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As women have begun to attain the highest levels of political office, the media has become 

increasingly interested in creating a link between the ideologies of female politicians and 

their backgrounds. As the Prime Minister Theresa May made her bid for the Conservative 

Party leadership in 2016, the press took great interest in her upbringing as the daughter of 

an Anglican Clergyman. In some cases, the Tabloids asserted that this background was solely 

responsible for shaping May’s political ideology.1 Assertions like this one are not confined to 

today’s political environment. Indeed, they echo with almost uncanny similarity, 

assessments made by commentators and researchers alike about the factors which 

underpinned the political beliefs of Margaret Thatcher. 

Thatcherism and the Thatcher era are presently undergoing reassessment. The release of 

official material has allowed researchers to re-examine areas of the Margaret Thatcher’s 

time in office (1979-1990), while her death in 2013 led to an influx of monographs which 

explore her life from Lincolnshire town of Grantham to the door of Number Ten and 

beyond. Despite this increased exploration into aspects of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership, 

researchers have continued to suggest that Mrs Thatcher’s politics were shaped by her 

upbringing behind the counter of a Grocer’s shop in Grantham.2 The durability of this belief 

is perhaps explained by the fact that Thatcher personally went to great lengths to assert 

herself as the ‘Grocer’s Daughter,’ and attributed her ideology to the influence of her father 

Alf Roberts, (1892-1970). However, research into Roberts’ time as a member of Grantham 

Town Council suggests that there were some significant differences in the ideas and actions 

of father and daughter. These differences call into question the traditional narrative that 

one fully informed the ideals of the other. Moreover, if the ideological changes in the post-

war Conservative Party are considered, it becomes clear that the tenets of Thatcherism 

cannot solely be attributed to its namesake’s early years.  

                                                           
1
 See for instance, The Daily Mirror, (11th July 2016), http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-

news/theresa-may-vicars-daughter-kitten-8399895 [accessed 22nd September 2017]. 
2
 See for instance, C. Moore, Margaret Thatcher: The Authorised Biography Volume One (London, 2013). 

 



This research explores in more detail the political ideology of Alfred Roberts and in doing so, 

re-assesses the idea that Margaret Thatcher was almost entirely the product of her 

upbringing. This paper notes that while there were similarities between the attitudes of 

father and daughter, the young Margaret Roberts was also exposed to a post-war context 

and changing political ideas within the Conservative Party. The paper argues that these 

factors must also be considered when exploring the origins of Thatcherism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conference Paper  

As women have begun to attain the highest levels of political office, the media has become 

increasingly interested in creating a link between the ideologies of female politicians and 

their backgrounds. As the Prime Minister Theresa May made her bid for the Conservative 

Party leadership in 2016, the press took great interest in her upbringing as the daughter of a 

vicar. In some cases, the Tabloids asserted that this background was solely responsible for 

shaping May’s political ideology.3 Assertions like this one are not confined to today’s 

political environment. Indeed, they echo with almost uncanny similarity, assessments made 

by commentators and researchers alike about the factors responsible for the formation of 

Margaret Thatcher’s political beliefs. 

Thatcherism and the Thatcher era are presently undergoing reassessment; the release of 

official material has allowed researchers to re-examine areas of the Margaret Thatcher’s 

time in office (1979-1990) while her death in 2013 led to an influx of monographs which 

explore her life from Lincolnshire town of Grantham to the door of Number Ten and 

beyond. However, in spite of this re-examination, researchers have maintained the 

traditional narrative which explains Margaret Thatcher’s ideology as the product of her 

upbringing in the corner grocer’s shop in Grantham. In his 1975 work, George Gardiner 

suggested that Margaret Thatcher was almost entirely the product of her upbringing. 

Similarly, in his 2013 biography, Robin Harris stated that ‘more than any other Prime 

Minister was made what she was by her upbringing.’4 

 The consistency of this narrative is explained by the fact that Thatcher made great efforts to 

present herself as the ‘Grocer’s Daughter’ and consistently attributed her political ideals to 

the teachings of her father Alfred Roberts (1892-1970). After winning the 1975 Party 

leadership campaign, Mrs Thatcher told ITN that ‘… all [her] ideas about life, about 

individual responsibility, about looking after your neighbour, about patriotism, about self-

discipline, about law and order, were all formed right in a small town in the Midlands …’. 

Equally, on the steps of Number Ten 1979, the now Prime Minster insisted that she ‘owed 

almost everything’ to her father,’ who had instilled in her values upon which she 
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successfully won the general election.5  Researchers such as John Campbell have used 

Robert’s career as finance officer and Councillor for Grantham Town Council as evidence of 

the ideological parity between father and daughter. However, this research argues that 

commentators and academics alike have failed to consider the ideology of Alfred Roberts in 

enough detail before marrying his ideals with his daughter’s. Indeed, this piece argues that 

there is a need to look more closely at this idea of Margaret Thatcher as the ‘Grocer’s 

Daughter,’ before researchers can fully understand the impact of Thatcher’s upbringing 

upon her political development. Certainly, a more in depth analysis of Roberts’ political 

career demonstrates some ideological difference between the Grocer and Mrs Thatcher, 

thus calling into question the established narrative. Equally, if the ideological developments 

of The Conservative party in the years after the Second World War are considered, it 

becomes increasingly likely that the cornerstones of Thatcherism cannot solely be explained 

as the product of Thatcher’s early life within her father’s shop. Moreover, this paper will 

demonstrate that rather than providing the tennets of Thatcher’s ideology, the ‘Grocer’s 

Daughter’ epithet actually provided more of a political tool which could be used when 

necessary by both Thatcher and those around her, to present a particular image of the 

Prime Minster to the population at large. (slides 1 and 2) 

It is true that researchers such as Hugo Young, John Campbell, and, more recently, Meredith 

Veldman have suggested that the similarities between Alfred Roberts and his daughter are 

likely to have been over-exaggerated. However, these researchers continue to view Roberts 

as instrumental in shaping the politics of his daughter. Young argued that there was 

‘scarcely an aspect of Roberts that did not find its way into his daughter,’ while Veldman 

maintains that Thatcher’s background and family were ultimately responsible for defining 

Thatcherism.6 In keeping with this belief, John Campbell notes in his 2012 biography of the 

former Prime Minister, that researchers ‘need look no further’ than Alfred Robert’s activity 

within the town council to understand ‘thatcher’s visceral hostility to public spending’.7 

Certainly, as a Councillor and successful small business owner, it could be argued that Alfred 

Roberts embodied many of the attributes which would come to shape the entrepaneral 

Thatcherites of the future. Moreover, the records of Town Council meetings, held at the 
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Lincolnshire record office and reported in The Grantham Journal indicate some 

correspondence between Roberts’ political attitudes and those later espoused by his 

daughter. In an address to the Grantham Chamber of Trade in 1931, when the economic 

situation had left even Grantham with high unemployment, Roberts stressed that ‘… 

individual initiative [was] the principle of true democracy. By this system, men were given 

an opportunity to utilise their talents …’ Robert’s went on to ote that ‘The system did not 

close its door to any man’ but that suddenly, ‘… men felt that by being asked to go out to 

work they were being asked to do something unjust.’8 This statement is similar in sentiment 

and tone to Mrs. Thatcher’s famous (although often miss quoted) interview with Woman’s 

Own Magazine in 1987. Here, referring to the poor economic and social state of the nation, 

Thatcher stated that, ‘…They are casting their problems at society … there is no such thing 

as society … and no government can do anything except through the people and people 

must look after themselves. It is our duty to look after ourselves and then, also, to look after 

our neighbours…’ In both addresses, Thatcher and her father demonstrated their belief that 

the individual facing economic or social difficulty must use their individual –initiative to 

better their situations. For both the Grocer and the Prime Minister, the problems came 

when the people refused to assist themselves.9  With evidence such as this, it is perhaps 

easy to see who researchers might attribute Margaret Thatcher’s ideological foundations to 

the views of Alf Roberts. However, a more detailed analysis of his wider political and social 

activities suggests a figure and an ideology which was not altogether compatible with later 

Thatcherism. This suggests that the foundations of Thatcherism may not entirely be found 

at the feet of Thatcher father and that other influences may need to be considered in order 

to fully understand the origins of Thatcherite ideals. (Slide 3) 

Alfred Robert’s political career spanned over 20 years and, while his role as finance officer 

has been used by researchers as evidence of his ‘Thatcherite’ tendencies, he was also 

responsible for encouraging a level of social provision and spending within the Council, 

which arguably ran parallel to many of his daughter’s political ideals. Certainly, Robert’s 

proved himself willing to increase the Council levy in order to ensure that the people of 

Grantham could be sufficiently provided for. Indeed, in 1935, when Roberts was accused of 

asking for too high a rate from the people of borough, he suggested that the Council learn 
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to trust that his budget was based on the need of the people, or, that they replace the 

committee. Roberts argued that his role was ‘…to find the money ….’ He went on to note 

that there was ‘…no sense of safety in asking for a different rate …’ which would not cover 

the cost of necessary provisions. Later in 1938, Roberts was criticised for again, raising the 

level of council rates in order to meet the cost of a new asylum in the area and to increase 

both the level of street lighting and the proficiency of Grantham’s fire brigade. Other 

Council members were angered by Roberts’ budget of £470 for air-raid precautions. 

However, he counted that ‘… in regards to air raid precautions, local authorities will be 

called upon to make a contribution … and whether you provide for it now or leave it … it will 

have to be found …’10 These instances suggest a man more willing to place the needs of the 

community above ideological or economic concerns.  

Moreover, during his tenure as a Council member Roberts held many roles from a position 

as a member of the Grantham Public Assistance and Child Welfare Committees, tasked with 

improving the economic standing of the unemployed and improving health and maternity 

care for the borough’s  mothers and their children. Equally, as the Home Front was mobilised 

in the late 1930, Roberts became a key member of the War Emergency and Civil Defence 

Committees, as well as the Chief welfare Officer, responsible for assisting those affected by 

homelessness and the effects of air-raids.  Most interestingly, Roberts was actually 

responsible for the creation of Grantham’s own ‘British Restaurant,’ a communal dining 

centre opened to ensure adequate food provision for the community during rationing; a 

socialist ideal arguably at odds with Margaret Thatcher’s later derision of state provided 

support.   

Such evidence therefore demonstrates a level of difference between the ideals of Father and 

daughter which have been over-looked or under-considered by research in their drive to 

understand Thatcherism and suggest therefore, that while Thatcher may have learnt some of 

her attitudes from her father, we must look elsewhere to fully understand the origins of her 

political principles. Indeed, it is important to note that by 1942, Margaret Thatcher had left 

Grantham and her father for the spires of Oxford, and after, very rarely returned to the 

Grocer’s shop. Moreover, her political activity began in earnest against a period of war-time 

and post-war ideological change for the Conservative Party. Arguably, by attributing 
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Thatcher’s later ideology almost solely to her years spent in Grantham, researchers have 

failed to consider in enough detail, the impact of these initial year of political activity upon 

the later ideals of Margaret Thatcher. (Slides 4-5) 

As Margaret Thatcher became more politically active the Conservative Party was beginning 

to turn its attention to the question of its post-war policies. In 1942, the Tory Reform 

Committee, a group of around 23 MPs began encouraging the wider Party to adopt the 

ideals of the Beveridge Report and to create a post-war policy which accepted state 

spending and social provision as a method of ensuring social justice for the electorate. The 

MP for Oxford Quintin Hogg, for whom the young Miss Roberts campaigned during the 

academic year, stated in the Commons that both the Conservative and the wider national 

recovery after the war depended ‘… not so much upon economic as upon moral decisions 

and upon our ability to continue the community spirit…’ For Hogg the Government had not 

realised this fact and neither it, nor the current Conservative Party, seemed able to 

understand this need for change.11 More broadly, key figures such as R. A. Butler and 

Anthony Eden promoted a more ‘one nation’ approach to Tory polices, one which allowed 

for necessary state ownership and provision without endangering traditional Conservative 

ideals.12 

This bourgeoning political consensus provided the background to Margaret Thatcher’s initial 

political career. Certainly, as a member of the Oxford University Conservative association she 

had recognised the need for change within the Party in the wake of the 1945 election 

defeat. Moreover, her  

 

Butler, the consensus then MT- what she adopts- how does Roberts fit in and then how does 

the post war change possibly take MT away from that?  
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