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Major's lurch back to a much more extreme Right has been acknow
ledged by Mrs. Thatcher who, in a well-publicised speech to the party 
faithful, reversed earlier criticism and endorsed him as a "leader who 
shares [my] broad analysis" (4). That leaves the whole period since 1979  
basically unbroken as  to  ideology and basic societal objectives and 
allows us to speak of thatcherite government throughout. In some areas 
Major has, in spite of his very different style of government, actually out
thatchered Thatcher. 

This article documents and analyses the economic record and some of 
the social and political implications of the Thatcher era, the way in 
which and the extent to which her project was realised and the resulting 
benefits and costs. In addition, an overall assessment is made as to 
whether the radical changes introduced by thatcherism have made Bri
tish society more cohesive and more self-confident and the British eco
nomy stronger, more resilient and better equipped to face the present 
difficulties and the future challenges. 

After all, when Mrs. Thatcher captured the leadership of the Conser
vative Party in 1975 (some thought she hi-jacked it) while in opposition, 
and then won the general election and formed her first government in 
1979 ,  the proclaimed objective was clear: to change fundamentally the 
values and structures of Britain in order to halt and reverse Britain's eco
nomic decline relative to the rest of Western Europe and Britain's abso
lute decline as a world influence; in Mrs. Thatcher's words, to put 
"Great" back into Great Britain, and to "re-unite a divided and disillu
sioned people" (5). 

2.  Undoing the past 

What the thatcherites intended had been to overturn the post-war 
accommodation that had reflected a modest but definite shift of power 
away from the discredited social forces that had dominated the dismal 
inter-war period. The new dispensation, expressed through the Labour 
government led by Clement Attlee, had brought credible and successful 
government commitments to ensure full employment and job security, 
based on stable economic development, a mixed economy and a Welfare 
State. But growth, while quite respectable in historical terms, never 
succeeded in equalling the "economic miracle" performance of the rest 
of Western Europe (arguably because of the persistence of "superpower" 

pretensions and the associated diversion of valuable resources from 
potential civilian to military uses) and so gave credibility to the notion of 
"relative economic decline" . 

Even so, what was clearly an important albeit not absolute success had 
created a strong constituency in favour of maintaining the basic value 
and policy system created by Labour. As a consequence, in the early 
1950s the Conservatives had to discard much of their free-market econo
mic and industrial approach "to make themselves electable" 

(6) 
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