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What was Thatcher’s attitude towards the Falkland’s War, and what might this reveal about her broader political project? How effective and impactful was the position taken by Thatcher on the War, and what insights might this offer about how she transformed British politics?

[image: Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher after a speech at a Conservative Party conference in Brighton, England Oct. 12, 1984. (UPI Photo/Roy Letkey)]The Falkland’s War was a conflict fought between Argentina and Great Britain. The conflict began on the 2nd April 1982 with the Argentine invasion of the Falkland Islands, and lasted little over two months, ending on the 14th June 1982. Despite neither side officially declaring war, it is certainly regarded as such. According to Max Hastings’ book The Battle for the Falklands, 255 British Soldiers were killed in the conflict, and a further 777 were wounded; though the exact number of Argentinian casualties is unknown, and likely much harder to calculate than the British casualties, it is believed that at least 652 men were either killed or otherwise lost in the conflict.[footnoteRef:1] Despite these casualty numbers, the losses were rather insignificant for Britain when compared to other post World War II conflicts such as the Korean war.[footnoteRef:2] However, this did not stop Margret Thatcher, the Prime-Minister of the United Kingdom at the time from living up to her title as ‘the Iron Lady’. Thatcher would take a hard, stubborn stance on the conflict, and the Argentinian invaders that threatened British Territories. This hardline mentality which Thatcher committed to in all aspects of her life may well have been the very reason that Britain won the war in the Falklands. This essay, through use of a wide range of sources, including Thatcher’s own Autobiography, The Downing Street Years,[footnoteRef:3] and some of Thatcher’s own speeches, will observe the events of the Falklands war and analyse just how great Thatcher’s influence was over the course of the war; and ultimately how her stance in conflicts such as the Falklands impacted Thatcher’s success and British Politics overall. [1:  Max Hastings, The Battle for the Falklands, (New York: Norton, 1983). p. 357.]  [2:  Lawrence Freedman, Britain and the Falklands War (Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1988). p. 2.]  [3:  Margret Thatcher, The Downing Street Years, (London: Harper Collins, 1993). p. 191.] 
Fig 1: Margaret Thatcher after addressing the enemies of Britian in a speech in Brighton in 1984.

Firstly, when addressing the overall impact of the Falklands War in relation to Thatcher, one must consider the early stages of the conflict. First of all, since as early as 1965, both the British and the Argentinian Governments claimed Sovereignty over the islands. This had caused a long lasting dispute between the two nations which was undeniably a dispute that, one way or another, would have to come to an end. Negotiations were, for the most part, proving futile, despite the involvement of the United Nations.[footnoteRef:4] Though the long lasting nature of the dispute is certainly grounds for why the conflict began, it is also justifiable evidence for why Thatcher took such a strong stance on the matter. Despite the islands being a small collective of territories which could, to an extent, be considered insignificant in the minds of most people, the length of time which it had taken to reach a resolution would have, nonetheless be grating on the minds of the British population. Thatcher herself details how crucial she believed the victory in the Falklands to be for Britain by stating ‘Since the Suez fiasco in 1956, British foreign policy had been one long retreat’.[footnoteRef:5] This quote establishes that the conflict was about much more than just the Falkland Islands themselves, it was about re-[image: hms-endurance_a171_1989]establishing Great Britain as the Great power it once was seen to be. However, Thatcher also admits that she did not anticipate the Argentine invasion, nor did anyone else until a few hours prior to the fact.[footnoteRef:6] This emphasises that Britain had to act quickly to counter the invasion. The unanticipated nature of the invasion is further supported by the fact that not long before the invasion commenced, the main British patrol ship defending the islands, the Endurance, was retired from its post; leaving little more to defend the islands than a small Royal Marine Garrison, which certainly was not prepared for a full scale invasion.[footnoteRef:7] Clearly, this was one of the key reasons which Thatcher had in mind at the time of the conflict also. This is made apparent in her speech on 3rd July 1982, not long after the war had concluded and the Argentine soldiers had surrendered; in this speech Thatcher states that ‘the lesson of the Falklands is that Britain has not changed and that this nation still has those sterling qualities which shine through our history.’[footnoteRef:8] This quote tells us that the war, at least to an extent, was about proving Britain’s standing as a formidable force, and emphasising that even when Britain is caught unprepared, it can overthrow any threat; just as it has done throughout history prior to and during the Second World War. In this sense, since the Falklands invasion was not anticipated, it could be posed that the conflict was merely an instance where Thatcher was perhaps just fortunate given the circumstances that the invasion occurred. A chance which she took in hopes that she could be the Prime-Minister to restore Britain’s standing as a highly-competent military state. In this same speech, one can also see that British history was playing a key role in Thatcher’s mind at the time. This is evident when she quoted Winston Churchill, the Prime-Minister of Britian in power at the end of World War II;[footnoteRef:9] specifically, a quote which states the key importance of working together during times of war. What makes this quote so important is the fact that Thatcher is taking a stance which argues for a United Britain, something which at the time of Thatcher’s power was seemingly forever in question. Ironically, this was often due to Thatcher’s own leadership decisions. [4:  Denys Blakeway, The Falklands War, (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1992). p.9.]  [5:  Thatcher, The Downing Street Years, p.191.]  [6:  Ibid p.191.]  [7:  Martin Middlebrook, The Falklands War, (Barnsley, South Yorkshire: Pen & Sword Military, 2012) p.36.]  [8:  Margret Thatcher, Speech to Conservative Rally at Cheltenham, 1982 <https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/104989> [Accessed 25/11/2024].]  [9:  Ibid.] 
Fig 2: HMS Endurance pictured in South Georgia in 1989.

When considering the early stages of the invasion, it is crucial to note that it was not quite so simple for Thatcher, her cabinet and the military to act in full force. Daniel K Gibran, a Political Economist, in his book, The Falklands War: Britain versus the past in the South Atlantic, states that the decision to withdraw the HMS Endurance, was primarily made by John Nott, the Defence Secretary at the time; in order to cut spending.[footnoteRef:10] This decision, of course, was met with opposition from multiple angles, specifically the Falkland Islanders, and the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Peter Carrington.[footnoteRef:11] According to Gibran, Carrington wrote to Nott on at least three separate occasions, urging him not to withdraw the Endurance due to the ‘symbolic role’ it played in representing British Sovereignty.[footnoteRef:12] [image: undefined]Regardless of this, Nott removed the Patrol Ship; thus granting the Argentinian invaders their chance to make their move. Carrington himself, in his memoirs states that the ‘Endurance had no great war-fighting capacity, but she was there and her presence served to underline the message.’[footnoteRef:13] Strangely, despite Carrington’s determination that the Endurance was such an important symbol of power in the waters surrounding the Falkland Islands, he was ultimately the individual to suffer the consequences of the decision to withdraw it from its post. Interestingly, Hastings states that whilst both Nott and Carrington handed in resignations after the invasion commenced, Carrington would ultimately be the only one to leave his position.[footnoteRef:14] Despite Thatcher’s attempts to keep Carrington, it must be noted that the two did not see eye to eye regarding all matters. Even during the 1975 election, Carrington admitted that he supported Ted Heath and believed that Heath should win the election.[footnoteRef:15] Despite this, Thatcher chose to keep Carrington within her shadow cabinet, and in their memoirs, both note that they respected each other, despite their apparent differences. Carrington would admire Thatcher’s ‘firmness of purpose and integrity of character.’[footnoteRef:16] Meanwhile Thatcher would acknowledge that she could always appreciate someone with Carrington’s experience stating that she ‘felt that the country needed a Foreign Secretary of his experience and international standing to see us through the crisis.’[footnoteRef:17] However, she also acknowledges that due to the ‘visceral desire that a disaster should be paid for by a scapegoat’.[footnoteRef:18] Unfortunately, Carrington’s resignation did help to unite the Party to resolve Falklands crisis.[footnoteRef:19] When considering this, it becomes clear that even though the early hours of the conflict were difficult, Thatcher made efforts to support her cabinet, even when she and said individual were not ‘bosom friends’.[footnoteRef:20] This suggests that even despite her stubborn nature, Thatcher did, at least to an extent, put her own differences with certain individuals aside for what she would consider the betterment of Britain, an important trait needed in a strong leader. [10:  Daniel K. Gibran, The Falklands War: Britain versus the past in the South Atlantic, (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland). p.49.]  [11:  Ibid, p.49.]  [12:  Ibid, p.49.]  [13:  Peter Carrington, Reflect on things past : the memoirs of Lord Carrington, (London : Fontana, 1989). P.359.]  [14:  Hastings, The Battle for the Falklands. p. 99.]  [15:  Carrington, Reflect on things past, p.274.]  [16:  Ibid, p.274.]  [17:  Thatcher, The Downing Street Years. p. 204.]  [18:  Ibid, p. 204.]  [19:  Ibid, p. 204.]  [20:  Hastings, The Battle for the Falklands. p. 52.] 
Fig 3: Lord Peter Carrington, the ‘scapegoat’ for the Falklands crisis, pictured in 1984.

Though Carrington’s argument that the show of force posed by the Endurance was deterring an invasion, there were other measures being taken to ease the tensions. One such measure being the negotiations taking place; involving not only the United Kingdom and Argentina, but other United Nations Countries, specifically, the United States. The U.S. were trying their absolute best to achieve a peaceful resolution due to being ‘good friends’ with both Britain and Argentina.[footnoteRef:21] With the tensions of the Cold War, it is also highly possible that the U.S. greatly feared that such a conflict could result in manpower being driven away from crucial points which could allow Russia to make a strike elsewhere whilst Britain and the United Nations were focussed on the Falklands.[footnoteRef:22] This becomes even more likely when one considers the fact that the tensions between Britain and Argentina had been brewing for a very long time. Given these tensions, it is not so far fetched to consider that perhaps the Soviet Union could be using Argentina as a puppet state to cause a rift between the U.S. and Britain, thus weakening the alliance between the two very close and powerful allies. This is especially possible since the neutral stance that the U.S. enacted in attempt to quell the tensions proved ineffective. Lawrence Freedman states in his book, Britain and the Falklands War, that the U.S. involvement may have even made matters worse since it ‘did not ease Britain’s irritation’ due to the fact that the U.S. was assisting both sides in their attempt to maintain peace.[footnoteRef:23] Additionally, the 200 mile exclusion zone set up by Britain around the islands on 12th April, made it clear that by this point Thatcher and the British military were finished with making attempts for a peaceful resolution. On the 2nd May this was made more apparent with the sinking of the Argentine Cruiser, the General Belgrano which was sunk ‘just outside’ the exclusion zone.[footnoteRef:24] Though it is stated that the cruiser was not a threat, it is unclear as to whether the British forces at the time could be certain of this.[footnoteRef:25] Freedman notes that there may have been some more ulterior motives on behalf of Thatcher as to why the Belgrano was attacked; primarily, he poses the argument that Thatcher’s goal was to force the Peruvian initiative and ensure that Argentina withdraw from the waters.[footnoteRef:26] Though unsuccessful in this regard, it was certainly a crucial hit to the Argentine Navy.[footnoteRef:27] In fact, this attack on the Belgrano likely had the opposite effect, it could well be argued that instead it encouraged Argentina to retaliate, just 2 days later; the British destroyer, HMS Sheffield, was sunk, furthering the conflict and increasing tensions. Furthermore, the decision to sink the Belgrano was just as detrimental to Thatcher’s and Britain’s political standing; some countries, such as Germany and Denmark were concerned by the sudden escalation in the conflict, whilst other countries outright criticised the decision. Italy, who had close ties to Argentina was especially critical.[footnoteRef:28] The Irish government attempted to call for an immediate cease-fire and heavily criticised the British decision to escalate the conflict, at this time, the Troubles in Ireland were still an ongoing issue. This aggressive decision on behalf of the British military most certainly at least solidified the position in Ireland, and likely other states also, that Britain was thirsty for bloodshed. Here, it is easy to identify that despite the ultimate British success in the Falklands war, it was not always positive for Thatcher and Britain, both on the military, and political scales. [21:  Ibid, p. 83.]  [22:  Ibid, p. 125.]  [23:  Freedman, Britain and the Falklands War. p. 43.]  [24:  Ibid. p.54.]  [25:  Ibid, p.54.]  [26:  Ibid, p.52.]  [27:  Ibid, p.52.]  [28:  Ibid p.55.] 

Nonetheless, despite these issues both in diplomacy and military standings, and being initially unprepared for the conflict, the response from Thatcher and the British Military was swift. A task-force to counter the invaders was assembled rapidly and according to Hastings ‘as early as 6th April, planning had begun for the retaking of South Georgia.’[footnoteRef:29] This shows the efficient steps which were taken to repel the initial invasion, swift steps which likely restored the people’s confidence in Thatcher, and establish confidence that she would make necessary decisions in leading the country, even through especially hard times. It was this mentality that would consolidate Thatcher’s political standing as a strong and competent leader, who had British values at the very core of everything she did. However, John Campbell, a British Political Biographer, in his book Margret Thatcher, The Iron Lady, notes that though it is likely that the Conservatives would have still won the 1983 election without the victory in the Falklands, the victory certainly solidified the majority vote that Thatcher received.[footnoteRef:30] As a further note, the actions taken early in the Falklands War clearly portrays the hardline mentality which Thatcher would continue to implement throughout, not only the Falklands War; but other conflicts which she would face during her time as Prime-Minister, including the Miner’s strike in 1984-1985, and the Troubles in Northern Ireland. However, just because this hardline mentality works effectively with the British people when facing external threats or as Thatcher would call Argentina in 1984 an ‘Enemy without’,[footnoteRef:31] it may not necessarily have worked so effectively when Thatcher’s opposition were her own people or an ‘Enemy within’.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  Hastings, The Battle for the Falklands. p. 142.]  [30:  John Campbell, Margret Thatcher, The Iron Lady, (London: Vintage 2008). p.125.]  [31:  BBC News, ‘In Quotes: Margret Thatcher’ (8th April 2023) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-10377842> [Accessed 27/07/2024].]  [32:  Ibid.] 

In order to consider how this headstrong mentality worked in other aspects of Thatcher’s time as Prime-Minister, one must consider the Miner’s Strike of 1984-1985. Thatcher would treat this conflict as if it was another war, not dissimilar to the Falklands. In fact, the Journalist Michael Crick notes that in her infamous speech addressing the ‘enemies within’ Britain, Thatcher would go as far as to compare the Miners to the Argentine Invaders of the Falklands.[footnoteRef:33] This provides two crucial pieces of information when considering how the Falklands influenced Thatcher’s broader political project. Firstly, it tells us that Thatcher considers all opposition to her rule to be a substantial threat, she was willing to compare any resistance to her policy to be an aggressive attempt against her, and it appears that the Falklands invasion could provide her with ammunition to justify aggressive retaliation; such as allowing the Police to utilise brute force to put an end to strikes.[footnoteRef:34] Secondly, this tells us that even nearly two years after the invasion, Thatcher still considers the Falklands to be a huge victory for Britain, a victory which she is still utilising to encourage the electorate to support her. This is important because it showcases a lot about Thatcher’s overall mentality, she wants to remind the British people about the power held by the Nation, and remind them that they are all united against an enemy, this is despite the fact that the very enemy she is waging war against are British people.  [33:  Michael Crick, Scargill and the Miners, (Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1985). p. 12.]  [34:  Ibid, p.109.] 

In conclusion, Thatcher’s attitude towards the Falklands war, was not dissimilar to how she would often confront issues. A headstrong, powerful approach, though not an unorganised one. Thatcher acted in a manner which she believed was in Britain’s best interest and reestablished Britain as a formidable threat to external forces. It is easy to identify that the Falkland’s War was highly impactful on her broader political project, aiding her in her re-election in 1983, and foreshadowing the decisions she would make later in her time as Prime-Minister when other conflicts would emerge. Undeniably, the victory in the Falklands was a high that Thatcher would ride for a very long time, even years after the conflict to remind the British population of her power, and maintain their support, even when the decisions she was making were controversial, and perhaps in some cases even arguably, to an extent fascist, such could be argued in the case of the Miner’s strike. Nonetheless, Thatcher’s position during the Falklands war may well have been the very type of leadership that Britain needed at the time of the conflict, though perhaps subsequently too ruthless in other aspects of her rule. Ultimately, Thatcher reminded many British citizens of the patriotic mentality, she may have argued that many had lost, transforming British politics in this manner and reigniting a spark of true British patriotism that may have otherwise been lost since the end of the Second World War. 
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