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[bookmark: _Hlk57555299]Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan: 
Special relationship or marriage of political convenience? 

I chose this topic because political relationships interest me. In the late 1970’s, Britain and America became complicated by the politics of change in attitude and policies. In the 1980’s, Thatcher and Reagan governments implemented changes, in Britain and America respectively; both countries deserted the Keynesian economics of post-war consensus politics and reduced government provision for those people who needed state-support[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Andrew Marr, A History of Modern Britain, 2009 edn (Basingstoke and Oxford: Pan McMillan, 2007), p. 356-358.] 


This research will use primary sources to find out what was said at the time but also seek the opinion of historians, in secondary sources, in an attempt to discover the truth about the relationship between Thatcher and Reagan. Furthermore, to consider whether Thatcher and Reagan were real buddies, as the press indicated them to be,  or expose if there were deeper reasons for their trans-Atlantic affiliation by considering events, statements, the actions of Thatcher and Reagan and comparing their relationship to other politicians, past and current to the 1980’s.   

In referring to primary and secondary sources, to explore the relationship 
between Thatcher and Reagan, I will make particular reference to documents 
in the Margaret Thatcher Foundation Archive and the Ronald Reagan Presidential 
Library and Museum, as well as comments made then, and since, on the general 
context of Thatcher-Reagan interactions. By considering Reagans interest in 
British politics, sharing of perspectives by Thatcher and Reagan, them 
meeting and the influence of the opinions of each and the social and political 
consequences of their leadership, I will argue that although most historiographies I 
have examined support the theory of there being an actual special relationship
between the two leaders, I agree with Richard Aldous who considers otherwise.

With all that happened in the 1970’s and 1980’s, to focus on whether the relationship between the two leaders was real or fictional may seem inconsequential but it could prove to be both significant and potentially illuminating, because despite its singularity, much was made at the time of the ‘special relationship’ which was allegedly in existence between Thatcher and Reagan. The historian and biographer, Richard Aldous, was at odds with the concept of Thatcher and Reagan having a special friendship: Aldous describes it as a ‘difficult relationship’ which at times ‘sharply diverged’ but as no denials have been made by either by Thatcher or Reagan of their special friendship, it might be presumed to be actual[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Richard Aldous, Reagan & Thatcher: The Difficult relationship (London: Hutchinson Arrow Books Random House, 2012), p. 277.] 


From the Thatcher point of view if Reagan applied a charm offensive it would be unwelcome. This is proven by the handwritten note, made when Thatcher first met Gorbachev, that the ‘more charming the politician, the more dangerous the threat’[footnoteRef:3]. If Thatcher applied this same notion to the famously charming Reagan, and as charm was his habit, this hints that to Thatcher the relationship with Reagan was of political importance rather than a friendship in the traditional person to person sense.  [3:  https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/110357> [accessed 28 November 2020]. Details not noted of the reference to the first meeting of Thatcher-Gorbachev and it is no longer on-line.] 


When Thatcher was appointed leader of the Conservative Party, in 1975, a shift seemingly began across all British political parties, with a move to the right and the more neo-liberally biased economics of Hayek, and later Friedman: seemingly the post-war policies of the Welfare State were put aside. From May 1975, previously valued free healthcare was replaced by prescription-charges and some people could not afford to collect their medicine or spectacles and all for ‘a paltry saving of £17 million’[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Breaking the Nation, p.37.] 


Thatcher and Reagan first met during his visit to London in 1975 and their speeches in the following years often used similar words and themes such as ‘setting free’, ‘sound money’ and ‘deregulation’[footnoteRef:5]. From the onset, there was respect between Thatcher and Reagan both of whom, at that time, were in opposition to the current governments of their countries. The political and cultural impact of their relationship began before they took office, as they both understood the importance of the Second World War cooperation between Churchill and Roosevelt and after meeting Thatcher in London, Reagan sent a handwritten note inviting her to visit America in order to return her hospitality and Reagan described himself as her ‘enthusiastic supporter…in the ‘colonies’’[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Peter Pugh, Carl Flint, Thatcher for Beginners (Cambridge: Icon Books Ltd, 1997), p. 110-113.]  [6:  Ronald Reagan, 1975 Apr 30 We Archive (Thatcher MSS) Personal and party papers, Cambridge Cold War: Reagan letter to MT (2020) <https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/110357> [accessed 28 November 2020].] 

Historian David Reynolds disagrees on the date that British politics changed, he comments ‘Only in the 1980s under Margaret Thatcher was this post-war consensus seriously challenged’ because interwar policies encouraged redistribution of wealth ‘rather than preparing the ground for new… growth’[footnoteRef:7]. Perhaps Reynolds was suggesting it was the stagnant economies of Britain and America which facilitated the emergence of new political styles and leaders, in both countries.  Reynolds chose to overlook how society was so depressed, and people so desperate, that voters just opted for leaders who promised action: Thatcher and Reagan had determined personalities and their religious-preaching style of oration maximised their impact on television as people listened to their warm and friendly delivery of sound bites[footnoteRef:8]. Thatcher and Reagan shared opinions and ideologies and the Reagan interest in British politics allowed him to observe British application of strategies that he would later implement in America. Britain and America were changing.  [7:  David Reynolds, The Long Shadow: The Great War and the Twentieth century (London: Simon & Shuster UK Ltd, 2013). p. 311]  [8:  J. Denis Derbyshire, Ian Derbyshire, Politics in Britain from Callaghan to Thatcher, 1989 edn (Cambridge: University Press, 1988), P.p. 162 - 185.] 

A Conservative Government gained power in Britain, in May 1979[footnoteRef:9]. A Republican Government gained power in America, in January 1981[footnoteRef:10]. The relaxed political style of Carter, a Democrat uncontaminated by Washington gloss, was erased when Reagan moved to The White House on 20 January 1981[footnoteRef:11]. When Thatcher delivered her speech at the welcome-dinner for Reagan at the British Embassy in Washington, she described Ronald Reagan as ‘the free world’s leading statesman…who… got there by... [his] own efforts’ with a ‘wonderful personality - natural, forthcoming and wise’. That evening Reagan did not mention Thatcher, instead he focused on the ‘symbolic’ close relationship of their ‘two nations’ and Reagan toasted Winston Churchill the ‘great leader of free people’[footnoteRef:12].   [9:  Breaking the Nation, p. 1.
Transforming America, p. 31.]  [10:  Reagan & Thatcher: The Difficult relationship, p. 2.]  [11:  Peter J. Wallison, Ronald Reagan The Power of Conviction and the Success of His Presidency (Colorado and Oxford: Westfield Press, 2004), p. 11.]  [12: , Toasts of the President & PM Margaret Thatcher of the UK at the Dinner Honoring the President (2020) <https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/toasts-president-pm-margaret-thatcher-uk-dinner-honoring-president> [accessed 27 November 2020].] 

When Thatcher came to Government in 1979 not everyone was enamoured by her vision for the future of Britain. The political commentator and author, Stuart Hall coined the phrase ‘Thatcherism’ to define what he saw as an anti-left, ‘tough industrial and economic strategy in the face of recession and crisis in capital accumulation’. Hall forecast changes for Britain, predicting how wider politics, society and culture would suffer through adoption of the Thatcher ‘petit-bourgeoise’ ideologies. Hall described accurately the ‘Profound effects in disorganizing and fragmenting working-class responses’ and these words proved relevant in both Britain and America. The construction of ‘populist common sense’ changed politics and the words of Hall were just a forerunner to the social, political, and cultural resistance that would arise to contest the new right-leaning conservative political regimes.[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Stuart Hall, 'The Great Moving Right Show', Marxism Today, January 1979, p.14-20.] 

The Thatcher and Reagan governments, with their defined anti-Communist Right-wing conservative views, resistance to socially liberal attitudes, and strong focus on reducing spending had a profound impact on economics and they implemented severe social reforms[footnoteRef:14]. Both leaders stood their ground relentlessly; regardless of political and social opposition they ignored the street protests of young people, the criticism played-out in pop music and television exposure of families in crisis, also they disregarded union opinion which had previously been respected when both countries had supported consensus policymaking[footnoteRef:15].  [14:  Reagan & Thatcher: The Difficult Relationship, P.p. 61-68.]  [15:  Reagan & Thatcher: The Difficult Relationship, p. 256.] 

Reagan, just eight months into his presidency, quoted Roosevelt saying, ‘A strike of public employees manifests… intent... to pervert or obstruct the operations of government’ and Reagan stood steadfast against the Air Traffic Controllers nationwide strike and demands for increased wages[footnoteRef:16]. The knock-on effects of Reaganomics were felt by most American families, even those with savings, as they struggled to survive in a climate of increasing inflation and decreasing wage values. Union strength was reduced, and unions could no longer combat state-imposed employment changes as the previous rolls of government employees were privatised[footnoteRef:17].  [16:  Robert M. Collins, Transforming America Politics and Culture in the Reagan Years, 2007 edn (Chichester, West Sussex: Columbia University Press, 1981), p. 78.]  [17:  Transforming America, P.p. 82-87] 

It was similar in Britain, the Thatcher government also reduced Union power and, following protracted strikes, workers returned to their jobs without benefit and debt cause some people to sink ‘into an underclass’[footnoteRef:18].  [18:  Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century 1914-1991, 1995 edn (Great Britain: Clays Ltd, 1994), p. 415-418.] 

Thatcher and Reagan thinking was linked, not just by their religiosity but also their belief in state serving the people and not managing lives: family support reduced in theory to encourage the take up of paid employment. In his third presidential year, Reagan stated government should be limited to a ‘proper role… [as] the servant, not the master, of the people’[footnoteRef:19].  Effectively, Reagan was deferring to the concepts of the 1975 Thatcher Blackpool speech: much of what Reagan said in America echoed the prior comments made by Thatcher in Britain.  [19:  Ronald Reagan, Message to the Congress on the Regulatory Program of the United States Government (2020) <https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/message-congress-regulatory-program-united-states-government> [accessed 10 December 2020].] 

Politics were not always plain sailing between Reagan and Thatcher. When Reagan ‘forgot’ to mention his intention to invade the British Protectorate of Grenada, he later tried to charm Thatcher with a personal apology. Thatcher was, however, slow to ‘kiss and make up’ on Grenada, Lebanon, or the Nicaraguan Crisis. Aldous argues when Thatcher was at odds with the Reagan Government, the greater power ruled, and Thatcher conceded[footnoteRef:20]. Control was important to Reagan and, social scientist, Robert M. Collins, in Transforming American, sums this up neatly by describing how Reagan projected ‘I am in charge… Man is in the saddle not events’[footnoteRef:21]. Reagan slowed Federal Government and Welfare State growth and Milton Friedman, the game-changing economic guru of the Chicago School, joked that Reagan ‘replaced galloping socialism with creeping socialism’[footnoteRef:22].  [20:  Reagan & Thatcher: The Difficult Relationship, p. 161.]  [21:  Transforming America p.238]  [22:  Transforming America p.239] 

Reagan was nicknamed ‘The Great Communicator’ and said of himself ‘I wasn’t a great communicator, but I communicated great things’[footnoteRef:23]. Both Thatcher and Reagan took control of inflation, renewed the confidence of people in their economy, reduced government spending and turned on free market economy. Reagan also reversed the ‘Crisis of Confidence’ announced by Jimmy Carter in 1975[footnoteRef:24].  [23:  , Farewell Address to the Nation January 11, 1989 (2020) <https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/farewell-address-nation> [accessed 29 November 2020].]  [24:  , 1979 July 15 Jimmy Carter speaks about a national “crisis in confidence” (2020) <https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/jimmy-carter-speaks-about-a-national-crisis-in-confidence> [accessed 29 November 2020].] 

Of Reagan, Margaret Thatcher was reputed to have said ‘he only had five or six ideas, but all of them were big and all of them were good’[footnoteRef:25]. The only comment I have found made by Reagan about Thatcher, is a woolly Hollywood-style statement about them being soulmates from the moment they met[footnoteRef:26]. The Reagan Chief of staff described Thatcher as the only person ‘who could intimidate Reagan’ but this was just an unsubstantiated aside[footnoteRef:27].  [25:  Ronald Reagan The Power of Conviction, p. 97.]  [26:  The Extra Special Relationship: [accessed 14 December 2020].]  [27:  Reagan & Thatcher: The Difficult Relationship, p. 279.] 

I cannot give a definite conclusion on whether the relationship between Thatcher and Reagan was a special one or just a marriage of political convenience. This is due to  conflict in the historiographies on whether Thatcher and Reagan merely benefited from sharing a common spoken language, so they were able to communicate effectively, or if they had an actual friendship over and above that of two leaders who worked in unison at times, shared ideas and set similar goals. In their time as leaders, Thatcher in Britain, and Reagan in America, overwrote consensus politics, ruthlessly lowered taxes, applied the rule of supply and government inflation control, also reduced state responsibility for support and welfare. 
If I had to make a firm choice on special relationship versus political convenience, then I would opt for the latter as it would be more logical for the Thatcher-Reagan relationship to be based on their desire to change political ideologies in the same era, rather than friendship, making their link to be more likely one of rapport. It is also more likely that Reagan considered the relationship as one between leaders of two countries, thereby picking up where Churchill and Roosevelt had left off. For Thatcher the opportunity to ally herself with the leader of America, a strong military nation, would have had advantages as she received reflected respect from American power. 
As Thatcher and Reagan had both written that they put work before friendships, it seems to follow that their relationship was founded on similar political ideologies and goals and the mutual benefit of being able to discuss, explore and share ideas without the risk of political rivalry from countrymen and peers[footnoteRef:28].  [28:  Keith Smith, The Extra Special Relationship: Thatcher, Reagan, and the 1980s (2020) <https://adst.org/2016/07/extra-special-relationship-thatcher-reagan-1980s/> [accessed 10 December 2020].] 

Both Thatcher and Reagan seem to inspire extreme views in other people, but love them or hate them, the Thatcher-Reagan legacy is long lasting. Thatcher and Reagan changed the futures of Britain and America and, forty years after their retirement, their ideologies are still highly influential, even today. 
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