Enemies Within and Without: Thatcher, Reagan and the End of the Post-War Consensus (HPHI5904/HPHI6904)
Margret Thatcher and the Falklands War Factor
In this short essay I will analysis the effects of the Falklands war on Margret Thatcher's broader political project for Britian and how she utilized the victory to unite a nation, however briefly. I will also explore the decisions that were made before, during and after the Falklands War and how these events helped to reshape a Britian in Thatcher's image and give rise to the ‘High Thatcherism’ years of 1983-1987. 
Where there is discord may we bring harmony
On the 4th of May 1979 Margret Thatcher became the first female head of state for Great Britian, rising from humble beginnings. During this period the country was facing significant challenges after decades of post-war consensus politics. Rising unemployment, inflation and widespread strikes culminating with the ‘Winter of Discontent’ sealing the Labour party's fate. In 1979 the British public voted and unanimously chose a different direction for Britian. Thatcher's party won a majority of seats in parliament and 43.9% of the popular vote[footnoteRef:5497] providing Thatcher with a clear mandate. [5497:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1979_United_Kingdom_general_election] 

Thatcher's policies would tackle some of the obstacles she believed were holding Britain economically back and had plagued the previous governments for decades. Thatcher believed there was a creeping threat to Britian, a threat that had been seeping into all aspects of British affairs, socialism. After coming to power Thatcher wanted to engage these perceived threats and reduce the power of the trade unions primarily who had directly been involved in the downturn of the previous two administrations culminating in a series of events now known as the winter of discontent. This period prior to her appointment was plagued by private and public sector strikes, power cuts and rising unemployment and inflation and was the final nail in the coffin for the Labour Prime Minister James Callaghan. Callaghan had essentially sealed his own fate by postponing the elections of 1978 to 1979 to help Labour manage the rising inflation of the late 70s. This backfired spectacularly and greatly assisted Thatcher in her bid to become PM in 79. It seems that the Labour party's inability to manage the crisis was the catalyst for the people to support Thatcher and her pivot towards a deregulated, growth-based economy.
Thatcher's early years in power were not plain sailing and although her radical shift towards a free market-based economy was well underway key economic indicators suggested the health of the nation economically was falling below levels seen in the previous administration. Thatcher's reforms were seismic, the manufacturing industry shrank by 25% between 1979 and 1981, GDP shrank by 2% in 1980 and a further 1.2% in 1981[footnoteRef:587] and unemployment exploded from 1.3million in 1979 to over 3 million in 1983[footnoteRef:27796]. Thatcher in her early years in government faced pressures externally and internally to change and even abandon her reforms to these economic indicators. Inflation, which was fluttering around 8% in 1978 rose to a staggering 22% in Thatcher's first year in office contributed to a skeptical view of her policies having a negative impact not the positive one that won her the elections in 1979. [587:  Jackson, Ben – Making Thatcher's Britain, p5 and 6]  [27796:  Jackson, Ben – Making Thatcher's Britain, p6] 

The early economic pressures were spelled out in full in an article written in the Times in March 1981. The article supported by 365 university economists insisted that the government's policy had ‘no basis in economic theory’. The article also stated that the monetarist experiment would ‘deepen the depression, erode the industrial base of our economy and threaten its social and political stability’[footnoteRef:13201]. If the pressure wasn't mounting enough riots occurred across the country and Thatcher's approval hit a record low of –43 in June 1981[footnoteRef:22818] [13201:  Booth P – Where 364 Economists all wrong? P122,23]  [22818:  Jackson, Ben – Making Thatcher's Britian, p6] 

In a letter to The Times in March 1981, 364 university economists insisted that government policy had ‘no basis in economic theory’. The monetarist experiment, they warned, would .10 As if to prove the point, riots broke out in Brixton, Southall and Moss Side. In June 1981, the government’s approval ratings hit a record low of −43. What could possibly unite the country in these changing economic and societal times? 
What We Need Is a Good War
With all this turmoil at home we can often forget or minimize the issues facing the wider world as a whole. The Cold War was entering a very precarious phase in the 80’s with the West still reeling from several setbacks including the US withdrawal from Vietnam, the Irian revolution, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and Iran-Iraq war all destabilizing factors for the global community. Nato's decision to place nuclear capable missiles in Europe was a direct response to the Soviet Union placing missiles in Eastern Europe created a very rational fear of WW3 and nuclear Armageddon not seen since the Cuban missile crisis in 1962. With all these seismic events proceeding how can the little-known islands in the South Atlantic, the Falklands assist with Margret Thatcher's transformation of Britian? Well as we have established Thatcher's Britain in her first few years in office was anything but smooth, putting the Great back into Britain was going to take longer than first thought. Would the British public give her the time to make these changes and see the positive effects and what events could facilitate this and provide Thatcher some breathing space.
Defense which had played a relatively minor role in the election campaign of 1979 came to the fore in 1981 with the ‘Notts report’ a defense paper that outlined major cuts to all three branches of the British military. Although all areas of the armed forces were to be cut the Royal Navy cuts seemed to be disproportion with the other services. Britian planned to cut 20% of her surface fleet, aircraft carriers were to be phased out, amphibious landing craft were to be scrapped, and HMS Endurance was to be withdrawn from service. All these planned cuts at a time when the Soviets were increasing their surface and submarine fleets sent mixed messages to Britian's allies and enemies. Although these cuts where deep Thatcher was attempting to reposition and redefine the role for the armed forces to best support NATO in its role of countering the Soviets Warsaw Pact. Thatcher was committed to the minimum 3% of GDP expenditure on the military and so misconceptions of making cuts was more a redistribution of funds. A major expenditure of this reallocation was Thatcher's commitment and procurement of Trident nuclear missiles to maintain a British independent nuclear deterrent which still forms the basis of British defense to this day. Had these cuts been fully acted on prior to the outbreak of the Falklands conflict it seems very unlikely that Thatcher would have been able to counter the invasion and damaged her reputation beyond repair.
The removal of HMS Endurance from the South Atlantic essentially sent signals to the government in Argentina led by a military junta at the time that Britian had little interest in retaining her south Atlantic possessions of the Falklands and South Georga and emboldened them to act and reacquire these long-contested islands for Argentina. It was a well-known fact that Argentina had long been pressing for the return of the islands seen as a historic part of the Argentinian dysphoria and connected to the Argentine continental shelf for many years. The Argentine government led by General Leopoldo Galtieri facing civil unrest, economic stagnation and mounting human rights abuses choose to Invade the Falklands and tap into Argentinas patriotic ties to the islands. This was met with scenes of jubilation in Buenos Aires and provided the government with a much-needed distraction. Galtieri reading of the situation that Britian would not respond militarily was partly supported by the ‘Notts review’ and on 2nd April decided to invade the Falklands Islands which initially caused great shock throughout Thatcher's government and Britain as a whole.
This had not been a total surprise to all, in 1980 Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, Nicholas Ridley visited the Falklands to talk with the islanders about a lease-back scheme similar to Hong Kong. This was unanimously rebuffed by the Falklanders paving the way for an alternative option for Galtieri to reacquire the islands, Ridley was quoted, "If we don't do something, they will invade. And there is nothing we could do”[footnoteRef:25653]. He was right about the invasion but not about the response.  [25653:  Eddy, Paul; Gillman, Peter; Linklater, Magnus; Sunday Times of London Insight Team (1982). The Falklands War. Sphere Books] 

The crisis created two issues for Thatcher, the need to respond to attacks on her government for allowing the creation of the conditions that allowed the invasion to happen and more importantly a need to respond to the actual invasion. The humiliation and anger reached a boiling point during the following day's events in the House of Commons where an overall mood of anger and embarrassment gave Thatcher a platform to respond in a defiant manner that helped to outline her goal, to restore British administration to the Falklands. Some determined her initial speech as Thatcher not being at her best, even going far as to say that ‘it was her worst speech ever’[footnoteRef:11599] showed us that it would take time for Thatcher to come to grips with the incident. Although her speech clearly outlined her goal it wasn't yet clear how and but what means she was going to achieve this. [11599:  Critchley, Julien – Critchley, J, 1985, P125] 
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The initial shock of the invasion reverberated beyond the House of Commons, Britain and her allies and enemies, how could this have happened? Thatcher's government came under pressure from opposition parties and the need to find a scapegoat would fall on Lord Carrington, Britain's Foreign Minister at the time who resigned on April 5th despite Thatcher’s pressures to the contrary[footnoteRef:17123]. A sacrifice had to be made, and Carrington acknowledged this and alleviated some of the pressure on Thatcher. [17123:  Maria Bruni Domenico, A Leader at War: Margret Thatcher and the Falklands crisis of 1982, https://journals.openedition.org/osb/2007#ftn3] 

Thatcher, although taken by surprise at the boldness of the invasion, had already authorized the preparation of a Naval task force on the 31st of March and this was ratified by the government on 2 April. This may have forced Galtieri’s hand and brought the invasion timetable forward to the 3rd of April. The task force would be used as an instrument of diplomatic pressure, an extension of Thatcher's diplomatic position which she continually backed, the return to the status quo. Many senior conservatives and opposition party members voiced doubts publicly and privately about Britain's ability to retake the Falklands if diplomacy failed. John Biffen was one of the strongest voices raising concerns, primarily due to the inadequate air cover. The doubts were not only expressed internally in the UK but also extended to Thatcher's allies and most importantly the US. Thatcher's resolve and determination oversaw the formation of a substantial task force in a timely and orderly fashion and on April 4th the first naval units left for the South Atlantic.
One of Thatcher’s greatest achievements during this crisis was the ability to leave all diplomatic channels open to resolve this event and to gain significant international support for the British liberation of the Islands. There was solid support from the UN resolution 502 security council which approved and ratified Thatcher’s position on returning the status quo but the resolution went short of authorizing force. Thatcher remained within the boundaries set by the UN charter, and she understood acting in an illegal manner would not gain her any benefit or leverage on the international stage. Thatcher's firm resolve can stem from her deep-rooted idealistic convictions and her belief in the founding principles of sovereignty, self-determination and the rule of international law. Her position was a necessity for western liberal democracies at this time to demonstrate that they were ready and willing to fight for the defense of their political values without being tempted by forms of appeasement, something that rings prominently in post ww2 era. Thatcher, while continually looking for a diplomatic resolution, would not be the first to leave the negotiating table, something that would have certainly weakened her position on the international stage. Galtieri committed diplomatic suicide by ignoring all requests for a diplomatic solution and offers and proposals to halt the conflict by the British and the UN. This naivety played into Thatcher's hands as she gained a wide consensus of global public opinion which strengthened her hand and weakened Argentinas. The overwhelming consensus of the people was that something had to be done. This feeling traversed the social classes and political spectrum uniting the people and bringing a sense of Churchillian attitude and spirit in the face of adversity which Thatcher untiled and navigated masterfully
Commencement of Hostilities

With the British Task Force comprising of 43 Royal Navy vessels and many additional support vessels began to impose a 200 mile exclusion zone around the Falklands. The task force contained two aircraft carriers which many considered an absolute necessity if the outcome of the conflict was to have a positive outcome for the British. This was due to the nearest airfield being 6000km away on the jointly managed Ascension Island airbase far outside the operational limits of British aircover. This operation to retake the Falklands would never have been far more complex if the decision to sell Britian's newest aircraft carrier Invincible to Australia had been completed prior to the outbreak of war as the Notts Defense report of 1981 had proposed. The fact that this task force was able to be assembled, supplied and manned was a testament to the professionalism and organizational skills of the British Armed forces. The successful assembly of the task force and the significant political pressure it generated had hoped to be enough to return the status quo of the islands. 
[image: ]
The first major action of the Falklands was carried out by British Vulcan bombers on the 1st May, with the assistance of the US logistical support were able to carry out a bombing run on Stanleys runway. The Black Buck raids, as they were officially known, caused minimal damage and where a huge cost in resources was seen as a propaganda success. Thatcher had shown that the British were prepared to use military force and that the Islands were able to be hit by the Royal Airforce's strategic bombers. Some sources suggested that these raids caused the Argentines to move aircover away from the islands to defend the airspace around Buenos Aires, but this has been disputed. 
The most controversial event of the conflict for Thatcher was the sinking of the Argentine Cruiser, the Belgrano on the 2nd May. Thatcher, with the approval of her War Cabinet gave the order for HMS Conqueror to sink the Belgrano even though the ship was outside the exclusion zone and sailing away from the Islands. 321 crew members died in the attack and this single act contributed to almost half of all fatalities on the Argentine side during the conflict. Thatcher understood the need to demonstrate Britian’s and her personal resolve to return the status quo one way or another. She understood the threat that Belgrano posed to the fleet and to protect their lives took the preemptive decision to remove this threat from the theatre. She defended her decision staunchly to the House of Commons asserting it was a necessary and justified action but the full truth of the days events were initially not fully disclosed to the public. The action had the desired military effect as the Argentine Navy including her aircraft carrier remained in the home ports throughout the conflict completely removing them as a threat to the task force and the amphibious landing crafts. Thatcher's difficult decision has always been questioned for its legitimacy up until a recent 2003 documentary on National Geographic where former Captain of the Belgrano, Héctor Bonzo was interviewed about the event. He confirms that the Belgrano had orders to engage any British ship in the area and the course change was just part of general maneuvers.[footnoteRef:20396] These revelations help to justify Thatcher's decisions and help to remove one of the biggest tarnishes of her time in office.
[image: ][footnoteRef:8489][image: ]

The Argentines response to the sinking of the General Belgrano was swift and deadly with the sinking of HMS Sheffield on the 4th of May with the use of French Exocet anti-ship missiles. Thankfully for Thatcher her keen diplomacy skills and the ability to rally international support during the war enabled the French to suspend further deliveries limiting the impact of these weapons on the Royal Navy. The Argentines only had 5 of these missiles on the onset of hostilities so decision to suspend weapon deliveries by France was seen as a successful diplomatic maneuvering from Thatcher. [20396:  https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2003/may/25/uk.world, (ACCESSED 24/11/2024)]  [8489:  https://www.hoddereducationmagazines.com/magazine/modern-history-review/23/3/gotcha-the-sun-and-the-sinking-of-the-belgrano/ ] 

Once the British troops landed the inevitable outcome was only a matter of time, the British forces professionalism took over and the ill equipped and trained conscripts of the Argentinian forces surrendered after some fierce clashes around Stanly. The conflict cost the lives of 256 service personnel and substantial equipment, and naval assets were lost, but the war was over. Thatcher's pre conflict issues surrounding the economy and Northern Ireland and temporarily been forgotten as Britian saw an end to the defeats and possibly the start of something more positive.

Conclusion, Falklands or Thatcher Factor?

The war had seemed to have halted a steady decline that had been seen in Britian's role internationally and its self-pride. The evidence suggests It would be too far to say that this event signaled a reversal in Britian's and Thatcher's fortunes, but it certainly helped steady the ship. Thatcher's use of Churchillian rhetoric stuck a cord with the British, “We have to see that the spirit of the South Atlantic – the real spirit of Britian – is kindled not only by war but can now be fired by peace.” [footnoteRef:24346] The rhetoric is powerful but as with a lot of what politicians say, the action is very different, and we must only look to Northern Island during the period.

The mood had lifted in many segments of society and the victory was shared with all and served to unite political differences and social divides, if not temporarily, Thatcher knew how to utilize this mood. Enoch Powell, a conservative MP with opposing views to Thatcher, shared a similar belief that something had changed in the country as well, “A change has come about in Britain. I do not need opinion pools to tell me that, I have the evidence of my own senses as I go about this country”[footnoteRef:24808]. The injection of military patriotism after the conflict helped Thatcher unite the country and helped halt the rot and failures at home and abroad. It seemed that the Falklands may have been a psychological turning point[footnoteRef:23653] for the British psyche, a period where Thatcher could tap into the British consciousness and help propel her into the 1983 elections. The facts show us that although the Conservatives had a decline in support from 43.9% in 1979 to 42.4% in 1983[footnoteRef:24126] suggesting that the Falkland's/Thatcher effect was short lived. What helped Thatcher was the role Defense played in the runup to the elections and Thatcher's decision to maintain an independent nuclear deterrent helped to solidify the Trans-Atlantic relationship. We can see that the Falklands war was not the sole reason for her re-election in 1983, but it certainly had an impact. It primarily showed the deficiencies in the opposition who were not unified on the Nuclear deterrent question which showed that what the people needed at this time was a strong leader. Thatcher had proven this with victory in the Falklands conflict which had confirmed to the British public and our allies that she was the leader that was necessary to challenge the perceived growing threat of the enemy within Socialism and the Soviet Union. [24346:  Jackson, Ben, Making Thatcher's Britain, p107]  [24808:  Jackson, Ben, Making Thacher's Britain, P107]  [23653:  Jackson, Ben, Making Thacher's Britain, P243]  [24126:  Domenico Maria Bruni, A Leader at War: Margaret Thatcher and the Falklands crisis of 1982, ARTICLE - https://journals.openedition.org/osb/2007] 
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