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The social and
cultural context

Introduction

Since the 1950s Britain has experienced a period of accelerated social and
cultural change. This has coincided with the disintegration of the British
Empire, an expansicn of the Commonwealth and the immigranon of
people of pumerous naticnalities, languages and cultures. The gradual
globalising of life, to which these phenomena have conrribuied, has
produced a mulii-ethnic Britain, with a plurality of ideutities and heritages.

One of the most powerful {orces for change during this period has been
the women's movement. The entry of women into the labour marker and
their increasing independence has brought abowt fundamental changes in
their position in socicty and their relations with men. Simifarly, the emer-
gence of youth as an identifiable group with a very different lifestyle to
members of an older gencration, has contribured substantially to the
changing social and cultural profile.

Between 1948 and 1978 the impacr of ethmcty, feminism and youth in
Britain was fell across the arts, as successive governments provided funds
through the Arts Council to encourage new styles of expression. This
continued until the election of the Conscrvative Govertunent in 1979, which
marked an important turning point. State subsidies and benefits for the ares
were replaced with a ‘culture’ of individualism, private enterprisc and the
values of the market-place in almost every area of socicty, Culturallife suffered
greatly, as funding was reduced or disappeared in all areas. The arts were
treated as any other business, so that plays, films and exhibitions were seen as
products for consumption by consumers in a compcetitive market-place.
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“Thatcherism’ marked the greatest political, economic and cultural shifi
in Britain this century. But by the mid-1990s the Conscrvative Guvernment
was suffering from weak leadership and profound internal divisions. There
was enthusiasm for change and the victory of New Labour in May 1997
provided the country and its culrural life with a new sense of self-
confidence, with promises of moral rectitude and social mclusion in public
life, plus subsidies and support for the arts,

New society (1945-60)

Economics and politics

Tn 1945 Britain was ready for change. After six years of fighting fascism,
industry was in ruins, homes were destroyed and many people struggled to
survive. In 1948 the Labour Government led by Clement Attlee introduced
new plans for a ‘hrave new post-war world” with the creation of the
welfare state, the nationalisation of key industries and a meritocratic, open
society. The granting of independence to India anncunced a gradual disso-
lution of the British Empire. But despite the reforms it was a time of
austerity, wirth shortages, queues and inconvenicnces.

The generation which had won the war also wanted fun and consumerism
which the government had failed to deliver, and in 1951 Labour lost the clec
tion to the Conservatives led by Harold Macmillan. The same year marked
the centenary of the Great Exhibition of 1851, held in Londen’s Hyde Park
to celebrate imperial greatness, To commemozate the cvent, the Fesuval of
Britain was organised with parties, parades, speeches aud optimism. It was
a modest beginning to a decade in which erime rates were low, production
rose and consumerism increased. During 1955-60, average industrial earn-
ings rose by 34 per cent. With their new prosperity, many ordinary people
were able to discover cars, fashions and fureign holidays.

Britain’s economic growth created high levels oi demand for manual
labour in low-paid areas of work such as tansport, health and catering.
There was a labour shortage and the British municipal authoritics began ro
offer jobs to Commonwealth citizens in the West Indies, India, Pakistan,
Africa and Hong Kong. Enoch Powell and other Conservative MPs went
to the Caribbean territories to actively recruit local people and on 21 June
1948, the ship Empire Windrush docked ar Tilbury, 1o the east of London,
bringing 492 Commonwealth citizens to Britain.

Their arrival marked the beginning of a migratiou which continued
through the 1950s and 1960s and brought nearly half a million West
Indians to the UK. Many established communities in Birmingham and the
West Midlands, in London, in the textile rowns of Bradford and Leeds in
the north, and in other poor urban areas of cities atound Britain. It was a
strange, cold, alien cauntry compared to the ones they had left behind.

Throughout the 1950s around 20,000 per year arrived in a country
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which was almost exclusively white, Tmunigrants werc given the right of
permanent residence, but many people from the poorer districts {to which
the immigrants gravitated) began to resenr it. Almost one third of the
Commonwealth immigrants made therr hemes in London’s East End,
where local communitics and daily lives began to change,

As immigration increased, race became a source of social conflict. There
was competition for jobs and accommaodation, and many were forced inlo
overcrowded, unsafe housing, Attitudes became hostile and in 1958 local
black communities were attacked during riots in Notdngham and in
London’s Notting Hill.

VWhile unmigration was mostly a working-class concern, many of the
middle class werc worrnied about the increasing danger of nuclear war
Brirain had successfully tested a nuclear bomb in Australia in 1953, but
there was a strong fecling among the polincal lefr that Britamn would be
safer without nuclear arms, A group of writers, musicians, artists and
others formed the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. Some of the
founder members included the philesopher Bertrand Russcll, the composer
Benjamin Britren, the sculpror Henry Moore, the historian A.L.E Taylor,
and the novelists E.M, Lorster and Doris Lessing.

At Easter in 1958, 35,000 protesters marched from london to
Aldermasion, the site of a nuclear rescarch establishment, Bands and folk
singers accompanied a mixture of pacifists, Christians, trade unionists,
young parents and children. The movement became increasingly influential
and the following vear same 50,000 took part. It became an annual event
and popular protest movements have since become a common feature of
the political landscape.

Society and cuiture

During the Second World War (1939-45) many women had gone to work
in the fields and factories, but afterwards they were encouraged to refurn
to their domestic roles as wives and mothers, The birth rate rose sharply
and large families became fashionable. Bur at the same time there were
indications of domesuc unhappiness. Diverces quadrupled from 8,000 per
year pre-war to 32,000 in 1950, and continued to rise. More and more
women began secking the services of psychiatrists and marriage guidance
counsellors. Many wanted ro return to work and by 1937 one third of
married women were in emplovment, even though the majorily of johs
open to women were low-paid, part-time and monotonous.

Worries ahout women’s independence inrensified following the publica-
tion in Britan of an American study called Sexwal Bebaviowr i the
Human temale, better known as the second Kinsey Report {1953) It
revealed that women could enjoy sex as much as men, and rhat discontent
and adultery in marriage were commou. The findings caused public shock
and disbelief, but initiated public and private debates about the differences
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between the sexes and marked the beginnings of a new sexual openness in
Britain and America.

The more relaxed attitude towards sexuality had implicarions for the
content of numercus artistic works. Previously, certain books by authors
such as D.H. Lawrence and James Joyce could not be published because of
their erotic content, and some sculptures by Jacob Epstein were said to be
obscene. But within three years of the Kinsey Report, the limits of censor-
ship in the arts and entertainments became more relaxed and many films,
plays and books began to include sexually cxplicir material.

In American and European cinema, the depiction of women gradually
changed as Marilyn Monroe and Brigitte Bardot became famous for their
projection of an innocent, child-like sexuality. In Brirain, Diana Dors
began her career as a cinematic sex symbol. Tn their roles they defined a
‘third way’ for women which was neither submissive nor whorc-like, They
werc shown as tun-loving girls who were independent, sexually confident
and happy. [Towever, for many young British women of the 1950s, this
was still not an option, and a life of dependence and child-rearing
remained the reality.

Due to the post-war ‘baby boom’, by the late 1950s the average age had
dropped sharply and by 1959 there werc over four million single people aged
hetween 13 and 25, Sociery was younger; it was also richer and more image-
conscious. With full employment, it was easy to achieve financial
independence at an early age. Businesses began to market their products to
teenagers who now had enough money to create a new world of their own.
Fashionable new clothes, hair styles and records were among the most
popular items. Coffee bars and ‘melody’ (music) bars opened, providing
meeting places for a generation with money to spend on leisure and pleasuce.

Alrhough unemployment was low, juvenile crimes by offenders under
21 rose from around 24,000 in 1955 to over 45,000 in 1959, There were
frequent debates about the relationship betwecn affluence and violence.
The iafluence of television was often blamed, especially the content of
commnercial rclevision, and the suggestive sounds and lyrics of rock’n’rol)
music. One of the most visible signs of chiange among the younger genera-
rion could be scen around 1953 with the appearance of “Teddy Boys’,
urban working-class gangs dressed in colourtul suits. Their behaviour was
said to be threatening and brutal, and there were trequent newspaper
repurts of violent confrontations. The mass media began to report inci-
dents involving the “Teds’, and presented a shocking image which
frightened people and sold many newspapers.

The exaggerated images of advertising and mass culture were opposcd
by a tendency in the arts to confront and expose the real and the authentic
in suciety. Many works engaged with major social issues of the time, such
as criminality, punishment, poverty, family tension and racism. In lirera-
ture, theatre and film, the strident works of radical new writers reflected
the lives of the industrial working class in a realistic way, On television
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too, new series of plays and documentaries brought realistic dramas and
factnal reports mto millions of homes. In art, the St lves school painted
simple everyday scenes in natural colours. In archirecrure, cool, clean
minimal forms demonstrated the purity of rational design, with a conspic-
uous absence of decoration or artifice,

The new movemenis were often teceived by the public with shock and
disdain. But they brought to the stage, screen, novel and canvas the
concerns and problems of vrdinary people, and not just those of a berter-
educated, affluent minority, which had been the case before the war, They
introduced dissent into the arts, which reflected the growing dissent in
socicty and helped establish a critical, influcntial tradition of social
realisnw. This had not been done before and has since become a charuacter-
istic feature of the arts in Britain.

The debate about popular culture

During the 1950s electronic goods such as televisions, small radios and
record players became cheap and widely available, and by 1960 most
homes contained at least one of these, Cultural material was increasingly
created four mass audicnces in the form of television programmes, popular
music and films. The sale of popular novels, women’s mugazines, scnsa-
tional newspapers and comics also increased to meer demand for light
entertainment,

Bur some social commentators and academics were concerned abour rhe
mass consumption of films and music which had been created simply o
make profits. They believed that standards and guality in the arts would
fall. Like many carlier critics, such as Marthew Arnold and T.S. Eliot, TR,
Leavis believed that great works of art carrted a moral, cvilising essage,
which was educational, and a means of social and self-improvement. But
the mass-produced forms of music, art and popular entertainment did not
and could not do this, and only encouraged ndividualism, hedonism, lazi
ness and decadence,

Several influential books were wrirten expressing the probable consc-
quences. In The Uses of Literacy {1957), Richard Hogpart studied the
consequences for the individual. Ile belicved that the absence of moral
content in poupular literarure and the arts made 1t more ditheulr for the
ordinary person to become educated, wise and cunlured. In The Lony
Rewvolution (1961), Ravmond Williams considered the social consequences.
He thought it would lcad to an increase in materialismu, self-inrercst, a
reducrion in the importance of the social services {suchk as educarion and
health) and a less radical, more individualist Labour Parry. But he aiso
believed that the negative effects could be combared with a strang lete-
wing government and hetter standards ot education.

In spitc ol the worrics about moral decay and cultural decline, by the
end of the 1930s the consumer socicty had become lirmly established.
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British society was about to be transformed. Tts ethic of individualism and
pleasure-seeking contrasted sharply with the collectivism which marked
the heginning of the decade.

Progress and pop (1960-70)

Economy and politics

In spite of the material gains of the 1950s, by the mid-1960s there was a
feeling of disappointment with a Conscrvative Party which had been_ in
power for thirteen years. The country and had changed greatly, developing
into a dynamic consumer socicty, but the old-fashioned speech, manners
and dress of the figures of authority identified them with a much earlier
age. It had also begun to appear disorganised and out of touch with poli-
tics and people. In the mid-1950s there were stories of top civil servants
defecting to Russia. In 1956 there was a major government failure m the
handling of the Suez Canal crisis, which resulred in a brief war and an
embarrassing retrcat. Later, in 1963, the Minister for War John Profum.u
resigned from government after admitting he lied to Parliament about his
affair with a prostitute. ‘The public was beginning to lose respect for the
government, its institutions and the ruling class.

In 1964 a Labour Government won the election with Harold Wilson as
its leader. With the rapid advances in science and industry, the Prime
Minister famously spoke of ‘the white hear of the technological revolution’
and, with a rclevision in nearly every home, the new revolution could be
seen by all. There was a consumer boom and rising aspirations. Dema.nd
grew for secretarial, clerical and administrative skills, creating posts which
were frequently taken by women. A commercial mass media, superma rkets
and tall, modernist apartment blocks all became part of everyday life.

But in spite of material improvements in the quality of life, dissent
flourished. Numcrous groups demanded freedoms — polirical, economic
and personal — as rights, The government responded with a retreat from
strict social controls and punishments, many of which had been introduced
in the Victorian era. Capital punishment was abolished in 1965 and crim-
inal law was reformed in arcas affecting private morality (such as
obscenity, homosexuality, abortion and gambling). In 1960 gambling was
legalised and many betting shops, bingo halls and clubs appea_red‘
Homosexuality was legalised in 1967 and in 1969 18-year-alds were given
the right to vote, )

But the most significant advance was in the position of women. The
style and ideology of the British women’s movement was modelled on the
movement in America, which in turn had modelled its style on the tactics
of the American black liberation movement. Tactics included marches, sit-
ins and strikes. But legislation was gradually introduced giving womnen the
equality and rights for which they had fought. In 1967 the Aboriion Act
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permitted legal rerminations for social and health reasons. The same year,
the Family Planning Act cnabled women to obtain contraceprives through
the National Health Service. These included the oral contraceptive known
as ‘the Pill" which became available free of charge from 1974, Before this
tizne, women had to rely on men with condoms or simply trust their luck.
Divorce was also made easier with the Divorce Reform Acr of 1969,

Befare the advances of the 1960s many women’s lives were conditioned
by their reproductive abilities. But on taking control of their fertility, they
could begin to control their lives, They could decide if they wanted to
become wives und mothers, or if they wanted to plan or postpone family
life to fit in with their jobs. These measures helped to cnsure that another
‘baby boony” similar to that of the late 19405 would be unlikely.

As well as demands for more personal independence, the 1960s also
witnessed demands for greater regional autonomsy. Scottish, Welsh and
Irish nationalists all began to demand freecdom trom British rule. In 1968
there were riots in Northern Treland where the Civil Rights Association
demanded cqual treatment for Catholics and Prolesiants. In 1969 (he
British government sent troops there to keep order on the streers, where
they have remained ever since.

But not evervonc approved of the changes which rhe decade brought.
The Church of England, other DProtestant churches and the Roman
Catholic churches remained firmly traditional, but their inflacnce gradu-
ally declined. 1lowever, the political right remained firmly opposed to
liberal reform and when cconomic growth began to slow down around
1966, immigration was made 3 controversial issue. [n 1968, Conservative
MP Enoch Powell warned that uncontrolled immigration could lead to
viclence. In an inflammatory, emotive, infamous speech he quoted lines
from an cpic poem by Virgil, about the River Tiber foaming with blood.
Hlis performance made him simultaneously hatcd by the left and adinired
by racists, who found support in his speech. Alrhough he was sacked from
the Shadow Cabinet by the party leader Edward Heath, it was a sharp
warning of the increased polarisation of soctety which would characrerise
Britain 1n the 1970s.

Society and cufture

The ecarly years of the decade saw rising atfluence, full anployment and
increasing oprimism, As the children of the post-war years became young
adults, there wcre new generational attitudes. An carly indication of
change came in 1960, when the publishers Penguin Buoks won against a
charge of obscenity for the publication of the IMH. Lawrence novel fady
Chaiterley’s Lover. Qu the day of the viclery 200,000 copies were sold.
The marerial affluence and the new freedoms in law contribured to
young people’s growing sclf-confidence to choose not only their own fash-
ions and music, but also politics, religion and sexuality, With the freedom
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to protest, consume and create their own lifestyle, all sections of society
which had previously been ignored became visible: workers, blacks,
women, provincials. In the words of the American pop artist Andy
Warhol, everyone would be famous for fifteen minutes.

The popular music and fashion industries saw that a numerically signifi-
cant scetion of the population had money to spend on an alternative, ‘pop’
culture, and there was a boom in spending on music and clothes. Many of
the period’s cultural innovators were young musicians. They often came
from provincial towns and spoke with regional accents. They had little or
no formal taining, but cnough narural ability and charisma to capture
public attention. The Beatles and the Rolling Stones were discovered and
marketed to a mass reenage audience. The Beatles often wrote songs using
the informal slang of their young fans, while the Rolling Stones were more
influenced by black American blues singers. They became highly influcatial
and many ather groups copicd their style.

In fashion, the ‘canon’ of the couturicr was largely abandoned and
ready-to-wear clothes appeared in daring new styles. Recycling, mixing
and matching of clothes from an earlier rime became common, while the
miniskirt seemed 10 affirm the new confidence of women in their sexuality.
The skinny mode! known simply as Iwiggy became the fashion vardstick
and promoted a new look, as a girt who was both thin and desirable.

Across the cultural spectrum, new, exciting, distinctive styles and move-
ments appeared, inspired and amplified by the reflections of writers,
novelists, playwnghts, film-makers, architects and artists. Pop ast,
modernist and ‘plug-in® architecture, ‘swinging’ T ondon films and nudity
on the stage became symbols of the decade, while James Bond, George
Best, the Avengers, Twiggy, the Beatles and the Stones, became some of its
most fashionable figures,

But some young people rejected consumerism and became involved with
alternative or ‘underground’ culture. New magazines appeared, such as
Black Dwarf, Oz and the International Trmes, which helped to circulare
information on alternative politics and lifestyles. The expansion of higher
education had encouraged many voung people to think crirically about
politics and society, and there was a growing mtercst in subjects offering
fresh critical perspectives, such as sociology. Ideas were often radical and
diverse, hut there was a2 general belief that progressive, libertarian groups
could create a new, unified sociery based on peace and co-operation, to
replace rhe compertitive, materialist Western model.

Towards the end of the 1960s and throughout the 1970s alternative
ideas began to find expression in the arts, with the uppearance of small-
scale, non-profit making co-operatives in art, drama, film, writing and
music. Many of their works cartied themes which the commercial main-
stream found unacceptable, such as racial oppression, women’s liberation
and gay rights, But at the same time, other young people werc rejecting
both politics and consumnerism, in favour of spirituality and enlightenment.
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The attraction was not the traditional Church of England, but the exotic
possibilities offercd by cheap overscas travel along the ‘hippy trail’
India.

Opinion over the changes of the 1960s wus divided. Somc regarded the
reforms as positive, whilc the supporters of traditional moral standards
spake of the increasing decline and commercialisation of culture, 'They
blamed law reforms in divorce, abornon and the wide availability of
contraceptives for ncreases in juvenile croime, violence and sexnal promis-
cuity. However, studies showed that the sexval hehaviour of young people
changed very little, and that changes in attitudes and in law concerning,
sexual behaviour benefitted men more than women. But nothing seemcd
stable as a new popular culture displaced the old traditions of the past,
resuliing in confusion and anxiery among many older members of the

public,

Anger and division (1970-9)

Economy and politics

ln 1970 the Conservative Party won the election, with Ted Hearth uas its
leader. In confrast with rthe optimisim and hedonisin of the 1260s, it was
the beginning of a dark decade marked by social division, strikes, high
inflation, unemployment and political violence. In 1974, with inflation at
25 per cent and prolonged strikes by the mineworkers’ union, the lights
went out in a serics of power cuts, which forced an clection. The result
indicated a victory for the Labour Party, with a minority government. frs
leader Harold Wilson was able to settle the miners’ strike and in a second
elcction the same year Labour won with a small majority.

But high ol prices left the economy depressed. The unions were strong
and well ‘organised, and as the economic crisis worsened there were
rumaurs of 2 Communist plot to take over the Labour Parry. Polincal
tension increascd as Internarional Marxists became more numerous and
various anarchist groups were visible. On the political far-right, the
Nativnal Front was winning more votes in local elections and for a short
rime became the third party in British politics, beating the Liberal Party in
several jocal elections. Another far-right group, the National Association
for Freedom, was formed in 1975, but one of its organiscrs was killed by
the TRA less than one month later. Then the fRA began a bombing
campaign in several British aities. Support for Trish, Scottish and Welsh
nationalism was at its peak, and political and social fragmentation across
Britain was increasingly obvious.

Econonists debated rthe reasons tor persistenr economic faillure. The
long-term decline of mining, shipbuilding, steel production and motor
vehicle manufacture were all seen as significant factors. These heavy indus-
tries were no longer competitive in global markets, The resistance of the
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trade unions to industrial change, the tendency of management to think
and plan only for the short term, inflation and the oil crisis of the mid-
1970s were all blamed. No government could govern effectively and
towards the end of the 19705 there was a growing sense of desperation.
The forceful personality of Margaret Thatcher and the simplicity of her
free-market solutions began to appear an attractive alternative,

Society and culture

The women’s movement continued to make progress in their search for
cqual opportunities. Tn the field of cmployment, the Equal Pay Act was
introduced in 1970, atthough this did not becomce law until five years later.
The Sex Discrimination Act of 1973 made it illegal to discriminate
between men and women most areas of canployment. With these measures,
women had access to levels of economic independence which were
unimaginable to the previovs generation.

The achievements of the women’s movement were not only in the Lield
of law: during the 1970s it bhecame increasingly politicised. A modern,
untheoretical expression of its beliefs artived with Germaine Greers The
Female Ewnuch {1970). When the first National Women'’s Liberation
March took place in London i 1971, there were already signs of a divi-
sion within the movement. Radical feminists demanded fernimism based on
lesbian relationships, insisting on thelr superiority, In 1971 rhe first Gay
Pride march had been held in London, and a lesbian ene rook place soon
after. Bur many other women insisted on a less radical ferninism, one
which combined equality with family life and relationships with men.

Departments of Women’s Studies opened in many universitics and
departments of language, litcrature, anthropology and history began to
develop feminist perspectives. Women’s writing became an established
literary genre and publishing hounses (such as Virago) opened to promote
writing by female anthors, New, non-commercial ‘underground’ magazines
such as The Shrew and Spare Rib gave coverage and support to women’s
liberation. Then, in 1972, a colourful new American publication became
available in Britain: Cosmopolitan dealt with feminist issues such as rape,
sexuality, abortion and contraception, but ignored the radical politics and
sexuality of the underground press. Tt was not popular with militant femi-
nists, but many other women found its approach more compatible with
their chosen lifestvles.

In spite of the legal reforms to ensure equal opportunines for women
and black people, in many areas of the arts and mass media their represen-
tation remained firmly traditional. In popular television series, from the
music show Top of the Pops to the sitcom Steptoe and Son, working
women were often shown as sexually provocative and available. Similarly,
tabloid newspapers such as the Sun werc frequently criticised by women’s
groups for their stereoryped presentation and treatment of women as sex

THE 50C1AL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

objects. The represenration of immigram groups and individuals also
suffered. In television series such as Telf Death Us Do Part and Love Thy
Neighbour, blacks were frequently the targer of racial jokes and stereo-
typing in programmes which were among the most popular of the 1960s
and 1970s.

Although television had introduced some brave new dramas during the
previous decade, during in the 1970s programming became increasingly
bland. Many programmes were creared to comfort and reassure audiences
rather than challenge or provoke them. Historical adaprations and trivial
sitcoms were amoag the most popular programmes of their time and
provided light relicf from the turbulence ourside.

As unemployment rose, so did the number of strikes, and rowards the
middle of the decade inflation reached 23 per ceat. Numerous social
groups were demanding rights denicd to them, as society became increas-
ingly confrontational. Racial tension increased in the cities, where the
National Front had begua to openly provoke black communities and 1heir
supporters. Conflict inrensified following the ‘Spaghetti House siege’ in
1975, when three Afro-Caribbeans artempted a robbery and took hostages
in a restaurant in the London suburb of Brixton,

Acts of vandalism were frequent, and there was public hostility towards
the oppressive severity and frequently dysfunctional moedernist architec-
rure. Many felt threatened by the presence on the streets ot numerous
young vandals, skinheads and football hooligans. Popular newspapers
such as the Suw and Daify Mirror carried sensational stories of social prob-
lems and crimes, such as racial vielence, robbery, [ootball hoolipanism,
pornography and rape. Punks appearcd on streers arocund Britain. Their
shocking appearance reflected a sense of disgust with a society which
seemed to have abandoned its youth and its {uture.

In many areas of the arts, tantasy and reality were mixing freely in a
kind of dream-like disorder. Films such as Sranley Kubrick’s A Clockwork
Orrange (1971) reflected the ugly mood of the times. It is filmed us a type
of documentary about a declining society in which aggressive, drug-crazed
youths rob and rape their way through the city. In a similar style, Derek
Jarman's Jubilee (1978) showed London as a city full of mghrmarces. In the
theatre, it was a time of highly politicised dramas which addressed
Britain’s resistance to change. Plays by Duvid 1lare, Howard Brenton and
David FEdgar shocked rheir avdiences with frank depictions of scxuality
and violeace in a decade marked by division and decline,

All change (1979-97)

Economy and politics

Following the defeat of the Conservatives in the 1974 election, Margaret
Hilda Thatcher, a greengrocer’s daughter from the markcet town of
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Grantham in Vincolnshire, was elected as the new leader. She went on to
lead the Conservatives to victory in the clection of 197% and the party
remained in power until 1997. The period opened optimistically, with
Thatcher quoting St Francis of Assisi, 2 medieval saint who made a virtue
of poverry:

Where there is discord, may we bring harmony,
Wherc there is error, may we bring truth,
Where there is doubt, may we bring faith,
Where there is despair, may we bring hope.

Her early publicity depicred her as a happily married suburban housewitc,
cheerfully washing up in her suburban semi-derached house. Bur at the
same time she was developing economic ideas which were guided by the
fashionable theories of monetarism. These involved reducing, inflation with
high interest rates and submitting all aspects of the economy to free-
market theories and the laws of supply and demand.

But in the early 1980s Britain’s economic crisis became even worse. The
government became deeply unpopulas, as factorics closed and unemploy-
ment rosc to over 13 per cent, with more than three million out of work.
Manufacturing declined and the shipbuilding, mining and steel industries
practically disappeared. The regions of Scotland, the north of England,
Wales and the West Midlands had traditionally depended on this kind of
industry and were economically devastated.

‘I'here was civil and industrial conflict in many areas, and in April 1981
rioting broke out in London, Bristol, Liverpool, Nottingham, and other
cities around Britain. It was spontancous and anarchic, directed against the
police and the local environment. On 2 April the following year, Thatcher
led Britain into war with Argentina over the occupation of the Falklands
Islands (Islas Malvinas) and emerged victorious on 14 June.

In spite of record unemployment, riots and a war, the Conservatives
emerged victorious in the General Llecrion of 1983, and the economic and
political ideas which came to be known as “Thatcherism” began to be fully
expressed and implemented. These included an cven greater reduction of
public spending and measures to privatise industries in the public sccror
{such as gas, steel, transport and telecommunications). The measures were
highly unpopular with the working class and unemploved, and resulted in
more violent industrial disputes. They were also cxpensive to implement,
being of great cost to the welfare state, bur the discovery of oil in the
North Sea in the 1970s helped (o finance Tharcher’s project.

Next she addressed those she called ‘the enemy within.” These consisted
of powerful trade unions, the miners, left-wing local governments, the
1RA, illegal immigrants, the Greens and ‘unreliable’ members of her own
party. The most notorious confrontation with these was the Miners” Strike
of 1984-5, which Thatcher saw as part of her plan to break the power of
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the unions, She became known as the ‘Iron Lady’ and passed legislation o
permanently weaken the unions’ power.

Early opposition focussed on the stationing of nuclear weapons in
Britain. This began to be forcefully expressed with the establishing of a
women’s ‘peace camp’ outside Greenham Common airbase in 1981. There
were also concerns aver the environment and membership of Green parties
such as the Ramblers, Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace and Tlunt
Saboteurs increased,

The government found new opposition in 1987 when the local
Government Act was introduced. Clause 28 of the Act prohibited state
schools from promoting homosexuality or teaching that it is acceprable. As
a result, campaigning for gay rights and equality intensified, with grearter
participation in the annnal Gay Pride march, and in the activines and
profile of pressure groups such as Stonewall, Act Up and Outrage. Some
tactics involved exposure in the media (‘outing’) of homosexuals and
lesbians, and high levels of public interest.

During 19856 there were mare riots in ciries around Britain, Burglary,
car theft and vandalism all increased. Football hooliganism becaine a
serions social problem. Relations between the police and public were tense,
Commentators on the left blamed high unemploymenr {almost four
million), homelessness {around one million} and the loss of community,
which an ethos of economic individualism had promoted. Those on the
right blamed the permissive socicty ol the 1960s, which had allowed the
young to grow up with no respect for the police, teachers or authoriry.

But after the government removed restrictions on money-lending and
dealing in shares, the financial scctor boomed. Credit was easy o obtain
and taxes were cut, and share prices rose quickly when newly privatised
public industries such as British Airways, British Steel and all the public
utilities (such as gas, water and releccommunications) were floated. The
dominant economic influences changed from heavy industry and manufac-
turing to [inancial services and North Sea oil revenucs.

Government policies had severe consequences for the poorly educated
and lcast skilled, who were unable to obtain manual work as they had done
in previous generations, Many were women, who transferred from manu-
facruring work to low-paid, part-time service industries in which there were
no pension or union benelits. But on a different social level, women were
beginning to occupy posts in tradinonal male-daminated arcas such as
business, law aud banks, Many could enjoy the benefirs of increasing tinan-
cial and scxual {reedom, and were postponing marriage and children.

By 1986 the cconomy was strong and house prices were rising sharply,
There was an air of enterprise and optimism as a new society cmerged. Britain
became more affluent, competilive and more interested n cash than class.
lhere was a new generation ol aspirational, stylish and image-conscious
consumers, and spending ¢ restaurants, clothes, cars, homes and holidays
reached record levels.



BRITISH CULTURE

Advertising and publicity became [ine arts, The Conscrvatives employed
the services of the Saatchi and Saatchi advertising agency to promote the
party. Its logo was a flaming blue torch, a symbol closely associated with
the Oscar-winning film Chariots of Fire. Mcanwhile, Labour adopted a red
rose as their logo and hired the services of Hugh Hudson, the director of
Churiots, to make a publicity film of the leader Neil Kinnock.

Following her third election victory in 1987, Thatcher claimed she had
cured Britain of its strikes, low productivity, low investment and “winters
of disconrent” forever, But the same year the economy began to stagnate
when share prices crashed. At the samc time, house prices and inflation
continued to tise dramatically. The unemployed and sick suffered greater
poverty and insecurity through the reduced levels of social services.
Increasing numbers of homeless beggars appeared on the streets, the use of
illegal drugs increased, while the numbers of AIDS and 11TV suffercrs also
grew alarmingly.

Bur the government ignored a gradual deterioration in many people’s
quality of life. For several years Britain hived a kind of ‘American Dream’.
Its dominant attitudes, values and beliefs were openly approved of by the
majority, even if they were excluded. But towards the end of the decade the
public began to rcalise that what the politicians said abour Britain was
very different from the reality of living in it.

Society and culture

For many years the arts had been insulated from the realities of commer-
cial fife. The Arts Council, created to support the arts in 1946 under the
chairmanship of the economist John Maynard Keynes, did not interfere
with the work of artists and performers. Its ideology survived changes in
government and helped to support the wealth and variety of Brtish
theatre, music and the visual arrs. But during the early 1980s the free
market became the only source of information for social, cconomuc and
potitical ideas. The Council’s funding was sharply reduced, as the arts were
treated as any other business,

The cffects of the cuts were widely felt. For the first time, many
museums and galleries began to charge admission prices. To artract subsi-
dies, arts productions had to become less adventurous and more populist,
for example by showing Shakespeare’s plays in ways which removed their
social content and stressed their sentimental aspects. But somue writers
were still prepared to write brave dramas which critically engaged with
modern society. Numerous works by Howard Brenton, David Edgar,
David Hare and Caryl Churchill continued to depict a growing amorality
and a loss of liberal values, Many works of literature reflected similar
sentiments. Martin Amis, lan Mcbwan and Graham Swift wrote novels
about a disordered, chaotic country, and showed their disgust with the
replacement of liberal values by those of the market-place.

i i
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In relevision, all channels including the BBC became more conscious of
the need to compete in a commercial world. During a brief period of cigh-
teen months, television programming was transformed. Previously,
broadcasts had begun around early afternoon, but in 1983 the BBC and
ITV both began transmissions from dawn. Channel 4 started transmitting
in 1984, the same year as the privarely owned station Sky television. Sky
marked the inttoduction of satellite television in Britain and for many
households a ‘dish® antenna on the ocutside wall became a lashionable
ACCESSOrY.

Some of the most successful serials of the early 1980s were traditional
reconstructions of the past such as Brideshead Revisited and The Jewel in
the Crown, which were hoth popular and crincally peaised. Bur there were
still notable series which hravely commnented on modern themes. The loss
of the dignity of work was memorably expressed the drama series Boys
from the Blackstuff, while A Very British Coup showed how the conserva-
tive nature of Britain’s institutions, in partcular the civil service and press,
could conspire Lo bring down any socialist government of the future. Edge
of Darkness and The Mornacled Mutieer were brave, highly praised series
which contrasted the government’s view of nuclear conflict and of war
with the realities of life as perccived by the public.

The arrival of Channel 4 provided programmes for minority groups and
often radical, permussive plays. [t also began to sponsor critical films, such
as My Beautiful Launderette and A Lelter to Brezbnev, which expressed
their opposition to the loss of tolerance and liberal values. These and
others such as The Ploughman'’s Lusich, Britannia Hospital and Defence of
the Realm promoted a lively political critique of the mass media, society
and defence uuder the Conservative Government, The new possibilities
open to many women were depicted with humorous vitality in films such
as Rducating Rita and Shirley Valentmne, in which the heroines abandon
the security of their domestic ‘prisons’ for romance, excitement and a new
life,

But some of the most comumercially successful of the decade were
‘heritage’ films. They werc often based on successful navels, such as E.M.
Forster’s Room with a View and A Passage to India, which reconstructed
an elegant, uppec-class, imperialist Britain, Chariots of Frre also enjoyed
huge commercial success. Irs themes ol compenng, winning and British
superiority coincided with the wedding of Prince Charles to Diana in
1981, vicrory over Argentina in the Falkland Islands (Isias Mulvinas) in
1982 and the victory of the ruling Conservative Tarry in the election soun
afterwards. It became the filin of the moment and won four Oscars.

In architecture, there were few advances dunng the carly 1980s. The
construction industry was at a standstill due to a lack of investment and
low economic confidence. But the renovation of older buildings frequently
provided cheaper, morc atiractive solutions, and starred to become a
common practice. Later in the decade when credit restrictions were hifted,
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there was a period of accelerated growth., New high-technology office
blacks were built in a fashionable post-modern style. One of the most
outstanding devclopments was Docklands in east London, where glam-
ornus, futuristic buildings announced a booming economy.

The iandividualism and commerce promoted by the Conservarive
Government were embraced by many voung British artists. Traditionally,
they had depended on the patronage of gallery owners, but now began to
look for empty warehouses and other buildings where they could show
and sell their work more independently. At the same time they introduced
a variety of challenging new styles which often made use of living and
organic material, such as the installations of Damien Hirst. Warehouses
also became the locarion for the dominant musical force ot the decade.
High-energy dance music was played at maximum volume in fiestas of
apolitical hedonism or ‘raves’, illegally held in large unoccupicd buildings
around Britain where thousands oi young people danced defiantly through
the years of Tory rule.

The Blair Revolution (1997-)

Economy and politics

Until the early 1990s, the Labour Party was divided and in chaos. 1t was
committed to policies such as leaving the Common Market, big tax rises,
nuclear disarmament, the rcstoranon of trade unions’ privileges and
returning privatised industries to state conirol. Michael Foot had replaced
James Callaghan as Labour leader, but was dominated by the militant feft-
wing in his party, which was firmly rejected m the clection of 1983, After
another change of leader, the party’s symbol of the red flag was rejected
and the red rose intraduced. With new leader Neil Kinnock, the parry was
given a less militant, more centrist and popular appeal.

[n 1981, a new party had been formed by MPs from the other major
parties: the Social Democratic Party. In the late 19805, under its new name
of the Liberal Democrats, it won many sears from labouy, atracking the
problems of poverty, homelcssness and unemployment. But afrer the 1987
election, many political obscrvers suggested that it had prevented the
Labour Party from winaing power by dividing rhe opposition vote.

There were more serious disturbances in 1990 with rioting in London
during demonstrations against a new tax known as the ‘poll tax’.
Margarer Thatcher alsc became increasingly hostile to the idea of an inte-
grated Furope. The issue divided her cabiner and eventually contributed to
her rejection by the party in 1990, John Major was elected as the new
jcader. But political commentators saw a divided party governmg a
divided, disillusioned nation, lle managed to briefly reverse the
Conservative’s fortunes with an unexpected victory in the 1992 clection,
bringing a record fourth consecutive clection viciory for the Conscrvatives.
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Bur larer that year there was humiltation when Major faced opposition
and internal rebellion from those opposed to the Maastrichr Treaty and
closer monetary union with other European counrrics.

Divisions over European integration and the decline w1 popularity of the
Couservatives gave the J.abour Party an opportunity ro reorganisc. John
Smith was elected as the new leader. Bor after his sudden dearh from a
heart attack, Tony Blair was chosen. He transformed the parry, leaving
hehind the traditional socialist ideas about stronger unions and state
ownership of the major mdustrics. Many were concerned that the party
wag becoming too much like the Conservatives and nor enough like the
traditional Labour Party, with its commitments to nationalisation and
redistribution of wealth. But he sruck (o his message abour principles being
tutile without power, which alienared some traditional labour supporters.

Lor much of the 1990s there was an overwhelming sensation of disillu-
sion. Studies repeatedly showed that public confidence had fallen in all the
major institutions, especially in Parliament, the legal system and the press.
And throughout the decade the monarchy, like the Church, was appearing
increasingly fragile and irrelevant, amid the devolution of power to
Scotland, rhe plans of the Labour Governmeat to abolish the 1 louse of Lerds
and increasing demands by the Republican pressure group Charter 88,

Meanwhile, the Conservaiive decline continued. and there were 1wore
internal divisions abour weak leadership, an uncaring attitude rowards
weaker sections ol the commuuity and doubts over closer European mte
gration. There were also allegations of financial and moral mpropriciy
within the party, commenly known as ‘sleaze’. The opinion polls werc
high in favour of the opposition Labour Party and in May 1997 it gained a
histaric clectoral victory, with a majority of 179 MPs. There was a record
number of 101 women Labour MPy and three openly gay men and one
lesbian. But public inrerest in polirics seemed to have declined, especially
as the manifestos of the two parties appeared to resemble each other so
closely. Instcad there was mcreasing rendency to rake direct acrion, espe-
cially on environmenral issues, such as opposition to coad-building
scheines and support of animal welfare. Tn a decade marked by contfusion
and uncertainty, politics became the least convincing ot the performing
arts.

Demands increased for regional autonomy and, within several months
of its 1997 election victory, the Labour Government began to introduce a
devolution of power to Scotland, an assembly to aid regional auvrenomy
for Wales and madc a peace rreary with Northern Ireland.

The death of Diana, Princess of Wales, at the end of August 1997 threw
the nation inte a period of mourning and emotional inrrospection. Some of
the public said her death had affected them more than the death of their
own loved ones and, on the day of her funcral, hundreds of thousands
werc on the streers to throw flowers at the funeral car. The Prime Minister
called her the “People’s Princess’ and almost provoked a crisis when the
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public rook this as a signal to turn against the formal, old-fashioned Royal
Family. Instead, Labour’s publicity department came to their aid and
heiped organise the funeral, which became a national event of wnique
emotional impact. The Royal Family began to change, characterised by
less formality, less protocol and a closer relationship with the people, in an
attempt to restore their diminished popularity.

As the nation publicly mourned the loss of Diana, the rest of the world
could wartch every detail of the ceremony. Telccommunications and the
inrcrnet had increasingly become parr of people’s daily lives, and a globali-
sation of news, politics and the economy meant that events could be
watched as they happened almost anywhere in the world. Thesc, together
with a greater understanding of genes and how ro manipulate them in
humans and animals, were among some of the most significant technical
developments of the decade.

But ar the same time there was a growing suspicion of science and
mcdicine. There were reports of fatal new discases, such as CJD, and
threats to natare, such as global warining, forcing many w believe the
environment nceded protection not exploitation. There were fow signs that
this would happen soon and many intcllectuals were pessimistic about the
future. Health become a political as well as a personal issuc, as people
were retiring earlies, living longer and were often in child-free households,
which all imposed a greater burden on public health provision. Traditional
pleasures became suspect, as food, drink, sex, smoking and sunshine were
all said to carry substantial health risks.

In a move which seemed to represent a loss of confidence in science,
there was increasing interest in the paranormal and less conventional
forms of religion. In 1997 some 70 per cent of Britons protfessed religious
faith but not necessarily the traditional Christian one, and 90 per cent did
not go to church regularly. Some social commentarors argoed this was duc
to the personal insecuritics which life in the 1990s had produced.
Morcover, thar yrowing interest in ‘alrernative’ religion showed a public
lack of confidence i traditional authorities such as government, science
and the Christian church, and their ability to provide answers to modern
problems,

Society and culture

In spite of the progress made by the women'’s movement since the 1960s,
Britain’s imstitutions have remained largely male-dominated. Within
Parliament there are still relatively few female MPs, wirh 24 in 19435, 41 in
1987 and 141 of 650 MPs after the election of 1997. In 1990 there were
no female Law Lords and only 1 in 80 was a High Court judge. Within the
Church of England, women could not be ordained until 1992 and continue
to be excluded from the orders of bishops, deacons and priests. Tn 1990
less than 10 per cent of businesses were owned by women, oaly 21 of the
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top 200 companies had women in thewr boardrooms, and of 401 profes-
sors al the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge, only 12 were women.

Although some women have made considerable advances in their
chosen carcers compared with twenry years ago, mast are white, middle-
class university graduvates. They also earn upproximately 20 per cent less
than men in business, industry and government, even when domg similar
types of work. Within the domestic spherc, divorce rares have continued 1o
rise and in 1994 some 40 per cent of marriages ended in divorce, leaving
many women in single-parent househelds. But in the 1990s debates about
cquality began to move from cconomic to social issues, such as political
correctiness in language and behaviour, sexual harassment and male
vielence, m what became known as a ‘post-feminist® eca,

With regard to the cthnic composition of British society, in March 1995
just under 6 per cenr (3.2 million} of the total population of Grear Brilain
considercd they belonged 1o a ‘non-white group’. 1.6 per cent (R91,000)
were Afro-Caribbean, 1.5 per cent Indian, 0.9 per cent Pakistani, 0.3 per
cent Bangladeshi, 0.3 per cent Chinese, while 0.9 per cent belonged to
other ethnic groups. Although half the ‘non-white group’ (around 1.5
million) were born in PBritain, many are unwilling or unable to integrate
fully into British society and continue to live in the same urban areas as in
the 1950s and 1960s where the concentration of immigrants is much
highet. According to the national census ot 1991, 25.6 per cent of the
population of inner London considered themselves as belonging to some
ethnic group. This contrasts with 14.6 per cent o1 the West Midlands and
approximately 1 per cent of the rural parrs of Scotland and Yorkshire.
While the culture and lifestyle of many non-whites is often quite ditferent
to other British aitizens, it often has litile in common with those living
their conntry of origin. Years spent living in a different culture have
resulted in the appropriation of different social and artistic influences to
generate new styles of langnage, literature, music and other arts. The result
is the creation of new cultural spaces, which help to sustain a lively and
inaginative mulii-cultural Britain,

Compared with only ten years ago, the gay community has emerged as
another significant mnority group. In 1999 programmes were created
specifically for gay audiences on BBC2, Channel 4 and on Radio 5. There
were scveral newspapers for the gay commuonity and many bookshops
carricd a large selection of gay lilerature. With an increasing under-
standing and acceptance of homosexuals and lesbians, more ‘came out’
and publicly declared their homasexuality, The age of consent was reduced
from 21 10 18 in 1994 and in the necar future this is likely to be lowered to
16, the same as for heterosexual relationships. However, homosexuality 1s
still seen as a sensitive area surrounded by ignorance and prejudice, and
while it is openly represented in litcrary and theatrical works, in other
areas of the arts, such as television and film, ir remains relarively rare.

Following the change of goverment in 1997, there was a powerful
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sense of culturat cunfidence and renewal which exrended across the arts. In
the same year, the Department for National Heritage was replaced by the
Department of Culture, Media and Sport, with responsibility for govern-
ment policy and expenditure on museums and galleries; the Arts Councils
of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ircland; plus regulation of the
film industry, broadcasting and the press.

Decisions were taken to advance plans for the Millennium celebrations
at Greenwich in London, which mcluded the construction of au enormous
dome, whose architecture scemed to be a physical, permanent demonstra-
tion of a new national optimism. Numerous other new projects also began
mn rhe public sector which embraced arts buildings, sports sradinms and
transport schemes. Many were assisted with funds from the National
Lottery, which began in 1995,

Although new public architecture often appeared imaginative and fugur-
istic, the most fashionable new domestic housing continued to be
traditional in appearance and modern in convenience. Taking an attractive
traditional design and making it practical, relevant and usable, has been
common in architectural practice for over a century. But in the late 1990s
the practice had become frequent in many other areas of cultural life,
‘Makeovers’, ‘reworkings’ and reinventing traditional plays, stories, styles
and songs were freguent in literature, in film adaptations and in popular
music,

Elscwhere in the arts, the influence of realism was overwhelming, with
frequent attemprs to find drama in authenric daily life, rather than create it
in works of fantasy and imagination. In television, many ‘rcality’
programmes brought viewers true-life experiences from a variety of
settings, from cruisc ships and airlines to modelling agencies and animal
hospitals. The public found them entertaining, but critics saw them as
merely cheap and populist. Broadeasters had become more cavrious,
offering more populist programmes which were guaranteed to attracr large
audiences. This was duc to acute competition in the television ‘business’ of
the late 1990s, as the terrestrial channels faced challenges from satellite
television and a proliferation of new channels from digital services. 'The
realist influence extended to many new works by young Brirish artists.
These were often personal and confessional, and sometimes involved the
use of organic or bodily matter combined with modern technalogy. The
public often found them confusing and controversial, but many younger
spectators found them provocative and original.

For the first time in many years, the cultural scene appeared to
renounce any American influences and stood proud and alone in its
splendid isolation. The media spoke enthusiastically of ‘Cool Britapnia’
which coincided with recent internarional successes in film with The
English Patient and The Full Monty and in pop with bands such as Oasis.
Bur “BritFilm’, ‘BritPop’ and other *BritArts’ are phenomena which were
overwhelmingly made in England, indicating a clear trend towards the

samean T
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centralisation of crearive activity. London continues to be pre-eminent for
the presenration of almost any production. The presence of all the national
media and the oppaortunity to give their works maximum exposure, often
to an mternarional audience, has attracted many creative professiouals,
who {eel the need to live and work there to develop their careers.

But in the theatre, which was vnee a scurce of the most radical and orig-
mal cultural productions, the majority of performances staged around
Brirain were musicals and interpretations of historical plays, and for the firsr
time in a decade, it was rare to find 4 political drama un the Landan stage.

Not for the first rime, some critics complained of a spiritual cmptiness
in modern culture. But traditional debates abour ‘high’ and ‘low’ forms
were rarely heard. Diversity and varicty in the arts had whibited the
making of such distinetions. Moreover, increased educational opportuni-
tics and fewcr social distinctions had created broader, wore diverse and
generally berrer-educated andicnces.

Although many of Raymond Williams® predictions of 1961 had come
true, 5o did his wish for a broader education in schools and universirics,
which included studies of socicty, the press, lilm, television and drama.
Instead of debates between proponents of ‘clite’ culture and ‘popular’
culture, academics began to ask difticult, theorctical questions about how
great works have emerged and how they are maintained; how distinctions
between ‘high’ and ‘low’ civerge, and whether absolute aestheric standards
can exist. By the mid-1990s, cultural and media studics had become one of
the most popular subjects in British universities.

Discussion topics

b Briefly summarise the most imporrant pohtical and social changes in
Britain since 1945. Which period do you find the most inreresting
trom a cultural point of view?

2 Use the rexr and other sources to explain the following rerms: immi-
gration and multi-cultural Britain / the women’s movement / the
permissive society / Thatcherism / the Arts Council / New Labour /
regional autenomy.

3 Think of a distinctive period in vour country’s recent history. Whar
culiral elements aund symbols, such as songs, books, films and
popular music, do vou associare with 1t?

4 Whar changes can you see in the arts of your country compared to ten
or fiftcen vears ago? What has caused those changes? Have they heen
positive?

5 Should the government subsidise the arts or shuuld they exist indepen-
dently like any other commercial enrerprise?

6 “The value of the arts is not merely in their worth as imaginative
constructs, bur in rheir relanonship to political events and history.’
Dhscuss,
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