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Margaret Thatcher has been portrayed as the most divisive leader in post-war British history. Is this a fair assessment of the ‘Iron Lady’?

It is often claimed that Margaret Thatcher was the most divisive leader in modern British history. During her time in office from 1979 to 1990, Britain saw many divisive changes and events as a result of Thatcher's policies; coalminers suffered as a result of her tough stance on trade unions; the troubles in Ireland were exacerbated by her harsh policies on IRA prisoners of war; the economy of the UK was boosted by the selling of arms to the militant dictatorial Saudi royal family; and the creation of a bitter divide following the introduction of Section 28. Thatcher's unique brand of laissez-faire capitalist policies shifted the Overton Window into the hard right and dismantled the post-war consensus politics epitomised by Callaghan and Wilson. The effects of Thatcher's policies are still felt, even to this day, with Thatcher being described as being the only British prime minister whose name has 'given rise to' an 'ism'. Thatcherism is said to suggest 'both a set of beliefs and a momentum to reorder society according to those beliefs'.[footnoteRef:3168] As a result, Margaret Thatcher could be seen as the most controversial prime minister the United Kingdom has ever had, not because of her character or background, but because of her policies.   [3168:  R. Skidelsky, Thatcherism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988) Page 2.
] 

Thatcher's bitter confrontation with trade unions, particularly the National Union of Mineworkers, has been described as one of the defining battles of Thatcher's time as prime minister.[footnoteRef:27187] Thatcher saw the NUM and Arthur Scargill as 'the enemy within', and as a result of this, Thatcher did not tolerate wildcat strike action. It has been argued by B. C. Roberts that the closure of these coalmines was due to the government being '...determined to reduce the enormous losses incurred by the massively overmanned nationalised industries … the largest loss-maker was the mining industry'.[footnoteRef:15299] And while many may hold this belief, it is important to see why many disagree with Thatcher's course of action regarding this. The Miner's Strike took place in 1984, when the National Coal Board announced that it would close 20 coal mines, to the detriment of around 20,000 coalminers and their families, mainly in Northern England and Wales.[footnoteRef:1929] Perhaps most notoriously, Thatcher's confrontation with the NUM came to a head at the battle of Orgreave near Rotherham, South Yorkshire. As a result of this, it is documented that '...more than 100 people were injured in the confrontation. Eleven people died in the year-long strike; more than 11,000 people were arrested and about 8,000 charged, mostly for breach of the peace.'[footnoteRef:23762] Such an effect on an industry and coalmining reliant communities left an everlasting legacy that can still be felt to this day. Unemployment and poverty is still prevalent in ex-coalmining communities, that feel betrayed and oppressed by Thatcher's actions against them. While it was claimed that the closure of these coal mines was due to the fact that they were unprofitable, communities affected by these closures rightfully feel that this action against them was a strategy to break powerful unions that protected the rights of working class miners. During the Miners' Strike, miners and their families often relied on food banks in order to survive. Steady wages from coalmining were taken away from these communities, with nothing to replace them. While this strategy may have been popular amongst fellow Conservatives, who also shared the view that trade unions were too powerful and had the potential to derail the country, this would obviously leave a bad taste in the mouth of the men and their families who depended on those trade unions for representation and to have their workers' rights protected. Through Thatcher's oppression on these communities it is easy to see why anger and resentment for Thatcher still lingers in these areas, even today. While many may hold the view that the closure of the mines was economically correct, many question the morals of this course of action and how she dealt with it, making her incredibly controversial. Thatcher made herself a public enemy by inflicting pain and struggle on mining communities and offering no alternative for their lost livelihoods, making herself a divisive leader, by being one that does not protect the livelihoods of the working classes.  

As a result of her position as prime minister, Thatcher inherited responsibility for the social, political and religious instability in Ireland. Imprisoned IRA members were stripped of their status as 'political prisoners' after 1976. As a result of this prisoners protested against their treatment. 'They demanded: (1) the right to wear their own clothing, (2) freedom from prison work, (3) freedom of association with fellow prisoners, (4) the right to normal visits and facilities, and (5) restoration of sentence reduction for good behavior'.[footnoteRef:5859] Bobby Sands, commanding officer for IRA prisoners, began a second hunger strike on 1st March 1982. While in prison, Sands was elected as an MP only furthering proving the support for him and his cause. It could be argued that by confronting Sands, Thatcher was making herself an enemy of his supporters, only furthering the argument that she is the most divisive post-war British leader. After sixty-five days of the hunger strike, Sands died in hospital at prison at just twenty-seven years of age. Soon after this, fellow protester Francis Hughes also died. This only furthered the strikers' cause by making these men martyrs. Despite immense pressure from both the Roman Catholic Church and the international media's spotlight, Thatcher refused to compromise or negotiate with prisoners and their demands, deeming them to be criminals as opposed to treating them as political prisoners. Thatcher famously insisted that she refused to negotiate with terrorists, and it could be argued that Thatcher was again being stubborn in her policies in order to hold on to power and dominance, regardless of its effects. Again, the deaths that occurred as a result of Thatcher's inability for diplomacy and negotiation will live forever in the minds of Irish Catholic communities affected by this. By allowing these strikers to die, it could be argued that Thatcher created martyrs for the Irish republican cause for followers to rally around, and even instilled a hate for establishment in the United Kingdom in yet another group of people. However, fear for the IRA in Britain was rife, and often, members of the British public would not have sympathised with the Irish Republican Prisoners' cause due to the nature of their attacks. However, Thatcher made light work of gaining unpopularity amongst groups of people fighting for their wants and needs and rights around the United Kingdom. Due to these facts, is easy to see why Thatcher is most certainly the most divisive leader in post-war British history. Thatcher created her own culture of opposition to Thatcherism that will live in the minds of communities around the country. 

Another controversial move on the part of Thatcher was that of the al-Yamamah arms deal that began in 1985 in which the United Kingdom will provide arms to Saudi Arabia (beginning with 72 eurofighter typhoon multiroll fighter jets) in exchange for 600,000 barells of crude oil per day.[footnoteRef:28119] This was hailed by many supporters of Thatcher as a very wide agreement, primarily because greater cooperation with Saudi Arabia would avoid a situation similar to the 1973 oil crisis in which OPEC nations issued and oil embargo against the United Kingdom and others for their support of Israel during the Yom Kippur War. An agreement which fosters ties between the Saudi royal family and the United Kingdom would, in Thatcher and her supporters' eyes, benefit the United Kingdom with a steady supply of oil and increase demand for British arms. However, many saw this deal as not only fostering a relationship between the United Kingdom and an authoritarian Islamist state known for committing human rights abuses and for rampant antisemitism against Israel, but also allowing the Saudi royal family to arm military organisations, diametrically opposed to British interests. Yet another contentious aspect of the al-Yamamah arms deal between the United Kingdom and Saudi Arabia's royalty is the fact that it is believed that Margaret Thatcher's son, Mark Thatcher 'was among those who received commissions for parts of the aI-Yamamah deals'.[footnoteRef:7792] In addition to this, former Middle East specialist Howard Teicher has claimed publicly that he has seen evidence of Mark Thatcher's involvement in the al-Yamamah arms deal.[footnoteRef:30458] Although some may see Thatcher's role in securing the al-Yamamah deal as not only a necessary measure to boost Britain's economy but additionally, to prevent another oil crisis similar to the one that occurred in 1973, others may argue that the arms deal supported a corrupt and abusive, anti-Semitic government that carried out human rights abuses was merely a self-serving act from a capitalist-minded prime minister. The accusations against Thatcher's son further highlights the distrust that one half of the British public have and continue to have in Thatcher. Thatcher's actions were never without questionable morality, which further supports the idea that Thatcher is not only a controversial leader, but most certainly the most divisive leader in post-war British history. By her actions and policies, Thatcher divided the nation into Thatcherites, and the opposition, leaving no room for any middle ground.  [27187:  Robertson, H 2013, 'The Iron Lady and King Coal', Petroleum Economist, 80, 4, p. 28, Business Source Complete, EBSCOhost, viewed 10 May 2018.]  [15299:  D. Kavanagh, A. Seldon, The Thatcher Effect, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989)
 Page 67]  [1929:  Ibid. ]  [23762:  Ibid. ]  [5859:  Dowiak, J 2012, 'The 1981 Irish Hunger Strike', Social Science Docket, 12, 1, pp. 17-19, Education Source, EBSCOhost, viewed 10 May 2018.]  [28119:  BBC News Staff, Business: The Company File Arms sales fuel BAe's profits (BBC Online News Network; February 25, 1999 Published at 09:15 GMT) 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/the_company_file/285963.stm Access date: 06/05/2018]  [7792:  P. Fitzgerald, The scandal of al-Yamamah, ('New Statesman & Society, 9', 1996, p. 23, Business Source Complete, EBSCOhost) viewed 10 May 2018]  [30458:  Ibid. ] 

Yet another way in which Thatcher was a divisive prime minister is her government's social attitudes towards freedom of sexuality. Under Thatcher's government, Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act was passed. The act stated that it was illegal for schools and other council bodies to "intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting homosexuality".[footnoteRef:4197] This could be argued to be an inflammatory piece of legislation, given that two decades had passed since the legalisation of homosexuality in England and Wales under the Wilson government, and that the campaign for gay rights and recognition had been continuing and gaining momentum ever since. It has been reported that section 28 was 'an obvious populist gambit to solidify support among the 75% of the population who thought that homosexual activity was “always or mostly wrong”.'[footnoteRef:3226] While this may have been the case, there was a colossal backlash to section 28 that would highlight how divisive Thatcher's legislation truly was. Protesters took to the streets, stormed the BBC News building, and Ian McKellen publicly announced his sexuality in protest. Thatcher had divided yet more groups of the British populous in an attempt to solidify her governments position. However, it is important to note that while there were those who did agree with Thatcher's legislation, it was this regression in freedom of sexuality that highlights a division in support for Margaret Thatcher. Thatcher had cemented the support of some but had created yet another enemy in the LGBT community and its allies. 

Ultimately, there are numerous events and policies influenced by Margaret Thatcher that create a divide in opinions of both her, and her style of government. As aforementioned, Thatcher provoked hate for herself and her government by exacerbating the troubles in Ireland by making martyrs out of IRA prisoners of war, preventing trade union wildcat strikes of solidarity, taking away people's lives and livelihoods, conducting morally questionable arms deals with Saudi royalty, and regressing on social issues such as LGBT rights. While many people agreed with Thatcher's policies and belief in the free market and laissez-faire capitalism, there is a divide between these people and people who place greater importance on social justice and equality, as opposed to running the country like a heartless corporation. In short, Thatcher is the most divisive prime minister of modern times due to the fact that her policies and decisions most often split people into radically opposing groups like no other prime minister before her. Thatcher is both adored by those who benefitted from her policies, and despised by those who lost family, comrades, and their rights and freedoms under Thatcher's government. While previous prime ministers were often seen as beneficial to the British economy or beneficial to the British populous, Thatcher instead split people into beneficiaries and exploited individuals, into those that gain financially and those that lose socially, into the profiteers of Thatcher's fiscal policies and into the victims of her near-tyrannical disregard for human life. Whether it is agreed that Thatcher was a successful and beneficial prime minister or not, it cannot be denied that Thatcher is controversial prime minister - and it is certainly fair to say, the most divisive leader in post-war Britain. 

Bibliography

Dowiak, J 2012, 'The 1981 Irish Hunger Strike', Social Science Docket, 12, 1, pp. 17-19, Education Source, EBSCOhost, viewed 10 May 2018. [4197:  BBC News Staff, Section 28: Schools 'still have anti-gay policies', claim humanists, (BBC News online, August 2013). Date accessed: 08/05/2018
]  [3226:  C. Godfrey, Section 28 protesters 30 years on: ‘We were arrested and put in a cell up by Big Ben’ (The Guardian; 27/03/2018) Date accessed: 08/05/2018
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/mar/27/section-28-protesters-30-years-on-we-were-arrested-and-put-in-a-cell-up-by-big-ben ] 

P. Fitzgerald, The scandal of al-Yamamah, ('New Statesman & Society, 9', 1996, p. 23, Business Source Complete, EBSCOhost) viewed 10 May 2018

C. Godfrey, Section 28 protesters 30 years on: ‘We were arrested and put in a cell up by Big Ben’ (The Guardian; 27/03/2018) Date accessed: 08/05/2018
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/mar/27/section-28-protesters-30-years-on-we-were-arrested-and-put-in-a-cell-up-by-big-ben 

 D. Kavanagh, A. Seldon, The Thatcher Effect, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989)
 Page 67

 Robertson, H 2013, 'The Iron Lady and King Coal', Petroleum Economist, 80, 4, p. 28, Business Source Complete, EBSCOhost, viewed 10 May 2018.

R. Skidelsky, Thatcherism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988) Page 2.

BBC News Staff, Section 28: Schools 'still have anti-gay policies', claim humanists, (BBC News online, August 2013). Date accessed: 08/05/2018

BBC News Staff, Business: The Company File Arms sales fuel BAe's profits (BBC Online News Network; February 25, 1999 Published at 09:15 GMT) 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/the_company_file/285963.stm Access date: 06/05/2018








