
Source 1: Striking workers at the British Leyland car plant, Oxford, in the 1970s
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Unrest in Northern Ireland

Map 1: The United Kingdom

1 Richard Weight, Patriots: National Identity in Britain 1940–2000 (London, 2013), page 548. There was some contro-
versy as she was Queen Elizabeth II of England, Ireland and Wales but not Scotland which had its own monarchy 
when Elizabeth I was queen; you can hear the Queen saying this at http://goo.gl/r6H6Qr

Speaking to members of both Houses of Parliament during the celebrations for her Silver Jubi-
lee on 4 May 1977, Queen Elizabeth II said, ‘I cannot forget that I was crowned Queen of the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Perhaps this Jubilee is a time to remind 
ourselves of the benefits which union has conferred, at home and in our international dealings on 
the inhabitants of all parts of this United Kingdom’.1
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There had been conflict between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland for hundreds of years. 
Ireland had been a wholly Catholic country until the end of the sixteenth century when Protestants 
were encouraged to go and live there to ensure that Ireland stayed loyal to the English monarch. 
The Protestants made up 10% of the population of Ireland and mostly lived in Ulster in the 
north. By the twentieth century many Catholics were nationalists, while most Protestants were 
unionists. After a civil war between extremists on both sides Ireland was partitioned in 1922.
Most of Ulster, where the Protestants lived, would continue to be part of the UK, while the rest 
of Ireland would become an independent country within the British Empire, like Australia and 
Canada.

Two thirds of the population of Northern Ireland was Protestant and Unionist. Unionists took
control by gerrymandering the voting system in their favour, making sure that very few Catholic 
or Nationalist candidates were elected in national or local elections. Electoral rules made it more 
difficult for Catholic votes to count, as businessmen – who were mostly Protestants – could vote at 
home and where they did business. Only householders were allowed to vote and many Catholics 
were not allowed to vote as they did not earn enough to own their own houses. By controlling the 
political system, Protestants could favour Protestants over Catholics in local government jobs and 
council housing. Protestants had better jobs and lived in better houses.

Protestants also had control over the police. The Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) had six 
Protestant policemen to every Catholic one. The part-time Special Constabulary were an armed 
response unit and made up almost entirely of Protestants. They dealt with demonstrations and 
public disorder, which often meant going out to beat up Catholics. The RUC was also backed up 
by the 1922 Special Powers Act which meant that during an emergency they could keep people 
in prison without a trial, ban marches, censor the press and search houses without a warrant. It 
made them the most powerful police force in the UK.

By the 1960s it looked as if this situation might be about to change. In 1963 Captain Terence 
O’Neill, a Protestant and Unionist, was elected as Prime Minister of Northern Ireland. He wanted 
to modernise the economy and improve relations between Catholics and Protestants. New 
towns were built, foreign companies were encouraged to build factories, and cities were linked 
by motorways. He made links with the Irish Republic to help improve trade and supported co- 
operation between Protestant and Catholic churches.

Extreme Protestants were worried that this would result in Catholics being given equality with 
Protestants. The Reverend Ian Paisley had already formed the Ulster Protestant Action (UPA) 
group in 1959. They held large public meetings and started their own newspaper, the Protestant 
Telegraph, to spread their anti-Catholic propaganda. In 1966 their anti-government protest 
marches turned into riots and some of the UPA’s supporters started an armed terrorist group called 
the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) who shot at and petrol bombed Catholic buildings.

While Protestants thought O’Neill was going too far, many Catholics thought he had not gone far 
enough. He did not do anything to address the inequalities between Protestants and Catholics. In 
1964 the Campaign for Social Justice and Republican Clubs were formed to campaign for equal 
civil rights for Catholics. Inspired by the success of the Civil Rights Movement for black
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people in the USA, these groups joined together in 1967 to form the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 
Association (NICRA). In August 1968 NICRA organised a march protesting about housing policy
in Dungannon, which received a lot of media coverage. In October 1968 a planned march through 
the Protestant area of Londonderry was banned by the government. People marched anyway and 
were attacked by the police using batons and water cannons. This led to the formation of a more 
extreme civil rights group called People’s Democracy.

The violence in Northern Ireland that started in 1969 is often referred to as ‘The Troubles’. In 
January 1969 People’s Democracy marched from Belfast to Londonderry. Along the route they 
were ambushed by a Protestant mob but were received in Londonderry by cheering Catholic 
crowds. The police entered the Catholic Bogside area of the city, smashing houses and abusing 
residents. Riots started and people built barricades to keep the police out. In August 1969 the 
police and Catholics fought for control again in the ‘Battle of the Bogside’,2 with petrol bombs and 
barricades used to keep the police out, and there were riots on the streets of Belfast. Elections
had destroyed O’Neill’s government and the extremists on both sides were elected instead. The 
British government decided that it could no longer trust the RUC and sent the British Army instead.

Initially Catholics welcomed the British troops as their protectors from the RUC. They also 
welcomed the promise of changes to the voting system and reforms of policing. However, 
extremist groups on both sides responded more violently to the new situation and support grew for 
the paramilitaries:

• The Irish Republican Army (IRA) had fought in the civil war in the 1920s but after their 
attacks on the RUC in the 1950s they had given up violence and turned to political means. 
After the events of 1969 the IRA split into two groups – those who continued to support 
political methods and the ‘provisionals’ who wanted to use weapons to defend Catholic 
communities from the police and the army. A combination of IRA propaganda and the 
violent methods used to search Catholic properties for weapons and arrest IRA suspects 
turned Catholic opinion against the army. From April 1970 the IRA changed their tactics and 
targeted government buildings like police stations and post offices, and then army and RUC 
patrols.

• The Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), formed from amongst Ian Paisley’s supporters in the 
1960s, began to attack Catholic areas from June 1970; they also became involved in shoot- 
outs with the IRA; new loyalist groups like the UVF were created and joined together in 
August 1971 to form the Ulster Defence Association (UDA).

To stop this violence from spreading the government began the policy of internment after 
hundreds of suspects were arrested in dawn raids on 9 August 1971. It did not stop the violence. 
No loyalists were arrested as part of this campaign and most of the members of the IRA managed 
to escape. It just seemed to confirm that the army was there to protect Protestant rule. As civil war 
seemed to be breaking out in Northern Ireland the government in London decided to take direct 
control. In 1972 alone there were 474 civilian deaths in Northern Ireland.3

2 Footage of this violence may be seen at http://goo.gl/QXIhG8. 
3 Andrew Boxer with Keith Lockton and Elizabeth Sparey, The End of Consensus: Britain 1945–90 (Essex, 2009), page 

149, and see the BBC documentary about the 1972 IRA bombing campaign in Northern Ireland at 
http://goo.gl/viTzxD 

http://goo.gl/viTzxD
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FOCUS: Bloody Sunday

On Sunday 30 January 1972 the Civil Rights Association planned an illegal march through 
Londonderry to protest against internment. As they approached barriers put up by the army to 
prevent them leaving the Bogside, stones and insults were thrown at the soldiers. Soldiers went 
into the crowd to make arrests and began shooting. The Army claimed that the IRA had started 
shooting at them first. Thirteen unarmed civilians were killed, some of them shot in the back, and 
thirteen more were wounded. Widespread rioting in Londonderry and Belfast as a result of Bloody 
Sunday created no-go areas for the army in Northern Ireland. The British Embassy in Dublin was 
bombed,4 as was the Parachute Regiment’s barracks in Aldershot in mainland UK.

Source 2: A Bloody Sunday Mural

4 See a news report about this at http://goo.gl/piDTtd
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Direct rule was only intended to be a temporary measure. The government in Westminster
wanted a new kind of government for Northern Ireland, where power was shared equally between 
Protestants and Catholics. The 1973 election saw most Catholic votes going to the nationalist 
Social Democratic Labour Party (SDLP), which had been founded in 1970 and was led by Gerry 
Fitt. Moderate unionists supported power-sharing and were led by Brian Faulkner, who worked 
with the Social Democratic and Labour Party on the power-sharing executive that now ruled 
Northern Ireland. Direct rule of Northern Ireland was reimposed in May 1974. Power-sharing had 
failed because extreme Unionists had won seats in the UK Parliament in the 1974 election and 
had voiced their opposition to it and Protestant trade unions, under the name the Ulster Workers 
Council, organised a series of strikes against it. Discussions about the end of direct rule and the 
return of a devolved assembly for Northern Ireland continued through the 1980s.

There were a number of IRA bomb attacks on targets5 on the mainland of the UK throughout the 
1970s. They targeted:

 • crowded public places e.g. London’s King’s Cross Station and Euston Station6 in 
September 1973 injuring 21 people; Bristol shopping centre in 1974 during the pre-
Christmas rush injuring 17 people. 

• crowded pubs e.g. Guildford7 in October 1974 killing 4 off-duty soldiers and 1 civilian, and 
injuring 44; Birmingham in November 19748 left 21 killed and 182 injured

• tourist attractions e.g. Post Office Tower9 in October 1971; Madame Tussauds waxworks 
museum January 1974; the Tower of London10 in July 1974 killing 1 person and injuring 41

• the Army e.g. 8 soldiers and 4 civilians were killed in February 1974 when a coach 
exploded on the M62 motorway; August 1979 18 soldiers were killed at Warrenpoint11

• politicians e.g. Houses of Parliament in June 1974 injuring 11 people; leading Conservative 
politician Airey Neave12 was killed in March 1979 when a car bomb exploded under his car 
as he drove out of the Palace of Westminster car park.

• prominent public figures e.g. in August 1979 Lord Mountbatten,13 cousin of the Queen, was 
killed on his boat in Ireland.

5A BBC report on the list of possible IRA targets may be seen at http://goo.gl/6P75aR
6The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/xZvg1D 
7 The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/5GDU7K 
8 The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/iXugy9
9 The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/CNv3Ja 
10 The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/t0nEQ0 
11 The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/0syoVU 
12 The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/HCeaaD 
13 The BBC On This Day report for this may be seen at http://goo.gl/YXZwo3
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Economic Difficulties

The UK had been in a very strong economic position at the beginning of the 1950s, but by the 
1970s the UK was struggling to keep up with other countries around the world. There were two 
main problems that hit the UK economy at the same time and made the 1970s a difficult decade 
for many people to live through.

Table 3: UK’s share of world trade 1950–1970

UK’s share of world 
trade

1950 1960 1970
25.5% 16.5% 10.8%

PROBLEM 1: The UK’s share of world trade quickly declined because:

• Most UK companies had expected to go on making their money from the British Empire 
and the Commonwealth. They were badly affected by the rapid process of decolonisation 
that began in the 1950s – markets that UK industries relied on began to develop their own 
industries and started trading with their neighbours rather than the UK.

• West Germany in Europe and Japan in the Far East were increasing their industrial 
production and share of world trade. Membership of the European Economic Community 
(EEC) had given a big boost to West German, French and Italian industry from the 
beginning as it was then much cheaper to trade with each other.

• The UK was making products that were less in demand like steam locomotives, or not 
keeping up with new developments like the shipyards which did not switch to making larger 
container ships and super-tankers.

• There were higher production costs in the UK because industries were not modernising and 
becoming more efficient which meant that goods from other countries were cheaper to buy 
even in the UK.

• Few UK companies were able to quickly adapt to these changing circumstances so by the 
1970s even a world-famous UK company like Rolls Royce needed government help to 
survive.
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Table 4: Rates of economic growth between 1950 and 197314

Country Rate of economic growth 1950–1973
UK 3.1%
USA 2.7%
Germany 6.0%
France 5.1%
Japan 7.7%

PROBLEM 2: UK productivity began to fall behind other countries. Between the 1950s and the 
1970s the UK went from being one of the most productive countries in the world, to being one of 
the least productive countries in Europe. Even though the value of the British economy grew by an 
average of 2% each year between 1950 and 1970 other countries, such as West Germany, France 
and Japan, were growing at more than twice that rate. This could also vary a great deal – in 1973 
the value of the UK economy grew by 5.3% but one year later it had shrunk by 2.5%.15 By 1977 
UK productivity was half that of West Germany and Denmark, and only Italy and the Republic of 
Ireland were lower in Europe.16 There are a number of possible reasons for this:

• high government spending on defence and welfare rather than modernising industry

• old-fashioned working methods, machinery and facilities

• workers kept in jobs that were not really needed to avoid rising unemployment and to 
please trade unions, e.g. a 1953 report comparing the UK steel industry to the USA 
suggested that there were two or three times as many workers employed in steel in the UK 
than were needed, and that they could make more if workers were flexible about which jobs 
they would do, which UK unions would not allow.17

PROBLEM 3: Inflation was making prices rise faster than wages because the UK was importing 
more and producing less. People saw the spending power they had enjoyed in the 1950s and 
1960s starting to disappear. Between 1975 and 1976 average earnings fell by 18%.18 At the same 
time the number of people who were unemployed passed one million and rising interest rates 
made it more difficult to borrow money. Many workers tried to get their bosses to increase their pay 
to help solve their problems. This brought many workers into conflict with the government which 
was trying to keep wages down to help lower inflation.

14 Figures taken from the Warwick University article by Stephen Broadberry, ‘Britain’s Twentieth Century Performance 
in International Perspective’ found at http://goo.gl/zDahQS

15 Nicholas Comfort, The Slow Death of British Industry: A Sixty-Year Suicide 1952–2012 (Biteback Publishing, 2013), 
page 240.

16 Norman Lowe, Mastering Modern British History (Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), page 504.
17 Nicholas Comfort, The Slow Death of British Industry: A Sixty-Year Suicide 1952–2012 (Biteback Publishing, 2013), 

page 45.
18 Dominic Sandbrook, Seasons in the Sun (London, 2012), page 367.
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Industrial Unrest19

Six million working days were lost to strikes in the first six months of 197020 including a work-to- 
rule by power station workers that had resulted in a number of power cuts. The 1971 Industrial 
Relations Act was brought in by the newly elected Conservative government to control the 
trade unions21 who represented workers. It tried to make sure that unions only went on strike 
after attempts to discuss problems had been made. It did not work. Many trade union members 
opposed this, and many shop stewards22 ignored their union leaders when they insisted members 
should follow the new rules. When the government did try to use the Act to prevent a dock strike, 
and a rail strike in 1972 the unions ignored them completely.

The general public supported some strikes for higher wages as rising inflation meant that prices 
were rapidly rising in the early 1970s – prices rose 8.6% between 1970 and 1973, and were rising 
by 29% by 1975.Prices were rising because:

• the falling value of the American dollar had damaged the value of the pound, making UK 
imports to the USA very expensive

• the price of oil quadrupled in 1973 after OPEC, the group of Middle Eastern countries who 
produced most of the world’s oil, restricted supplies in protest at the USA and the UK’s 
support for Israel in the Yom Kippur War

• the rising number of strikes by different groups of workers were usually ended by awarding 
pay increases.

 19 BBC website on 1970s strikes and blackouts can be read at https://goo.gl/SMpzWv and Office of National Statistics 
survey of the history of strikes in the UK https://goo.gl/1HazUU and there is Power in a Union” at https://goo.gl/fGGmXe 

20 Yesterday’s Britain: The illustrated story of how we lived, worked and played in this century (Reader’s Digest, 1998), 
page 301.

21 This behaviour by shop stewards was satirised in the 1971 film Carry On At Your Convenience as may be seen in the 
clip at http://goo.gl/YrcYR8

22 Liz Patheram, Challenging History: Britain in the 20th Century (Nelson Thomas, 2001), page 321.

https://goo.gl/SMpzWv
https://goo.gl/1HazUU
https://goo.gl/fGGmXe
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FOCUS: The Miners’ Strike 197223

This strike was about pay. Coal miners were very poorly paid for doing this dangerous job. The 
coal industry had been nationalised in the 1940s, so it was run by the National Coal Board, on 
behalf of the government. The miners put in a pay claim for a 47% pay rise – their employers had 
offered them 8%. Some 280,000 miners went on strike. It caused a national power crisis and the 
government quickly gave the miners a large pay increase.

The miners won because the Yorkshire miners’ leader, Arthur Scargill, organised thousands 
of ‘flying pickets’ to block the movement of coal to power stations24 and persuaded miners to 
continue to support the strike. Despite a number of violent confrontations involving miners the 
public continued to support them. The government was also very poorly organised and had not 
stockpiled coal at power stations to meet increased winter demand.

Union opposition to government attempts to limit their activities, as well as to control pay and 
prices, caused a national crisis in the winter of 1973. Starting in November 1973, first the miners, 
then electricity power engineers, then train drivers all began overtime bans. As a result it became 
increasingly difficult to maintain the normal electricity supply and some areas suffered from power 
blackouts. Attempts to try and get the unions back to normal working conditions failed.

With oil supplies restricted by OPEC and power stations running short of coal, Prime Minister 
Heath had no choice but to declare a State of Emergency. Heath imposed a Three-Day Week25 on 
the UK from 31 December 1973. This meant that electricity would only be provided to businesses 
for three specific days each week, which limited how long they could be open, and how much 
workers would be able to earn. Any businesses which broke these rules would be fined and their 
owners could face imprisonment. Restrictions did not apply to shops that sold food. Ironically UK 
businesses produced as much on a three-day week as they had on a five-day week.

Other measures were introduced as well. There were power cuts to people’s houses, with different 
regions facing cuts at different times of the day on a rolling programme. Television broadcasts 
were ordered to end at 10.30 at night, although late night radio programmes registered large 
increases in their audiences. Floodlights were not allowed to be used at sporting events and street 
lights were turned off. To reduce fuel use a 50 miles an hour speed limit was introduced, which 
actually led to a reduction in the number of road accidents. Petrol stations began to run out of fuel 
and long queues formed at places that still had fuel as it was shared out amongst as many people 
as possible. People were arrested for jumping petrol station queues or draining petrol from parked 
cars.

The unions still refused to co-operate and the miners called a full strike in February 1974. Heath 
called an immediate general election26 on the issue of ‘Who governs Britain?’ in the hope of being 
able to show that he had more public support than the unions. He did not get the decisive result
he wanted. He was forced to resign as the Conservatives won more votes but fewer seats than

23 Clip from “Wales in the Seventies” about Wales and 1970s miners strikes https://goo.gl/YTwRmJ Welsh miners in 
the 1970s information can be found at https://goo.gl/hqqZUu and https://goo.gl/akiOYa with photos found at https://
goo.gl/P8uTTN

24 See the BBC report on the picketing of Saltley Coke Depot at http://goo.gl/iRadXQ
25 See Edward Heath announcing these measures at http://goo.gl/Y9Vg9O and see a sequence of photographs show-

ing the effects of this at http://goo.gl/uVI1jX
26 The 1974 Conservative Election broadcast may be seen at http://goo.gl/ziAJgq

https://goo.gl/YTwRmJ
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Labour. There was another election in October 1974 which gave Labour a very small majority and 
Heath was soon replaced by Margaret Thatcher as leader of the Conservatives.

The situation was calmed when the new Labour government settled the pay disputes – the miners 
got a 29% increase. Labour made a ‘social contract’ with the unions and got rid of the 1972 law- 
restricting union activity, in return for a promise of pay claims for increases of 5% or less. As 
Labour leader Harold Wilson retired in 1975 he was replaced by James Callaghan. The Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, Dennis Healey, was given the job of trying to improve the economic situation 
in order to take away the need for strikes about pay. He tried to control inflation by reducing 
government spending and increasing taxes. This did reduce inflation, but did not increase public 
confidence in the government. Labour lost two by-elections and lost its majority in the House of 
Commons. In March 1977 Callaghan did a deal with the Liberal leader David Steel to get the 
support of the thirteen Liberal MPs, and also got support from Scottish and Welsh nationalist MPs 
by offering them a vote on devolution.

The situation began to improve. The world-wide economic recession was over, government 
finances were improving and trade unions were sticking to a 10% limit on pay rises. 
Unemployment was still high and rising but optimism that the situation was improving saw public 
support return to Labour. Callaghan decided to wait until 1979 for a general election because he 
believed the economy would continue to improve, and that Labour would gain further support.

The trade unions saw things differently. They thought that by accepting government pay increase 
limits they were betraying their members, many of whom were suffering hardships because of the 
government’s anti-inflation policies. In the Autumn of 1978 Ford car workers went on strike and got 
a 15% pay increase. In December 1978 the House of Commons voted against a government plan 
to punish employers who broke the agreed 5% limit on pay deals. This opened up the possibility of 
large numbers of strikes demanding high pay rises. As prices rose higher and higher with inflation 
in the late 1970s, the amount of money workers were bringing home was getting less and less all 
of the time.

Lorry drivers went on strike demanding a 30% pay increase in January 1979, leading to petrol 
shortages. The National Union of Public Employees (NUPE) which represented the lowest-paid 
local government workers demanded a 40% pay increase which resulted in school dinners not 
being served, rubbish piling up in the streets and in some extreme cases bodies going unburied. 
They were joined by the Confederation of Health Service Employees (COHSE), the Transport 
and General Workers Union (TGWU) and the General and Municipal Workers Union (GMWU) in 
a more general strike for improved pay for public sector workers,27 having seen groups like the 
miners and Ford car workers get big pay increases.

This series of strikes which affected the daily lives of nearly everyone in the UK came to be
known as the Winter of Discontent28. Between November 1978 and March 1979 a total of 30 
million working days were lost. It was the largest strike since the Great Strike of 1926 and there 
has not been one of similar size since.29 On 22 January 1979, 1.5 million public sector workers 
refused

27 For further information, see http://goo.gl/nJp8HG
28 Winter of Discontent audio/visual slideshow at https://goo.gl/PfTDWU and a BBC Radio 4 short Eyewitness report on 

Winter of Discontent can be downloaded from https://goo.gl/nGJ8BW
29 Andy Beckett, When the Lights Went Out: What Really Happened to Britain in the Seventies (London, 2009), page 

465.
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to work – the most number of strikers in a day during that winter. There was no pattern and no 
planning to these strikes and most of them were unofficial. The government wanted 5% pay deals, 
prices were rising at 10% but workers were asking for rises that were much higher than that –
some were trying to make up for years and years of watching inflation wipe the value out of their 
pay, others because they just wanted to be paid more. 

Source 3: Uncollected rubbish piling up in the street as bin men strike during the ‘Winter of Discontent’

These strikes sometimes had unforeseen consequences. For example, lorry drivers went on strike 
with a 22% pay claim and pickets stopped the delivery of materials to make the antibiotic penicillin 
and the supply of blood for transfusions. The Minister for Transport, Bill Rodgers, found that the 
medicines needed to help his mother who was dying from cancer could not get to the hospital.30 
At one point there was only one petrol station open in Liverpool, and petrol prices at stations 
around the UK that did stay open rose quickly from 75p a gallon to more than £3.31 This strike 
affected lives of the British people in other ways as well, as chlorine was not transported to water 
purification plants to make drinking water cleaners, and propane gas was not transported for the 
railways to use to melt ice on the tracks during the coldest winter the UK had seen since 1963. 
Although it was a very difficult time – and no one was proved to have died as a result of this union 
action, there were no food shortages and no violence.

Prime Minister Callaghan returned to the UK after attending an international summit in the West 
Indies. He seemed very out of touch with how bad the situation had become, telling journalists at 
the airport, ‘I don’t think that other people in the world would share the view that there is
mounting chaos’. It led to a mocking headline in The Sun newspaper the following day – ‘Crisis? 
What Crisis?’.32 The Conservatives took advantage of this situation and ran election campaigns 
blaming the Labour government for lack of control of the unions and rising unemployment, which 
was at 1.3 million people out of work,33 having risen by 60% through the 1970s.34 Appearing on

30 Andrew Marr, A History of Modern Britain (London, 2009), page 375.
31 Alwyn W. Turner, Crisis? What crisis? Britain in the 1970s (Aurum, 2008), page 264.
32 Andrew Boxer with Keith Lockton and Elizabeth Sparey, The End of Consensus: Britain 1945–90 (Essex, 2009), 

page 161; Callaghan’s speech may be seen at http://goo.gl/eTsnMG and a photograph of The Sun headline may be 
seen at http://goo.gl/TkFMF6

33 Colin Stewart, Edexcel GCSE History – British Political History 1945–90: Consensus and Conflict (Edexcel, 2010), 
page 145.

34 Dominic Sandbrook, Seasons in the Sun (London, 2012), page 692.
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the television news programme Weekend World in January 1979, Conservative leader Margaret 
Thatcher suggested that workers in essential services should not be allowed to strike and that 
benefits could be reduced or taken away from striking workers. Public opinion began to turn 
towards the Conservatives. 

Source 4: A Conservative poster for the 1979 election
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Conclusion: “Where there is discord, may we bring harmony”

In March 1979 the Labour government became the first government since 1924 to lose a vote of 
confidence in the House of Commons. Scottish and Welsh nationalist MPs had deserted them and 
voted with the Conservatives. Each of the main UK political parties had leaders who had not yet 
faced an election – James Callaghan had taken over when Harold Wilson had retired, Margaret 
Thatcher had replaced Edward Heath as Conservative leader and David Steel had recently 
become Liberal leader.

A general election was called in which the Conservatives got 13,697,690 votes and won a clear 
majority in the House of Commons with 339 seats. Conservative leader Margaret Thatcher was 
invited by the Queen to form a government. When she arrived at Downing Street after her meeting 
with the Queen she made a speech outside Number 10 in which she said that her mission was to 
end the discontent that had made life so difficult in the UK in the 1970s:35

I would just like to remember some words of St. Francis of Assisi which I think are really just 
particularly apt at the moment. “Where there is discord, may we bring harmony. Where there 
is error, may we bring truth. Where there is doubt, may we bring faith. And where there is 
despair, may we bring hope”. And to all the British people, howsoever they voted, may I say 
this: now that the Election is over, may we get
together and strive to serve and strengthen the country of which we’re so proud to be a
part.36 

Source 5: Conservative Party leader Margaret Thatcher.

35 For a brief summary of life in the UK in 1979 see the article commemorating the 35th anniversary of Margaret 
Thatcher becoming Prime Minister at http://goo.gl/oP7JuZ

36 See this speech at http://goo.gl/9EKL7q and a slightly fuller version at http://goo.gl/2CfAS3
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Glossary

public school schools where parents paid expensive fees for their
children to attend

Oxbridge the university colleges of Oxford and Cambridge

defected changed sides

Soviet from USSR

MI6 The UK counter-intelligence whose aim was to find foreign 
spies

libel making false accusations

MI5 the UK secret service

Mr Harold Wilson Labour leader

unilateral disarmament getting rid of the nuclear weapons in one single country

pacifists people who did not believe in violence

radical extreme

capital punishment executing criminals

promiscuous had a number of sexual partners

The Commonwealth countries who were or who had been members of the British 
Empire

Marshall Aid money for rebuilding the economy from the USA

vetoed said ‘no’ to

unanimous agreed by everyone

referendum public vote on a particular issue

the electorate people who are allowed to vote

Value Added Tax (VAT) a tax on goods when they are sold

decimal based on multiples of ten

D-Day Decimal Day

patrials people whose parents had been born in the UK

invest crown

Lib–Lab Pact Liberal and Labour MPs working together

conscription forcing men to join the Army

devolution taking powers from central government in London and giving 
them to regional governments

veto block
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nationalists wanted Ireland to be an independent country

unionists wanted Ireland to be part of the UK

partitioned divided

gerrymandering reorganising

civil rights freedoms and opportunities

paramilitaries groups acting like an army

loyalist loyal to the UK

internment imprisoning suspects without a trial

decolonisation countries in the British Empire gaining
independence

productivity the amount made by each person working in an industry

trade unions organisations that looked after the welfare and
interests of workers in a particular business

shop stewards local union officials

flying pickets mobile groups of striking workers

overtime working more than the usual hours
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Recommended materials

Andrew Marr’s History of Modern Britain: episode 3 ‘Paradise Lost’ 

Dominic Sandbrook series: 

Strange Days: Cold War Britain: episode 1 ‘Red Dawn’ and 
        episode 2 ‘The Looking Glass War’ (BBC)
The 70s (BBC)

Executed – The Last Days of Capital Punishment (ITV)
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