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The Battle for Britain

The demonstrations 
at Trafalgar Square, 
and elsewhere, are still 
fresh in the memories of 
many. Secondly, Thatch-
er was accused of mis-
handling the economy; 
interest rates rose as well 
as infl ation and wage in-
creases were suppressed. 
In 1988, for instance, the 
nurses went on strike 
against her policies.    

The third reason was 
her opposition to Europe 
that divided her cabinet. 
It gave her opponents 
such as Michael Hes-
eltine, Geoff rey Howe, 
Kenneth Clarke, and 
others, the ammunition 
to plot. While she was 
in Paris the conspira-
cies were hatched and 
Thatcher was ousted 
from the leadership of 
the Party. Her resigna-
tion paved the way for 
John Major to be Prime 
Minister.

In 2016 Theresa May 
became Prime Minister, 
succeeding David Cam-
eron. She became the 
second woman Prime 
Minister of Great Brit-
ain, and like Thatcher 
May is from the Con-
servative Party. It was 
inevitable then that there 
would be comparisons 
with the ‘Iron Lady.’ 
May, like Thatcher, took 
offi  ce as the nation was 
experiencing self-doubt.

In 1979 the famous 
slogan was ‘Labour isn’t 
working’ and the pile-up 
of garbage bags around 
London was a grim re-
minder that the country 
was at a standstill. When 
planes were stranded 
at Heathrow Airport, 
because there were no 
workers to desalt them, 
the writing was on the 
wall for the Callaghan 
government. Labor 
struck against ‘Labour’ 
and the Winter of Dis-
content took its grip on 
the country.

Theresa May became 
Prime Minister during a 
period of uncertainty as 

position party.”
This did not happen. 

May was in power and 
did not have to call elec-
tions for another three 
years. She wanted a big-
ger mandate and sought 
to rub Labour in the 
dust in a snap election. 
She gambled that her 
20-point lead in the polls 
would see her home. But 
it went wrong.  What ex-
planations can one give 
for the poor performance 
of May and her party? 
One reason is that the 
British public appears to 
be suff ering from ‘voters 
fatigue.’

In 2014, there was a 
referendum to determine 
the future of Scotland. 
Two years later another 
referendum was held on 
Britain’s membership 
in the European Union. 
These were stressful 
events and another elec-
tion in 2017 seemed to 
be too early for many 
voters. There is no ques-
tion also that asking the 
elderly to pay more for 
home care was contro-
versial and led to seri-
ous disagreements in the 
Conservative Party.

‘An Englishman’s 

home is his castle’ and 
people would go at great 
lengths to protect prop-
erty ownership. Why 
then should the elderly 
pay a tax for care in their 
own homes and against 
the value of their prop-
erty?

There was the feeling 
among many seniors that 
the government wanted 
them to lose their homes. 
Corbyn argued that May 

was uncaring and heart-
less and there were com-
parisons with Thatcher. 
By the time May backed 
down the damage was 
already done. The so-
called ‘dementia tax’ had 
hurt the Conservatives 
and May’s judgment was 
openly questioned. 

Then there were the 
terror attacks. Britain 
withstood three attacks 
from Islamic extrem-
ists in as many months. 
There was consider-
able scrutiny into May’s 
record when she was 
Home Secretary. It was 
found that she advocat-
ed for cuts in the securi-
ty forces and with those 
cuts Britain was exposed 
to attacks. This was ex-
ploited by Corbyn who 
pointed out that May 
was all talk and wanted 
to protect Britain on the 
cheap.

There can be no doubt 
that failing to debate 
publicly also cost May 
many votes. She kept 
promising strong lead-
ership but keeping away 
from a public debate was 
seen as weak and inef-
fective. Corbyn, on the 
other hand, appeared to 

relish the opportunity to 
meet with the public un-
scripted, and to engage 
them in policy discus-
sions.

Corbyn appealed to 
the young voters that are 
fed up with traditional 
politics and like Bernie 
Sanders in the US he 
connected with those 
voters. Many voters do 
not appear to see May 
as the person that will 

change Britain for the 
better. Nor do they think 
that May will advance 
arguments in the Brex-
it negotiations that will 
benefi t Britain.

What about the fu-
ture? Political commen-
tators and the media 
view the government 
with mixed concern. The 
Times argues that The-
resa May has made no 
attempt to acknowledge 
“the gravity of the pre-
dicament into which she 
had led the country.” It 
calls for people to work 
together ‘to defeat Mr. 
Corbyn in a general elec-
tion.’

The Financial Times 
in the months leading 
up to the elections de-
scribed Mr. Corbyn as 
“the most irrelevant and 
the most consequential 
politician of our times.” 
As the elections have 
shown it is a mistake to 
write off  Mr. Corbyn as 
a politician of yester-
day. Labour was able 
to increase its seats in 
Parliament while May’s 
coalition appear shaky. 
There could very well be 
fresh elections in a mat-
ter of months. The mood 
in Britain for popular 
participation is hardly 
optimistic. The recent 
high-rise inferno at the 
Grenfell Tower in north 
Kensington demands a 
full public inquiry. As 
Mr. Corbyn has pointed 
out Grenfell Tower is 
part of the poorest ward 
in the country while oth-
er parts of Kensington 
is the wealthiest part of 
Britain.

He is critical of land 
banking in Britain in 
which “luxury buildings 
and luxury fl ats are kept 
for the future while the 
homeless and the poor 
look for somewhere to 
live.” 

well. Britain was divided 
over Brexit and there are 
doubts over the perfor-
mance of the economy. 

But there are signifi cant 
diff erences. Thatcher 
stressed the importance 
of a free market to the 
point where she celebrat-
ed individualism. May, 
on the other hand, faced 
the realities of the day. 
In the run-up to the elec-
tions she said that Britain 
needed to treat its citi-
zens on an equal basis.

According to May, 
“if you’re a white work-
ing-class boy, you’re 
less likely than anyone 
else in Britain to go to 
university. If you’re at a 
state school, you’re less 
likely to reach the top 
professions than if you 
were educated privately. 
If you’re a woman, you 
will earn less than a man. 
We must make Britain a 
country that works not 
for a privileged few but 
for every single one of 
us.”  

Thatcher found it dif-
fi cult to articulate these 
ideas publicly. When 
Blacks showed their 
frustration against her 
policies her reaction was 
to send Michael Hesel-
tine to the inner cities. 

He promised a blueprint 
to solve the problems 
that never materialized. 
It is argued that both 
Thatcher and May inher-
ited weak oppositions. 
In the case of Thatcher, 
Michael Foot, Neil Kin-
nock, and others, did not 
pose a threat to her lead-
ership.

As far as May is con-
cerned there is no ques-
tion that she underrated 

the opposition. She saw 
Jeremy Corbyn as weak 
and the Labour Party as 
divided and incapable of 
posing an eff ective threat 
to her chances. The US 
News in July 2016 stat-
ed that, “so long as the 
Labour Party remains a 
shambles under the mad 
Jeremy Corbyn, May, 
too will face no serious 
challenge to her power 
from Britain’s main op-

In November 1990 Margaret Thatch-
er resigned as Prime Minister of 

Great Britain. The knives were out 
for her months before as a result of 
three unpopular policies. The poll tax 
brought memories of a penal system 
of punishment and led to street riots.

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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Theresa May’s snap election backfi red, another
election may be called soon.

Jeremy Corbyn meeting with seniors in Clapham, London.


