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Discursive Strategies within Thatcherism:
Family and Market Representations within its

Rhetoric and Community Care Documents

by
Janice Mclaughlin
Timothy W. Luke

(ABSTRACT)

My thesis examines the discursive similarities between the
public political voice of Thatcherism and the "bureacratic"
policy voice of Community Care Documents. The similarities I
am searching for between the rhetoric and the documents
involve mythical representations of the family, the free
market and the community. The argument of the thesis is that
the construction of meaning in the policy documents is at
least partially supported by discursive representations
present in the public discourse. These representations
mythologize: first, the role and form of the family; second,
the role of women in caring within the family; and third,
the role or capabilities of the market; and fourth; the
"failings" and "breakdown" of the welfare system. I also
argue that these representations exist within certain key
social and economic conditions relating to "late capitalism"
or more, exactly, the model of flexible accumulation and

market regulation prevalent in Britain during the eighties.



I conclude by arguing that if language does have a role in
power relations, then it can be useful for policy analysts
to learn some of the models of linguistic or discursive
analysis. Such an inclusion would especially be useful in
understanding the difficulties that women and other

"minorities”™ have in finding a voice in the policy arena.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The structure and aim of this thesis flow from
particular theoretical understandings of how language and
identity function in present Western society. I am using a
form of discourse analysis which explores issues such as
identity, subjectivity, power and resistance from a
perspective which focuses on language. It begins from the
argument that individual identity and our position as
subjects and objects in social discourse are formed within
linguistic boundaries which demarcate meaning. One of the
best points to study the formation of meaning is at its
point of construction or destruction. Therefore my analysis
centers on the period of Thatcherism and its attempts to
construct certain mythical meanings about family and
consumer/citizenship. The aim is to see if these meanings
are politically important beyond their function as political
rhetoric and whether they are relevant to the production of
policies. To investigate this I use discourse analysis to
search for the influence of discursive practices in policy
documents relating to one area of policy namely community

care.



DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

I begin from the position that language has the
ability to naturalize and universalize areas of shared
meaning, which are particular social constructions, to the
benefit of certain social groups and forces within society.
The construction of a particular "myth" can position
subjects within power relations either as empowered (part of
the social norm) or disempowered (the other). Discourse
analysis is a methodology which analyses the ability of
discursive practices within language to be a part of the
construction of such myths. Discourse analysis, therefore,
looks for the use of imagery and representations within
texts. It also looks at social relations, behavior and
actions textually, that is as things which we understand or
interpret through discursive meanings and assumptions.

Discourse analysis comes from the belief that texts can
produce certain meanings which are embedded in the choice of
language and which are linked to broader social and
political meanings existing in society at a particular time
and in a particular space. Examining discourse therefore
means examining the linguistic practices which establish
meaning in language. When I look at discursive practices in
politics, my aim is to examine the role of language in
inscribing meaning and identity. It is important to
understand that discourse theory views language as something
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more than speech or the written word. Instead, it is forms
of signification that produce, as Michel Foucault sees it,
"regimes of truth." Regimes of truth which are capable of
dictating social norms through shared symbolic
understanding. The subject is constructed within regimes of
truth and is positioned through signification.

Michael J. Shapiro defines discourse as:

a linguistic practice that puts into play sets of

rules and procedures for the formation of objects,

speakers, and thematics. This "putting into play"” is an

important part of the identification of "discourse" as

contrasted with the more general interest of linguists

in the rules that govern utterances, for the concept of

discourse involves concrete, temporarily and spatially

located instances of language practices... (1992: 108).
The meaning or intelligibility a text contains is linked to
particular social and political practices which are
therefore limited in spatial and temporal scope. Examining a
discourse is therefore to examine a text within the context
of social and political relations. It is also to question
the assumed meanings and imagery held within the text as
bound to certain political practices. Therefore, the
understanding of text I am using is broader than seeing a
text as being made up of only the written word. Within this
discursive approach human action, everyday speech, all forms
of electronic media become texts interacting on discursive

levels producing multiple meanings and interpretations on

the part of the differently situated receivers or readers.



What then produces stability are the rules which govern
discursive practices. A discourse maintains or authorizes
what is the correct form of speech or action or word within
the boundaries of that discourse:

Discursive relations are those responsible for

producing the rules that constitute the objects and

events we speak about. To analyze such relations is to
politicize a far broader aspect of human relations chan
is characteristic of the kinds of analysis directed
toward relationships that a society explicitly
recognizes as political. It is to analyze not simply
what we talk about but also why and how we talk about

it (Shapiro 1992: 154).

Therefore, for example, within the medical discourse there
is a particular pattern of language and meaning which is
understood by those within the discipline. The rules which
govern acceptable language help maintain the medical
discipline’s position in social relations and exclude
meanings and perspectives which could change the pattern of
communication both within the medical discipline and
without.

I am working within Foucault’s notion of subjectivity
as something which is a social construction. The
construction of subjectivity in modern society, argues
Foucault, occurs within disciplines and technologies of
power. Therefore, involved in this discursive approach is a
different understanding of power and resistance. It is
important to note that Foucault’s aim in discussing power is

not to pursue power itself (in essence he denies power has
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an itself), but instead the role of power relations in the
processes whereby, "human beings are made subjects" (1982:
208). It is necessary to move away from a notion of power as
a grand universalistic device owned and controlled by the
State. Instead, looking from a discursive perspective
involves examining the specific instances of power relations
impacting on subjectivity. Foucault’'s concern is the
construction of the individual within the modern State.
Individuality is part and parcel of modern society but it is
an individuality which is inscribed. This inscription of
individuality occurs within various institutions: the
family, medicine, psychiatry and education. One of
Foucault’s aims is therefore, to establish that who we are
is, in fact, who we are constructed to be.

Certain contemporafy feminist theorists have adopted a
discursive approach influenced by Foucault. Biddy Martin
argues discursive analysis can help feminism break away from
notions of essential woman and unity which negate different
experiences among women of different classes, cultures, race
and sexuality. She also argues that feminists must move away
from a position that holds there exists a subject called
woman that is beyond representation. Feminists instead need
to deal with the discursive practices in society which
construct women as both subject and object. Martin warns:

The search for a more perfect self, for a truer, more
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natural sexuality, a more authentic "I" too often
represents a refusal to account for the position from
which we speak, to ground ourselves materially and
historically, to acknowledge and be vigilant of our
own limitations and our own differences (1988: 15).

Martin argues that a Foucauldian discursive methodology is
one that feminist analysis can practice, principally the
practice of treating cultural discourse as sites of
constructed identity:
A materialist cultural interpretative practice insists
that we read not only individual texts but literary
histories and critical discourses as well, not as
reflections of a truth or lie with respect to a pre-
given real, but as instruments for the exercise of
power, as paradigmatic enactments of those struggles
over meaning (1988: 18).
I want to integrate within my discursive approach a
theoretical notion of myth first established by Roland

Barthes. In 1957 Barthes published Mythologies. In it

Barthes argued that society represents reality through myth,
through symbolism, which essentially distorts reality. Myth
operates through language and the semiotic codification of
symbolism (basically a second order of meaning). The power
of myth is that it does not hide reality; instead it uses
symbolism to transform meaning; "Myth hides nothing and
flaunts nothing: it distorts; myth is neither lie nor a
confession; it is an inflexion" (1972: 129). The power of
myth is its ability to naturalize history, to portray that
which is constructed as that which is natural, universal,
evident. Barthes argues that the principal myth makers in

6



society are the bourgeois. Myth is one of their tools in
justifying their privileged position. They manipulate
meaning and symbolism to portray their lifestyle, their
behavior as universalistic and natural:
bourgeois norms are experienced as the evident laws of
natural order -the further the bourgeois class
propagates its representations, the more naturalized
they become. The fact of the bourgeois becomes absorbed
into an amorphous universe, whose sole inhabitant is
Eternal Man....(1972: 140).
One of the key bourgeois myths is how the nuclear private
family is portrayed as the natural form of family, rather
than a historically specific representation of a constructed
social form.
Timothy W. Luke has followed up on Barthes’

understanding of myth in the semiotic-based mode of analysis

used in his book Screens 0Of Power. Luke examines how

messages are sent and interpreted in late capitalist
society, a place and time which he argues can be defined as

"' Within an "informational

an "informational society.
society," society is defined by the technologies and
practices used for the transference of information and
knowledge. The myths of this new age are established through
commodification and mediation in the electronic media.

Within Luke s semiotic analysis he makes the crucial

argument that the communication of meaning in society is a

'Which for the purposes of the analysis is an “ideal type’.
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plural experience, involving multiple texts, multiple signs
and multiple interpretations. The end result is a fluid
system of communication which is constantly re-interpreting
meaning, leaving the sign’s meaning never stable.

Luke wants to adapt Barthes’ notion of myth to the
technologies of power in the new informational society:
"Myths are the vital new political alloys, fusing culture,
advertising, and publicity into new technologies of power"
(pg 23). In similar fashion to both Barthes and Foucault,
Luke arques for micro-analysis of social myths. Instead of
looking for grand universalistic myths, this approach calls
for the examination of specific instances of myth
construction within society. As Barthes examined different
myths in society, so also Luke examines different areas of
signification in society.

There is an explicit move away from some of the
standard practices of political science in the perspectives
of the above theorists. The given neutrality of objective,
rational quasi-scientific investigation, is replaced by
politically explicit subjective contention on how we live
and think. The denial of traditional notions of rationality
and objectivity as well as the notion of proof leaves the
end result more fluid to the reader and more contentious to
the discipline. Using these theorists and engaging in their
project is a deliberate move to question and explore my own
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subjectivity and the role this has in my own practice.

What I want to take out of the above discussion is the
importance of discourse in the construction of subjectivity
within power relations. Discourse manipulates meaning and
symbolism to normalize human subjects within society. Myth
is one form of linguistic signification that enables those
in particular power positions to represent their experience
as universal and natural. It is an explicit act of power on
other human subjects, who are defined as “other’ and
‘deviant’ in order to construct the norm. Discursive
analysis can be a particularly useful form of analysis for
feminism since it highlights the importance of language and
representation in the process of subjugation of the
individual. I would argue that women are a pluralistic group
with multiple experiences of subjugation and mythical

representation.

WHY COMMUNITY CARE AND POLICY?

The policy process from a discursive perspective
becomes one particular technology of power and social text
which interacts and connects with the network of
technologies of power and social texts existing in society.
Therefore, how power and language operate and function
within the policy process is important to understanding the
construction of subjects within the policy discourse. My aim
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is to highlight how textual analysis can make visible the
discursive techniques used to construct meaning within one
part of the policy process, policy documents themselves.

Most importantly, is the ability of the formal policy
process to shut out alternative voices through structural
impediments assisted by linguistic impediments? Do these
practices deny voice to those deemed to lack knowledge in
the process? Is it possible to view the use of particular
linguistic definitions of knowledge and expertise as
boundary keepers to the oppositional discourse? If so, the
choice for oppositional discourses then becomes simple: do
you adapt to these practices, dress your arguments in the
linguistically acceptable discourse of scientific knowledge
or professional expertise and thus gain entry? Or do you
stay outside and fight elsewhere?

I hope to examine one particular policy debate about
the issue of community care in the UK to trace the
discursive assumptions and myths about the family’'s and
women s role in caring contained within the policy
documents. I would argue that the discursive assumptions
about women and family served to frame how women were
perceived and also led to changes in the assumptions the
policy contained about women’s role in caring. One
supplementary argument is that this practice can only be
examined by breaking out of the dominant practices of policy

10



analysis in Britain and including alternative approaches
coming out of feminism and critical social theory.

The manipulation of meanings and identity given to
gender, race, class and sexuality are closely connected
within the discourses of politics and the policy process.
One of the key questions is whether I can identify within an
area of the policy process the involvement of language in
the construction of myth and exclusion. I view exclusion as
the denial of access through the denial of voice. While the
full extent of exclusion cannot be thoroughly determined by
only looking at policy documents, the documents are a key
site of discursive exclusion and thus merit examination.
Raising the question of exclusion involves raising critical
theorists® and feminists® concerns with issues involving
expertise, knowledge, performativity and experience. I will
suggest that language is implicated in the hierarchy around
these issues and the denial of other experience and
knowledge.

The policy which I am focusing on in this study is
community care. In the British context this is the
replacement of institutional care of the mentally ill,
mentally and physically handicapped and elderly with
"community care." The main emphasis will be on the term
itself. The argument is that the meaning of community care
was changed discursively to mean a commercial commodity and
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a family activity, rather than a publicly supported activity
in the local community. Key questions are:

1. What does the term mean for the policy’s authors and for
politicians?

2. How is it used within the debate by politicians and the
policy’s authors to control and manipulate the debate?

3. Who is best situated within the power relations within
the policy process to dictate what the term means?

I will examine the policy documents with the aim of tracing
the discursive use of community care to mean private care
supplied by the private for profit sector and the voluntary
sector made up mostly of families and within families,
women. The assumptions include the belief that the family is
the best site of care based on a discourse of "natural"
family obligations. I will attempt to see where the link
between public rhetoric and the policy language happens. I
will also examine what is missing in the policy documents,
the oppositional voices, women’s perspectives, situated
knowledge and experience. Instead I will show the influence
of notions of universalism (ignoring ethnic and cultural
differences), expertise (scientific and professional) and

efficiency (cost benefit analysis).

THATCHERISM

The Thatcher period was marked by a period of

contestation over the role of the welfare state and the role
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of the family. It is therefore a useful point to study the
construction of social meaning, in this case social meaning
over the role of the welfare system and the role and
function of the family. By examining the struggle that took
place over these issues one can witness some of the various
power relations within British society. The myths around the
family which were part of Thatcherism’s discourse are viewed
here as one reaction to the "crisis" in the welfare state in
late capitalism.

I will place Thatcherism within certain crucial social
and economic conditions which influence and are influenced
by the discursive practices of Thatcherism. First, there are
the ideas around the late capitalism debate. This is the
debate, coming partly from the left and critical theorists,
which suggests we now live in a new stage of capitalism
which affects the culture and politics of Western industrial
societies. Second, Thatcherism can be seen as part of the
broader rise of the new right. There has been much debate
about the supposed rise of the new right. For my purposes
the new right is a loose term that covers different
(sometimes contradictory) ideological positions within
conservative thought that have arisen since the seventies
and exploded in the eighties in the United States and
Britain. Third, during the era of Thatcherism we have seen
the rise of the consumer as the citizen of flexible

13



accumulation. For example, within the welfare system the
client became, in the discourse of Thatcherism, the
consumer. Fourth, the "crisis" of the welfare state within
late capitalism became an important issue during the
Thatcher era.

I will look at the myths about the family within the
"crisis" of the welfare state and the falling away of such
concepts as private and public as useful terms. The myth of
the family is an area that feminists such as Bea Campbell,
Janet Finch, Mary McIntosh and Michele Barrett have focused
on. The central argument is that an idealized notion of the
nineteenth century bourgeois family has been imposed on a
pluralistic reality of various different forms of family
relationships. The myth also contains the assumption that
the family is a private institution existing in its natural
form based on biological relations. It is also the family
supported by the 0ld Testament according to the myth makers.

For the purposes of this study I rather loosely use the
eighties as the time period of Thatcherism. Her removal from
power in November 1990 signaled the end of Thatcherism as
the ideological center of the Conservative party and
Government. While powerful in the eighties within the party
and as a guiding force within the Conservative government
agenda, it would be a mistake to present it as universally
dominant throughout. It was always incoherent in parts and
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challenged even my Conservative members of the Cabinet (most

notably in the early days of the first administration).

CHAPTER FORMAT

The overall format of my thesis is to begin by
detailing some of the theoretical understandings I base my
perspective and analysis on, before then discursively
examining some of Thatcherism’s political rhetoric and the
Community Care documents. I conclude by discussing the
theoretical implications and possibilities of this approach
in the context of policy analysis and feminism. Chapter Two

(Situating Thatcherism) discusses theoretical approaches

which examine the family as a discursive object. The main
purpose of this is to show how the family can be used as a
discursive object within ideological and political
boundaries. The chapter also introduces the work of Nancy
Frazer, who discusses the various discourses present in the
welfare arena during the phase of late capitalism. Lastly
the chapter introduces the place of the market and
consumerism within new right and Thatcherist ideology.

Chapter Three (Thatcherism’s Family) focuses on various

Thatcherist texts which discuss or in some way associate the
family with certain discursive meanings. I look mostly at

the statements and words of certain Conservative politicians
(including Mrs Thatcher), the Conservative party manifestos
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and leaked policy discussion documents relating to family
policy. I complete the Chapter by raising some of the
feminist objections to Thatcherism’s notion of family.

Chapter Four (Community Care Documents) deals with two

policy documents relating specifically to the issue of
community care. I discuss the documents with the main aim of
seeing what discursive similarities they share with the
types of discursive meanings found in the Thatcherism
rhetoric cited in the previous Chapter. Chapter Five

(Alternative Questions And Perspectives) discusses some of

the critical and feminist theoretical issues which are
raised by politicizing the discursive practices of the
policy arena. Implications that also suggest alternatives in
the way we study the policy arena and also how we situate
policy within the broader context of other social texts and

public arenas.
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CHAPTER TWO

SITUATING THATCHERISM

INTRODUCTION

Social understandings of what the family represents are
influenced by commonly held assumptions about social
behavior as well as cultural assumptions about women’s
social behavior. Feminists have examined notions of family,
since from different feminist perspectives we argue
constructed notions of family are key tools to justifying
placing women in negative positions within power relations
in society. This, however, is not to say that there is one
over-powering myth of family that is constant and affects
all women in the same way. Instead, different
representations of family and women are used at different
historical periods to justify different social norms and
practices.

This chapter introduces the various perspectives from
which I examine Thatcherism and its discourse on family. My
particular analytical perspective on Thatcherism is to view
it as a political discourse, a discourse capable of
sustaining various representations of social relations. The
Thatcherist discourse is sustained, at least in part, by
imagery and representation grounded in language and myth.
Since I am looking in particular at Thatcherism’s family
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discourse I feel it necessary and helpful at this point to
situate my discussion in previous investigations of family
discourse. Since discursive representations are never
stable, but instead mutate with the times I feel it is also
necessary and helpful to situate Thatcherism within its
particular historical period.

The chapter is split into three sections. In the first
section I introduce alternative perspectives on the family
which deal with the family as a social construction. In the
second section I discuss Nancy Frazer’'s work on discursive
practices within the welfare arena (a key site for family
discourses). In the third section I situate Thatcherism

within recent trends in capitalism.

FAMILY REPRESENTATIONS

This section looks at the work of Michel Foucault,
Timothy W. Luke, Michéle Barrett and Mary McIntosh. I begin
examining Foucault’s analysis of the family as a social
practice and a technology of power which helps construct
normality and social relations. Next I discuss Luke’'s
analysis of the family, as a symbolic signifier in late
capitalism. Finally I focus on the writing of Michéle
Barrett and Mary McIntosh who analyze the family in Britain
in terms of an ideology. The work represented here is useful
because it breaks away from the notion of family as a
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natural biological unit. Instead the authors produce
interpretations of the family based on social practice
(Foucault), symbolism (Luke) and ideological uses (Barrett
and McIntosh) of the family.

Michel Foucault’s concern is the construction of the
individual within the modern state. Foucault’s focus, within
his genealogy approach, are the social practices, which are
given meaning through discourse and define culture(s) and
individuality. Through discourse, exclusion is maintained to
structure normality in (as well as to allow for efficient
surveillance of) the individual (see Foucault’s °“The
discourse on language’). Exclusion functions through the
‘prohibition” of certain subjects and rituals; through
‘division and rejection’ by the privileging of reason and
sanity and through the “will to truth’. Discourse therefore
functions in Foucault’s analysis to universalize experience
and to deny chance and limitation. The final result of
discursive practice is as Frazer argues, constraint;
"Foucault claims that the functioning of discursive regimes
essentially involves forms of social constraint"” (1989%9a:
20).

Foucault argues that a power/knowledge regime is
constructed out of multiple social practices, created
through a network of discourses and technologies of power.
Social practices are never stable or natural, instead they
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are historically relative. The aim of discourse is to
produce order (often constructed as natural order) and the
illusion of stability. Family is represented as a natural
phenomenon. However, if instead we view society as a series
of social practices, then the family becomes just one
particular social practice created by the various discourses
and representations about it. Viewing “family® from
Foucault’'s perspective produces an understanding of family
discourse as a constraining practice which forms one link in
the network of practices constraining individuality and
meaning.

Foucault looked at the family most closely in The

History of Sexuality: An Introduction Volume One. His aim

here is to identify the role of family discourse in the
construction and maintenance of sexuality. This position is
opposed to viewing the family as the denial of sexuality, as
it is often portrayed. Foucault argues:

The family, in its contemporary form, must not be

understood as a social, economic and political
structure of alliance that excludes or at least

restrains sexuality..... On the contrary, its role is
to anchor sexuality and provide it permanent support
(1980: 108).

For Foucault the family is one of the social practices that
helped define sexuality in modern society. The family has
helped to define sexuality in a way that cloaks construction

in repression. Sexuality is not repressed in society in the
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sense that it was never free and to presume so is a
dangerous myth that misrepresents the construction of the
modern individual. For Foucault the family is the focal
point in the development of sexuality. It allows sexuality
to be constructed in a way that specifies what is and is not
sexuality. The family also allows for the construction of
correct sexual behavior as well as the deviant. The family
discourse’s greatest success is defining legitimate and
illegitimate behavior and enabling exclusion. Illegitimate
sexual behavior or want becomes that which breaks out of the
family norm. Together with doctors, psychiatrists and
educators the abnormal became that which denied the
legitimacy of the family:

Then these new personages made their appearance: the

nervous women, the frigid wife, the indifferent mother

-or worse, the mother beset by murderous obsessions-

....the young homosexual who rejects marriage or

neglects his wife. These were the combined figures of

an alliance gone bad and an abnormal sexuality; they
were the means by which the disturbing factors of the
latter were brought into the former, and yet they also
provided an opportunity for the alliance system to
assert its prerogatives in the order of sexuality

(1990: 110).

The family thus helped the modern state’s aims to
control birthrates and produce technologies of power that
controlled the population through a bio-politics that was
and is aimed at the body. The family form that began this

regulation of sexuality through the introduction of
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psychiatry and education was the "bourgeois family." The
social practices of the bourgeois family have thus come to
dominate family form and discourse. The points of exclusion
and prohibition flow from the accepted practices of the
bourgecis family. Therefore family discourse serves to
obscure the limited and relative nature of the social
practices that make up modern society’s form of social
relations around the family unit.

In examining social understandings of what the family
represents in modern America, Luke looks at different roles
the family is given in different phases of capitalism. Luke
does not establish a natural form of family destroyed by
capitalism (the traditional marxist functionalist argument
about the impact of capitalism on the family), instead Luke
views advanced capitalism as integral in the move from the
bourgeois family to what he calls permissive individualism.
Both the bourgeois family and the permissive individual are
constructed identities that are established norms which
serve capitalist objectives. In advanced capitalism
permissive individualism enables the buying of more
commodities. Rather than see the family as something that
has been destroyed by excessive individualism, Luke sees a
construction of individualism whose identity is marked by
the possession of commodities that signal our individuality.
The myth of individuality screens a process of normalizing
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identity to serve the needs of capitalism:

These means of cultivating passive consumption, social

dependence, and cultural submission through the

controlled emancipation of personal self-seeking and
sensual fulfillment serve, in part at least, as the
regulatory apparatus for managing personal and family

life under corporate capitalism (1989: 122).

Yet Luke notes, and something I will return to later,
we (in the advanced societies of America and Western Europe)
live in a new conservative age that wants to reclaim some
central role for the family. Luke sees nothing contradictory
here. Instead, he argues, we are seeing a new representation
being given to the family to allow it to serve a new role in
monopoly capitalism. The new representation of the family
roots itself in the past, but it is a mythical past, a
"retro past.” The bourgeois family is being reborn as the
salvation to all social problems, deviance, prostitution,
drug abuse, truancy, child neglect, falling educational
standards, and crucially the care of the sick and elderly of
society. The family is being resurrected as the perfect
vehicle to take responsibility for those tasks advanced
capitalism is straining to deal with. A myth of
individuality is being replaced by a myth of family security
and care that can rebuild the moral character of America and
allow advanced capitalism to flourish:

Collective capital wants disciplined, educated, self-

sacrificing, motivated, but good looking workers for

its race in the global market place, and it is now

every family's duty to produce them at lower social
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