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Enemies Within & Without - (HPHI5904/HPHI6904)
Assignment One 

What was Thatcher attitude with regards to women's rights, and what might this reveal about her broader political project? How effective and impactful was the position taken by Thatcher on women's rights, and what insights might this offer about how she transformed British politics?                                     








		










	

Margaret Thatcher[footnoteRef:1] has become one of the United Kingdom's (U.K.) most well-known prime ministers for many reasons, but primarily because she became the first female prime minister in the country. To this day, she remains a significant figure in British political history, where opinions of her are rifted. Thatcher had a complex and often somewhat controversial view on women's rights. She broke obstacles for women in politics by emerging into a predominantly male political environment; however, some might debate that her views and policies were not in line with the opinions of the women's rights and feminist movements at that time. Thatcher's personal beliefs drafted her attitude to the thought that women should be led by individualism and self-reliance, which she became a strong advocate for and implemented throughout her political campaign. By analysing her legacy within the context of women's rights, valuable insights can be gained into the complexities of her leadership and the enduring changes she brought to the political landscape of the U.K. [1:  UK Parliament, Baroness Thatcher (2024) < https://www.parliament.uk/about/parliament-and-women/the-vote-and-beyond-a-history/margaret-thatcher/> [Accessed 06 December 2024].] 


Thatcher served as the Leader of the Conservative Party from 1975 to 1990 and served three consecutive terms as Prime Minister of the U.K. from 1979 to 1990. While in an interview in her capacity as Secretary of State for Education, Thatcher shared that she firmly believed that she would not see a female Prime Minister in her lifetime and believes that she will not have enough experience to be Prime Minister.[footnoteRef:2] In 1976 she became known as the 'Iron Lady' by the Russian media, to which she used this insult to her advantage. There is no lie that she lived up to name. Thatcher's 'Iron Lady' determination helped her to introduce important economic and social changes throughout her terms of service, which is often referred to as "Thatcherism." Her rise to power was groundbreaking for women as she became the first prime minister in the U.K. and the first in Europe.[footnoteRef:3] Her perspective on women's rights and political aims indicates a complicated and contradictory legacy. [2:  British Broadcasting Company, Val Meets the VIPs - Rt Hon Mrs Margaret Thatcher [VIDEO]. 1973 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/webarchive/https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.co.uk%2Farchive%2Fval-meets-the-vips--rt-hon-mrs-margaret-thatcher%2Fzdhrhbk> [Accessed 10 December 2024].]  [3:   Alan Sked and Chris Cook, Post-war Britain: A Political History, 4th edn. (London: Penguin Books, 1993)] 

Margaret Thatcher's perspective on women's rights was profoundly influenced by her belief that women should succeed through hard work, perseverance, self-reliance and 'individual merit.' Her belief was proven throughout her career as a Member of Parliament (MP) and during her eleven-year service as Prime Minister. For women's rights activists, feminists, and female supporters of Thatcher, their opinion of their idol soon changed.
It is reported that Thatcher was the first Prime Minister since the Second World War to remove all women from her cabinet[footnoteRef:4] and continued not to have a woman in the cabinet for most of her premiership; she even removed Janet Young[footnoteRef:5] from her position as Leader of the House of Lords.[footnoteRef:6] Alongside this, she would not tolerate anyone she classed as a 'wet' within politics.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Katie Weaver, ‘Feminism Under Duress: Was the Thatcher Government Bad for the Women's Movement in the U.K.?’, Women Leading Change, 1.1, 2016, 106-115, p111 <https://journals.tulane.edu/ncs/article/view/1097>. [Accessed 12 December 2024].]  [5:  UK Parliament, Baroness Young (2024) <https://members.parliament.uk/member/1752/career> [Accessed 16 December 2024].]  [6:  Katie Weaver, ‘Feminism Under Duress: Was the Thatcher Government Bad for the Women's Movement in the U.K.?’, p107.]  [7:   Sylvia Bashevkin, ‘Neo-Conservatism and Women's Movements’, International Political Science Review, 15. 3 (1994) 275-296 p.g.277 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1601202> [Accessed 10 December 2024].] 

[image: Graph showing the number of female cabinet members May 1979 to January 2017]Figure 1[footnoteRef:8] is a graph taken from the House of Common Library, and the supporting document[footnoteRef:9] shows Thatcher in May 1979 as the only female in the cabinet. Nevertheless, it also indicates that Thatcher appointed Janet Young as the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and became the only female to serve as a part of Thatcher's cabinet. However, Janet Young's[footnoteRef:10], obituary states that she was only in the post for two years. This suggests that in 1983, her 'male only' cabinet was started.  [8:  Lydia Jackson, ‘Women in the Cabinet: 1979 to 2017’, House of Commons Library, 7 March 2018
<https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/women-in-the-cabinet-1979-to-2017/> [Accessed 10 December 2024].]  [9:  House of Commons Library, Female Cabinet Member changes May 1979 to January 2017 (2018) <https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/content/uploads/2018/03/Cabinet-changes-May-1979-to-January-2017.pdf> [Accessed 10 December 2024].]  [10:  The Guardian, Lady Young of Farnworth (2002)<https://www.theguardian.com/news/2002/sep/07/guardianobituaries.obituaries> [Accessed 18 December 2024].] 

As can be imagined, for women's rights activists and feminists, the removal of women from the cabinet came as a surprise as executed by someone they thought they could look up to did not encourage women to succeed[footnoteRef:11] even if they had retrospectively earned their way to those positions. When Thatcher eventually resigned as Prime Minister, parliament had no female MPs until 1992 when John Major brought in Gillian Shephard as Secretary of State for Education and Virginia Bottomley as Secretary of State for Health.[footnoteRef:12] When her premiership ended, Thatcher was appointed a life peerage[footnoteRef:13] in the House of Lords. This appointment could only occur with the recommendation of the Prime Minister, who at the time was John Major, and then being approved by the Crown. She received the title of Baroness Thatcher of Kesteven.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Katie Weaver, ‘Feminism Under Duress: Was the Thatcher Government Bad for the Women's Movement in the U.K’. p109]  [12:  Jackson, 2018]  [13:  UK Parliament, Life Peers (2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/site-information/glossary/life-peers/> [Accessed 20 December 2024].]  [14:  GOV.UK, Baroness Thatcher (2024) <https://www.gov.uk/government/history/past-prime-ministers/margaret-thatcher> [Accessed 20 December 2024].] 
Figure 1- is taken from a report conducted by the House of Commons Library, it shows the number of female cabinet members from May 1979 – January 2017

The effectiveness and impact of Thatcher's position on women's rights is considered as complex and often controversial. In her position as the first female Prime Minister of the U.K., Thatcher broke many barriers for women in politics and served as a role model for many. However, her policies and views on women's issues often drew criticism for not actively promoting gender equality. Thatcher's determination and self-perseverance helped advance women's visibility in political and leadership roles, showing that women could achieve highly influential leadership positions and hold them for long periods. She emphasised self-reliance and personal responsibility, which echoed amongst some women seeking economic empowerment. Although Thatcher did not have women in her cabinet, her historical significance has led to an influx of female MPs who are now part of the U.K.'s parliament. After her term of service, 120 women were elected, and the number has continued to grow.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Isabel Buchanan, House of Commons Library - Women in Politics and Public Life (2024) <https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01250/> [Accessed 10 December 2024].] 

This dedication awarded Thatcher the name 'Iron Lady of the Western World' or 'Iron Lady'[footnoteRef:16] by Russian media in 1976. The name came as the result of comments she made about the repressive nature of the Soviet Union. This insult became something she used in campaigns, and she embraced it, as noted in a speech to parliament where she jokingly says, "Yes, I am an iron lady."[footnoteRef:17] Thatcher truly lived up to the 'Iron Lady' persona as the name undeniably conveys a strong message that reveals essential truths about her character; it embodies the stability and confidence of iron and a lady's femininity. She is still referred to and known as the 'Iron Lady'. [16:  Margaret Thatcher Foundation, Speech to Finchley Conservatives (admits to being an "Iron Lady") (2024) <https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/102947> [Accessed 17 December 2024].]  [17:  Margaret Thatcher Foundation, 2024] 

In the ‘What was Margaret Thatcher's Legacy for Woman' by Women's and Gender History Professor June Purvis[footnoteRef:18], she shares this tweet by Geri Halliwell (one of the Spice Girls) on the day of Thatcher's death. 'Thinking of our 1st Lady of girl power, Margaret Thatcher, a grocer's daughter who taught me anything is possible.'[footnoteRef:19] The tweet shows that the author had good intentions and wanted to praise Thatcher for her work as the first female Prime Minister; however, she did not expect to receive the responses she expected. It is hard for someone who did not experience the Thatcher era to comment on this. However, for individuals to make comments such as those mentioned in Purvis' article, it is surprising that comments made on the day of Thatcher's death were reported, as they are rather disrespectful. She may not have been the greatest supporter of women's rights, but she earned her way to become Prime Minister and was good at her role despite being a woman. She was highly respected amongst the male MPs throughout her premiership.  [18:  June Purvis, ‘What Was Margaret Thatcher’s Legacy For Women?’, Women’s History Review, 22.6 (2013), p. 1014-1018. <https://pure.port.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/3502270/What_was_Margaret_Thatcher_s_legacy_for_women_Purvis.pdf> [Accessed 10 December 2024].]  [19:  June Purvis, ‘What Was Margaret Thatcher’s Legacy For Women?’ p.1014.] 

Thatcher clarified that she sought to distance herself from the feminist movement, as her policies did not precisely aim to enhance women's rights or such initiatives for childcare support or equal pay, especially compared to some of her predecessors.[footnoteRef:20] Whilst this may be the case, it could be due to her neoliberal approach to politics. She adopted a distinctive neoliberal approach to politics throughout her premiership, which she became known for. Neoliberalism highlights free-market principles, individualism, and minimal government intervention. It advocates for deregulation, privatisation of state assets, and less power for trade unions.[footnoteRef:21] This perspective became particularly prominent in the U.K. during Thatcher's government in the 1980s, as her neoliberal policies aimed to create a competitive economy. Thatcher is often associated with the term 'Thatcherism.'[footnoteRef:22] Due to its complexity, historians have struggled to define it fully. Thatcherism encompasses the economic policies she created and implemented in line with her neoliberal views and with a primary focus on privatising state-owned industries, promoting free-market principles, encouraging deregulation, and diminishing the influence of trade unions[footnoteRef:23] Thatcherism has redefined the boundaries of what is possible and is not possible in British politics. Thatcherism could be viewed as Thatcher's interpretation of neoliberalism. This approach dramatically reshaped the political landscape of the U.K. and had a lasting impact on the Conservative Party and British society. [20:  Katie Weaver, ‘Feminism Under Duress: Was the Thatcher Government Bad for the Women's Movement in the U.K.’, p107.]  [21:  Aled Davies, James Freeman, Hugh Pemberton, ‘Thatcher’s Policy Unit and the “Neoliberal Vision”’, Journal for British Studies (2032) 61.1, 77-103, p. 77 <https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-british-studies/article/thatchers-policy-unit-and-the-neoliberal-vision/CB47CA02FE98B589ACD61C50C134744F> [Accessed 17 December 2024].]  [22:  Nicholas Boyle, ‘Understanding Thatcherism’, New Blackfriars, 69.181 (1988) 307-324. <https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/new-blackfriars/article/understanding-thatcherism/E029F3678404AC4B768F226DE18E4BEF> [Accessed 19 December 2024].]  [23:  Elizabeth Wilson, ‘Thatcherism and Women: After Seven Years’, Social Register 1987: Conservatism in Britain and America. Rhetoric and Reality, 23. 1987, 200-235 <https://socialistregister.com/index.php/srv/article/view/5546> [Accessed 12 December 2024].] 


[image: A person in a suit

Description automatically generated]Thatcher is recognised for her distinctive style and approach to British politics, which significantly shaped politics at the of her premiership. Her impact was so profound that it inspired the creation of episodes for the satirical puppet television programme "Spitting Image"[footnoteRef:24] Spitting Image is a unique example of political satire that specifically critiqued her policies and persona. Political satire uses humour and exaggeration to critique and mimic various aspects of governance and public affairs. This genre serves as a medium for social commentary, reflecting societal attitudes toward political figures and institutions. Spitting Image uses distinctive puppetry and sharp wit to engage audiences in a discussion that challenges conventional perceptions of authority and power dynamics within the political landscape.[footnoteRef:25] In an interview conducted by the Cambridge University Library as a part of their Spitting Image exhibition at the Cambridge University Library, Professor Lucy Delap, a Lecturer in Modern British History, shares her thoughts about the television show Spitting Image. She shares that individuals of all ages watched the show because of its funny slapstick humour, and many politicians were recognisable because of it; Thatcher became one of the famous frequent faces of the show. Professor Delap asserts that politicians with unremarkable facial features have been intentionally designed to enhance recognisability. In the case of Thatcher in Spitting Image, it serves as a prime example of this concept, effectively spotlighting and exaggerating the notable characteristics of her public persona. She is portrayed negatively through facial characteristics and aggressive and domineering behaviour towards her cabinet. She is even represented as a tyrant, often dressed in a manner that resembles a man in a skirt or drag attire.[footnoteRef:26] Whilst this may be the case, Thatcher was advised to soften her appearance and take voice coaching lessons due to her receiving a sexist comments.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  University of Cambridge, Savage, Grotesque, Hilarious. Spitting Image: A Controversial History at Cambridge University Library (2023) <https://www.cam.ac.uk/stories/spitting-image-exhibition#group-section-Meet-the-puppets-SgiJxZGOMP> [Accessed 19 December 2024].]  [25:  Roger Law, ‘Puppet masters: The creator of iconic TV satire Spitting Image on whether we still have our sense of humour’, ‘Index on Censorship’, 46.4 (2017) p82-84. <https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0306422017703621> [Accessed 19 December 2024].]  [26:  Cambridge University Library, Spitting Image: Political satire [Video]. 2023 <https://youtu.be/Ol3rBFgI_i8?si=wpwXOP3QwvJomKpY> [Accessed 19 December 2024].]  [27:  June Purvis, ‘What Was Margaret Thatcher’s Legacy For Women?’p.1015.] 
IMAGE 2 - Margaret Thatcher in puppet form.


Spitting Image in image 1[footnoteRef:28] has emphasised Thatcher's 'Iron Lady' persona. While this interpretation holds truth in the terms of 'Iron Lady', it is also worth noting that her portrayal in the statue resembles Winston Churchill, as well as his well-known attire and public perception. This resemblance could [image: A statue of a person pointing at something

Description automatically generated]suggest that she aspired to be like him in terms of work ethic and public image.  [28:  British Broadcasting Company [Owner] ‘Spitting Image: Margaret Thatcher – The Iron Lady’ <https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01q7yml/p01q7hyt> [Accessed 19 December 2024].] 

As in Image 2,[footnoteRef:29] this is the known portrayal of Thatcher nether, but this was not always true. Spitting Image depicts her very masculinely; however, she is distinctly feminine. She was often dressed in a dress, wearing makeup, and carrying her signature handbag. This portrayal may stem from her experience working in a predominantly male environment and the limited support she gave to women. In a montage video created to showcase Spitting Image’s portrayal of Thatcher, in one instance she is portrayed as the Queen, paraded around in feminine clothes and a distinctive crown, and the MPs call her ‘your majesty’.[footnoteRef:30] This context likely explains why she is sometimes seen in episodes wearing a suit. It is worth noting that she was not always portrayed as masculine as in Image 1. However, she would still be perceived as unfavourable. [29:  Imperial War Museum [Collector] ‘puppet, Spitting Image, Margaret Thatcher’ <https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/30089560> [Accessed 19 December 2024].]  [30:  Classic British Comedy, Margaret Thatcher on Spitting Image [Video]. 2022 <https://youtu.be/omC3xeCZBX0?si=KQoEYePgRyn4cDRU> [Accessed 19 December 2024].] 

This represents an innovative approach to enhance civic understanding of political dynamics among individuals while simultaneously facilitating the recognition of politicians within communities and various demographic groups. For Thatcher, it could be imagined that she was disappointed about the negative portrayal of her position as Prime Minister. IMAGE 1- Spitting Image: The Iron Lady.

When Thatcher died in April 2023, it allowed historians and politicians to reflect on the sexual inequality in British Politics.[footnoteRef:31] The number of female MPs has continued to grow since Thatcher’s premiership. However, men still dominate parliament, and Thatcher remains an important role model for women who are trying to succeed, especially in a man’s world.[footnoteRef:32] Before her premiership and throughout, she had to continue pushing herself to keep seeking her goals and being bigger and better than her male counterparts. Today, 263 of 650 MPs are women, and this number continues to grow yearly.[footnoteRef:33] This number is far from what it should be, but the world is slowly evolving around this. [31:  Dr Ben Griffin, ‘Thatcher and the glass ceiling, History of government, 1 May 2013 <https://history.blog.gov.uk/2013/05/07/thatcher-and-the-glass-ceiling/> [Accessed 19 December 2024].]  [32:  June Purvis, ‘What Was Margaret Thatcher’s Legacy For Women?’, p.1016.]  [33:  Grahame Allen, 2024 general election: How many women were elected? (2024) <https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/2024-general-election-how-many-women-were-elected/> [Accessed 19 December 2024].] 

 Thatcher's approach to women's rights and her broader political agenda offers an insight into how she reshaped British politics. While her achievements are notable, she became the first female Prime Minister of the U.K., served three consecutive terms, and inspired many women to break barriers in male-dominated environments such as politics. Whilst this may be the case, she actively distanced herself from the women's rights movements. She had the opportunity to support and effect change for women in Britain during the 1980s, especially in addressing specific areas, i.e. equal pay and childcare. However, she chose not to do so. She preferred to focus on her neoliberal ideology, which is considered one of her greatest political achievements. 
Opinions about Thatcher are highly debated and controversial even to this day. However, it is important to recognise that she worked hard to become Prime Minister, and that achievement should be acknowledged. She entered a predominantly male environment determined to succeed, and she did. Thatcher in 1973, believed that there will not be a female Prime Minister in her lifetime, how evidently she proved herself wrong.  Nonetheless, it is disappointing that she did not support the women who looked up to her. 
Throughout and since her premiership, she has made a significant impact on British political culture and history. Notably, she is remembered as the first female Prime Minister of the U.K. and her legacy continues to inspire as an increasing number of female MPs enter Parliament to effect change and serve as role models for future generations.
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