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Margaret Thatcher (1987) the first woman Prime Minister of the UK claimed that ‘there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families’. This is one of her most famous quotes which has been debated ever since and opinion is still divided as to what she meant by this controversial statement (The Guardian, 2020; Saunders, 2020).  The comment was part of an interview she gave to Woman’s Own in 1987 and it is perhaps by considering her comment in context and in relation to the political climate of the time that she made the remark which will help try to uncover her meaning (Utting, 2009). The statement from the 1987 interview has been widely reported out of context and the full conversation of what she said during the lengthy interview was not published at the time (Thatcher, 1987). 
At an elemental level society could be considered as a social construct.  The French sociologist Emile Durkheim together with Marx and Weber believed that peoples’ shared values and beliefs collectively explained the actuality of society ‘it produces society and holds it together’ and that society was a ‘social product created by individuals’ (Boudon, 1995; Schroeder and Ling 2013).   
The Question needs to be asked as to whether family life plays a pivotal role with regards to social structure and perseverance of order within society.  The family itself provides the initial training in preparation for the abundance of relationships that individuals will be involved in during their lives, including, education, workplace and other settings (Bernardes, 1999). According to Tones (1979) primary socialisation occurs when a child understands attitudes values and beliefs of their society from family members in particular parents. 
Social constructionism is based on a modern perspective of the way society is formulated around how reality is socially constructed, and proposes that the way in which individuals provide a definition for society has an influence on what society is, and what it is actually like (Angius, 2016; Burr, and Dick, 2017). Additionally, the way in which people perceive others has an impact on their behaviours and affects the way they behave towards them (Ou, 2017). Humans naturally adopt a variety of roles throughout their lives and their interactions at a social level are dependent on the roles that are assumed, who the interactions occur with and where they take place (Angius, 2016; Burr and Dick, 2017). 
Grounded Theory has been remodelled largely through the use of Social Constructionism. Social constructionists consider that knowledge is constructed and not created (Charmaz, 2008; Puig, Koro-Ljungberg and Echevarria-Doan, 2008).  Knowledge is a group of beliefs which can be realistically trusted to a degree, according to Grounded theorists, by proposing that a shared idea and using a common sense approach make up what is knowledge. Arguably Grounded Theory methodology can align with social constructivism if social constructivism is considered from the first level standpoint of relativity (Charmaz, 2008; Andrews, 2012). 
Looking to Thatcher’s (1987) words that there is ‘no society’ could be seen as an advocate for the nuclear family which is also considered to be a construct (Thomas, 1993). The conservatives were in power from 1979-1997, Party leader and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was at the helm until her resignation in 1990 when John Major took over (Burton, 2013).   Their policies were influenced by their beliefs relating to families (Steele, 2009). They promoted the role of nuclear family within society and encouraged individuals to focus on taking care of their immediate family, for example, encouraging mothers to stay at home to look after children and provide care for elderly relatives (Douglas, 1990). This conservative government was concerned that reliance on the welfare state would promote irresponsible behaviour and would encourage families to look for support rather than provide for themselves (Steele, 2009; Douglas, 1990). In 1988 Margaret Thatcher referred to the family as distinct groups within society which formed the foundation for schools, and hospitals for example and this way of thinking resulted in numerous policy developments (Steele, 2019; Beauvallet, 2015;Cutas and Smajdor (2017). 
Thatcher’s view of ideal family social construct as that of the nuclear family has changed in contemporary perspectives.  During her time as leader what was classed as a nuclear family was of a man and women in a marriage with children (BBC, 2013; Reinhold, 1994; Thatcher, 1976; Heffernan, 1997). Since Thatcher there has been an increase of divorce rates and there are more types of constructs which are considered to represent family for instance single parent, extended family, step family, childless family and LGBTQ families (BBC, 2013; Reinhold, 1994; Thatcher, 1976; Heffernan, 1997). According to Wakefield et al., (2016) family refers to a collective of people who live and relate to each other in a community and who have shared cultural experiences.  
People with these collective shared experiences should according to Brittan (2013) look to themselves for help and this was his thought about what he believed Thatcher meant.    He proposed that Thatcher believed individuals ought to seek help through family and friends first rather than be dependent on the government, which should only be used as a final resort and added that he believed Thatcher’s remarks were an example of methodological individualism (Brittan, 2013). Strong versions of methodological individualism, according to Udehn (2002) are that all social singularities should be considered in terms of individuals and their interaction, whereas weak versions refer to social organisations. 
Thatcher’s Britain and the longevity of her impact still divides opinion none more so than her 1987 comment about ‘society’. Many suggest that Thatcher saved the United Kingdom with 52 percent agreeing that she was great for the country and 48 percent disagreeing (Beynon, 2014). 
Under Thatcher there were two major recessions during her time as a leader (Albertson and Stepney, 2019).  She was called the ‘Iron Lady’ because she was tough. During her leadership manufacturing disappeared and during her first few years Public spending (health and education) rose and decreased in the 1980’s (Coman, 2013; Margaret Thatcher Foundation, 2021).  She believed that women should stay at home looking after children, although she did not stay at home while her twins were young and hired a nanny which is arguably a contradiction of her values and ideas (Samuel, 1992). Interest rates had increased to a record of 17% and the impact of this had many repercussions. Membership of the unions decreased following the miners’ strike in 1984 (Ball, 2013).  Poverty increased which led to inequalities in society between the rich and poor.  The gap between rich and poor was significant when Thatcher resigned especially between the north and the south of the country due to loss of manufacturing and mining in the north (Ball, 2013; Coman, 2013).  
Returning to the idea that people should not rely on government for help it is useful to consider this in terms of people who are homeless.  Thatcher believed that people should get themselves out of the situation themselves with the support of friends and family (Uk Gov, no date; Crisis, no date). Arguably this is difficult for some individuals like those who are homeless as they may not have friends and family and need help from the government to get back on track (Gov UK, no date; The Salvation Army, 2021). However, she could be referring to people who are brough up on benefits and been educated by their family to be reliant on the government they may have low expectations of their life being any different (Green, 2017; Breiner, Ford and Gadsden, 2016). As stated in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943), if a person has nothing, such as no shelter food and water, it is very difficult to work up the pyramid of needs without first having the basic needs and that could be helped by the government (McLeod, 2020; Noltemeyer, A. et al., 2020). Although she states individuals and people should be responsible for themselves and the members of their family she did recognise the importance and benefits of the welfare state ref speech. However her legacy regarding the welfare state envisioned it being almost dismantled with social work interventions being transformed into more restricted roles (Rogowski, 2015). In order to employ effective interventions with families’ social workers use their knowledge and professional status in their decision making.  In this capacity the social workers ‘promote independence, provide support, prevent harm and enable’ (BASW, 2018).
In 1982 Margaret Thatcher and the then chancellor Sir Geoffrey Howe attempted to implement a plan which would see the Welfare State being demolished (Travis, 2012; Dominelli, 1988; Albertson and Stepney, 2019). However she later attempted to disassociate herself from such ideas after realising that it caused a riotous reaction from the other politicians in her government. Her plans included closing down the National Health Service as it existed, charging individual families for education at all ages including schools and reducing other public services (Travis, 2012; Dominelli, 1988) This is even more impactful when considering contemporary government actions during the pandemic when the government realised that they did have to help individuals in the country with, for instance, the furlough scheme to provide people with financial assistance and financial support for businesses to get people back on their feet to get the economy going again (Lawrie, 2020; Pope, Dalton, G. and Tetlow, 2020) . Due to the government forcing businesses to close they recognised that that people could not help themselves and needed financial support (Lawrie, 2020). 
The controversy of encouraging people to help themselves and not rely on government is further complicated by other actions that Thatcher took during her time in power(Minford, 2015; Coman, 2015). During Mrs Thatcher’s leadership there was an upsurge in unemployment and by 1983 there were over three million people unemployed, and before the Conservatives took over the unemployment rate was only just over a million (BBC, 2013). Although when she finished as prime minister there was a higher percentage employed in public sector jobs that rose to twenty three percent.  One objective that Thatcher tackled first was ‘taming inflation’, which was 25 percent in the middle of the seventies. When Thatcher first came to office one of her first objectives was to cut the high inflation rates (Layard and Nickell, 1989).  In order to accomplish this interest rates were raised, and public spending was curtailed.   Shortly after, a recession followed and with it an increase of unemployment. This proceeded in a decrease in pay pressure to increase wage grown and the rate of inflation reducing slowly, although due to the boom at the end of 1980 it slowly rose (BBC, 2013).  
Even though she was the first female prime minister, Margaret Thatcher never tackled the gender pay gap and feminists renounced here (Wright, 2011). This would make it very difficult for a woman to provide for their family as a single parent, as there was an increase of divorce rates under her government. She privatised many major British businesses including British Steel and British Airways, which also become commonplace in other countries in the world (Edwards, 2017; Heald, 1988).

In 1984 miners began to take industrial action as a mark of protest at the plans to close the mining industry and by the 5th of March 1984, more than 50 percent of miners had gone on strike, which lasted a year (Phillips, 2014). This caused a negative impact between miners themselves and resulted in disagreement between miners and the police (Wade, 1985). Even when some of the pits re-opened the programme of closures still went ahead. Even though the unemployment rates were high in 1984 the Coal Board declared that 20,000 miners would lose their jobs due to an economic call for pits to close because in the long term closure would be inevitable as supplies of coal are finite (Phillips, 2014; Gouiffes, 2007).  


In the Welsh valleys, pit closures impacted on the many families as it was the main source of employment and many had no choice but to rely on the welfare state as there was no other work (Merrill and Kitson, 2017). This loss of industry continues to have an impact on the people living in the valleys due to poverty and deprivation and more people who live there are claiming disability living allowance (DLA) (Foden, Fothergill and Gore, 2014). According to the data of the Disability Living Allowance there are many declaring DLA for residual mental health issues, heart disease, arthritis and back pain, and respiratory problems (Merrill and Kitson, 2017). However, poor health now prevails in the ensuing generations of residents and a link between the persistent poverty and deprivation in the Valley areas is suggested (JRF, 2013). 
Although there have been many attempts to restore the valley’s economy, even today there are many individuals from the coal industries who depend on the welfare state. Additionally there are not many public transport links from the valleys to Cardiff and other areas that have access to employment and many individuals do not drive and will find it difficult to travel to work (Barry, 2011; South East Wales Transport Alliance (SEWTA, 2010).  According to Barry (2011) an estimated 100,000 commute to Cardiff and Newport daily and although the majority rely on cars, many rely on public transport to reach their place of work. The report ‘A Metro for Wales’ Capital City Region’  identifies that by 2025 a twenty first century infrastructure for transport is needed which will deliver an improvement in connectivity (Barry, 2011). Also SEWTA (2010) outlines a Regional Transport Plan (RTP) which includes enhancing the transport links as a way of expanding opportunity for work purposes whilst promoting opportunity for travel that is sustainable and which will assist in reducing the impact on the local environment of the local transport.
Social inequality, as explained by the Conflict Theory, can be related to all the people who lost their jobs who would not be earning as much money as they did in the mines (Simon, 2016; Leahy, 1990).  For instance, loyalty from the generations of individuals working in the coal industry was not rewarded as they lost their jobs, however landowners still managed to retain their wealth due to them owning land and the associated assets (Simon, 2016; Leahy, 1990). Even though the miners were skilled workers they arguably did not have transferrable skills to get another high paid skilled job. In the valleys there was limited other work and 40 years later there is still deprivation (Merrill and Kitson, 2017). Social inequality with the coal mining closures and its impact on families is in all three social problems hierarchical inequality, stratification and social division. The stratification has been underpinned as Marxism which considers class in terms of the economic wealth of distribution (Bilton et al., 1989; Stewart, 2019). 
People should not rely on the government and there is ‘stigma on pauperism’ which is considered by using guilt and shame to stop people claiming the welfare state (Spiker, 2014) However, the miners had no option but to claim benefits because the mining family was broken (Hetherington, 2005; Fieldhouse, and Hollywood, 1999). Social services in the 20th century were developed from the poor laws and were very unpopular and arguably social services were equally disliked by many even though they are a necessity for people who have no work or are unable to work (Fieldhouse, and Hollywood, 1999). The mining communities were a family and the strikes and closures broke the mining families, this is where it could be considered that Thatcher went against what she said about family. She wanted to break trade union and in order to do that she broke the mining families and that society (Strangleman, 2017).
 
Social exclusion in society is perhaps demonstrated by Thatcher’s views about families, homosexuality and same gender parents (Sommerlad, 2018). Even though Margret Thatcher voted to decriminalise homosexuality in 1967 her government in 1987 implemented Section 28 which prohibited local authorities from ‘promoting’ homosexuality and included the provision that schools could not teach ‘the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’ (Day, 2019). 
The effect of this was that the government were not only idealising the nuclear family, but also directly devaluing any alternative family structure (Samuel, 1992). Section 28 was a law which precluded any mention of gay people and any part of the LGBTQ community (Local Government Act 1988 ) with mainstream schools banned from teaching that homosexuality was acceptable as a family relationship, indeed teachers could dismissed from their jobs if they spoke about it in any context (Macnair, 1989). This era is regarded as one of the most difficult times in the history of LGBTQ, and this law was implemented at a time when a survey showed they seventy five percent of the population of Britain considered that being gay was ‘almost wrong’ or’ mostly wrong’ (Park and Rhead, 2013). 
Forty years after Margaret Thatcher was in power only six percent of people canvassed in a poll felt that the greatest failing of her time as Prime minister was Section 28 (Albertson and Stepney, 2019). This was compared to the introduction of the poll tax which was considered her worst failure, 37 percent (Smith, 2019). In 2018 Baroness Knight who was mainly responsible for Section 28 apologised if the law had hurt anyone as that was not her intention. She claimed that her actions were for the wellbeing of the children (BBC, 2018).  Section 28 was in force from 1988 until 2003 (Day, 2019). 
During the 1980’s there was an increase of the AIDS virus, which promoted fear which was mainly directed at the gay population (Fisher, Kohut and Fisher, 2009). Many believed that an individual’s sexual orientation was responsible for the spread of the virus causing negative yet unreasonable feelings towards the homosexual community (Writers,  2021; Herek and Capitanio, 1990).  Faced with this stigma it was very difficult for individuals from the LGBTQ to have a family and avoid being discriminated against (Beattie, 2021). According to Lillibridge (2018) in the 1980’s it was difficult being brought up by parents from the LGBTQ families, and cited a young boy who recalled being bullied for having two mothers (Lilibridge, 2018). Constructs of family have changed since the time of Thatcher’s Britain and legislation like the Equality Act 2010 seeks to end discrimination and social inequality (Grasso et al., 2017). 
Thatcher also introduced the ‘right to buy’ scheme which enabled residents who lived in council houses to buy their council homes at a discounted price. This attempt to help families become independent home owners but caused a shortage of affordable houses which is still a problem in contemporary Britain (Murie, 2007; Robbins, 2020). By 1987 over one million council tenants had purchased their homes but ironically the ‘right to buy’ scheme was initially opposed by Thatcher because she thought it would unfair to the people that saved to buy their own homes (Dean, 2013) and she was forced into the scheme by Ted Heath (Dean, 2013). Although the affordable homes and the right to buy schemes where put in place for individuals who were struggling to afford to buy their own home and for families on a low income, Evans (2021) maintained both schemes were not beneficial for people earning under £40,000 and couples with only one wage earner, as no matter how hard they work they would never be able to buy their own home. 
Former Prime Minister David Cameron proposal for a Big Society (2005) is considered to have arguably advocated the same as Thatcher in that he expected communities of families to come together rather than depend on the government. According to Evans (2010) Cameron’s approach to leadership was influenced by Thatcher. Returning to Wakefield et al., (2016) who claimed family was a community of people there is a Welsh organisation who have been advocating supporting and unifying family communities years before Cameron’s Big Society idea. PLANED in Pembrokeshire work to improve the quality of local family community life by ‘focusing on opportunity, harnessing potential and helping to achieve aspirations’ within the community (PLANED 2021).  
The study has shown how families are essential to the structure of society even though Thatcher claimed ‘there is no such thing as society individual men and women are all part of families which contribute to society as a whole’.  The word family can be considered in a variety of ways to include work place, social settings, and many other places. Society will constantly have to adapt in relation to new constructs of family and arguably the main focus in Thatcher’s quote should be about self- sufficiency and not totally relying on government as families and individuals occasionally need to access external support.
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