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This Special offers an opportunity to study in depth a central concern of contemporary British history: the political economy of Thatcherism. Interpreted at its broadest as an attempt to impose a new policy framework or a new set of parameters to replace those of the old postwar consensus this unit will focus upon the years from the election of Margaret Thatcher as leader of the Conservative Party in 1975 through to the election of New Labour in 1997. The political economy of Thatcherism thus extends beyond her resignation as Prime Minister and party leader in 1990, embracing both her tenure as leader of the Conservatives and her legacy for British economy, society and politics under John Major and the structural changes which forced the Labour Party to be repackaged as New Labour in order to prevail in the electoral contest.

This unit 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. As befits its political economy ambitions, this Special seeks to embrace all of these approaches: 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 (the Thatcher-Reagan nexus) and some policy fields (e.g. denationalisations); to confront students with the range of sources available to the contemporary historian; to utilise quantitative (particularly psephological) 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.
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