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This special subject studies the legacy of Thatcher and Thatcherism for British politics and policy from the fall of Thatcher in 1990 through to the New Labour governments. Exploring the twin filament of that legacy, that is both for the Conservative Party (initially in government and then opposition) and for New Labour (initially long in opposition and latterly in government), this unit provides a political economy of contemporary Britain with a sharp focus on the political contest and on government economic and social policies. With the reconvergence of British politics towards the centre ground in the 1990s, this unit examines the continuing difficulties experienced by the Conservative Party in developing a sustainable post-Thatcher governing strategy and why and how from its genesis New Labour absorbed not just the neo-liberalism of Thatcherism but important elements of Thatcher’s statecraft.

This Special Subject builds upon, but does not have as a pre-requisite, the second-year Special Field on the genesis and development of Thatcherism. As with that unit it assumes no prior background in economics or recent British politics/history, but since it focuses specifically on issues of political economy it does require a willingness to embrace social science as well as more conventional approaches to historical understanding, and to do so at a higher analytical level and with more challenging source material than was expected in the Special Field. As befits its political economy ambitions, this Special seeks to embrace all of these approaches to contemporary events: to ground an understanding of history in terms of competing (sometimes complementary) theoretical approaches within the social sciences; to provide a comparative (cross-country) history wherever possible, and particularly with respect to ideas and policy episodes; to confront students with the range of sources available to the contemporary historian; to utilise quantitative (particularly psephological and the British Social Attitudes surveys) as well as qualitative sources, and within the latter category to employ video and other non-text media; and, above all, to develop students' ability to discriminate between different categories of argument and evidence in such a contemporary and contentious setting.

PROVISIONAL SEMINARS:

1. Introduction: political economy and analytical contemporary history
2. The Major administration, 1990-7
3. Policy focus, I: the ERM experiment, 1990-2
4. Reconstructing the public sector, 1990-7: on ‘obtaining more with less’
5. The Tories and Europe
6. The advent of New Labour
7. New Labour in government since 1997
8. Policy focus, II: prudence and pensions
9. Electoral politics and performance, 1990-2005
10. Conclusions
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