EFLECTIONS

Reflections AN

After Thatcher

The end of the Thatcher erais an opportunity for political
and cultural reassessment. Bhikhu Parekh introduces our
series of reflectionson thelast 11 years

The premiership of Mar-
garet Thatcher lasted for
11 long years, during half of
which she egjoyed rare per-
sonal ascendancy. She be-
came so central a feature of
British political life and so
mesmerised the country that
hardly anyone managed to
reman emotionaly neutral
about her. One had therefore
feared that her departure
would cause deep psycholo-
gica disorientation, a bi
hole &t the centre of nation
salf-consciousness, an  un-
bearable silence in a politi-
cally-addicted nation.

She has now been gone for
some weeks and is hardly
missed. How isthis possible?
Dominant leaders do not
spring from nowhere, nor do
they function in a vacuum.
They are produced, sust-
ained and dlowed to become
dominant by the prevailing
cultural climate and institu-
tional structures and their
ascendancy gives us rare in-
sightsinto the latter.

| am not here concerned
with assessing Thatcher's
achievements, which were
many. | am concerned in-
stead with the deep ques-
tions of socia and political
mordity and the health of
British democracy. Rather
than judge the Thatcherite
years, we might more profit-
ably use them as a tool of
much-needed national sdf-
understanding.

Margaret Thatcher high-
lighted and exposed some of
the profound limitations of
British democracy and soc-
iety. She dominated the cabi-
net by fair and foul means
and reduced it to a mere

sounding board. By concen-
trating power in her private
office and using it to keep a
close watch on and occa
sonaly terrorising her min-
isters, she acquired the
ﬁower and authority of a

eadmistress controlling a
bunch of raw and nervous
junior assistants.

She also reduced her parlia
mentary party'sinfluence on
decision-making, and mani-
pulated it into endorsing
policies about most of which
EjheyI knew Iittledgéd were

uneasy. In , par-
Iigrenpe)rllt ﬁgf ceasedpto
matter much. A large chunk
of the national press, most of
it Tory anyway or only too
happy to oblige those in
power, ceased acting as the
national watchdog and vir-
tualy became part of the
government's public rele-
tions exercise.

Onewould have thought that
a plural and decentralised
society with multiple centres
of power within and outside
the politica system would
have put up some resistance.
The ease with which most of
them caved in was startling.
The BBC, the trade unions,
the locd authorities, the
CBI, the churches, the uni-
versities, were disempower-
ed and rendered silent.

How each ingtitution was
pressurised, trapped, cor-
nered and tricked into mak-
ing mistakes and migudgin
its power and range o
choices will repae/ close stu-
dy. Not al the blame lies at
the door of Margaret That-
cher. Mogt of the institutions
had already become hollow
and without a sense of pur-
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loose They were sometimes
ed by careerists, ready to
0b|| elfthepncewererl

ad forfeited a good dedl
of their moral authority.
Rather than build them up in
the larger interest of British
society and democracy, the
Thatcher government ex-
ploited their vulnerability to
the full.

Margaret Thatcher could
not consolidate her domina
tion without the help of mini-
Thatchers in mgor institu-
tions. She and her colleagues
made sure that only those
were appointed at their helm
who were sympathetic not
just to her ideas but also to
her style of management and
with whom they could 'do
business. In other cases, the
institutions involved felt that
they could not survive in a
Thatcherite climate without
electing or appointing such
men and women to run their
affairs.

Sincethe 'iron lady' wasini-
mitable, the mini-Thatchers
became fake and extrava-
gant versions of the original,
pI?/ing comicaly withidioms
and modes of behaviour that
did not come easily to them.
Wherever one went, one
heard only one language sp0-
ken in only one accent. A
country known for its eccen-
tricity and variety became
suffocating.

An anglophilediplomat from
a poor country, who had
known Britain since the
early-70s, confided that whe-
never he went to visit a uni-
versity, its administrators
lobbied him for students,
scholarships, endowments
and exchanges of gaff at his
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government's expense. He
wondered why Britain had
‘suddenly' become anation of
hucksters and high-pressure
salespeople.

As for British society a
large, we have learned mixed
lessons from the Thatcher
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ﬁears Even a the height of
er popularity when the
media were united in pres-
enting her as the new mes-
Sah, mogt Britons remained
sceptical of her. In spite of
her repested attacks on the
wdfare state, many remained

committed to it. And in spite
of crude appeds to oHf-
interest, many remained com-
mitted to the values of mutual
concern and compassion.
While all this shows that
much of the country's moral
capital survived the assaults,
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corruption did set in and is
visible in many areas of life.
The 4m unemployed pro-
voked no mgjor nationa pro-
test. The horrifying stories
of homelessness and dyoung
E(e)oplesleeping in cardboard

xes received only limited

attention and no protest. Not
even the BBC came up with
the equivalent of Cathy
Come Home. The problems
of the elderly poor and the
deaths of some of them from
hypothermia evoked only
limited concern.

One had expected little of
the growing class of morally
callous yuppies, but not to
find the conscience of the
rest of the nation stirred into
action shows how much its
moral sensibilitK hed coar-
sened. Indeed, the very lan-
guage of compassion, sym-
pathy and caring was dis-
missed as sentimental. The
dominant moral vocabular
was emptied of amost &l
value save discipline, res-
pect for authority and obey-
Ing the law.

The nation's commitment to
the political values and prin-
ciples one had assumed to be
central to its way of life dso
left much to be desired. The
steady erosion of civil liber-
ties, increasing restrictions
on the press and the media,
blatant violations of consti-
tutional norms, collusion bet-
ween the press and the
government were passed
over as part of everyday life.

Deeply offensive and ugly
remarks about foreigners,
common in Britain even at
the best of times, became
cruder till and enjoyed d-
ficid legitimacy. The inva
don of politica life by the
crude sensibilities and man-
ners of the street bully
aroused little anger. The voc-
abulary of British political
culture shrank into vulgar
banalities, reflecting and
reinforcing the persuasive
spirit of cultura philigtinism.

The Thatcher years have
shown how fragile British
democracy is and how easily
it can be hijacked. They have
shown how easly the
Eng%lish can privatise their
souls and replace the 'nanny
state’ with a tutorial state.
They have shown too how
shalow are the roots of
sociad  compassion, mutud
respect, pub-lie dignity, tole-
rance and even good
manners. Anyone who cares
for the mora and political
well-being of what ill re-
mains abasicaly kind, gentle
and cultured society ought to
fed disturbed.
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