
New Right Utopias 

Ruth Levitas 

(i) 'Thatcherism' 

Many commentators have noted that there are two differ
ent strands to New Right thinking, economic liberalism and 
political authoritarianism. This is clearest in the collection 
The Politics of Thatcherism <1>, where most of the contri
butors make similar assumptions: that Thatcherism exists (a 
point disputed by reviewers); that it is not primarily a pro
duct of Thatcher herself; that it is a conjuncture of two 
elements, whose synthesis is a new and damaging feature of 
British political and social life. Thus: 
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Thatcherite populism combines the resonant 
themes of organic Toryism - nation, family, duty, 
autl1ority, standards, traditionalism - with the ag
gressive themes of a revived neo-liberalism - self
interest, competitive individualism, anti-statism. 
<2> 
The precise character of Thatcherism is complex. 
Two clear elements, however, can be pinpointed. 
Firstly, there is a strong emphasis on a more tra
ditional, arguably petty-bourgeois ideology - the vir
tues of the market, competition, elitism, individual 
initiative, the inequities of state intervention and 
bureaucracy.... Secondly, Thatcherism has success
fully attempted to organise the diverse forces of 
the 'backlash' in favour of an essentially regressive 
and conservative solution embracing such themes as 
authority, law and order, patriotism, national unity, 
the family and individual freedom.... Thatcherism 
thus combines a neo-liberal economic strategy with 
reactionary and authoritarian populism. 
<3> 
Crudely speaking ••• Thatcherism = monetarism + 
authoritarian populism though the two threads of 
this ideology clearly complement each other. 
<11-> 
The New Right is the seedbed from which Thatcher
ism has grown and is composed of two rather differ
ent strands. There is the revival of liberal political 
economy, which seeks the abandonment of Keynes
ianism and any kinds of government intervention; 
and there is a new populism - the focusing on issues 
like immigration, crime and punishment, strikes, 
social security abuse, taxation and bureaucracy •••• 
The real innovation of Thatcherism is the way it has 
linked traditional Conservative concern with the 
basis of authority in social institutions and the 
importance of internal order and external secur i ty, 
with a new emphasis upon re-establishing free 
markets and extending market criteria into new 
fields. 
<5> 

(in 'The New Right' 

The phrase 'the New Right' which is linked in this last quo
tation to the phenomenon of Thatcherism is as problematic 
as the term 'Thatcherism' itself. It is by no means clear 
that the New Right is a single entity, either socially or 
ideologically, nor is it clear that the two strands identifi
able within it, neo-liberalism and authoritarianism, are 
complementary rather than contradictory - even though 
they may lead to similar policies in some areas. Some 
writers, notably Bosanquet, use 'the New Right' to refer 
solely to the neo-liberal, economistic strand within 
Thatcherism <6>, and the authors he regards as informing 
the New Right are Adam Smith, de Tocqueville, 
Schumpeter, Hayek, Friedman and Joseph. The New Right is 
based 'in economics and on ideas about individualism and 
markets' <7>, and is to be contrasted with the Old Right 
which 'was based in political philosophy and on ideas about 
tradition and hierarchy' <8>. 

One method of exploring the relationship between these 
strands of thought, and whether they have in fact been 
synthesised into a new ideology, is to look at the kinds of 
society these approaches imply - that is, at the utopias 
which can be extrapolated from contemporary expressions 
of each strand - and at the forms of legitimation involved. 
Extrapolation is of course a problematic method for consid
er ing the kind of society to which people aspire. In some 
cases it is inappropriate because particular policies may be 
espoused for pragmatic reasons, without any particular 
image of where this might lead to; and used maliciously it 
can impute to people aspirations with which they genuinely 
would not wish to be associated. It is, however, possible 
and justifiable in relation to the New Right, because one 
does not need to extrapolate very far; a characteristic of 
both strands within the New Right is the confident asser
tion of the nature of the good society. 

This is clearest in relation to the neo-liberal New 
Right. In 1949, Hayek claimed that 'what we lack is a lib
eral Utopia' <9>, and he devoted much of the intervening 
years to describing one; and the Adam Smith Institute is 
currently producing a series of reports, collectively known 
as The Omega File, which constitutes a detailed set of 
policy proposals to establish just such a utopia <la>. 

Bosanquet summarises neo-liberal New Right thinking in 
a series of propositions, under two headings, thesis and 
antithesis. The thesis refers to the integrating force of the 
market within society; producing order, justice, economic 
growth and constantly rising minimum incomes: inequality is 
the inevitable (and beneficial) outcome of individual free
dom and initiative. The antithesis refers to short-term 
stresses generated by this long-term progress towards uto
pia, which produce politicisation and interference in the 
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workings of the market, in which democracy is a major cul
prit. Thus 

Society is a battle ground between the forces of 
light working in the longer term through the econ
omy and the forces of darkness working through the 
political process. Choices freely made in the econ
omic sphere will nearly always be in society's inter
est - even if they turn out to be wrong they are the 
price of risk. But politics presents extreme dangers: 
attempts to bring about improvements through con
scious design however well intentioned will almost 
always go wrong. 
<11> 
The thesis is protected against empirical invalidation 

by its emphasis on the long run (which is why Keynes said 
that in the long run we are all dead). Schumpeter argues 
that 'since we are dealing with a process whose every ele
ment takes considerable time in revealing its true features 
and ultimate effects, there is no point in appraising the 
performance of that process ex visu of a given point in 
time' <12>, while Hayek says 'our faith in freedom does not 
rest on foreseeable results in particular circumstances, but 
on the belief that it will, on balance, release more force 
for the good than for the bad' <13>. This is parallelled by 
the present government's insistence that even if people are 
having a hard time at the moment, its policies will, in the 
long run, deliver the goods; no amount of visible ill-effects 
could demonstrate this to be false, since the claims are 
intrinsically impervious to empirical evidence. 

The main contemporary exponent of the thesis (the vir
tues of the market) is Friedman, while the antithesis (the 
evils of intervention) is stressed by Hayek. Both writers are 
generally opposed to government intervention; both are 
opponents of the welfare state, although both recognise the 
need for some relief of poverty, Friedman favouring a neg
ative income tax <14> and Hayek a minimum income with 
compulsory private insurance schemes <15>. Friedman's 
main objection to intervention is that it limits economic 
growth; Hayek fears that any such intervention, including 
attempts to redistribute wealth through progressive incoem 
tax, will lead not just to less growth, but to increasing 
public expenditure, politicisation, and totalitarianism <16>. 
Both essentially espouse (their own interpretations of) 
Adam Smith's view of the role of government: 

According to the system of natural liberty, the sov
ereign has only three duties to attend to: ••• first, 
the duty of protecting society from the violence and 
invasion of other independent societies; secondly, 
the duty of protecting, as far as possible, every 
member of society from the injustice or oppression 
of every other member of it, or the duty of estab
lishing an exact administration of justice; and third
ly, the duty of erecting certain public works and 
public institutions which it can never be for the 
interest of any individual, or small number of indi
viduals to erect or maintain, because the profit 
could never repay the expenses to any individual or 
small number of individuals, though it may frequent
ly do much more than repay it to a great society. 
<17> 

(Hi) From Adam to Omega 

The themes elaborated by Hayek and Friedman are also the 
central themes in the work of the Institute of Economic 
Affairs (lEA), the Centre for Policy Studies, and the Adam 
Smith Institute (ASI). The ASl's 'Omega Project' is the most 
ambitious attempt to spell out the implications· of neo
liberalism for social policy, and thus is the main articula
tion of the liberal New Right's utopia. They say 

The ASl's Omega project was conceived to fill a 
significant gap in the field of public policy re
search. Administrations entering office in democrat
ic societies are often aware of the problems ..• they 
face, but lack a well developed range of policy 
options.... The Omega project represents the most 
complete view of the activity of government ever 

undertaken in Britain. It presents the most compre
hensive range of policy initiative which has ever 
been researched under one programme. 
<18> 
It should not be supposed that the proposals contained 

in the Omega reports are unlikely to be implemented, since 
there are connections between the ASl's organisers, the 
project's authors, and government. The ASI was set up by 
Madsen Pirie and Eamonn Butler, both graduates of St. 
Andrews, around the time of the 1979 election, and was 
intended to be comparable to the Heritage Institute in 
Washington, in which Butler'S brother was working. At 
least part of its funding came from British United Indust
rialists, an organisation which channels company donations 
to free enterpr ise causes. The working parties include a 
number of MPs (including several newly elected in June 
1983 who are also graduates of St. Andrews) < 19>. The 
New Statesman claims that 'the Conservative Research 
Department ••• received Omega progress reports at every 
stage in the last year' <20>, and that the report on Trans
port was very favourably received by the appropriate min
ister <21>. It is very difficult to attribute the proposals in 
the reports to particular individuals, or indeed to the ASI 
as a whole, since most contain a list of contributors 
accompanied by two separate caveats: 

The views expressed in this publication are those of 
the author and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the publisher or copyright owner. 
<22> 
All Omega Project reports are the edited summaries 
of the work of many different individuals, who have 
made contributions of various sizes over a lengthy 
period, and as such their contents should not be 
regarded as the definitive views of anyone author. 
<23> 

Nevertheless, the ASI seems, with these reports, to have 
established itself as precisely the kind of advisory body to 
government that it set out to be. However much it may pay 
lip service to the idea of policy options, it is clearly com
mitted to removing restrictions on the l1larket economy, 
and, of course, to privatisation, through the propagation of 
'research'. It has, however, charitable status, which has 
been upheld in the face of challenge. 

(Local) Anarchy, State and Utopia 

Major themes throughout the reports are deregulation and 
privatisation <24>. Specific policy proposals are supported 
by appeals to accountability, efficiency and freedom, al
though several in fact involve a greater centralisation of 
control as a result of removing local government's power. 
Local government is generally criticised on two accounts -
inefficiency and lack of accountability. Where accountabil
ity is concerned, a distinction is introduced between those 
who pay for services (ratepayers) and potential benefici
aries. The latter campaign for extensions of services, while 
the former 'vote only for a package of policies and serv
ices every few years, and can do little to express their 
views on the level or quality of particular services' <25>. 
The elision of accountability to the electorate between 
elections, and the section of the electorate which pays 
(but, by implication, does not benefit, or benefits less than 
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those who do not pay) rates, enables them to put their 
oppone,nts in the apparent position of being against ac
countability. Their intentions are clarified in a discussion 
of local government finance. The present four sources of 
finance (rents and charges, domestic rates, commercial 
rates, and the Rate Support Grant) will be reduced to 
three, with the abolition of the Rate Support Grant and 
the transfer of responsibility for policing and education to 
central government. Rents and charges should be raised to 
economic levels and provide a greater proportion of in
come. Domestic rates should be replaced by a simple per 
capita tax on all adults consuming local authority services 
(not just rateable occupiers) <26>. It is unclear how this 
population is to be defined, since it can be argued to refer 
to those who live or work in the area; and the report also 
suggests that this local tax on adults could be 'routinely 
lumped together and paid by the head of household' <27>, 
which begs a numnber of questions about the nature of 
households and the reciprocal responsibilities of their mem
bers. Elsewhere, a tax on all electors is recommended <28>. 

The most important proposals relate to commercial 
rates, which are described as taxation without representa
tion. It is suggested that increases in these should be lim
ited to increases in the RPI; that the surplus generated by 
the simultaneous abolition of the Rate Support Grant and 
responsibility for education and policing should be used to 
reduce commercial - not domestic - rates; and that a busi
ness vote, based on rateable value, should be introduced to 
represent the interests of commercial ratepayers <29>. No 
similar proposal is made in relation to Scotland <30>, al
though it is observed that 'more than sixty per cent of 
rates are paid by those who have no vote, while most elec
tors in Scotland pay no rates' <31>. The argument that 
greater accountability can be achieved if the financial 
burdens are linked to those who can express their views by 
ballot <32> is simply a restatement of 'no taxation without 
representation', but the extension of ths principle to organ
isations rather than individuals would be a step towards 
representation in proportion to taxation and the disen
franchisement of those unable to pay rates or taxes. Refer
ence elsewhere to ballots of ratepayers <33> and to rights 
of ratepayers to petition through the courts for the com
pulsory sale of council property <34>, reinforce the impres
sion that accountability is to those who pay. 

It could be argued that, under their proposed rating 
scheme, the terms ratepayer and elector are synonymous as 
regards individuals. This is partly because they do not make 
detailed proposals here about low income groups, except to 
note that some form of exemption or rebate system will be 
necessary <35>. However, the concern with commercial 
ratepayers casts serious doubt on the interchangeability of 
these terms and thus upon their commitment to the existing 
franchise. 

A major omission from the reports so far seen is any 
extended consideration of even the minimal need for the 
relief of poverty conceded by Friedman and Hayek. There 
is some discussion in the report on Health policy, where the 
principle of income support to enable recipients to 
purchase goods and services is affirmed. However, it is 
suggested that welfare recipients should also carry a 'medi
card' entitling them to free basic health care; non-essential 
treatment would have to be paid for. They do raise the 
question here of hew the welfare state can be restricted 
on market principles without some of the most needy slip
ping through the net. But, they continue, 

We must not underestimate our ability to deal with 
it at the time.... It was the rhetoric, not the de
tails, of the new social security regulations which 
first persuaded people that a welfare state was both 
moral and highly desirable. It is the desirability and 
superior morality of better health systems which 
should commend them •••• 
<36> 

Some problems are, therefore, reduced to a matter of 
detail, although the principle of income support is appar
ently conceded. 

The main arguments for transforming the health service 
are an increase in public choice and efficiency, but (more 
surprisingly) demand limitation; it is argued that free 
health care (which is substantially life-enhancing rather 
than life-saving) creates an infinite demand <37>. It is sug
gested that charging would limit demand to what people 
are prepared to pay for - although it is also surmised that 
without the NHS 'people in the UK would probably have 
devoted more resources to health care, as they have in 
other countries" <38>. 

The main proposals for reform of the Health Service 
begin with the abolition of Regional Health Authorities, 
contracting out of services, and charging for non-essential 
ambulance journeys (medicard holders can use public trans
port); non-essential drugs (including tranquillisers and appe
tite suppressants, free to no one); visits to GPs; 'hotel and 
general' services in hospitals, amounting to l5 per day for 
such 'inessentials' as cleaning, laundry and food; and treat
ment for injuries sustained while engaging in dangerous 
sports. Eventually, a comprehensive system of compulsory 
private insurance is proposed. 

Things go better with education 

Accountability is also a central theme of the report on 
education. It is proposed to finance State schools through a 
per capita grant to the school from the LEA <39>, to en
courage parents to move to the private sector by means of 
tax rebates, since education vouchers seem to be politically 
unacceptable; and to increase the system's responsiveness 
to consumer demand by a system of school boards, chosen 
by and from parents, who would determine the school's pol
icy and allocation of funds (including teachers' salaries). 
Parents would also be free to start new schools if they 
wished. A central inspectorate would be maintained to en
sure adequate standards and lack of bias within a core cur
riculum, but beyond this there would be little control save 
that of market pressures. This is argued to facilitate innov
ations, such as shift systems (which require fewer teach
ers), charging for non-essential subjects, the use of teach
ers and parents to perform ancillary tasks on a voluntary 
basis and so on. Both for existing and new schools, a sys
tem of matching funds is suggested, whereby funds raised 
by parents will be supplemented by an equal amount from 
State funds. It is further suggested that local businesses 
may be allowed to allocate State funds to schools of their 
choice, or to make donations to schools tax-deductible 
<40>. These proposals would, of course, lead to far greater 
inequalities of opportunity within the education system. 
However, a further issue which is never explicitly con-
fronted is who constitutes 'the consumer'. In the case of 
higher education, it is made quite clear that the student is 
the consumer, notwithstanding the recognition of the re
search role of uni versi ties <41>. In the case of schools, the 
accountability to the consumer means primarily parents, 
and secondarily employers. The interests of pupils are sub
sumed under those of their parents, in a footnote of most 
doubtful validi ty: 

It is worth emphasising that parental choice effect
ively means family choice. The family, including the 
children, normally discuss and decide on educational 
matters, though the parents as legal guardians make 
the actual decision. 
<42> 

Proposals for the reform of teaching-training amount to its 
deprofessionalisation <43>. Non-parents are not 'consumers' 
of education and 'it is remarkable that a single person or 
childless couple should pay higher taxes in order to educate 
other people's children, when their interest in doing so is 
marginal' <44>. An idealised view of the family means chil
dren's interests need not be considered separately from 
parents. Accountability, then, is to parents (who also con
stitute a source of free or cheap labour), to employers, and 
to the State inspectorate. 
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: Regarding the treatment of servants of the State 

It is assumed that greater accountability will always ~e 
achieved by limiting the role of local government. For thIS 
reason it is argued that local and national government 
emplo;ees should be debarred from organizing and st~nding 
in public elections. This is to prevent the coerCIon of 
junior employees to assist in campaigns and because gov
ernment employees have a vested interest in the outcome -
'thus, the tendency of government to grow out of contr~l 
because of increasing numbers who are dependent upon It 
will be partially checked' <4-5>. It is similarly necessary to 
limit the power of teachers over the education system, 
since they have a vested interest in obtaining more reward 
for less effort <4-6>. Privatisation also contributes to 
accountability because: 

It must be remembered that independent providers 
are nearer to public demand than local authorities 
can ever be •.• their perpetual search for profitabil
ity ••. stimulates them to discover and produce what 
the consumer wants.... In this sense the market sec
tor is more genuinely democratic than the public 
sector, involving the decisions of far more individ
uals and at much more frequent intervals. 
<4-7> 

The main justification for privatisation, though, is that it is 
more efficient; where it does not obviously seem to be so, 
this is because of the accounting practices of local author
ities, or their failure to choose the right contra~tor. A 
vast list of services are candidates for contracting out, 
including catering, cemeteries, emptying cesspools, snow
clearance, management of libraries, museums, pest control, 
provision of residential homes, refuse c~llectio~, schools 
meals and transport, and the sale of councIl hOUSing. Some 
of these would in fact be compulsorily sold, since local 
government would not be permitted to provide non-essential 
services if they involved spending ratepayers' money; and 
even essential services which could not be made profitable 
would be contracted out on a least subsidy basis. Local 
authorities could either retain a small kernel of profession
al staff to monitor the system and ensure contracts were 
kept, or they could contract out this task itself ~4-8>! Stan
dards and guidelines for tendering would be laId down by 
the Audit Commission (one quango plainly not on the ASl's 
'quango death list' <4-9», which would also investig~te 
complaints. Again, the abolition of local government in
volves centralisation of power. This is true also of the 
transition which is to take a mere five years, during which 
the Secre~ary of State is to specify the rate at which local 
government services are to go out to tender. Local au~h?r
ities would also be required to withdraw from the prOVIsIon 
of non-essential services, and any organisation which be
lieves it can undertake an existing service at lower cost 
than the local authority will have the right of appeal to 
the Secretary of State, the object being to help 'local 
tradesmen who feel that they are being unfairly crowded 
out by local authorities' <50>. . 

The picture that is implied here of small local firms 
being 'crowded out' by the monopolistic. po~er of large 
authorities is of course misleading; organisations such as 
Pritchards who have benefited from the privatisation pro-
gramme are neither small nor local. It is of some interest 
to note that the MP involved in the particular report also 
imanages his own public relations firm, one of whose 
clients is Pritchards' <51>. 

A principle which is invok~d her.e, and in other. r~ports 
(on transport, housing, educatIon), IS that of SubSidies to 
individuals rather than to services. The proposed alterna
tives to raising rates or reducing services rely entirely 
upon the presumed greater efficiency of private industry -
an article of faith - but nominally includes 'interauthority 
agreements, worksharing, contracting out, franchises, 
vouchers and grants to needy individuals to buy services in 
the market place, (and) volun~e~rs' <52>. This is mentioned 
again in the context of prOVIding transport tokens for the 
poor and removing transport subsidies <53>, but stressed 
particularly in relation to the deregulation of the housing 

market. In an ideal world, the allocation of housing, like 
any other commodity, would be subject to the interaction 
of supply and demand; the problem is that in the public 
sector 'individual choice is arbitrarily limited by the impos
ition of politically inspired notions of "need'" <54->, and the 
subsidy on council housing causes demand to exceed supply. 
Discounts on the· sale of council housing would therefore be 
increased, and the rent structure on any remaining housing 
stock adjusted to reflect the demand for different types of 
housing. Local authorities would only be permitted to 
undertake new building or renovation of old property for 
the provision of sheltered housing, and then only if they 
could demonstrate that this could not be contracted out 
<55>. In the private sector, two sets of changes are pro
posed. Firstly, an increase of subsidy by the abolition of 
stamp duty and the removal of the upper limits on mort
gage tax relief, and, secondly, the removal of rent control 
and the abolition of security of tenure for all new ten
ancies <56>. This is not merely a device for increasing the 
supply of privately rented accommodation (which might well 
occur), but for giving the tenant greater choice - 'those 
current and future tenants who wish to avoid the economic 
and other costs of the restrictions should be allowed to do 
so if they choose' <57>. 

Deregulation is to affect not just the housing market, 
but most areas of social organisation, including planning 
and the labour market. It is argued that the whole philo
sophy of planning rests on the principle. that owners do not 
HdV~I:II~ rigHt: to uo Wild!: I:II~y UK:~ WtLlI ~1I~lr OWII lJ~O~
erty without the permission of the community; that thIS IS 
not a just principle for a free society; and that it does not 
work, that planning is ineffective <58>. Controls would be 
retained for conservation areas and green belt land, but 
otherwise their role would be better carried out by a com
bina tion of economic forces acting to locate processes in 
the most appropriate areas, private institutions which 
would spring into being, and the law of nuisance (argued to 
be more effective than attempts at prior restraint) <59>. 
Even building regulations would be abolished. since it is 'not 
necessary to prohibit private buildings of lower standard 
so that cheaper housing is available for those who need it' 
<60>, adequate control can be exerted through compulsory 
public liability insurance. ~~cep~ in restric~ed z~ne~ ~hich 
would be under direct minIsterIal protectIon, indiVIduals 
would be specifically permitted to use residential or other 
property for any new purposes, unless and until a complaint 
was upheld that this use created a nuisance; otherwise, the 
only restrictions would be m~nimum standards. (~ot 
specified) for safety and publIc health. RestrIctIve 
covenants might be used to enable property owners, 

~. 
.. . 

ePJYh~'}lr& 
"I don't think you're supposed to eat the rind" 

5 



individually and collectively, to control the use of their 
own and ad joining property <61>. 

Deregulation of the labour market is also proposed as a 
solution to the problem of unemployment. Much of the 
report on employment policy is concerned with limiting the 
power of trade unions, including removing the right to 
strike from public employees <62>. It also recommends the 
virtual abolition of the MSC and the introduction of train
ing vouchers, although these could be phased out 'as the 
economy picks up and the quality of schooling improves' 
<63>. Almost all employment protection provisions should 
be removed at least from employees of small firms (i.e., 
those with less than 100 employees) <64>. The problems of 
unemployment are attributed to trade union activities, 
which artificially raise wage levels, especially those of the 
young; the regulation of the housing market, which dimin
ishes mobility; government regulation of working conditions, 
compulsory redundancy payments, and minimum wage legis
lation; and the fact that wages 'cannot drop below the 
level of the benefit floor plus the premium necessary to 
induce people to work' <65>. There are no proposals in the 
report relating to the benefits system, although there is an 
indication that the need for it should diminish. In arguing 
for the redundancy of the MSC, its payment of interview 
and relocation expenses to the unemployed is argued firstly 
to apply only at the lower end of the market (since most 
companies pay such expenses themselves), and secondly to 
be likely to become increasingly unnecessary as the housing 
market and transport systems are themselves subject to 
deregulation <66>. 

The three themes of accountability, efficiency and 
freedom which are used to legitimise the proposals in the 
reports involve very specific interpretations of these 
appealing ideals. Accountability means accountability to 
those who pay, particularly business interests - although 
they are at times deemed to deserve influence as 'con
sumers' of education even when they are not paying. 
Efficiency is conceived of as meeting effective demand, 
not in terms of effectiveness in meeting needs; indeed, 
needs which are not translated into effective demands can 
only be politically defined, and are thus regarded as inad
missable. Freedom is entirely negative freedom, the ab
sence of restraint, deregulation - although ironically many 
proposals involve an increase in centralised power, and an 
increasing reliance on legal procedures for those who can 
afford them. Freedom is also seen in entirely economic 
terms, as 'economic freedom is the essence of personal 
freedom' <67>. Criticism of the proposals needs to concen
trate not just on the practical outcomes of such measures, 
but on the interpretation of these legitimating formulae. 
Accountability and efficiency, however, are key words only 
for the neo-liberal New Right. 

Authority defies logic 

The authoritarian element which is noted in The Politics of 
. Thatcherism, and which Bosanquet regards as the Old 
Right, is not particularly concerned with accountability and 
efficiency, and attaches a quite different meaning to the 
term 'freedom'. This corresponds to a view of the good 
society which differs in significant respects from the neo
liberal view. To illustrate this, one can turn to the views 
outlined in Conservative Essays, which explicitly oppose 
economic liberalism, and to those of Roger Scruton, one of 
the most vociferous representatives of the authoritarian 
New Right <68>. 

Whereas the Omega File can be regarded as a utopian
proposal, corresponding to that utopia deriving from the 
systematic application of the idea of free economic com
petition (and whose existence even as utopia Utley denies 
<69», conservatism finds it more difficult to appeal to a 
utopian future. Casey argues that 'it is characteristic of 
conservatism that unlike liberalism· it does not aim to tran
scend history' <70>. Mannheim, who pointed to the tend
ency of conservatives to utopianise the past as manifested 
in the present rather than the future <71>, would doubtless 
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~ndorse Scruton's typification: 
The conservative, unable as he is to appeal to a 
utopian future, or to any future that is not, as it 
were, already contained in the present and past, 
must avail himself of conceptions which are both 
directly applicable to things as they are and at the 
same time indicative of a motivating force in men. 
And this force must be as great as the desire for 
'freedom' and 'social justice' offered by his rivals. 
<72> 

Thus 'no utopian vision will have force for him compared to 
the force of present practice' <73>. 

The nature of this immanent utopia is nevertheless 
made quite explicit. The freedom of the market is not reg
arded as the lynchpin of the good society, although it is 
not in itself attacked. Freedom as individual liberty is more 
explicitly opposed. Scruton claims that 'the value of indi
vidual liberty is not absolute, but stands subject to another 
and higher value, the authority of established government' 
<74>, while Worsthorne argues that 'social discipline ••• is a 
much more fruitful ••• theme for contemporary conservatism 
than individual freedom' <75>. Indeed, Worsthorne goes so 
far as to say that 'the urgent need today is for the State 
to regain control over "the people", to re-exert its author
ity, and it is useless to imagine that this will be helped by 
some libertarian mish-mash drawn from the writings of 
Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, and the warmed-up milk of 
nineteenth century liberalism' <76>. Society is regarded as 
an organism, and power is an acceptable means, not to 
achieve justice, equality or freedom but, to 'maintain exist
ing inequalities or restore lost ones' <77>, or even 'to com
mand and coerce those who would otherwise reform or des
troy' <78>. 

The concepts which are appealed to in relation to this 
utopia are authority, allegiance and tradition (Scruton 
<79»; authority and tradition (Casey <80», national ident
ity and national security (Cowling <81»; and, overwhelm
ingly, 'nature'. Scruton explicitly rejects support for liberal 
ideals or the minimal state <82>, and, far from supporting 
the view that individual freedom should be curtailed only if 
this can be shown to be for the general good, argues that 
there should be constraint unless it can be shown that its 
removal will do no harm, thus reversing the burden of 
proof. In contrast to Hayek, who posits the existence of a 
protected domain of private life into which governmental 
authority should not intrude <83>, a view apparently shared 
by Mount <84>, he argues that it is legitimate for the law 
to intrude into 'any area of social life which is vital ••• to 
the strength of the social bond' <85>. This makes it inevit
able that there should be 'family law, planning laws, laws 
which regulate the days and times when men may work, 
drink, or seek recreation, even laws which control the 
nature of permitted intoxicant' <86>. This is in tension 
with the ASl's proposals to de regulate the labour market 
and abolish planning constraints, and also with Scruton's 
own statement that 'sections of local government must be 
simply eliminated - including most social service, planning, 
advisory, cultural and para-educational departments' <87>. 
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The priority of maintaining the social (i.e. national) bond is 
paramount. Cowling argues that 'the only permanent claims 
(on loyalty or attention) are those which arise from the 
national interest defined in terms of sovereignty, historic 
continuity and national identity, and beyond these no other 
focus of loyalty is either necessary or desirable' <88>. He 
stresses the threat from within to national security; this is 
repeated in Scruton's claim that it is not an 'insuperable 
defect' for a law of sedition to allow for 'imprisonment 
without a trial, a reduced judicial process, or summary exe
cution' <89>. (Just as Utley's main anxiety is about indust
rial unrest, Scruton has argued that Scargill is guilty of 
sedition <90>.) For Scruton, the allegiance of citizen to 
state takes the form of a transcendent bond, akin to that 
between parent and child, thus giving the State the author
ity, responsibility and 'despotism' of parenthood <91>. A 
corollary of this is that the family is central to maintaining 
the State, since it is the main social institution in which 
the habits of allegiance are acquired <92>. In the same 
way, Burke argued that: 

To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little 
platoon we belong to in society, is the first prin
ciple, the germ as it were, of public affections. It is 
the first link in the series by which we proceed 
towards a love to our country and to mankind. 
<93> 

Casey argues that the State must not merely attract, but 
claim allegiance. He refers to Aquinas' concept of pietas, 
which he describes as 'forms of respect that arise from the 
individual's sense of his relation to something which comp
rehensively sustains and supports him' <94>, including par
ents, country and State. Pietas combines with tradition to 
produce loyalty, since an individual's sense of self is dep
endent upon the objectification of that self in the existing 
social institutions <95>. 

Blood thicker than brain 

In relation both to the bond between child and parent and 
that between citizen (or subject) and State, the principal 
legitimations are appeals to nature and to intuition. Berry 
argues that a particular view of nature is fundamental to 
the conservative position: 

The family is ••• necessarily a hierarchic authority 
structure, and this, as a natural consequence of the 
dependence of the human infant, is an integral com
ponent of a conservative vision •••• Though the family 
is the prime source for authority and hierarchy, its 
very naturalness inclines conservatives to translate 
this model into other institutions. Hierarchy is the 
order of nature, and as such is ubiquitous. 
<96> 

Or, as Scruton puts it: 
The family ••• shares with civil society the ••• qual
ity of being non-contracted, of arising ••• out of 
natural necessity. And ••• it is obvious that the bond 
which ties the citizen to society is likewise not a 
voluntary but a kind of natural bond. 
<97> 

Human nature, the foundation of conservative politics, also 
underlies a connection between family and property. Priv
ate property is an 'absolute and ineradicable need', a 
knowledge derived fron 'intuition ••• which ••• lies at the 
very centre of the social sense of man' <98>. Prejudice is a 
natural counterpart of allegiance and of the desire for the 
company of one's own kind <99>. Conservatism itself is 
natural, since 'instinct and self-interest coincide in the 
judgement that existing arrangements should be preserved' 
<100>. Or, more extremely: 

There is a natural instinct in the unthinking man ••• 
to accept and endorse through his actions the instit
utions and practices into which he is born. This 
instinct is rooted in human nature. 
<101> 

This reliance on nature and instinct is antagonistic to rea
son. Berry argues that the location of the cohesiveness of 
the family 'in instinct, feeling or affection ••• means under
cutting ••• claims ••• for the self-sufficiency of reason' 
<102>, and Scruton certainly elevates intuition and instinct 
over thought. In a Channel Four debate on capital punish
ment, he spoke in favour of its reintroduction. Most of the 
debate had centred on the issue of whether or not capital 
punishment is a deterrent to murder. He argued that the 
deterrent effect is irrelevant, as even if there is none, it 
remains the case that death is still the punishment which 
we all know to be the just and proper retribution; and he 
suggests elsewhere that in such matters, analysis and 
rational investigation are positively harmful: 

It is useful that we do not substitute analytical rig
our ••• for the immediate perception of the horror of 
murder, for the prompt response to an insult, to an 
injustice, to an act of tyranny or violence. Merci
fully most people do not go around thinking analyti
cally about these responses. They arise out of our 
common human nature •••• 
(103) 
The authoritarians of the New Right are not alone in 

their appeal to nature. There are explicit and implicit 
assumptions about human nature underpinning the work of 
Hayek and of the neo-liberals. There is also, of course, a 
version of a right-wing utopia contained within socio
biology, consisting substantially of claims about what is 
natural. Yet nature is in fact used here in very different 
ways. Liberal economics assumes rationality (or at least 
economic rationality) on the part of the individual actor. 
This is why they are able to claim as a regrettable 'fact' 
that wages 'cannot drop below the level of the benefit 
floor plus the premium necessary to induce people to work' 
<104>; of course, this supposition of rationality is belied by 
the fact that in practice people do choose to work, even 
for wages lower than their benefitentitlement. The ration
ality of the economic competition favoured by neo-liberals 
and the genetic competition posited by sociobiologists is 
remarkably similar. The conservative use of. nature and in
tuition, especially in Scruton's case, is in contrast, mystical 
rather than 'scientific'. Scruton shares with sociobiology an 
extreme sexism, and adds his own contempt for feminism. 
But whereas the sexism of sociobiology is underpinned by 
claims of genetic causation and natural selection, his is 
rooted in a pseudo-religiosity. It is 

••• one of the fundamental thoughts on which civilis
ation depends, the thought that there is a profound, 
mysterious, and beneficial difference between 
women and men. The thought that I exist as an indi
vidual independently of my sex, is one with the 
thought that my sex might have been chosen. 
<105> 

Sexuality, he claims, is reduced to an attribute rather than 
an essence, and ceases to determine the relations between 
men and women, which thus lose their clarity. 'Much passes 
from the world when sexuality takes on this aspect' <106>. 
This loss is part of the loss contained in secularisation; a 
firm established Church is what is needed, and ~the restor
ation of the Church may well become a serious political 
cause' <107>. 

Hayek also uses nature as a legitimation, but in a diff
erent way. He too relies on intuition in relation to our 
sense of justice, which derives from complex rules which 
we follow but are unable to express in words. True law, as 
opposed to legislation, involves the codification of these 
intuited truths. Nevertheless, these evolved rules seem to 

. be socially learned rather than instinctive < 1 08>. His dis
missal of socialism is partly on the grounds of its atavism: 
socialism 'is simply a reassertion of the tribal ethics' whose 
passing made modern society possible <109>. This morality 
was instinctive, but had to be restrained to make develop
ment possible, so that 'we often rebel against these new 
restraints and yearn for the easy socialism of the past 
<110>. At least some of the time, Hayek's utopia is a 
triumph of culture over nature. It is, though, hardly a 
triumph of rationality, since he argues against institutional 
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change because existing arrangements contribute to social 
order in a way that is beyond our understanding, so that 
'the only guide we have in what has worked in the past' 
<111>; the complexity of society is such that it is funda
mentally unknowable and cannot be planned <112>. 

Thatcherism reflects both the authoritarianism and 
appeal to intuitively held (Victorian) values which Scruton 
represents, and the free market approach of the ASI. Our 
ini tial question, however, was how far these doctrines are 
complementary, in terms of polides or electoral support. 

The problems caused by the term 'freedom' are recog
nised by at least some of the New Right, and were discus
sed in an article in The Salisbury Review <113>. Here it is 
argued that 'the individualism which reached its apogee in 
the sixties ••• could prove as inimical to Mrs Thatcher's 
purposes •.. as the collectivism she so strenuously opposes' 
<114>. The idea that the pursuit of individual freedom 
leads to the general good was never very plausible, and 
more importantly, it is quite antithetical to Mrs Thatcher's 
views. Referr ing in particular to the family policy docu
ments leaked to The Guardian in February 1983, the author 
points out that Thatcher has no taste for the freedom from 
social bonds implied in individualism, but rather seeks for 
'a mode of freedom that is compatible with virtue' < 115>. 
The stress on the role of the family here is very similar to 
that outlined above; freedom is redefined to coincide with 
Thatcher's view of a good (i.e. virtuous) society - a view 
of freedom which is in sharp contrast to that implied by 
liberalism and free market economics <116>. At the heart 
of the problem is the minimalist/maximalist distinction bet
ween those who support State intervention and those who 
reject it. For the mobilising myth of Thatcherism is 'free
dom', both economic and political, and those who support 
present policies out of commitment to reducing government 
could, in theory, desert when the goods are not delivered. 
The Falklands, of course, provided a diversion from this by 
substituting the myth of nationhood, which is closer to 
Cowling's themes. It is at least arguable that the need to 
escalate the Cold War and the arms race are in part an 
attempt to keep nationalism at centre stage in order to 
marginalise the minimalist implications of the myth of free-

"dom. This certainly creates difficulties for the ASI, who 
are, of course, committed to free trade, but see a conflict 
between these principles and the 'enemy' status of Eastern 
Europe: 

Trade with Eastern bloc countries raises questions 
that go beyond those of economic efficiency. Even 
from a myopic national point of view, it could be 
dangerous to become dependent· on imports from a 
potential enemy or to supply it with goods that 
increase the threat. 
<117> 

Tension between Min and Max 

Enough has been said to show that there is a logical in
consistency between the two strands of New Right think
ing. This does not in itself refute the claim that they have 
been synthesised into a new ideology. For the power of an 
ideology does not depend upon logical consistency, but on 
its relationship, at the level of myth and at the level of 
practice, to the interests and potential actions of the 
social groups at which it is directed <118>. At the level of 
myth, the inconsistencies of meaning in the term freedom 
are a positive advantage, and one of the strengths of 
Thatcherism is the truly ideological use of language to ob
scure contradictions. Inconsistencies are only of conse
quence if ,they are translated into conflicts over particular 
policies which cause dissension in the ideology's social 
base. 

What holds it up? 

What, then, is Thatcherism's social base, and how does it 
relate to the minimalist/maximalist contradiction? Ross has 
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recently argued that the Tory party is comprised of, fin
anced by, and rules in, the interests of the established 
upper classes; that Thatcher's governments are no different 
in this respect; that the electoral support for the party of 
certain geographically distinct sections of the skilled work
ing class is itself traditional, and that Thatcher's landslide 
victory is a 'fake', in that it is hardly a hiccup in a long 
term decline in Tory support, since the percentage of the 
vote gained by them in the 1983 election was only two per 
cent more than when they lost disastrously in 1945 <119>. 
If Ross were right, then to talk about the New Right, at 
least in relation to Thatcherism, would be nonsensical; it is 
just the Old Right. Yet this view is misleading in several 
ways. The analysis is economistic, and gives no attention to 
the role of ideology, and thus ignores the fact that the 
political terrain involved may vary between elections. And 
however true it may be that the Tory Party serves the int
erests of the ruling class, there are interesting questions 
about the homogeneity of those interests, as well as the 
sustaining of enough of a hegemony to persuade others to 
support it. What is new about the New Right, in both its 
strands, is not that the ideas themselves are new, but that 
they are articulated in tandem, and with a confidence that 
those ideas will be implemented. They are also articulated 
by a different social group, for Ross is wrong to claim that 
the current composition of the Tory Party in Parliament is 
unchanged. The social background of the new Tory MPs in 
1983 was significantly different from the traditional public 
school/Oxbridge/director mould, with a greatly increased 
input from grammar school/small business backgrounds 
<120>. Thatcher, Tebbit, and Parkinson all went to gram
mar schools (as did Scruton), although both Thatcher and 
Parkinson married into wealth. The ASI men are graduates 
of St. Andrews, not Oxbridge. Many of the new MPs had 
also had experience in local government, although it does 
not seem to have increased their enthusiasm for this instit
ution. 

The division between minimalists and maximalists, at 
least among the ideologues, does not seem to be clearly 
class-related. Scruton and the St. Andrews· clique are not 
socially dissimilar, are at opposite poles of the minimalist/
maximalist distinction, and share, above all, an arriviste 
arrogance. This is not to reduce the New Right to a style, 
for such assertiveness is bound up with the real opportun
ities for implementing their ideas. The new Tory MPs are 
maximalists on law and order issues; most voted to restore 
capital punishment <121>. And the Omega Reports involve 
a transfer of power to central government in order to est
ablish a de regulated market, combined with an increased 
vote for the judiciary in resolving disputes between individ
uals. Indeed, the centrality of the law and legal procedures 
to both positions is an important link between them. The 
question is whether it is possible for the State to 'be 
strong in enforcing the rule of law and recovering and 
strengthening a sense of national identity' while resisting 
the temptation 'to meddle incessantly in the economic and 
commercial activities of its subjects' < 122>, and whether 
the rhetoric of freedom will encourage demands for the 
preservation of individual liberty within and beyond the 
economic sphere. 

One of the strange features of the phenomenon of 
Thatcherism and the New Right is that notwithstanding the 
appeal of the rhetoric, one would have expected its trans
lation into policy to have already exposed contradictions in 
a way which would alienate support. (For example, women 
have become less free as a direct result of recent policies 
<123> - not to mention the present level of unemployment.) 
Perhaps, despite Thatcher'S re-election, this is in fact so. 
Recent research shows that even in 1983 there was surpris
ingly little support for the social policies for which people 
appeared to be voting <124>1 If the electorate does not 
want (either of the) New Right utopias, the more clearly 
these are outlined, the better. Thatcher'S support would 
appear to be contingent upon the sustaining of a myth -
the myth of freedom - for it is the contrasting meanings 
given to this that form the link between the two utopias. 
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And one of the problems for the Left in articulating the 
real aspirations of ordinary people is going to be the repos
session of our language. 
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