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Thatcherism and Popular Music:

Towards a Policy Perspective

ABSTRACT

This article attempts to move analysis of the interaction of Thatcherism and popular music on from the reporting of anti-Thatcher songs to examining the impact of Thatcherite policy on the music industries. It argues that a policy-based analysis of the Conservative governments of 1979-1997 offers the potential to reveal more about the actual impact of Thatcherism on popular music than has hitherto been shown.

INTRODUCTION

This article forms part of research undertaken at the University of Turku, Finland, on Thatcherism and Popular Culture which was funded by the Kone Foundation. It provides some initial thoughts on the relationship between Thatcherite government policy and the UK’s music industries in the years between 1979 and 1997 and falls in to six parts. It begins with some general remarks on Thatcherism, before going on to examine popular music and policy. Thirdly some previous accounts of the interaction of Thatcherism and popular music are examined and their limitations suggested. The article then discusses Thatcherite arts policy, before going on to briefly examine several areas in which Thatcherite policy particularly impacted on popular music. Some tentative conclusions are then drawn. The main aim is to illustrate the potential for a policy-based analysis to provide a more rounded picture of popular music’s interaction with Thatcherism than has previously been available.

PART ONE: THATCHERISM AND NEOLIBERALSIM

Margaret Thatcher was elected as Prime Minister of the UK on 3 May 1979 and went on to win further general elections in 1983 and 1987. Following the growing unpopularity of her third government and riots by anti “poll tax” protestors in London, she was ousted in November 1990 by her on Conservative Party MPs having failed to get their support during a leadership challenge. Her replacement was John Major, who went on to win the general election of 1992, before losing to Tony Blair’s revived  Labour Party in 1997. Thus overall Britain witnessed eighteen years of Conservative rule. For purposes of this article, the Major governments of 1990-1997 will be treated as broadly being a continuation of Thatcherite policies and so policies implemented by his government will also be assessed.

In retrospect both the Thatcher and Major governments can be seen as key moments in the forward march of neoliberalism. Harvey summarizes that: 
Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterizes by strong private property rights, free markets and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such practices (2005: 2).


In 1979, the talk was move of monetarism than neoliberalism, and a key part of Thatcherite economic policy became control of the money supply, although what that actually consisted of remained contentious (Beckett 2015: 52-53). Inevitably there are complexities in analysing both neoliberalism and its Thatcherite variant (not the least of which is the internal inconsistency of both projects). While space prevents a detailed examination here, five aspects are particularly germane for this article.  

The first of these is the ending of postwar consensus politics. To cite one example, between 1945 and 1979 the UK’s two main political parties - Conservative and Labour - shared the common view that the state had a duty to provide its citizens with work. Economic policy was skewed towards that objective with state intervention in the economy generally being justified as a means via which to secure maximum employment. Thatcher and her neoliberal allies rejected such views. Instead the battle against inflation (which reached over 24% in 1975) was seen the main way to achieve economic success. As such mass unemployment was accepted and was consistently above 3 million in the UK between 1983 and 1986 (www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-22070491). 1n 1991 Norman Lamont, Chancellor of Exchequer under Major, told Parliament that: ‘Rising unemployment and the recession have been the price that we have had to pay to get inflation down. That price is well worth paying’ (https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Norman_Lamont).

Secondly, the neoliberals mistrusted state intervention on the basis that it would inevitably serve vested interests and the state’s economic knowledge could never match signals given by the market  (Harvey 2005: 21). Thus what had, by political consensus, been state provision was increasingly replaced by market provision. Of particular importance here was the privatisation of a range of public assets in areas such as housing, telecommunications, gas and electricity, rail and aeronautics. The break with consensus politics here is best exemplified by the former Conservative Prime Minister’s 1985 comment that in times of hardship both families and states sell of their best assets, a remark widely construed as being a criticism of Thatcherite privatisation policies.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The relevant parts of Macmillan’s speech are available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G1ssGrq5S3w.
] 


A related aspect to this was, thirdly, the entrance of the private sector  - and/or its related practices - in to areas that had previously been the public domain.  Increasingly state provision in areas such as education, health and welfare was eroded. This process included the imposition of competitive contracts for the provision of a range of services such as hospital cleaning, meaning that various public bodies found themselves having to compete for contracts to provide the services which, under the postwar political consensus, had belonged to them by right.

Fourthly in terms of Thatcher herself, there was a strong puritanical streak and support for the “Victorian values” of the traditional family. Thus economic deregulation was accompanied by moral re-regulation.[footnoteRef:2] This constraint against individual freedom went against some variants of neoliberalism and perhaps reached its apex in the passing of the Local Government Act, 1988. This Act included the notorious Clause 28 which forbade local authorities from “promoting” homosexuality and prevented schools from teaching the acceptability of homosexuality as a “pretended family relationship” (Gillan 2003). This blatant anti-gay legislation elicited some musical protests such as Boy George’s “No Clause 28” track and an anti clause 28 gig at Manchester International on 30 May 1988 featuring James and The Stone Roses. The legislation was repealed in 2003. [2:  I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for this point.] 


Finally, arts and cultural policy, were inevitably caught up in the ending of the postwar consensus. Whereas previously provision by publicly funded bodies such as the Arts Councils and other arts organisations was seen as necessary ‘to improve standards and to increase the number and rage of people participating in the arts’ (Bennett 1995: 203), now the market was seen as the best way to achieve such aims. While it was sometimes recognised that arts such as orchestras and opera companies could not survive on box office receipts alone, the solution to this was increasingly seen as laying in attracting corporate donations and sponsorship rather than receiving support from public funds. One the positive side, this could lead to the acceptance that a wider range of artistic endeavour  - including popular music – could be officially be regarded as “art”. The downside was the art itself was often seen to have little value other than economic.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The main developments here have been outlined by Hewison (1997).
] 

The preceding provides some context for what follows. Meanwhile previous accounts of the impact on popular music have concentrated on those opposing Thatcherite policies and it is to such accounts that the article now turns.

PART TWO: PREVIOUS ACCOUNTS OF POPULAR MUSIC AND THATHCERISM – CHARTING THE ANTI’S 

The existing literature on popular music and Thatcherism is somewhat sparse, largely consisting of accounts of musical texts that were produced denouncing her.[footnoteRef:4] The list of anti-Thatcher songs includes The Beat’s “Stand Down Margaret” (1980) – a surprisingly early riposte to her government; The Specials’ “Ghost Town” (1981) – a remarkable account of inner city life in the year of widespread riots; Robert Wyatt’s cover of Elvis Costello’s “Shipbuilding” (1982) and Crass’ “How Does it Feel (To Be the Mother of a Thousand Dead)” (1984) – which both critiqued the Falklands War (1982). There were also personal attacks on Thatcher such as Costello’s “Tramp The Dirt Down” (1989) and Morrissey’s “Margaret on a Guillotine” (1988). Such material was much commented on after her death (Cloonan 2017).  [4:  See examples in Lynskey (2010) and Rachel (2016).] 


The fact that anti-Thatcher sentiment can be seen to have had some longevity in UK pop is evidenced by the track “George Square Thatcher Death Party” from the 2011 album “Hardcore Will Never Die But You Will” by Scottish post-rock band Mogwai. While, in keeping with the majority of the band’s work, the track is an instrumental its title betrays the writers’ intended sentiments. Thatcher was widely despised in Scotland[footnoteRef:5] (as well as Wales and Northern Ireland) and in the 1997 UK general election the Conservatives did not any of Scotland’s 78 seats. Mogwai’s title presciently suggested that Thatcher’s death would be celebrated in the main Square in Glasgow, something came to pass in April 2013.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  See, for example,  www.heraldscotland.com/news/13099424.Thatcher__a_figure_of_hate_in_Scotland/]  [6:  See www.youtube.com/watch?v=4qpW3ry0MWM and www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-22076706.] 


Other approaches have looked at the role of music in more direct political opposition to Thatcher. Perhaps the most important of such developments was the Red Wedge organisation which was founded following the year-long miners’ strike of 1984-85 during which a number of musicians had played benefits for the strikers. Following the strike’s defeat an alliance of broadly leftist musicians and the labour movement brought about Red Wedge, an organisation which sought to support – but not be part of - the Labour Party. In retrospect many of the musicians involved seemed to be motivated by their dislike of Thatcher rather than support for Labour. Widely disdained at the time, the organisation has received limited academic analysis (see Street 1988, Frith and Street 1992), although there have been some attempts at reappraisal (Black 2015, Rachel 2016). There have also been accounts of oppositional politics such as the role of music in the revival of CND under Thatcher (McKay 1996), especially following the introduction of US-controlled cruise missiles in to the UK in 1981 (Beckett 2015: 154-180).
Another approach might be terms ideological, in that it sought to address how Thatcherite values might were articulated in both the music of the period and the pronouncements of musicians. Beckett (2015) provides perhaps the most extensive account of this, showing how artists such as Martin Fry (ABC) and Boy George (Culture Club), articulated Thatcherite values, sometimes almost despite themselves. A more contemporaneous account was provided by Frith (1983) who suggested that (leftist) analysts needed to treat the New Romantics as seriously as punk and pop bands such as Bucks Fizz and Dollar every bit as seriously as more overtly political acts such as Elvis Costello and The Jam. In another contemporaneous account Rimmer argued that New Pop bands such as Culture Club represented a clear sign that punk’s anti-establishment ethos had been replaced by a “business as usual” approach which rejected punk’s pursuit of artistic authenticity. He summed up that:
The New Pop isn’t rebellious. It embraces the star system. It conflates art, business and entertainment. It cares more about sales and royalties and the strength of the dollar than anything else and to make matters worse, it isn't the least guilty about it (Rimmer 1985: 13)

This analysis raises numerous questions about the relationship between popular music and the prevailing political hegemony. In particular here it raises questions of whether elements of Thatcherite ideology were encompassed in some forms of popular music. For example, Reynolds has claimed that Wham wrote ‘anthems of guilt-free hedonism for the aspirational youth of Southern England and (were) the perfect soundtrack to inaugurate Margaret Thatcher’s second term’ (2005: 412).[footnoteRef:7] Frith (1983: 19) argued that the band’s “Wham Rap” was ‘a determined dancefloor attempt to translate unemployment into leisure’. Thatcherite ideology has also been discerned in raves which have been described as ‘representing elements of the free-market economic ideal transposed from the dominant culture’ (John 2015: 165), albeit that they were also accompanied by a great deal of communitarian practice. In this case while there were numerous examples of Thatcherite promotional practice, there were also many people organising free parties meaning that raves were held to ‘simultaneously…  reflect and contest the ideologies for the dominant culture’ (ibid: 180). In the longer term Thatcher’s impact  can be seen in comments by the 1990s’ definite UK girl group, the Spice Girls, about Thatcher being the first Spice Girl (Boggan 1996). This came just a few months prior to the election of a Labour Party government, but showed that at least some popular musicians saw Thatcher in a positive light. [7:  My thanks to Kari Kallioniemi for this reference. ] 


Rimmer (1985) and Beckett (2015) both illustrate how parts of 1980s UK popular music reflected wider political trends and, in some instances, what might be discerned as Thatcherite values. This variation of Marxist notions of the economic base determining, or at least shaping, the musical superstructure can be found in other accounts of forms of popular music such as punk (Laing 1985), heavy metal (Walser 1993) and Britpop (Cloonan 1997). If the legacy of rock’s association with 1960s counterculture and punk rebelliousness meant that few musicians felt comfortable in voicing open support for Thatcherism, clearly some pop did reflect her values. However, what is more important for this article is the extent to which Thatcherism shaped the working practices of popular music and it is here that policy had its greatest impact. Not only did Thatcherism see the beginnings of cultural policy as economic policy, it was also a shining example of how economic policy could help shape culture – both in its artistic manifestation and in its daily working practices. 

Some of the industrial practices of punk have also been seen as proto-Thatcherite (Cox 2000). While the boom in independent record labels which began with punk from 1976 on came well before Thatcher’s ascension to power in 1979, and continued with post-punk, it can at one level be seen as embracing exactly the sort of entrepreneurial spirit that Thatcher wish to inculcate in to the British population. For recording musicians retaining artistic control has often necessitated becoming a (small) business - as witnessed by acts such as The Beatles, Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin setting up their own labels or imprints – or working with ones such as independent labels. Thatcherism can be aligned to such impulses and even labels which began as collectives, such as Rough Trade, found that the logic of the market compelled them to act in ways not associated with collective action (Hesmondlagh 1997, King 2012, Taylor 2010).

Hard work was also valued by Thatcher and this found echoes in some musicians’ pronouncements. Thus in 1982 Boy George justified being rich because he had worked hard for it  - ‘With the punk thing everyone was making impractical attacks on being rich… But they all wanted to be rich. You have to be. I've got plenty of money. And I work for it, really hard" (Beckett 2015: 191/2). Fellow band member Jon Moss also voiced approval for the hard work ethic (ibid: 192) Within pop texts Spandau Ballet’s “Musclebound” (1981) emphasised the virtues of hard physical work. More recently the Daily Mail – a newspaper often associated with “middle England” conservative values - has suggested that Ed Sheeran is the perfect Thatcherite pop star as he works hard and is both house proud and business savvy (Leonard 2015). 

Another approach to the relationship of pop and Thatcherism is that adopted by David Pilgrim and Richard Ormrod in their book Elvis Costello and Thatcherism: A Psycho-Exploration (2013). This attempts to locate Costello’s output within the context in which he worked during the 1980s, while also discussing their comparative personalities. Thatcher herself makes only rather fleeting appearances in the book and the authors sometimes betray their best intentions with some textual analyses which pays scant attention to the wider context. Nevertheless in trying to locate an artist within Thatcher’s own era, the book does suggest another way of teasing out the relationship between popular music and Thatcherism.

In sum, there have been various approaches to assessing this relationship. Most of them are rather under-developed and generally parts of bigger pieces of work. Perhaps unsurprisingly the main focus has been on popular music texts with a concentration on anti-Thatcher songs and artists, alongside reflections on her broader impact on the popular music of the time. However there is nothing which can be regarded as holistic and which examines the effect on Thatcherism on the working conditions of musicians. This suggests that a new approach is necessary.

PART THREE: POPULAR MUSIC POLICY 

Recent years have witnessed growing academic interest in popular music and government policy. Within the UK, much of this literature began by examining responses by Labour local authorities in opposition to Thatcherite policies in the 1980s. Thus for example, Street has looked at various examples of this (1993, 1997) and there has been work on the cultural policies of the Greater London Council (GLC) (Bianchini 1987, Beckett 2015). Here various Labour Party initiatives at local government level in the early days of the Thatcher governments can be seen as the beginnings of what later became creative industries policies. These were developed further at the national level under the Labour government of 1997-2010 (Cloonan 2007). Since then, there has been increasing academic interest in popular music policy. Thus, for example, there have been special editions of Popular Music (27:2, 2008), the International Journal of Cultural Policy (19:3, 2013) and Perfect Beat (14:2, 2013) on music policy, while Cohen (2007) has also continued the interest in policy at a local level with an incisive account of developments in Liverpool.  

One aspect of all this has been attempts by academics to engage with policy, whether as parts of (local and national) government working groups or as activists lobbying for change. Another has been the breadth of issues covered by such actions which in the UK alone has included campaigns to influence the EU’s copyright regime (Kretschmer 2008), investigations of exports policy (Behr and Brennan 2014), recommendations for creative industries polices (Behr and Cloonan 2015) and for local live music policy in Edinburgh (see Edinburgh City Council 2014). There have also been the beginnings of comparative research with a the publication of a book on popular music policy in Australia, New Zealand and Scotland (Homan et al 2015). In sum it can be reasonably argued that popular music has been enjoying an extended policy moment which has been attracting increasing academic attention.

There are three noticeable elements to this which bear immediate comment. The first is that at a government level what is often involved is various attempts to stress the economic importance of music (Cloonan 2007) and this can sit uneasily with the more culturally-inclined approaches of academics (Williamson et al 2011). However this is changing to some extent and there has been government-funded research in to the cultural value of music (see Behr et al 2016).

Secondly, such engagement with policy – and therefore interaction with government – can lead to some suspicion amongst academic of those academics who do get involved. One, anonymous, colleague of mine told me that he was thinking of getting more involved in developing policy, but was concerned that colleagues would assume that he’d “sold his research soul”. However, there is a counterveiling tendency to think that academics have a responsibility to protect the public interest (Williamson et al 2011).

Thirdly, Frith et al, concluded that ‘the most important policies for music are often not about music at all’ (2009: 83). Numerous examples can be given, but one from the UK will suffice for present purposes. In the early 2000’s the UK Parliament passed the Licensing Act (2003). Its main aim was to bring coherence to the rather disparate alcohol licensing system in England and Wales. However, one part of the Act also reformed the licensing of live music in premises serving alcohol, via a stipulation that all performances required a Public Entertainment Licence (PEL). Previously up to two musicians could play in a bar without the venue to needing to have a PEL. The result of this change was that what were previously legal music performances of up to two musicians, now became illegal unless the venue had a PEL. The fact that fees were payable for such licences, meant that many venues which previously hosted small shows without PELs now faced new costs and so dropped their live music provision. For various political reasons this situation pertained until a Live Music Act was passed in 2012. The details of this need not detain us further. However it is a prime example of how policy on one area – alcohol licensing – had a disproportionate effect in another  - live music. Such examples recur in the next section.

PART FOUR: THATCHERISM, ARTS POLICY AND INDIRECT EFFECTS

Prior to 1979 UK arts policies would generally have been considered to be something largely distinct from economic matters. The role of government here was customarily seen as being to provide (generally extremely limited) funding to Arts Councils and similar bodies to distribute to the (high) arts in order to (i) allow the public access to the finest works of art and (ii) widen such access to the highest possible percentage of the population. Once again it is the Thatcher era which witnesses this consensus-style approach break down and a more business orientated  approach get adopted. Overall this entailed telling various cultural institutions to stop being reliant on the public subsidy, become more business-like in their approach and seek private, rather than public, investment via such things as sponsorship and endowments.

A brief review of Conservative Party manifestos gives a flavour of things. In their manifesto for the 1979 general election the Conservatives proclaimed that: ‘Economic failure and Socialist policies have placed the arts under threat. Lightening the burden of tax should in time enable the private sponsor to flourish again and the reform of capital taxation will lessen the threat to our heritage’ (www.conservative-party.net/manifestos/1979/1979-conservative-manifesto.shtml). It also promised that: ‘We will continue to give as generous support to Britain's cultural and artistic life as the country can afford’ (ibid). But as ‘Sport and recreation have also been hit by inflation and high taxation’ (ibid) they would benefit from the more general Thatcherite attempts to control inflation and cut taxation.

In 1983 voters were told that: ‘Despite the recession, this Government has strengthened its support for the best of our heritage and for the performing arts (www.conservative-party.net/manifestos/1983/1983-conservative-manifesto.shtml) and that: ‘Under the Conservatives, Britain's opera, theatre and ballet continue to win world-wide renown. And our tax changes have helped to revive the British film industry. We shall keep up the level of government support, including a fair share for the regions’ (ibid). Perhaps the key line in the art policy section was that: ‘We shall also examine ways of using the tax system to encourage further growth in private support for the arts and the heritage’ (ibid). 

During the 1987 general election the Conservatives proclaimed that: ‘Our international reputation in the arts has never been higher. Tourists flock to this country to enjoy the highest standards of theatre, music, artistic excellence and our museums. Art centres have nearly doubled in number since 1979. Attendances at theatres, concerts, cinemas and historic houses have all risen significantly. Under the Conservatives, spending on the arts has risen by 15 per cent since 1979 after allowing for inflation. Over the same period, the Arts Council grant has risen from £61 million to nearly £139 million. And schemes like the Business Sponsorship Incentive Scheme have pushed the value of such sponsorship from £72 million to £25 million over the last decade’ (www.conservative-party.net/manifestos/1987/1987-conservative-manifesto.shtml).

Overall there was a somewhat less than totally free market approach, as government support continued alongside efforts to encourage more private investment. Nevertheless it did suggest further encroachment of the private sector in to what had previously been the public domain. This involved an incremental shift towards the market and the building of a business-centred ethos whereby art was seemingly just a means to an end. Thus by the mid 1980s the Arts Council of Great Britain was positioning art as ‘an important part of our exports drive, both producing real profits and preparing the way for other enterprises’ (1985: 1). Clearly the Thatcherite message about the economic importance of the arts was hitting home in the higher echelons of the UK’s publicly-funded arts bodies.

The role of public funding was also apparent in John Major’s first manifesto in 1992 which said that: ‘The arts have flourished in recent years, with growing attendance at theatre, opera, dance and arts festivals. We have supported this by increasing the public funding of the arts, by 60 per cent in real terms since 1979, and introducing new incentives to personal giving’ (www.conservativemanifesto.com/1992/1992-conservative-manifesto.shtml). A somewhat revealing phrase that: ‘Business sponsorship in particular has expanded hugely’ (ibid). A national lottery was promised as a means of providing new funding for the arts. Thus taxation was to be replaced by donation, albeit via a form a gambling which has been characterized as a regressive tax on the poor (Bickley 2009).  A review of the Arts Council was also promised. The unsuccessful 1997 manifesto rejoiced in Britain as ‘A World Leader In Sports, Arts and Culture (www.conservative-party.net/manifestos/1997/1997-conservative-manifesto.shtml). The potential of the national lottery to provide new funds for arts and sport was highlighted. Indeed the lottery seemed to be the Conservative’s arts policy, as neither the Arts Council nor business support was mentioned. By this point governments could draw on work such as that by Myerscough (1988) on the economic role of the arts which were now being seen as having a key role to play in economic regeneration (Bennett 1995: 206). 

Overall it has been suggested that since 1979 culture has become ‘saturated with a market-orientated mentality’ (McGuigan 2006: 229). This has been part of a more general turn within which: ‘As the state withdraws further from essential services such as health and education, the case for its involvement in culture becomes harder to make’ (Bennett 1995: 215). In fact, what has occurred is that public money has been used to ‘promote the interests of corporate business’ (McGuigan 2005: 235) as in the case of London’s Millennium Dome. Within music the often publicly-funded building of arenas in major cities which then allow for economies of scale in music promotion is but one example of this.

It can broadly be said that, much like their predecessors, the Conservative governments of 1979-1997 did not have a popular music policy as such. In terms of direct policy, this was effectively contained within the arts commitments outlined above. However, this returns us to the point made above - that the most important policies for music are often not for music. While at an extreme this might be taken to there are implications for music of every government policy, the issue really becomes one of determining which policies were the most important and an account of this is given below.

Meanwhile one very important indirect policy was the Enterprise Allowance Scheme (EAS) which was introduced as a pilot scheme in January 1982 and then rolled out across the UK. Part of an attempt to combat mass unemployment and inculcate a business ethos amongst the unemployed, under this scheme unemployed people who could raise £1,000 were given £3,500 matched funding from the government to help establish a business. They also received enhanced unemployment benefits. Scheme participants included Alan McGee who went on to form Creation Records, the home of the highly commercially successful Oasis (Beckett 2015: 2014) and Matt Haynes, a partner in the critically-acclaimed, Bristol-based, Sarah Records (White 2015: 40 and 93). Perhaps the most improbable beneficiary was Dig Pearson, founder of the extreme metal label Earache Records (Earache Records 2008, Lusher 2015), home to Napalm Death and others. Death metal bands Extreme Noise Terror and Chaos UK also benefitted when their label Manic Ears received Enterprise Allowance Scheme funding which helped facilitate the release of their joint debut “Radioactive Earslaughter” (Darby nd). Overall the EAS resulted in some significant music industries initiatives and stands as a striking example of how indirect policies affect musical praxis. Here it is important to note that British popular music has benefitted from a number of indirect public subsidies. For example, the public sector BBC has long promoted British music via its radio stations, while in the live sector, publicly funded student unions have long provided key venues for gigs. Thus, rather than being the preserve of private enterprise, British pop has actually been the beneficiary of a mixed economy.

More broadly it is pertinent to ask what might be expected in popular music policy from a free-market inclined government. At least three things suggest themselves – the withdrawal of any state provision, the removal of “red tape” from businesses and  the encouragement of “enterprise”, of the sort just alluded to. What neoliberalism, of the sort supported by Thatcher, wants is not the provision of music by the state, but its regulation and what is important there is not things such as censorship but market deregulation, the freeing up of trade, removal of perceived bureaucracy (such as workers’ interests) and so on. Thus if, as neoliberals would argue, it is true that popular music – like everything else -   flourishes better in a free market then the duty of a free market inclined government would be to remove anything which prevented that market from flourishing. Some this might be achieved by tinkering with existing legislation, changing regulations and so on, but ultimately governments can be judged by the laws they pass and this leads me to a brief consideration some of the legislation passed between 1979 and 1997 which had particular relevance to popular music.  

PART FIVE: THATECHERITE LEGISLATIVE REFORMS AND POPULAR MUSIC 

In order to begin an examination of the importance of Thatcherite legislation for the working practices within popular music a selection of key legislation has been made and brief discussions of their importance are included. Individually they highlight key aspects of Thatcherism. Collectively they can help to provide the beginnings of a  more detailed account of the complex relationship between popular music and Thatcherism, one which looks not simply at anti-Thatcher musical texts but at the material conditions which Thatcherism engendered and their impact on musical praxis. The Thatcher and Major governments cared little for pop per se, but their actions had profound implications for, and effects upon, that art form, including via the policies and legislation which will now be considered.

(i) Broadcasting Act: 1980

The main impact of this Act was to pave the way for the UK’s fourth terrestrial television, the publicly-owned, advertising funded, Channel 4. For popular music this meant another opportunity for its musicians to promote themselves on television as evidenced by programmes such as “The Tube” which ran between 1982 and 1987. Importantly Channel 4 commissioned independent production companies to make its programmes  in a process that helped to dismantle trade union control over what had previously been a largely centralised process based around the BBC and ITV (Beckett 2015). In some ways this production process mirrored the independent labels which boomed in the post punk era (Reynolds 2005) as in both cases the desire for artistic control had implications for working conditions.

(ii) Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions Act): 1982

In the early days of Thatcher’s rule local government became both a bulwark against Thatcherism and also the site of experimentation in local arts policies, of which the most famous example was the Greater London Council (GLC) (Beckett 2015). Such was this opposition that the GLC was one of a number of local authorities abolished by the 1985 Local Government Act, with obvious impact on the arts funding of those authorities.

Meanwhile the 1982 Act’s most important factor for popular music concerned the licensing of live music as it compelled local authorities to adopt a system of PELs wherein venues wishing to stage live entertainment had to buy such licences. The Act said that local authorities could charge a “reasonable fee” (Schedule 7 (1)) for these and also allowed authorities to prescribe standard conditions for licence (ibid 11 (1). The effect of this was to marketise licensing, as while the Act stipulated that local authorities were not allowed to make money from the licences they could seek to reflect local market conditions in their pricing policies. By the time the law was reformed in 2003, prices for PELs could vary by as much as 600% between local authorities (www.homeoffice.gov.uk/drugs/alcohol/alcohol-licences/fee-levels/), so some marketization had obviously occurred. 

(iii) Monopolies and Mergers Committee Report on Collective Licensing: 1988

While not a piece of legislation, this Committee report was to have a major impact of key aspects of industrial practice within the music industries. A series of recommendations for government from the body which was responsible market regulation, it was heavily influenced by the prevailing neoliberal ethos. The report focussed on the operations of the music industries organisation Phonographic Performance Ltd (PPL), which collects royalties on behalf of performers on recordings for the use of such recordings in public places such as pubs, clubs and in broadcasting. PPL has always (and is still) owned by the major record companies. 

The recognition that there is under UK law copyright in the performances contained in all commercially released recording was recognised in a legal case in 1933 and the record companies founded PPL in 1934 to administer licences for the usage of such recordings. Henceforth in order to play recorded music in public places  - including, vitally, broadcasting - users had to pay for a PPL licence. As the recording industry grew in the 1960s, so did PPL revenues and it was up to take on an increasingly important role as broadcasting also expanded exponentially. 

Under the system prevailing prior to the Committee’s report, PPL was able to put conditions in to its licences which limited what purchasers could do with the music which had been licenced to them. There were two particularly important parts to this. First PPL limited the amount of time during which broadcasters could play records through a system know as “needletime” (Cloonan 2016). This was done in order to provide opportunities for live music  - and thus musical employment - on the radio.  Broadcasters had to pay a fee to use the music, but could not use recorded music beyond the hours stipulated in the licences which resulted from their negotiations with PPL. Secondly, PPL also insisted that large venues which were holding record-only events such as discotheques (potentially replacing what might otherwise have been live musicians) had to employ a specified amount of musicians during the week. Thus again the use of recorded music was limited via PPL licences as a means by which to protect musical employment

Part of the reason PPL insisted on such clauses was because of pressure to do so from the Musicians’ Union (MU). For the Union, music should be live as this was the basis of musical employment. Recorded music was initially treated with disdain by the Union, although it soon realised that not only was it inevitable but also that it provided an important site of musical employment (Williamson and Cloonan 2016). The Union wished to control both live and recorded music and had power within the recorded sector as the record companies which owned PPL were constantly concerned that the MU might get its members to disrupt the recording process upon which record company profits rested. 

The MMC report held that both needletime and the requirement that large venues using recorded music had also to employ musicians were restraints of trade and thus unjustified interventions in the free market. It recommended that the practices end and the government quickly agreed to implement the report. The outlawing of needletime and the ability to compel venues to employ live musicians has had a major impact within the music industries. It undermined trade union power and was important in ways in which have rarely been recognised in the existing literature. The MU’s then General Secretary, Denis Scard, told is Biennial Conference that after this report the Union’s influence “went right down the pan” (1991: 9). This was part of a broader agenda to curb trade union power across the media industries which Thatcherites saw as a last bastion of union power. Importantly neoliberal policies were not only entrenched by law, but by committee reports which fed in to government policy, here with profound implications for musicians’ working terms and conditions.

(iv) Copyright, Designs and Patents Act: 1998

This complex piece of legislation now forms the basis of UK copyright law. The Act ‘gives the creators of literary, dramatic, musical and artistic works the right to control the ways in which their material may be used’ (www.copyrightservice.co.uk/copyright/uk_law_summary). While creators rights’ were further entrenched by this, the Act also strengthened performers’ rights, by establishing in law the performers’ right to authorize the recording and/or broadcast of their performances. Overall, the Act can be seen as enshrining property rights, something which has long underpinned bourgeois political economy.



(v) Broadcasting Act: 1990

Commercial radio arrived in the UK in 1973, but only at a local level and this Act led to the creation of three national commercial radio stations. One of these, Virgin, was a popular music station which began broadcasting in 1993. From the outset commercial radio had been a bastion of free market idology and the stations’ collective body, the Association of Independent Radio  Contractors (AIRC), relentlessly sought to remove any obligations to provide live musicians with work (Stoller 2010, Williamson and Cloonan 2016). The 1990 Act can be seen as the culmination of years of lobbying by the AIRC and its allies and it illustrated the government’s commitment to further privatising the airwaves.

While the Act was aimed primarily at the commercial sector and led to establishment of a fifth terrestrial television station, it also required that the BBC commission at least 25% of its programmes from independent producers, leading to an internal market within the BBC. It further shored up its Thatcherite credentials in commercial radio by making licences subject to the highest bidder (www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/42/section/100) – a clear signal of marketization. The Act was later described as being ‘regarded by both its supporters and its critics as a quintessential example of Thatcherism’ (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadcasting_Act_1990) and its impact on popular music certainly bears further analysis.
(vi) Creation of the Department of National Heritage: 1992

This moves coverage from Thatcher to her successor, John Major, who can be seen as having a more direct personal interest in culture. While it has long funded the arts via government, Britain has never had a Ministry of Culture. However, the creation of this Department by the Major government was a small step towards that. While its impact on popular music was initially perhaps minimal (pop was rarely seen as heritage at this point), its creation was certainly Thatcherite in spirit. The Department can be seen as being a prime example of the much cherished neoliberal totem, small government, as it was about championing and facilitating rather than providing (Taylor 1997: 444 and 445). It again retained a Thatcherite concern for control, as the autonomy enjoyed by funded organisations under what was known as the arm’s length idea was replaced by a more “hands on” directive policy (ibid: 465). Henceforth all bodies funded by the Department would have to provide business and corporate plans (ibid: 452), thus again bringing business practices  in to government.

When Labour won the 1997 general election they rejigged the Department and retitled it the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), which remains to this day. Under Labour the DCMS did take more interest in music policy (Cloonan 2007), but it continued to “champion” the creative industries rather than necessarily directly funding them. It is salutary here to recall here that while the early days of the first  Blair government in 1997 were often characterised as being the peak of “Cool Britannia”, with pop stars such as Oasis hanging out at 10 Downing Street etc, the phrase was first used by the Conservatves in November 1996 in a Department of National Heritage press release (Cloonan 2007: 22). By this point Conservative Ministers were turning up at various music industry award ceremonies[footnoteRef:8] and the lines of communication between the music industries and government were definitely open. Thus, the seeds of much of what Labour did in power were sown under the Thatcher and Major governments. It also is also worth noting that John Major’s government introduced the short lived National Music Day in 1992.  [8:  See, for example, Conservative Party chairman Norman Tebbitt at the 1986 Brits awards  - www.youtube.com/watch?v=suDnPdrBo0U. Tebbit said that he will not be introducing a ‘policy for pop’ and praised the competitive nature of the record industry. ] 


(vii) Criminal Justice and Public Order Act: 1994

If one part of Thatcherism was free market economics in the name of freedom, then another was an the increasingly authoritarian state which was needed to counter the unrest which arose from mass unemployment and attempts to curtail trade union power. The moralism of Thatcherism was also evident and this can be seen in the Conservatives’ reaction to raves. The rise in popularity of electronic dance music from the mid 1980s saw increasing numbers of these events taking place in countryside areas on unlicensed - and sometimes illegally occupied -  sites. An attempt to make it harder to hold raves came via the Entertainments (Increased Penalties) Act of 1990 which was introduced by Conservative MP Graham Bright as a Private Members Bill. However, events at the Castlemorton week long, unlicensed, rave/festival in 1992 convinced the government that further measures were necessary to prevent illegal raves from occurring and measures to do this were taken in the 1994 Criminal Justice Act.
This empowered the police to stop people going to raves, confiscate equipment and to arrest those who refused to leave sites. Within the Act music is defined as including ‘sounds wholly or predominantly characterised by the emission of a succession of repetitive beats’ (Section 31, 1 (b)). However, contrary to popular belief[footnoteRef:9]  this was not an attempt to outlaw that sort of music. It wasn’t and merely made the point that music could include being a succession of repetitive beats. Ironically, some of the main opposition to this Act came from free market Libertarian Alliance who were perplexed that an allegedly free market inclined government wanted to prevent the highly entrepreneurial activity of charging people a great deal of money to dance to music in a field and accused the Major government as betraying Thatcher’s free-market legacy (Staines 1991). [9:  See, for example, John (2015).] 


Nevertheless the Act did contribute to the decline of raves and perhaps to the rise of the superclubs as licensing rules were later relaxed to help get people out of fields and back in to clubs. It main effect on musicians to place limitations the sorts of events they could play.

CONCLUSIONS

Taken together the actions outlined above help to provide some evidence of the actual effect of Thatcherite policies on musicians’ working practices. Importantly they addressed the key elements of professional music making as they covered music publishing and recording (via copyright reform), live music (via licensing and effects on raves), and broadcasting (the end of needletime and provision of more television and radio stations). Playing live, recording, publishing music and being broadcast form the basis of musical income and Thatcherism saw reform in all of these areas, often focussing on both entrenching property rights and freeing up the market. Ultimately it is such legislative reforms, rather than anti-Thatcher songs, which affected musicians most and thus merit long-term investigation.

In order to do this three four suggest themselves. First more detailed accounts of the Acts and their effects on music making need to be given. Secondly, contemporary debates around the Acts, especially those within Parliament, should be  examined to illustrate how they were justified and contested. Thirdly there is a need to interview those involved lobbying for and introducing the Acts and those who opposed them. Fourthly, the implementation and effects of these policies merit examination.[footnoteRef:10] All this would help to foster a much broader approach to understanding the impact of Thatcherism on popular music than has hitherto been available.  [10:  I  am grateful to anonymous reviewer for this point.] 


The things which affect musicians in their daily lives are not normally protest songs, but concrete policies and legislation. Thus looking at Thatcherism and popular music through a policy lens has much to offer. It bears reiterating that the most important policies for music are often not about music per se and this necessitates looking more broadly. Indeed all of the actions examined above were focussed elsewhere, but many had important effects on popular music and can be seen as portraying a certain attitude towards such things as artistic endeavour, the property rights which underpin its commodity form and the labour practices which accompany it. 

A possible conclusion may be the paradoxical idea that the policies of the non-interventionist Thatcher government might well have had greater long term  impact on the British music industries than those of the more interventionist Labour governments of 1997-2010 (Cloonan 2007). As someone who has worked with musicians (Cloonan 2015) and supports their empowerment, it is necessary to question the extent to which these reforms did empower musicians. Certainly their representative body, the Musicians’ Union, is far less of a force than it was once was (Williamson and Cloonan 2016). Further investigation is necessary to see what the overall impact of Thatcherism on popular musicians was.

The question here is not so much about whether cultural provision is best facilitated by state or market, but a much bigger question about what a desirable musical landscape is – and how that might come about. How can musicians can best be empowered and able to pursue their creative impulses for public good? If policy is not about enabling the public good, then there is cause to have scepticism about its merits. Overall a policy analysis approach would allow researchers to beyond the headlines and to examine deeds rather than words. That necessitates looking beyond anti-Thatcherite musical texts and examining broader Thatcherite policies which impacted on musical praxis. It may well be the case that in the case of Thatcher and pop what matters is not the songs which castigated her, but the Thatcherite policies whose focus often lay beyond music. What matters is not so much the songs, but the impact of Thatcherite policies on those who played them
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