In 1987, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom (UK) Margaret Thatcher claimed that ‘there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families’ (Thatcher, 1987). This assignment is going to critique this statement from a modern-day viewpoint and discuss how the political ideology of ‘Thatcherism’ (Vinen, 2009; McSmith, 2011) has influenced today's society. Initially, the above quote will be explained and the underpinning. goals of encouraging individuals to take responsibility for themselves and their families. The assignment will go on to discuss how Thatcher’s policies in the UK have impacted on current government policies and will be supported by relevant theory. 

Margaret Thatcher was leader of the Conservative Party in British politics and Prime Minister of the UK between the years of 1979 – 1990, she was also the first female Prime Minister in Europe (Young, 2020). McSmith (2011) points out that Margaret Thatcher was often referred to as the ‘Iron Lady’ due to her strong leadership style and inflexible policies. The political and social climate in the late 70s and early 80s was driven by a need to change the economy and Margaret Thatcher believed that a free market, otherwise known as neoliberalism, was what was needed (McSmith, 2011; Jessop, 2015). She sought to remove the power of trade unions and to privatise many previously government funded organisations (Dorey, 2015). In addition, having grown up in a strictly Methodist family she had strong moral beliefs based on ‘traditional family values’ where the mother and father are wed and ‘stay’ wed (Douglas, 1990). Thatcher favoured the nuclear family as she believed it was strong and less reliant on the state, however her messages were often contradictory in relation to the mother’s role of being a housewife or finding employment (Pilcher, 2015). 

The emphasis on family and individuals supported Thatcher’s (1987) belief that, when putting her statement into context, there had been a time when too many people and children assumed that if they had difficulties in life it was the government’s responsibility to assist with it. For example, if somebody is homeless, they would expect the government to find housing for them. She believed that people were becoming too dependent on the welfare state and thought that it was an ‘easy option’ for people to avoid having to work if they chose to (McSmith, 2011; Dorey 2015). Furthermore, she thought that people were placing their difficulties on society and not on individual responsibility and suggested that individuals needed to look to their own resources first as it is their responsibility to take care for themselves in addition to helping others. It was her belief that life is a mutual establishment and that individuals have got entitlements at the forefront of their lives rather than their duties. (Thatcher, 1987). It appears that Thatcher’s aim was to promote individualism, responsibility and a willingness to support less fortunate others and that by reducing people’s dependency on the state, or arguably, making her government less financially responsible for the people, she would improve the economy. 

In 1980, one of the first significant changes under Thatcher’s government was the introduction of the Right to Buy (RTB) social housing as part of the Housing Act (1980).  This policy attracted many as it was an opportunity to get on the housing ladder that may never have been possible otherwise. However, the underlying principles of this policy was to reduce dependency on social housing and government funding, and to increase private ownership. This policy was hugely popular and highlighted the ideological aims for the conservatives of dispersing home ownership as a vital part of an individual’s ‘self-sufficiency’ (Foster, 2015; Cooper, Hubbard and Lees, 2020). Disney and Luo (2017) point out that the legislation set up a legal right for most secure tenants of at least three years on almost every property where the ownership of the properties was socially owned. The purchase price was discounted by the number of years the tenant had resided in the property and this started at 33% discount for 3 years with an increase of 1% for each subsequent year up to a maximum of 50%. Initially there was a cash maximum of £50,000 that could not be increased however long their tenancy had been. Conditions were imposed regarding selling on the property within a stated period and a proportion of the discount had to be repaid (Disney and Luo, 2017). The RTB also reduced the responsibilities of local authorities. In 1979 over half of properties were owner occupied rising to 70% in 2003. Beckett (2015) points out that those who bought their homes were those more generally ‘better off’ who were in employment and had more than one person bringing in a wage to the household. Furthermore, he states that those that were in employment were 10 times more likely to exercise this right over those who were unemployed. This suggests that the RTB scheme was not a scheme that was available to, or would benefit, all; with those at the lower end of the social hierarchy such as lone parents, those that live alone and those that are unemployed seemingly excluded (Sefton, 2002).

From a modern-day viewpoint, this has meant that whilst some individuals and families have been able to benefit financially and become independent of government assistance, there are many more people that are now excluded from having a secure, affordable place to live thus increasing dependency on housing benefits (James et al., 1991). According to Maslow (1943), for people to prosper and become self-sufficient they would need to meet each of the needs in the hierarchy. Therefore, by selling off the social housing stock to those who could afford to buy, left many who could not, unable to meet the needs of safety and security preventing them from progressing to the pinnacle of the triangle, thriving and becoming self-sufficient.  If the social housing stock had not been so significantly depleted by the RTB scheme it is likely that there would be sufficient council houses to meet the needs of those that are lower paid. Furthermore, his has led to an increase in private rental, with rates that have risen to such high levels, causing many families to be living in poverty. In addition, substantial changes to social security policies have made housing less affordable (Matejic, 2020). Since 1980, when the RTB scheme was introduced, the level of social housing supply has considerably reduced in Wales (Welsh Gov, 2019). This has contributed to a substantial ‘undersupply’ of homes that are affordable and accessibility has decreased for many, including for those who are vulnerable and in need of housing (Welsh Gov, 2019). The Welsh government have now stopped the RTB scheme to promote the growth of fresh social housing supply and to retain their housing assets. Also, local authorities can now start to build again since the 1980’s after the end of the Housing revenue account borrowing cap which allowed local authorities to take on extra debt to enable them to build the new homes (Welsh Gov, 2019).  Over recent years the government has acknowledged the housing crisis (BBC, 2019) as a result of Thatcherism and subsequent conservative government policies with the same ideals (Dorey, 2015). The Welsh government have implemented a number of affordable home ownership schemes and an increase in social housing and affordable rents to address this (Ministry of Defence, 2020, Welsh Gov, 2016) This is crucial to both individuals and families due to housing being the greatest cost in outgoings and often causing financial difficulties (OECD, 2020). However, it is ironic that the housing policies of Thatcher, designed to increase individual responsibility, have resulted in more dependency on the state.

 In Wales, an immediate impact of Thatcherism and the RTB scheme can be seen with what happened in the South Wales mining communities. The closing of the coal mines has led to a ‘long term economic decline’. Unemployment became high and the poor state of some areas was a reflection on this (National museum of Wales, n.d) Many businesses that depended on the miners had to close and as the coal mines were often situated in areas with poor transport links this made it problematic for people to be employed outside of their locality. This meant that miners had to move away from their communities to find employment or accept low paid or part-time work or attempt to survive on state benefits (National Museum of Wales, n.d). Increased levels of unemployment in the mining communities continue today with a number of communities undergoing ‘third generation’ of joblessness (National Museum of Wales, n.d)   Miners were encouraged to use their redundancy money to buy their own houses under the RTB scheme and were led to believe that this would provide them with security in the future (Bennett et al., 2000) However, the situation now is that they are still unable to find jobs locally yet cannot sell their houses, partly because they are in bad repair but also because potential buyers are reluctant to move to areas of high unemployment (Bennett et al, .2000), . The impact of this, rather than encouraging individuals and families to become self-sufficient and not reliant on state intervention as Thatcher intended, is that again it has left many people in the South Wales valleys more dependant than ever before (Merrill and Kitson, 2017). 

Dorling (2019) points out that under Thatcher’s government, evidence has shown that financially each generation is not doing as well as those previously. Furthermore, he states that there were vast differences between the effects on those that are affluent and those in poverty (Dorling, 2019).  The homes that were least well-off saw their incomes reduce under Margaret Thatcher. Notwithstanding this drop in income, Goodman and Webb (1995 cited in Albertson and Stepney, 2019) point out that the financially vulnerable were able to increase their spending in the Thatcher era through loans, and as a result of this, household debt under her government increased from 37% of gross domestic product (GDP) in 1979 to 73% by 1990 (Cecchetti et al., 2011 cited in Albertson and Stepney, 2019). According to Trading Economic (2020) this figure now stands at 87.7% of GDP. This suggests a significant deepening of financial difficulties and recession and a massive downturn in the economy resulting in greater dependency on the government.  

Albertson and Stepney (2019) highlight that ‘Neoliberal’ policies of free market trade, deregulation of financial markets and the change away from state welfare provision did not increase the rate of growth in the UK equally.  Furthermore, they point out that the incomes of the rich grew quicker than the national income average. Thatcher's anticipated cascade down of wealth failed to happen; The only thing that did cascade was debt and an increased reliance on credit.  In addition, both the governments of Thatcher and those that followed her have viewed an increase in both health and income disparities (Albertson and Stepney, 2019). This contradicts Thatcher’s intentions to reduce such inequalities (Shaw et al., 2005). This is particularly relevant with the current situation in the UK during the COVID-19 pandemic, where it is impossible for families to survive without assistance from the state. Many poorer families and individuals that rely on borrowing, are now finding it impossible to meet monthly payments and make ends meet (Rowlingson, 2020). 

Margaret Thatcher once stated that the family is the ‘building block of society’ (Thatcher, 1988) and believed that the traditional nuclear family was best to support this. She believed that breakdowns in the nuclear family leads to poor outcomes for children in terms of education and for societies health (Thatcher, 1988) Furthermore, whilst is it argued that the privatisation of social housing significantly added to the increase of homelessness (Giddens and Sutton, 2013), Thatcher believed that it was the breakdown in the traditional nuclear family and the relaxation of their rigid morals and values that was the cause of this,  she also believed an increase in unmarried girls and women getting pregnant was because it was seen as an easy means of obtaining state benefits and social housing (Douglas, 1990; Doring 2015).


The emphasis of Thatcher’s policies on families in the 1980s, and the focus of this in the statement this assignment is discussing, was designed to strengthen the family unit, and the responsibilities of individuals within it (Macintyre, 2015). However, since her original speech it is argued that there has been a decline in family life and an increase in the diversity of families and their ability to survive independently of the state. Whilst Thatcher believed that the traditional nuclear family was the foundation for a successful future, her policies did not seem to strengthen it but in fact did the opposite. Under her government, changes in divorce laws made it easier for people to get divorced and rates increased by 11% whilst under her government (Albertson and Stepney, 2019). As a consequence of this, there were more single parent families struggling to make ends meet and often requiring assistance from the government.

 
Albertson and Stepney (2019) argue that the impact of declining family prospects has fallen on British children. The impact on children, as a result of the failure of Thatcher’s legacy, has been a government focus. The Welsh government have put policies in place to address this and focus on families in a way that tackles the inequalities in society and narrows the gap between rich and poor (Families First, 2017). The approach is one that recognises that families and individuals all need to have an equitable start in life, where some families may need extra support in order to have the same life chances as others. The emphasis of the Welsh government on the rights of the child, and responsibilities of the state in supporting those rights, has been informed by the United Nations Convention of the Rights (1989). The same ethos can also be seen in the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) that recognises the importance of support from communities and public bodies is vital in securing a healthy future for Welsh individuals and families. One of the goals of this Act is to develop resilience, which is similar, to Thatcher’s aspirations. It is broadly acknowledged, that it is crucial to support families according to their needs to enable them to become resilient and self-reliant (Families First, 2017). The Families First (2017) intervention was established with the aims to develop individual resilience and independence in order to improve their future outcomes for both families and family members. An example of this is by the provision of free childcare. This enables not only the child to have a more equitable start in life but for the parents to either work or study to improve their income and chances of well-paid employment. Furthermore, this promotes independence and responsibility and reduces the burden on the state and highlights that, for this to become a viable reality, assistance from the state is crucial for some families to be able to stand on their own two feet (Families First, 2017).

To conclude, from a modern-day viewpoint, and on consideration of Thatcher’s original statement it can be argued that there is such a thing as society; and that without which, the poorest people would have very little chance of success. Margaret Thatcher believed that she had improved the economy with her neo liberal policies (Jessop, 2015) however, this is not apparent today. The growth of the economy became weaker under her leadership and in the governments that followed and the impact of this was far greater for those that are poor. Thatcher’s housing policies increased the amount of home ownership in the short term but overall, this proved ineffective and now we have a depleted housing stock and insufficient affordable housing as a large proportion of the social housing stock is now in the hands of private landlords. Margaret Thatcher's policies for creating individualism have been ineffective; with many British families living in increasing debt in order to cope with increasing financial pressures of daily living. In addition, her policies did not foster the moral economy that she anticipated in fact; the opposite can be said, and it appears that Thatcher's policies have failed to address both the UK’s moral and economic unease. Her intentions were clear and arguably well-intended but were unachievable. This is hardly a positive outcome for her policies which aimed to increase personal responsibility and reduce reliance on the government. It appears that in attempt to reduce the dependency on the government, Thatcherism and subsequent policies has inadvertently increased it.
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