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			Margaret Thatcher


			Key information


			

					
Born: 13 October 1925 in Grantham (Lincolnshire).


					
Died: 8 April 2013 in London.


					
Political party: the Conservative Party.


					
Main achievements: Thatcherism (name given to the economic and political measures taken by Margaret Thatcher) and the United Kingdom’s economic recovery.


			


			Introduction


			Idolised by some, condemned by others, Margaret Thatcher was a key political figure of the 20th century. Known for her shock declarations, her bushy hair and her pearl earrings, she was described by François Mitterand (French statesman, 1916-1996) as having “the mouth of Marilyn Monroe and the eyes of Caligula”.


			British Prime Minister from 1979 to 1990, she was the first woman to hold the position and to keep it for such a long time. Nicknamed the Iron Lady following her 1976 speech against the Soviet Union, Margaret Thatcher demonstrated a fierce inflexibility and unusual stubbornness throughout her career. At the same time, she implemented strict economic policies, which are more commonly known as Thatcherism. They included the privatisation of state-owned companies, limiting the power of trade unions and lower taxation for higher incomes. These measures were certainly favourable to economic growth, but on a social level were catastrophic. Two events in particularly stand out for this controversial figure: the hunger strike by Irish Republicans (March 1981), aborted after 172 days because of Thatcher’s unfazed silence, and the Falklands War (April-June 1982), which ensured her a political victory but is also sadly remembered for its heavy death toll. But who really was Margaret Thatcher?


		




		

			Biography
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			Portrait of Margaret Thatcher, dated 1983.


			A strict upbringing


			Margaret Hilda Roberts was born on 13 October 1925 in her father’s small grocery in Grantham. Throughout her life, she would admire this man for his personal success, which he owed only to himself. Thanks to his teaching, she learned perseverance, a refusal to quit and integrity. She had, however, a very different relationship with her mother, Beatrice. Alongside her older sister, she had a childhood structured around Methodism, piano lessons, private schools and Sunday church services.


			

				

					Methodism


					Methodism is a religious movement that began in England in the 18th century with the preacher and theologian John Wesley (1703-1791). Devotion to Christianity, doing good deeds and preaching the good news are its key principles.


				


			


			The beginnings of a vocation


			It was thanks to her father that Thatcher became interested in politics. He in fact became a local councillor in 1936, and his main aim was defending small businesses. As his campaign resonated with the general public, he was elected mayor of Grantham in 1945. In the meantime, the young girl focused on her studies and gained a scholarship to Somerville College, Oxford, where she earned a degree in chemistry. Curious and eager to learn, she was particularly struck by Friedrich Hayek’s book The Road to Serfdom, which was based on economic neoliberalism, something she would get many of her ideas from.


			From her political beginnings to the creation of an icon


			Thatcher entered Parliament in 1959, the year the Conservatives returned to power. These favourable circumstances led her to gain the position of Education Secretary in 1970. Her moment of glory arrived when she replaced Edward Heath (1916-2005) as leader of the Conservative Party in 1975. She progressed and caused a stir within her own party when she questioned some of its main principles: indulging trade unions, Europhilia (a favourable view of the European Union) and egalitarianism.
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			Photo of Margaret Thatcher in September 1975.


			On 19 January 1976, Thatcher spoke in London. She gave a damning speech against the Soviet Union and communism, which was gradually spreading. According to her, the Russians “put guns before butter”. Following this famous, cutting speech about the USSR, the media started referring to her as the Iron Lady. An icon was born.


			From Thatcherism to the Falklands War


			Elected Prime Minister in 1979, Thatcher was the first woman to hold this title. She began her economic plans by demanding a reduction in Britain’s contribution to Europe, a demand that would be met due to her fierce determination. She also implemented her policy of deflation to strengthen the pound sterling.


			In March 1981, she was put to the test for the first time: Bobby Sands (1954-1981), an Irish republican prisoner, and his comrades began a hunger strike in order to obtain the status of political prisoners, thus showing their desire to receive better treatment. But the Iron Lady remained unmoved and ignored their request. Bobby Sands died on 5 May during the hunger strike and nine other prisoners would also die this way shortly afterwards. The strike ended after 172 days.


			Subsequently, Thatcher’s popularity diminished in the polls due to her political positions. In order to fix this, she decided to make the sovereignty of the Falkland Islands her hobby-horse. These Southern Atlantic islands in fact represented a strategic point as they constituted an opening to Antarctica, which had not yet been explored. The Iron Lady then launched an impressive offensive to win them back, to the great displeasure of the Argentinians, in April 1982. The fight was extremely deadly, as 905 people lost their lives, including 255 British people.


			From privatisation to her resignation


			Thatcher’s victory in the Falklands ensured her re-election and brought the Conservatives one of their best results yet. In the wake of this success, Thatcher decided to privatise 29 public companies, thus considerably weakening the state. This measure nonetheless boosted the economy: indeed, privatising a business forced the new owners to implement profitable management strategies, which was not the case with public businesses. This consequently attracted foreign investors. But Thatcher particularly contributed to the decline of the public system by downgrading the education system as well as increasing poverty and social inequality. The society that the Iron Lady created was one that favoured privilege.
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