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1:1 Introduction

I want to study Margret Thatcher because she is such an important figure in the modern European political history. I know a little about her but I would like to now much more about her political career. That is why I have put a limit to my essay, because I am not interested in her private life just her political one. My aim with this essay is to enlighten Margret Thatcher’s influence on British politics. I also want to know what she did for the British people. What did she do that was good and which were her mistakes? Another interesting question is; why is she called the “iron lady”? What was it that made Margret Thatcher the first woman to hold the office of Prime Minister of Great Britain? I will limit my essay to Thatcher’s political life, but of course I will also look at a part of her private life to see if there is any connection between her private time and her working hours. 

Margret Thatcher

1:2 Early Years

She was born Margret Hilda Roberts on October 13th, 1925. She lived with her father, Alfred Roberts and mother, Beatrice Ethel Stephenson in Grantham, England. Her father was a grocer and later also the mayor of Grantham. Margret probably inherited her father’s political gene, because in early years she was politically interested in that way that she wanted to be a politician. Thatcher had a talent, the talent of study. She made it to the well-known Oxford University where she studied chemistry. The Oxford University Conservative Association got their first woman president in a young Ms Margret Roberts
. Margret graduated from Oxford University in 1946.

Between 1947 and 1951 she worked as a research chemist. On her spare-time she studied to be a barrister. When she got the degree in 1954 she started practising as a barrister, specialised in tax law. 

In 1951 she married a wealthy industrialist, Denis Thatcher, who supported her political ambitions. The couple got two children, twins, born in 1953.

Margret Thatcher began her “real” political career when she ran for Parliament in 1950. She was unsuccessful despite the fact that she increased the local Conservative vote by 50 percent. In 1959 Thatcher was elected to the House of Commons through winning the election in one of the Conservative parts of London, Finchley. She climbed in the hierarchy within the party and in the Edward Heath government 1970-74 she was, among other things, Secretary of State for Education and Science. 

When Thatcher was a member of the Heath cabinet
 she eliminated a program that provided free milk to the English schoolchildren. That decision provoked a storm of opponents in the Labour party who taunted her with names like “Thatcher the milk snatcher.” She also created more comprehensive schools, which were introduced by the Labour party in the 1960s to make academic education available to working class-children. After Heath lost two elections in 1974, Thatcher was the only minister prepared to challenge Heath for the party leadership. With the decrease of the Conservative right wing, she was elected leader of the party in February 1975. At that day started a 15 year long era that would change the face of Britain.

1:3 Prime Minister

Thatcher led the Conservatives to a decisive victory in 1979 following a series of victories during the previous winter
 under the Labour party government of James Callaghan. As Prime Minister Thatcher made a proposition that the individual person would have greater independence from the state. She wanted to end the government interference in the economy, including privatisation of state-owned enterprises and the sale of public housing to tenants, reductions in the expenses on social services such as health care, education and housing, limitations on the printing of money according to the economic doctrine of Monetarism
 and legal restrictions on trade unions.

The term “Thatcherism” came to refer, not just to these policies, but also to certain aspects of her ethnical outlook and personal style, including her fierce nationalism, her regard for individual interests and her uncompromising approach in achieving political goals.

The main impact of Thatcher’s first term was economic. When she was elected the economy was weak. She reduced or eliminated some governmental regulations to businesses, thereby cleaning the manufacturing industry of many inefficient, and some blameless, firms. The result was a dramatic increase in unemployment, from 1.3 million in 1979 to more than the double that figure two years later. At the same time, inflation doubled in just 14 months to more than 20 percent and manufacturing output fell sharply. Although inflation decreased and output rose before the end of her first term, unemployment continued to increase, reaching more than 3 million in 1986.

Thatcher started an ambitious program of privatisation of state-owned industries and public services, including aerospace, television and radio, gas and electricity, water, the state airline and British Steel. By the end of the 1980s the number of individual stockholders had tripled, and the government had sold 1.5 million publicly owned houses to their tenants.

The increase of unemployment and the social tensions during her first term, made her deeply unpopular. Her unpopularity would have caused her a defeat in the general election in 1983 if it was not for two things: the Falkland Islands War in 1982 between Britain and Argentina over possession of a remote British colonial island in the South Atlantic, and the deep crisis within the Labour party, which competed in the election on a radical manifesto that critics had named “longest suicide note in history.” Thatcher won the election to a second term with just over 42 percent of the vote, the biggest victory since Labour’s great success in 1945.

Thatcher started her second term by a promise to restrain the power of the unions, which had shown their ability to bring the country to a standstill during six weeks of strikes in the winter of 1978-79. Her government took a lot of decisions that would decrease the unions’ ability to organise strikes. Among other things the new law forbade sympathy strikes and rendered unions responsible for damages caused by their members. In 1984 the National Union of Mineworkers began a nation-wide strike to prevent the closing of 20 coalmines that the government claimed were unproductive. The strike, which lasted nearly a year, soon became the symbol of the struggle for power between the Conservative government and the trade union movement. Thatcher refused to meet with the union’s demands, and in the end she won, the miners returned to work.

A terrorist bombing at a Conservative Party conference in Brighton 1984, the work of the Irish Republican Army (IRA) nearly killed Thatcher and several senior members of her government. The direct cause for the bombing was Thatcher involvement in the Northern-Ireland conflict. One year later, Thatcher’s government made a deal with the Republic of Ireland. The deal gave the Dublin government a bit more influence in questions about Northern Ireland then they had before. By the end of Thatcher’s second term, few parts of the British life had escaped the most sweeping transformation of Britain since the post-war reforms of the Labour Party.

In foreign affairs, the Falkland Islands War gave her the most significant international relationship, with Ronald Reagan. Together they made the 1980s to the decade of conservatism. They shared their view of the world with the Soviet Union as an evil enemy deserving no compromise. Their partnership made the Cold War last until the reform-minded Mikhail Gorbachev got the power in the Soviet Union 1985. Thatcher’s anticommunist thoughts made her the “Iron Lady” in an anticommunist article in the Soviet press. That should become the nickname everybody remembered. 

Thatcher strongly supported the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and Britains nuclear deterrent, a stance that proved popular with the British people. In Africa, Thatcher brought the majority system to Zimbabwe (former Rhodesia). Earlier, Zimbabwe had been ruled by the small white minority. She was heavily criticised for her opposition to international sanctions against the apartheid regime in South Africa.

The second half of that term was marked by a great controversy over Britain’s relationship with the European Community (EC).
 In 1984 she succeeded in drastically reducing Britain’s contribution to the EC budget, but the opposition was not kind to her proposition. After her third election victory in 1987 she resisted  “federalist” continental trends toward both a single currency and a deeper political union. Her traditionally pro-European party became divided, and a string of senior ministers left the Cabinet over the issue. 

A new tax law that Thatcher had worked out was introduced in 1989. It caused outbreaks of street violence that concerned the Conservative Party leading group who feared that Thatcher could not lead the party to a fourth term. By the public protests of the new tax law, the Conservative members of parliament moved against her in November 1990. Behind the conflict was the unhappiness about Thatcher’s authoritarian way of leading. But Thatcher defeated her worst opponent, former defence minister Michael Heseltine, by 204 votes to Heseltine’s 152. On November 22nd she announced her resignation as Conservative Party leader and Prime minister. Her resignation made way for the new Conservative Party leader John Major, who stepped to the throne six days later.

1:4 Later Years

When Margret Thatcher retired she still remained as political force. She continued to influence internal Conservative Party politics. Thatcherism shaped the priorities of the Labour Party, which she had kept outside office for more than a decade. Thatcher remained a Member of Parliament until the 1992 election. She continued to speak and give lectures in Asia and the United States. The Thatcher Foundation was also founded by her to support free enterprise and democracy, particularly in newly liberated countries in central and eastern Europe.

In 1993 she published her memoirs, “The Downing Street Years”, where Thatcher writes that she was very worried about Germany’s increase of power in Europe. In 1990 she proposed political and military co-operation with France. She thought that would stop or at least delay a German reunion, but the French was not interested in such an operation.

1:5 Conclusion

It has been very interesting to write about Margret Thatcher. As always when you write an essay about a certain subject, I have learned a lot about that time and what was going on back then.

Thatcher’s greatest influence on British politics was her economical reforms. Many countries looked at, or copied, Britain’s economical politics. Proof of that is that even her enemies, the Labour Party, had some of Thatcher’s ideas in their party program. A large economic reform was the privatisation of government owned enterprises. At first a lot of people lost their jobs, but when the enterprises had learned to survive without government help, they started to employ new people again. In the end the unemployment rate was lower than when she began her reforms. Thatcher was very authoritarian in her way of leading. She wanted to control everything herself. I think that one of her mistakes was that she did not listen more to experts before doing certain things. An example of that is the tax law she introduced in 1989. It led to a huge storm of criticism, and it led to decreasing Conservative popularity.

One thing that I thought was quite funny was the fact that it was a Soviet, anticommunist journal that gave her the nickname “Iron-Lady” because of her authoritarian leadership. It would be more likely that a British, oppositional journal would give her such a name.

I have no given answer to the question why Margret Thatcher was the first woman Prime minister, but I think that she was the right woman in right time and in the right place. She had experience of being in a government and the fact that she was the only one to challenge Edward Heath for the party leadership. Maybe that was the right time for a woman to lead Great Britain. But there was nothing in her way of leading that could be called feminine, she was more “male” in her leadership.

The fact is that she was about to lose the post as Prime minister a several times. But lucky coincidences made an extra term possible. Some things made her very popular with the British people, like Britains nuclear deterrent program and the Falkland Islands War. Those were things that helped her to be Prime minister for such a long time.

Margret Thatcher did a lot of good things for Britain, but they were not good when she introduced them but it would become obvious that they were necessary for the future Britain.

I have not found any connections between her private life and her job as a politician. It is very hard because no source say anything about that connection. It seems like she has kept those two worlds apart.

� Roberts was her maiden name.


� Thatcher was the second woman to hold a cabinet portfolio in a Conservative government.


� The so-called ”Winter of Discontent.”


� Monetarism is a school of economic thought that maintains that the money supply is the chief determinant of economic activity. 





� Since 1993 commonly referred to as the European Union (EU)





