinnock's shadow
cabinet, and haf the Labour women
MPs are front-benchers). And Tory

women swiftly protested. Men were
congtituted as a political problem, df-
ficial. Thatcherism aways depended on
Thatcher's gender and the nuances of
her sexuaity for its force. Only a
woman could have done it. And yet her
power as party leader, if not as prime
minister, was always contingent. It de-
pended on the denial of difference. She
was never to take the side of women.
Her gender was to be suppressed ex-
cept insofar as she was able to give a
feminine endorsement to what was, in
fact, aprofoundly patriarchal project.

She tried to suppress sexual differ-
ence, denying its difficulties and the
differential effects on men and women,
because that would have meant honour-
ing ahistory of political struggle, stam-
ina and personal pain among women
that had no place in the Conservative
conversation. At the same time she
increasingly inhabited an intensely
sexualised persona. This lent a wanton
emotionality to her modus operandi, it
was a kind of emotiona terrorism. It
was certainly excessive. It was pro-
bably necessary to secure her survival.
After all, she had few weapons available
to her as awoman, and she used the only
ones she possessed, those assigned to
women. This contradiction lies at the
centre of Thatcher and Thatcherism. It
is a contradiction that despite her own
difficulty with it, puts gender a the
heart of Thatcherism, both as a style
and a strategy.

She made it up, made herself up, so to
say, as she went along. That made her
interesting. The timbre of Hurd's or
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'What she
implied
in her
address to
other women
was not that
she, and
they, were
equals, but
that she
was
exceptional'



Howes or Hesdltine's or Major's ma
sulinity isn't interesting. We aready
know al about it. Say grey suits and
youve sad it al, because, despite their
differences, their sexudity is inert,
predictable and unproblematic prec-
isdly where Thatcher's femininity is
perplexing, active, diverse, and, most
important of al, surprising. She made
hersdf and her party the centre of at-
tention because she wasthe only woman
among the men. Manners put her in the
midde But she claimed our attention
because as spectators and protagonists
we participated in a process in which
we and she, changed.
arbara Castle noticed when
Margaret Thatcher became
Tory leader that she looked
as if she was in love - in
love with power. That love affair trans-
formed her, she acquired a grandeur
that was achieved not so much by a
dignified distance as by bruising bel-
ligerence which confused her enemies.
Yau dwaysfdt that Neil Kinnock really
wated to throw a punch across the
dispatch box, but being an old-
faghioned lad he seemed to think it
wasnt done to hit a woman. It took a
men with no manners, the Beast of Bal-
ve, to match her. Power also contri-
buted to Thatcher'smetamorphosisasa
middieaged woman: a an age when
mod women are asset-stripped by a
culture that denies their autonomous
desire as wdl as denying their des-
rableness, Margaret Thatcher's sexual
resources seemed to expand.
Shewasre-fashioned for our collective
conaumption, and the imaginary or
gymbdic didogue with her public
transformed her image, her voice, her
teeth, her hair. Her power transformed
her sexudity, her styleasawoman. Her
mutations were among the keys to her
modernity, she was a multiple person-
dlity, the housewife in a flak jacket, a
maneger, a wife and a warrior. The
palitics of fashion during the 1980s gave
us the shoulder. Power dressing gave
women, and Thatcher, too, thearchitec-
ture of the suit without its uniformity.
Slits - or costumes as they used to be
cdled - are sexy but safe. Above the
wag she boldly synchronised shoulder,
bosom and smile as only a woman
woud. All were statements about both
sx ad power. What she did in every
gesture was to make it absolutely clear
that she wanted something, she wanted
power, she loved it. And women loved
that. She was thus a demanding and
desiring woman. Her pleasure was in

powe.

Her modernity lay in the mobility and
multiplicity of her identities. The end-
less confuson about her identity - was
e awoman or a man in disguise? -
was misplaced. She exposed the limits
of masculinity by transcending femi-
ninity and appropriating masculinity.
She was dways a woman and she was
dways more than a man. Wha she
exemplified was the way that in these
times it is women who transcend the
limits of their gender.

But Thatcher refused to engage
women. She would not use her own
experience as awoman to endorse their
experience of themselves. They could
admire her but they could not be like
her. It can be no accident that in every
general election won by Margaret
Thatcher the Tories suffered a signifi-
cant bleeding of women's votes. That-
cher's own inclination and her speech-
writers' ignorance produced a pecu-
liarly regressive rhetoric about women,
because the dominant themes of
Thatcherism demanded the subordina-
tion of materia support for women,
something which could only be socially
resourced. Thus Thatcher's anti-
egalitarianism and anti-statism |eft her
with only one icon - the housewife. She
only ever addressed women as house-
wives (something she herself had never
been), and thus while claiming solidar-
ity with other women she in fact subor-
dinated her own sex. Other women were
exactly that - other.

What she implied in her address to
other women was not that she, and they,
were equals, but that she was excep-
tional. Her antipathy to the state and
egalitarianism meant that she had no-
thing to offer the modern woman other
than her image. Heroism and ingenuity
describe British women's efforts to or-
ganise their work and their personal
rel ationships and responsibilities. But it
is not that private and informa net-
working that Thatcher celebrates when
she invokes the joys of motherhood.
Actualy she doesn't talk about mother-
hood much. That might mean talking
about relationships. She doesn't do that.
Hence housework: the domestic world
is invoked as household management.
The paradigm of active citizenship is
the housewife, a creature realised in
service, not in solidarity, in alanguage
of responsibilities not rights.

e has supported Mary White-
house and Victoria Gillick,
omen whose crusades again-
sexual pleasure expressed
an authoritarian-populist pessimism
about the price paid by women. Baoth
believe that women are undone, de-
feated by desire. Thatcher has been
represented by the Right as a liberal
when it comesto sex and by the Left asa
repressive reactionary. She is neither.
She is a fatalist. Thatcher has aways
supported repressive sexua legida
tion, but has always forgiven her mini-
ster's misdemeanours. But this is not
the contradiction that it first appearsto
be. It is entirely consistent with the
Conservative culture that represents
men as babies or beasts. Modern women
are made of sterner stuff: the British
Social Attitudes surveys during the
Thatcher era have revealed a chasm
between women's common sense and
Thatcherism. If anything women are
the 'permissive’, egalitarian and demo-
cratic sex.

And in 1990 Thatcher's language has
seemed increasingly estranged from
her own experience - her contemp-
tuous invocation of the winter sales,

‘Her
personal
power over
men was
theonly
thing she
gave to
women'

woolly hats and thermos flasks insulted
her natural constituency, the thrifty,
sdlf-sufficient  bargain-hunter. While
during the leadership crisis she mobi-
lised inept cricketing metaphors which
placed her madly on men's territory.
Her success was achieved by her
escape from the femae condition
rather than her embrace of it. She repu-
diated feminism much as she repu-
diated femininity, for both were asso-
ciated with a condition of subordina-
tion. Her efforts to prevent the prolife-
ration of powerful women - hence the
absence of any sisterhood to sustain her
during her reign - left her defenceless
against the power of men. And yet that
was the very thing which she had
seemed to control. Her persona power
over men was the only thing which she
gaveto women.

But what her demise reveal ed was that
her personal power was no match for
their collective power once they needed
her nomore.

One of the remarkable features of the
coup was the gendering of it. Yes, there
were women in the campaign - among
the dissidents were Edwina Currie and
Emma Nicholson. They wereimportant.
But were they instrumental ? No, not as
far as the media were concerned. What-
ever else it was, the coup was a masc-
uline plot, which was defined as such by
the ubiquitous grey suit. The Times on
November 22 went further in its
suggestion of masculine menace, the
grey suits became eminences grises.
We learned that the enigmatic but
powerful 1922 Committee was expected
to 'dispatch the men in grey suits and
The Times began its editorial thus: 'In
went the grey suits...".

Men were getting a taste of their own
medicine, they were being dehuman-
ised, defined by dressin away that was
utterly familiar to women. But if
women have been demeaned by that,
these men were being placed diffe-
rently - the grey suit sgnified their
collective difference - the gender of
their corporate and class power. Here
was a woman, marooned in a West-
minster gulag of grey suits. Why else
did people begin to relent when she
went down? Partly, people so relished
her last performance as Queen of the
Digpatch box and realised that whoever
her successor, whether kinder or gen-
tler, he would not be as good as she was,
for shewas awoman who managed to be
more than any man.

Ironically, the only time she identified
with the reality rather than the rhetoric
of the female experience was in her
interview in The Times in the week of
her demise. 'When a woman is strong,
sheis strident. If aman is strong, gosh
he's a good guy. Some of the things that
have been said about me..but never
mind.' Then at last she was ableto share
with feminism a critique of men's scorn
for strong women, and in so doing she
was able to share an experience al
women know something about - defegt.
Losing likethiswas one of the best thing
she did for women.e
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