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In the twentieth century England has lost an 

empire, built a welfare state, and begun to 
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political and economic implications. 

For this fourth edition of Empire to 

Welfare State Professor Lloyd has thoroughly 
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change of title to Empire, Welfare State, 
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century. 
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE 

‘The age of chivalry is gone. That of sophists, economists and calculators 

has succeeded, and the glory of [England] is extinguished forever.’ Thus 

Burke, with only one word changed, might have described the history of 

England in the twentieth century. In 1900 England stood as the envy of 

‘less happy breeds’, and Englishmen were very conscious of this; history 

could be told as the history of great men, whether of leading politicians 

like Gladstone or empire-builders like Cecil Rhodes who, when asked by 

Queen Victoria what he had been doing since she last saw him, could 

reply quite truthfully: ‘I have added 12,000 miles of territories to your 

dominions.’ 
Individual heroes can no longer achieve such feats. In the First World 

War Lloyd George may have been ‘the man who won the war’, but in the 

Second World War Churchill was the man who saved England from 

losing the war after a crippling defeat—the best that the individual hero 

can do is to hold back the forces of history and stop their onward march 

until better times. And those forces more and more take material form: 

millions of tons of steel, billions of pounds in the balance of payments, 

hundreds of thousands of soldiers. 
But these changes, which rob history of the colour and glamour of kings 

and queens and heroic charges in battle, are only the reverse of the growth 

of democracy and of a greater concern for ordinary people—perhaps it 

should be added that it is the result of a greater capacity to make concern 

for ordinary people into an effective political force. Building an empire 

was much easier in the past, when new subjects could be acquired without 

much resistance. Lord Rosebery once said that if all the Indians in India 

spat at us, we should drown; and in a way this was what happened. 

The British Empire was dissolved in a fairly amiable way, without any 

disastrous wars to try to preserve it, which showed that Englishmen 

realized that the weight of numbers made it impossible to continue with 

the old system. 
And the same sort of change has taken place inside the country. The 

dominance of the statesman as an example of Carlyle s hero, which was 

the way that people saw the late nineteenth-century struggles between 
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Gladstone and Disraeli, has been replaced by the idea that politicians are 

the servants of the peoplev required to give the people what they want. 

And what do the people want? The simple answer is ‘More’. There are 

signs that this may not be enough, but even in the simple terms of maxi¬ 

mizing the gross national product the politicians of today are asked to 

take on a rather harder job than Gladstone or Disraeli had to face. How 

can we tell when politicians have done their job? We can try measuring 

it, and in the age of economists and calculators the evidence is available 

to do so. Statistics can be misleading and tables of figures (including those 

at the end of this book) give an appearance of accuracy and certainty that 

is never completely justified, but they do provide new sources of 

information. 
In fact there are great masses of evidence for almost everything. Per¬ 

haps it is a little harder to find out about the people at the very top; in the 

past they used to negotiate with each other by writing notes to each other, 

but now that they can talk on the telephone, the historian finds the evi¬ 

dence is gone. Fortunately the intrigues of politicians seem a little less 

important than in the past—they still matter, and they still deserve atten¬ 

tion, if only because the actions of the government have so great an effect 

on the lives of its subjects. As late as 1900 the voters could treat 

politics as a form of drama in which the politicians put on a variety of 

plays which were watched and admired or condemned. By 1906 things 

were already a little different; politicians were trying to send up the price 

of food (for good and reasonable purposes). And throughout the century 

the government has been ready to take on new roles, fighting wars on a 

larger scale than ever before, providing more education, looking after 

people’s health, trying to disentangle the problems of industry. 

All these activities of government are documented. And private activity 

is documented as well. Newspapers tell more than they used to; television 

tells things that were never told before. The Inland Revenue and the 

Companies Act find out more about the rich than in the past; sociologists 

and market researchers find out more by sample surveys about the poor. 

The brilliant descriptive phrase or the moment of insight can be as im¬ 

portant as ever, but in the past historians had to rely on such evidence 

because there was nothing else. It is still pleasanter (for the writer and for 

the reader) if the evidence comes in this attractive form, but if the worst 

comes to the worst the historian can always sit down with his adding- 

machine and work out how much the country imported, or how many 

people vote Conservative because they think the upper class should rule 
the country. 

This does not mean that the historian writing about the twentieth 
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century has a harder job than anyone writing about an earlier period, but 

it does mean that he has a different job. Historians writing about earlier 

periods have to search for evidence, and they usually have to work at 

piecing together an imperfect record to make up a coherent story. The 

historian of the twentieth century has to make sure that he has found the 

right materials, but he never finds himself short of things to read; telling 

a coherent story is just as hard as it is for any other century, because the 

twentieth-century material comes in large enough quantities to support 

two or three different and contradictory stories. 
The economist and calculators could not flourish in the past; there was 

no material to support them. And chivalry is an ideal that was always 

confined to a few people, who could afford to have ideals that were denied 

to the great mass of the population. It would be silly to pretend that the 

twentieth century is in every way better than those which have gone be¬ 

fore, but anyone who has too many regrets for the world we have lost 

should remember Tom Paine’s comment that Burke had pitied the 

plumage and forgotten the dying bird. The statesman as hero has less 

freedom of action, both at home and abroad, than he had at the beginning 

of the century; ordinary people in Britain have distinctly more freedom, 

political and economic, than they had eighty years ago. 

* * * 

I should like to acknowledge the help of the University of Toronto, 

who gave me a year’s leave of absence in which much of the work for 

this book was completed. I should like to thank Sheila Hill and Nicholas 

Faith for their help with the first edition, and to thank Nicholas Faith and 

my brother Ifan for their comments on Chapter 15, and Dr. Hartwell, who 

kindly allowed me to use in my Tables statistical material he had com¬ 

piled for another book. I should also like to thank John Roberts, the 

editor of this series, who read the later drafts and carried out the work of 

editing with tolerance and imagination. 
And lastly I should like to dedicate this book to my parents, from whom 

I have learnt a good deal of what I know about this century. 
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1. Time oj hope 1906—1911 

The Liberals conic to power 

Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, the leader of the Liberal party, 

sat waiting at home in his long frock coat and black trousers. Unexpect¬ 

edly a journalist came in, to try and smooth relations between Campbell- 
Bannerman and Lord Rosebery, the last Liberal leader-but-one. Sir Henry 

listened with a curious and characteristic twinkle in his eye, and brushed 

it aside. ‘Within two hours from now 1 expect to have accepted the King s 

commission to form a government.’1 
The royal summons of 4 December 1905 was the end of twenty years 

of frustration for the Liberal party, even though the invitation came only 
because the government was collapsing from internal disagreements. A 

tw'enty-year period in which the country was willing to accept political 

change had been ended decisively when Gladstone s attempt to pacify 

Ireland by giving her ‘Home Rule’—some control over her own affairs— 

had been defeated in 1886. Some Liberals had joined the Conservatives 

and the combined Unionist forces had held a majority in the Commons 

for seventeen of the next twenty years; in the general election of 1900 

they had a majority of about 130 and though they had lost some by- 

elections they still had about a hundred seats more than the Liberals and 

their Irish allies in 1905. Campbell-Bannerman’s tenure of office might be 

short-lived, and he would obviously have to hold a general election if he 

was to win effective power. 
He might reasonably have accepted the Premiership in the spirit of 

Lord Melbourne, who was encouraged to take the post seventy years 

earlier by a friend who said ‘such a position was never held by any Greek 

or Roman and if it lasts only three months it will be worth while to have 

been Prime Minister of England’.2 The Prime Minister had a position 

1 J. A. Spender, Life, Literature and Politics (1927), i. 127. 

1 Lord David Cecil, Lord M (1954), 111. 
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worthy of an Emperor, for England was the country that other nations 

wanted to imitate. v 
They picked out many different aspects for imitation: American pluto¬ 

crats imitated London Society; American reformers wanted their political 

systems to move towards the English pattern; autocratic rulers in Russia 

and Turkey found it impossible to avoid giving their subjects some form 

of parliamentary institutions; team-games like football were spreading all 

over the world from England; Anglo-German relations were made more 

complicated by Kaiser William II’s mixed feelings of love and annoyance 

about England. The diffusion of English influence throughout the world 

was due partly to the fact that England had been the first country to 

become industrialized so that she had more experience of modern con¬ 

ditions, partly to her position of economic and political power all through 

the nineteenth century, and partly to the stability of her society, which 

had been free from revolutions and invasions for well over a century. 

The British government held the gorgeous east in fee; hundreds of 

millions of people in India were ruled by a handful of British soldiers and 

civil servants. The far-flung colonies settled by immigrants from England 

had control over their internal affairs, but were not seriously considered in 

the formation of the foreign policy of the British Empire. In the last twenty 

years of the nineteenth century there had been a sudden expansion of 

British territory in Africa, placing almost another 100,000,000 subjects 

under British rule. The latest acquisition, the two Afrikaner Republics in 

South Africa, had been made only after a war which lasted too long and 

cost too much, but there was no sign that the Boer War (1899-1902) was 

to be the last time England fought to gain more territory. 

England was the world’s major financial power; the international short¬ 

term money market depended on a steady flow of credit based on the 

pound sterling, and most long-term loans for development in countries 

outside Europe and the United States were made in London. But she was 

not the commanding commercial power that she had been fifty years 

earlier; the United States was already the world’s leading industrial power, 

and in some respects Germany was ahead of England. The rate of growth 

of the economy had slackened, and industrialists had not been as ready 

as the Americans and Germans to take an interest in the new develop¬ 

ments in steel, chemicals, and electricity.1 Early in the nineteenth century 

1900: U.S. Britain Germany 

Million tons steel 13 5 6 8 
Million tons pig-iron 16 8 6 

ed. A. J. P. Taylor and J. M. Roberts, History of the 20th Century (1968- ), 5, 35. 
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almost half the world’s trade was with England; by 1913 the figure had 

fallen to one-sixth (by the 1970s it had fallen to about 7 per cent). The 

Royal Navy dominated the seas, but the German army held an equally 

commanding position on land. Even in the 1890s some English politicians 

were worried by the possibility that the country would soon be over¬ 

shadowed by Russia and the U.S.A. 
At first some of them thought the danger could be met by developing 

the Empire, though imperial enthusiasm in England was frothy rather 

than deep-seated—Oscar Wilde could make his joke about the spend¬ 

thrift having to choose between this world, the next world, and Australia 

at a time when imperial sentiment was at its highest pitch.1 One very 

attractive feature about Empire-building was that it cost so little; when 

the Boer War began to cost substantial sums, enthusiasm declined; and 

the tactics used in the later stages of the war, which led to discomfort and 
death for many women and children—Campbell-Bannerman called these 

tactics ‘methods of barbarism’—also made imperial expansion less 

attractive. 
Lord Salisbury who had been Prime Minister ever since 1885, with two 

Liberal interludes, was fading from the scene, and on 11 July 1902 he 

resigned and was succeeded by his nephew Arthur Balfour. New ideas 

were bubbling to the surface and endangering the unity of the Conserva¬ 

tive party: in three years the new forces destroyed the government and 
led to Campbell-Bannerman’s summons to office. Balfour’s own first step 

was in the field of education. A legal decision had declared that School 

Boards were not entitled to run the technical and ‘advanced’ departments 

which they had opened to give something more than the elementary 

teaching intended by the 1870 Act; Balfour introduced legislation in 1902 

which dissolved the School Boards, handed their powers to the County 

Councils and gave the Councils the responsibility of organizing a system 

of secondary schools. 
This may not have been the best way to deal with the educational 

situation: the secondary schools established by the Councils closely 

resembled the private grammar schools, in particular by charging rela¬ 

tively high fees and laying heavy emphasis on Latin and Greek, and 

rejecting the interest in technical and scientific subjects shown by the 
‘advanced’ departments of the School Boards. The Education Act also 

dealt with the position of Voluntary Schools, which were run by the 

Churches. The County Councils were required to levy an education rate, 

part of which went to Church of England and Roman Catholic Schools. 

1 Cecily Cardew in Act II of The Importance of Being Earnest, first performed 

in 1895. 
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This division of funds enraged the Nonconformists, and some of them 

refused to pay their rates as a result. This passive resistance, which was 

particularly strong in Wales, showed that something more than ordinary 

political feelings had been aroused. 
Joseph Chamberlain, a Unitarian who had left the Liberals over Home 

Rule in 1886, was unhappy about the Education Act. However, as 

Colonial Secretary he was more concerned about the Empire. The Prime 

Ministers of the self-governing colonies had insisted at the imperial con¬ 

ferences of 1897 and 1902 that they wanted a system of Imperial Pre¬ 

ference; England had got rid of practically all protective tariffs in the 

1840s and was devoted to Free Trade, but Chamberlain was not a man to 

be restrained by established custom. If Imperial Preference would bring 

the Empire closer together, and perhaps encourage the self-governing 

colonies to make military contributions to an imperial foreign policy, he 

would take up Preference. 
In September 1903 he resigned from the Cabinet to campaign for 

‘Tariff Reform’, as the Imperial Preference scheme became known. At the 

same time Balfour squeezed some of the more determined Free Traders 

out of the Cabinet and committed his party to using tariffs when they 

would help push foreign countries into giving trading concessions to 

England. Chamberlain’s programme aroused a good deal of enthusiasm 

among convinced Protectionists and believers in the Empire, but did not 

win new support; Balfour’s programme was not easy to understand, and 

did not hold the party together. The response to the two schemes reflected 

the personality of the two leaders. Balfour was an aristocrat of immense 

charm; it was said that everybody who talked to him came away 

feeling that on this occasion he had talked with unusual brilliance. And 

underneath this Balfour was very resolute, and unshakeable once he had 

decided on his policy. The trouble was that he had no capacity for arous¬ 

ing enthusiasm, so that his well-balanced policies did not attract followers. 

Chamberlain was equally resolute, but in his other qualities very different. 

He could awaken great loyalty, but he could not negotiate with people 

inclined to be hostile to him and win them to his side—he could only lead 

his own followers out to the fight. 

Chamberlain was trying to deal with genuine problems. Unemploy¬ 

ment was nothing new, but it was just beginning to be regarded as an 

important issue, so the campaign stressed that ‘Tariff Reform means 

Work for All’. Industries were not reorganizing to face new develop¬ 

ments, apparently as a result of inefficiency and lack of enterprise among 

the industrialists. The government had very few ways of helping the 

economy and perhaps a tariff was the best method at its disposal. The 
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Tariff Reformers said that the country’s balance of payments was in a 

disastrous condition because visible exports amounted to little more than 

two-thirds the value of visible imports; in 1906, which was a typical year, 

there was a deficit of £147m. on merchandise. But this gap was more than 

covered by what were coming to be known as ‘invisible’ exports: fees and 

commissions from shipping, banking, and insurance gave a surplus of 

£130m., and dividends from foreign investments made in the past pro¬ 

vided a further £134m. So there was a surplus of £117m. available for 

business men to lend overseas.1 Some of them made long-term invest¬ 

ments, notably in building railways all over the world; others made short¬ 

term loans, which meant that if interest rates went up in London they 

could bring their money back to help borrowers there. The dependence 

on ‘invisible’ exports was an unusual way to run an economy, and might 

be vulnerable in wartime; the habit of foreign investment might encourage 
manufacturers to stick to traditional products because they could find 

export markets; and London bankers tended to assume that there would 

always be a surplus for foreign investment, even when this was no longer 

the case. 
Tariff Reform was an attempt to deal with problems that troubled 

England for a long time to come, but it was not immediately attractive. 

The free flow of invisible exports could run most easily if there were no 

restrictions on trade. Almost every British industry depended on import¬ 

ing raw materials, working them up, and selling the finished product. 

Chamberlain said that raw material would come in free of charge under 

Tariff Reform, but he never managed to define a raw material: sugar was 

raw material for the jam manufacturer but foreign refined sugar was a 

dangerous competitor for British refiners, and steel plates from overseas 

were a threat to the steel masters but a valuable raw material for 

shipbuilders. There were supporters of Tariff Reform in some sections of 

these trades; there were practically none in the cotton textile trade. This 

industry exported more than any other, and it still held the mid-nineteenth- 

century position of world dominance that other trades were losing. It 

depended on cheap imports of cotton, and cheap food to make sure that 

wage rates were not driven up too far. Most of Lancashire depended for 

its prosperity on the cotton trade and although Lancashire was Conserva¬ 

tive from Church of England and anti-Irish feeling, it was most unlikely 

to support a Protectionist Conservative party. 
Another factor, and one that weakened the Tariff Reformers all over 

the country, was that the self-governing colonies were exporters of food 

1 A. H. Imlah, Economic Elements in the Pax Britannica (Cambridge, Mass., 

1958), 75. 
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and could be given worthwhile preferences in the English market only if 

imports of food from othe^ countries were taxed. This aroused memories 

of the Com Laws; the Liberals issued posters showing the ‘big loaf’, or 

standard loaf of the time, and the ‘little loaf which they claimed would 

be the result of imposing duties on foreign wheat to help the self-governing 

colonies. Several Conservatives were disturbed by these arguments; 

Winston Churchill, a Conservative M.P. since 1900, left his party and 

joined the Liberals. The less impulsive Conservatives organized for 

action inside the party. 
The Liberals amused themselves by putting down resolutions in favour 

of Free Trade for debate in the Commons. Balfour avoided the issue with 

great, almost perverse skill, even leading his entire party out of the House 

to avoid one vote which would have shown how strong the Unionist Free 

Traders were. He was determined to hold on to office, partly because he 

hoped the split might heal, but also because some important issues had 

to be faced and he did not want to leave them to another government. To 

reduce the problems of drunkenness he had a Licensing Act passed which 

gave some compensation to the owners of pubs which were closed down; 

without compensation, he claimed, no magistrates would be so heartless 

as to deprive an owner of his livelihood, even if his pub was clearly 

a centre of disturbance and rowdiness. But the idea of compensation 

for a licence annoyed the Temperance interest, who thought forfeiture 

should be imposed as a penalty and did not like the prospect of having 

to pay compensation for all licences if they were able to establish 

Prohibition. 

The Conservative government brought to an end the twenty years of 

strained relations with France that began in 1882 when England became 

the dominant power in Egypt and had almost boiled over into war when 

the imperial ambitions of the two countries clashed at Fashoda on the 

Nile in 1898. In the 1890s the British attitude to Europe had been 

described as ‘splendid isolation’; the first signs of emergence came with 

the Anglo-Japanese agreement of 1902, which was designed to protect 

British interests in the Far East. As war between Japan and Russia was 

likely, there was a risk that the new alliance might lead to a war with 

Russia’s ally, France. To avoid this, England and France patched up their 

relations: France accepted the established position in Egypt, in return 

for British recognition of special claims in Morocco. Apart from 

this change of policy, the Conservatives wanted to do something to im¬ 

prove the army which had emerged badly from the Boer War. In this 

they were not successful, though Balfour did establish the Committee of 

Imperial Defence to work out the principles of British grand strategy. 
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A new political force opposed to the government had been growing in 

strength since 1900. In 1893 a small group of socialists under the leader¬ 

ship of Keir Hardie, a Scottish miner who had been elected in 1892 as an 

independent labour M.P., set up the Independent Labour Party (I.L.P.). 

Hardie was a good leader for a small missionary group, energetic, always 

ready to address meetings and tirelessly devoted to the cause. He was not 

a good organizer, and fresh talent would be needed for the I.L.P. to grow 

into a national force. The new party spent much of its energy in trying 

to persuade the trade union movement to take an interest in its political 

aspirations. Several union leaders were socialists, but many others were 

enthusiastic Liberals and a few were Conservatives. The Trades Union 

Congress would probably not have gone into politics to support a 
socialist programme, but because the Liberal constituency organization 

very rarely, except in miners’ areas, selected working-class men as candi¬ 

dates, many trade unionists thought they should arrange to get their point 

of view heard in Parliament rather better. The Labour Representation 

Committee (L.R.C.) was set up in 1900 with no commitment more ideo¬ 

logical than to secure an increased number of Labour representatives, 

though the composition of the 12-man executive (7 trade unionists, 

5 representatives of socialist groups like the I.L.P., the Social Democratic 

Federation, and the Fabian Society) showed that it would have a strong 

inclination to the left. The I.L.P. continued to act as a pressure-group, 

trying to pull the L.R.C. to a more distinctly socialist position. 

At first the trade unions took little interest in the body they had helped 

to launch. But in 1902 the House of Lords gave a legal decision on appeal 

(the ‘Taff Vale’ case) which, especially when taken with other recent 

verdicts, suggested that a trade union could be obliged to pay out of its 

funds for all the financial loss caused by a strike. Previously it had been 

fairly generally believed that union funds were not liable in this sort of 

case. The unions were determined to restore the previously accepted view 

and as a result a large number of new unions enrolled in the L.R.C. 
Herbert Gladstone, the Liberal Chief Whip, was alarmed at the thought 

of a flood of L.R.C. candidates who might draw off working-class votes 

which would otherwise go to the Liberals. He discussed the question with 

Ramsay MacDonald, the secretary of the L.R.C., and they were able to 

reach agreement; because the Conservatives had done so well in 1900, it 

was more a matter of sharing out the seats the allies hoped to gain than 

of giving up Liberal seats to working-class representatives. Only about 

two-thirds of the adult male population had the vote, so that the manual 

workers were not a dominant section of the electorate and the L.R.C. 

could not expect many seats. It did not hope to form a government, and 
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in this way was rather like the-Home Rule party, which returned about 

80 Members from Ireland to press for greater autonomy. 

Taff Vale and the L.R.C. provided a political organization for the 

working-class, but ‘Chinese slavery’ was at least as damaging an issue for 

the government among ordinary workers who were not very interested in 

politics. Milner, the talented but politically insensitive High Commis¬ 

sioner in South Africa, believed that the quickest way to get the gold 

mines of the Witwatersrand running again after the Boer War was to 

bring in Chinese workers on long-term contracts. The contracts were not 

slavery, but the Chinamen were pitied by benevolent Liberals and were 

disliked by the working class, who thought the Chinese workers were the 

early stages of a flood of cheap and non-unionized labour.1 When Jews 

fled from pogroms in Eastern Europe to England at the beginning of the 

century, working-class pressure forced the government to pass an Aliens 

Act reducing the previous freedom of access to the country. The Tariff 

Reformers claimed that protecting labour by limiting immigration was 

just the same as protecting industry with a tariff; on the whole the work¬ 

ing class was against immigration and was also against tariffs. Some 

Liberals entered into the spirit of the working-class objections; Lloyd 

George, who had gained a reputation by his oratory in opposition to the 

Boer War, asked if they were to have slavery on the hills of Wales. 

J. A. Hobson in his wide-ranging and influential book Imperialism (1902) 

suggested that English capitalists would intensify their foreign invest¬ 

ments in China in order to obtain more cheap labour, which would 

weaken the economy and increase the risk of imperialist wars. 

None of these developments improved the prospects for the Conserva¬ 

tives, and the quarrels inside the party were getting worse. Balfour thought 

he saw signs that the Liberals were about to quarrel among themselves 

over Home Rule, and gave his resignation to the King. And so Sir Henry 

Campbell-Bannerman found himself awaiting his summons to the Palace. 

Because an election would have to be held immediately, the Liberals 

were under heavy pressure to present a united front; Asquith, Grey, and 

Haldane, three active Liberal imperialists, had intended to refuse to serve 

under Campbell-Bannerman unless he went to the Lords and made 

Asquith leader in the Commons, but they could not abandon the cause 

of Liberalism and Free Trade on the eve of an election. 

Campbell-Bannerman’s Cabinet has become legendary for its talent. 

Its social composition was unusual: English cabinets had previously con¬ 

sisted almost entirely of landowners; since 1906 they have normally con- 

1 Graham Wallas, Human Nature in Politics (1908), has a comment on Chinese 
Slavery on pp. 107-8. 
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sisted of men of private means (whether hereditary or acquired in a 

successful business career), trade unionists, and professional politicians. 

The 1906 Cabinet contained a large number of professional men, almost 

all drawn either from the law (Asquith, Haldane, Lloyd George, and later 

Simon and Isaacs) or the higher journalism (Morley, Birrell, Bryce, and 

later Churchill and, for a few months, Masterman). It contained Whig 

aristocrats like Grey and Lord Crewe, and its most striking innovation 

was that it included a man from the working class, John Burns. The 

ministers who dominated the government for the next ten years had 

highly trained intellects; the jobs they held before joining the govern¬ 

ment had given them relatively little practice in administration, but they 

showed great administrative capacity in office. 
This government carried out great changes, but it owed its initial 

strength to its willingness to preserve the mid-Victorian settlement of a 

number of issues. Campbell-Bannerman personified the solid willingness 

to undertake slow improvement that flourished around the beginning of 

Gladstone’s first ministry in 1868 and provided the basic principles of 

the government of 1906. The position of the unmoving, unyielding 

Liberals who had stood by the cause in the defeats of 1895 and 1900 was 

put by Bernard Shaw in his play John Bull’s Other Island. 

broadbent: Of course there are some questions which touch the very 
foundations of morals; and on these I grant you even the closest relationship 
cannot excuse any compromise or laxity. For example— 

doyle: (impatiently) For instance, Home Rule, South Africa, Free Trade 
and putting the Church schools on the Education Rate.1 
Campbell-Bannerman was a sound party man on the last three issues; he be¬ 

lieved in the Liberal position and was ready to press for it to be applied at 

once. Home Rule, he made it clear, would come on a step-by-step basis, 

which meant it would not come in the lifetime of the Parliament about to 

be elected. This reassured Liberal Unionists that they could vote Liberal 

against Protection without any immediate fear of Home Rule. 

The Liberal majority was overwhelming 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 2.451,454 157 43-6 

Liberal 2,757,883 400 49 

Labour 329,748 30 5 9 

Irish nationalist 35,031 83 0 6* 

1 Act I of John Bull’s Other Island, first performed in 1904. 
i These figures, and the figures for subsequent general elections, are from D. E. 

Butler and J. Freeman, British Political Facts 1900-67 (1968), 141-4. Irish 
nationalists were usually returned unopposed. 
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The government had to decide what to do with its success. The 

Liberals in 1906 had not a^ced for a clear statement of public support for 

a single proposal like Gladstone’s Disestablishment of the Irish Church 

in 1868. 

External problems 

In foreign policy the government had begun to take up a position before 

the election. The German government had been bullying the French over 

Moroccan issues in the Algeciras conference; the settlement of colonial 

issues between England and France had developed into a revival of the 

entente cordiale of the 1850s, but if this was to guide policy in future, 

England would be to some extent committed to France’s side against 

Germany. Grey, who had just been appointed Foreign Secretary, pro¬ 

mised support to France and by initiating military talks he brought the 

two countries closer than before. He told Campbell-Bannerman, Asquith, 

and Haldane about this, but did not tell the rest of the Cabinet when it 

reassembled after the election. According to Lloyd George foreign policy 

was not discussed in the Cabinet and when questions of foreign policy 

were raised. Grey and Asquith waved them aside as though they were*too 

delicate for so large a body.1 The picture of Lloyd George, soon joined 

in the Cabinet by Churchill, being silenced in this way is pleasant, but 

not convincing. Members of the Cabinet knew about the technical details 

of war preparation, but may have forgotten them simply because they 

were technical. A full-dress discussion of the topic might have been un¬ 

comfortable, because ministers would be to some extent committed by it; 

if they left the subject alone, they might never have to face it. 

The enemies of secret diplomacy were not entirely justified in saying, 

after 1918, that Grey had deceived the Cabinet or deliberately left it in 

ignorance of his intentions. Haldane, the Secretary of State for War, had 

reorganized the army in a way that showed quite clearly the direction in 

which British foreign policy was moving. His predecessors had tried to 

reform the army without knowing what sort of war it would be required to 

take part in. All that they knew was that Cardwell’s army, which had 

proved satisfactory in small-scale colonial wars, had not met the needs 

of the Boer War. Haldane was certain that the country needed an army 

that could cross the Channel and take part in a European war. Granted 

this assumption, all the rest followed—there were to be six divisions ready 

to go overseas and a second line of defence, the Territorials, to defend 

England against any troops that might be put on shore by an enemy that 

had managed to evade the Navy. Haldane’s objective was clear cut: 

1 D. Lloyd George, War Memoirs (1938), i. 28. 
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We should have an expeditionary force sufficient in size and also in rapidity 

of mobilising power to be able to go to the assistance of the French Army in 

the event of an attack on the Northern or North-Eastern parts of France,1 

his army was designed accordingly, and it implied a whole attitude to 

foreign affairs. It is not clear why the Cabinet never examined his 

assumptions. 

The other serious overseas problem facing the government was South 

Africa. The Treaty of Vereeniging which brought the Boer War to an end 

in June 1902 had laid down that the Dutch republics would become self- 

governing colonies in due course, and that the native population would 

not be enfranchised before self-government. The British found it hard to 

defeat the Boers and were in no position to insist on the franchise, and 

as only 65 per cent of adult males had the vote in England the South 

African system that enfranchised only 25 per cent did not look so bad; 

no doubt the British expected that twentieth-century South Africa would 

see the same gradual extension of the franchise that had taken place in 

nineteenth-century England. The Conservatives had put forward a con¬ 

stitution which granted representative institutions but left control of the 

executive in the hands of the Colonial Office—the system that had existed 

in Canada in 1839 when Lord Durham wrote his Report pointing out its 
disadvantages; Campbell-Bannerman saw no advantage in delay, because 

self-government was going to be granted and no great changes would take 

place before it came. He had probably decided to act before he saw Smuts, 

the representative of the Transvaal Afrikaners, but in any case it was after 

their interview that he announced that the ex-Republics would become 

self-governing as soon as could be arranged. This seems, in terms of the 

next thirty or forty years, to have been a very wise step: the Afrikaners 

were a majority of the white, politically effective population of South 

Africa and they remained a majority despite the efforts of men like 

Milner to bring out British settlers, but the policy of Kitchener at 

Vereeniging and Campbell-Bannerman in 1907 attached a section of the 

Afrikaners, led by Botha and Smuts, to British interests long enough to 

commit South Africa to Britain’s side in the two world wars.2 

In 1907 the Liberals faced a conference in London of the Prime 

Ministers of the self-governing colonies—Canada, Australia, New 

Zealand, Newfoundland and the four provinces that were soon to be 

1 R. B. Haldane, An Autobiography (1929), 187. 
2 Left-wing Liberals and members of the Labour party protested at the flimsy 

guarantees for African rights contained in the South African Act of Union of 1910 
but, unless it was willing to fight another war in which British and Afrikaner 
settlers would have fought together against British intervention, there was nothing 

the government could have done. 
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united in the Union of South Africa. In his enthusiasm for imperial union 

Chamberlain had wanted to find out what sort of connection would be 

acceptable to everybody; when he advocated Imperial Preference he was 

accepting the colonies’ idea of the way the Empire should be linked 

together. The English voters had shown in 1906 what they thought of the 

idea, but the Liberals still had to explain their attitude to the colonial 

Premiers, who were unanimous for Imperial Preference. The self-governing 

colonies were in future to be called Dominions, but no steps were taken 

along the lines suggested by Deakin of Australia to set up institutions 

that might lead in the direction of a federation. 

British interest in imperial expansion had been replaced by a feeling of 

uneasiness about German policy. In 1898 the German government had 

begun to build a navy which, while not as large as the British, neverthe¬ 

less looked like being big enough to be embarrassing. The essential dip¬ 

lomatic point was put, in an undiplomatic way, by Churchill some years 

later: a fleet was for Germany something of a luxury and for England was 

a necessity.1 Germany would suffer no immediate harm without a power¬ 

ful navy, but England depended on imports so much that her whole inter¬ 

national position would change if she ceased to be dominant at vsea. 

German shipbuilding made England build as well, and made Englishmen 

worry about Germany. Haldane’s estimate that it might be just as well to 

prepare the army for a German invasion of France was no more than an 

unemotional calculation, but the civil servants at the Admiralty under 

Fisher and at the Foreign Office, such as Eyre Crowe, came much closer to 

emotional anti-Germanism. The sentiment was quite understandable, and 

it did not show itself in so obvious and vulgar a form as German anti- 

English feeling, but in the years before 1914 Englishmen did come to feel, 

not that war was inevitable, but that if war came it would be a war against 

Germany. 

Liberal legislation and the people’s budget 

Many of the newly elected Liberal Members were less interested in the 

naval race than in poverty and unemployment. The reports on the con¬ 

ditions of the poor drawn up by Booth and Rowntree had awakened 

interest, and in books like The Heart of the Empire2 young Liberals had 

argued that people should worry about social conditions in England as 

well as the problems of Empire. There was no social legislation ready for 

discussion, but the Labour party (as the L.R.C. chose to be called after 

1 The word ‘luxury’ (translated luxus, which has a pejorative meaning) was taken 
as an insult in Germany. W. S. Churchill, The World Crisis (1923), i. 101. 

2 G. P. Gooch, G. M. Trevelyan, and others, The Heart of the Empire (1901). 
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the election) had its proposals for reversing the Taff Vale decision by 

freeing trade unions from practically all risk of legal prosecution. The 

Liberals wanted to reverse the Taff Vale decision by making some com¬ 

plicated changes in the law of agency which would protect trade unions 

less completely but Campbell-Bannerman decided to accept the more 

sweeping Labour proposals in order to keep the Labour party closely 

linked to the Liberal party. Balfour thought it unwise to oppose the Trade 

Disputes Bill, and the House of Lords was much more concerned with 

questions about land and the Church than industrial matters, so it passed 

easily. 
If Labour deserved its reward, so did the Nonconformists. The 1906 

Education Bill was exclusively concerned with the religious organization 

of schools: all schools that received any help from the rates were put under 

the County Councils, who were to provide facilities for religious educa¬ 

tion and, in order to make sure that teachers were appointed on the basis 

of their teaching ability rather than their religious affiliations, no full¬ 

time teachers were to give religious education. In the Lords the Bill was 

amended out of recognition, and was then laid aside, so Balfour could 

claim some success for his assertion that ‘the great Unionist party should 

still control, whether in power or opposition, the destinies of this great 

Empire’.1 The Liberals seemed to have no idea what to do next; in 1907 

no substantial legislation was put forward and, for the last time but one, 

there was no autumn session of the Commons. The great Liberal majority 

had been elected for better things than this, and Campbell-Bannerman 

spoke of coming to a conflict with the Lords. Before this could happen 

he retired, on 5 April 1908, and died a fortnight later. He had held his 

party together at a very difficult time during the Boer War; his two 

immediate successors in the Liberal leadership, Asquith and Lloyd 

George, were abler and certainly more brilliant men, but after a quarter- 

century of their leadership the party was shattered beyond repair. 
Asquith’s emergence as Prime Minister in 1908 was inevitable. He was 

a fine if rather formal speaker, and while he was a quick-witted debater 

he also had the ability to sort out the long-term implications of a policy. 

He was not perhaps very original in his thinking, and in fact he seems not 

to have enjoyed thinking about politics any more than was strictly neces¬ 

sary, but this was no problem as long as he could find ministers with 

original minds for his Cabinet. And in this he was well provided for; to 

prevent the ministry leaning towards the Liberal imperialist side he 

brought forward two radical Little Englanders, making Lloyd George 

Chancellor of the Exchequer and putting Churchill in the Cabinet as 

1 Randolph Churchill, Winston S. Churchill (1967), ii. 316. 
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President of the Board of Trade. Both of them were young and active, 

and were looking for ways^to distinguish themselves; the government soon 

began to find in social reform the positive reason for existence which had 

almost been lacking. The Liberals still had to pay off their obligations to 

their Nonconformist supporters and an Education Bill and a Bill revising 

Balfour’s 1904 Licensing Act were brought forward in 1908. Both Bills 

were killed in the Lords. 
Clearly these defeats were serious. The by-election losses suffered by 

the government in 1908 were attributed to a defeatist mood among 

Liberals who saw themselves helpless before the Lords. The voters were 

probably affected by the depression of trade and a recovery of trade might 

have restored the government’s position, but at the time the morale of 

its supporters was low. There had, however, been some hints of the social 

legislation which was to establish the fame of the government, even 

before the period of intense activity that began with the budget of 1909. 

In 1907 Asquith had begun to use the budget as an instrument of social 

change. At that time income-tax, levied on incomes above £160 a year, 

was paid by the most prosperous 10 per cent of the population. The 

budget made a distinction for the first time between earned and,un¬ 

earned incomes, and reduced the level of tax from 5p to 3-75p on earned 

incomes below £2,000 a year. The vast majority of income-taxpayers 

would benefit from the remission; and probably the very rich and 

the receivers of unearned income were Conservatives while relatively 

prosperous people working for a living were Liberals. 

Although he had just become Prime Minister, Asquith introduced the 

1908 budget himself, as it contained the proposals for Old Age Pensions 

that he had been working out. Pensions of 25p a week, starting at 70, were 

given as a right to old people, who were freed by this from the fear of 

having to go into the workhouse.1 Lloyd George took charge of the 

budget, after it had been introduced, and administered the pension 

scheme. It was popular, and some of its popularity rubbed off on him. 

‘ “God bless that Lord George (for [the pensioners] could not believe that 

one so powerful and munificent could be a plain ‘Mr.’) and God bless you, 

miss! ” and there were flowers from their gardens and apples from their 

trees for the girl who merely handed them the money.’2 

Another, smaller but still significant piece of legislation in 1908 estab¬ 

lished an 8-hour working-day for miners. This was the first time Parlia- 

1 The 1834 Poor Law required all people who needed government assistance to 
go into a workhouse to receive it, and required workhouse conditions to be ‘less 
eligible’ (i.e. more unpleasant) than an unskilled labourer’s standard of living. 

2 Flora Thompson, Lark Rise (1939), 100, quoted in E. H. Phelps Brown, The 
Growth of British Industrial Relations (1959), 305. 
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ment had taken upon itself the specific task of limiting the working-hours 

of adult males. In theory the nineteenth-century factory Acts had been 

passed to limit the working-day for women and children, on the grounds 

that they were weak and needed more protection than men, though of 

course in practice the Acts limited men’s working-hours as well. Because 

the 1842 Act had kept women and children out of the mines, working- 

hours had been unregulated. If the government entered the field of legis¬ 

lation for adult men, where would it stop? When Churchill was asked 

why the government had confined itself to legislating for the mines, he 
said he saw no reason for not going further. The tide of social reform was 

beginning to flow. 

The rising interest in social reform had been encouraged by the Boer 

War, which had convinced people that an unhealthy and poverty-afflicted 

nation was a weak nation. In the slowing-down of trade that helped 

launch the Tariff Reform movement there was more concern about the 

unemployed than in previous recessions: the Protectionist slogan ‘Tariff 

Reform means Work for AH’ showed that some politicians had gone 

beyond the idea of the classical economists that the unemployed were 

idle fellows who could find a job if they set their minds to it, and had 

realized that men out of work were suffering from the effects of the ‘free 

play of the market’. 

On his last day of office Balfour set up a Royal Commission on the 

Poor Law, under the chairmanship of Lord George Hamilton, with 

Beatrice Webb as one of the members. The Poor Law was in theory still 

the legislation of 1834, designed to be unpleasant enough to stop anybody 

asking for help who was not on the verge of starvation, and the privately 

run Charity Organization Society—which appears to have taken ‘cold as 

charity’ as its motto—was still run on 1834 principles. The Local Govern¬ 

ment Board, the government department which tried to co-ordinate the 

policy of the municipal authorities, was more merciful; for instance, in 

1900 it issued instructions that people who wanted help simply because 

they were too old to work should not be forced to come into workhouses 

and should be given grants on which they could live at home. The more 

humane municipalities already took this approach, and the Board was 

only extending the practice to the whole country. 
The Old Age Pensions of 1908 were a great change even from this; be¬ 

cause they were granted as a right, rather than as something for which the 

elderly poor had to make a special request, many more people applied 

for them than had asked for poor relief previously. The reputation of the 

Poor Law had kept people away and stopped them asking for help. John 

Bums, the President of the Local Government Board from 1906 to 1914, 
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is often said to have missed a great chance to take the lead in social 

reform. Undoubtedly his altitude was surprisingly conservative for a man 

who had been a radical trade union leader in the nineties, and the officials 

of his department did nothing to make him more active, but the Local 

Government Board was not a good place from which to launch great 

changes in the twentieth century. From the first very rudimentary social 

legislation of the sixteenth century onwards, responsibility had always 

lain with local authorities: parishes. Poor Law Unions, municipalities. 

However, changes had always been in the direction of great centralization, 

and almost all the twentieth-century social legislation has involved trans¬ 

ferring services to the central government. 
The establishment in 1908 of labour exchanges, where men out of work 

and employers looking for men could register their requirements and 

hope to get in touch with each other, was almost inevitably a matter for 

the central government. This step towards a better-informed labour force 

could not have upset the most laissez-faire of Liberals; in fact the leading 

negotiator in labour disputes of the day, G. R. Askwith, later complained 

that the exchanges made it too easy for employers to return to the nine¬ 

teenth-century notion of a reserve army of unemployed. At the time, 

however, they were accepted as a useful innovation. Trade Boards, set 

up the next year as official bodies to investigate the ‘sweated industries’ 

and lay down minimum wages, were more of a departure from laissez- 

faire?; apart from the simple humanitarian arguments, it was pointed out 

that in these industries the workers were so downtrodden that they could 

not form trade unions to defend themselves, and employers who wanted 

to pay a decent wage needed the Boards to make sure that they were 

not undercut. 

The Commission on the Poor Law presented a Majority and a Minority 

Report in 1909. Both Reports said that the system of Boards of 

Guardians to run the Poor Law should end; the majority wanted the duties 

of the Guardians handed to the municipal and county councils but the 

minority wanted ‘the break-up of the Poor Law’ by which they meant that 

the different categories of people asking for help—old, ill, unemployed, 

widowed, orphaned—would be assisted by separate and specialized 

agencies. Over the next fifty years authority was transferred by stages to 

municipal and county councils on what turned out to be a temporary 

basis: the central government took over one section of the welfare ser¬ 

vices after another, usually in schemes financed to some extent by 

insurance payments, and in this way enacted bit by bit the programme 

suggested by the Minority Report. By the time of her death in 1944 

Beatrice Webb, who had done a great deal of the work on the Minority 
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Report, had triumphed over the principles of 1834 and of the Majority 

Report. 
Asquith’s budgets had depended to some extent on economies at the 

War Office and the Admiralty. By 1908 the period of easy budgeting was 

coming to an end. The trade depression reduced revenue, and early in 

1909 the Admiralty claimed that it needed another six battleships to be 

sure of retaining command of the sea. The Lloyd George-Churchill wing 

of the Cabinet said the Exchequer could only provide four, and eventually 

the Cabinet reached an apparently acceptable compromise, by agreeing 

to build four at once, with a commitment to build another four in the 

immediate future. However, the Admiralty was equal to the situation; 

Fisher, the First Sea Lord, provided the Conservative journalist Garvin 

with all the information needed to launch a strong campaign in favour of 

eight ships at once—hence the slogan ‘We want eight and we won’t wait’. 

Garvin’s success was fatal to his party; he had pressed for higher naval 

expenditure in the belief that it could not be paid for except by tariffs, 

and he gained such prestige in the naval agitation that he was allowed to 

lead the party into extreme courses that did it no good. His success on the 

naval issue pushed the Liberals into producing a bold budget in 1909 that 

revived the fortunes of the government; the Conservative reaction to this 

budget was so ill judged that it forfeited the powers of the House of Lords 

in 1911, and in their attempt to save the House of Lords the Opposition 

announced that they would not introduce tariffs until they had been 

approved by a referendum, which was a polite way of saying ‘Never’. 
Lloyd George’s budget was intended to increase the government’s 

revenue by about 8 per cent—from £148m. to £160m.—and to provide the 

basis for future increases. The income-tax, which had previously been 

graduated only by remissions for incomes between £160 and £700, was 

now graduated at the top by means of a super-tax, so that incomes above 

£2,000 paid more. The tobacco duties were increased. So were the alcohol 

duties, which gratified the temperance Liberals who had been frustrated 

by the Lords’ rejection of the Licensing Bill, but annoyed the Irish who 

voted against the budget as a result. Motor vehicles were taxed, and the 

receipts were reserved for a Road Fund. In addition there were taxes on 

landlords, and this had the tactical advantage that an attack on land¬ 

lords was the best way to hold together an alliance of employers and 

employees, as Joseph Chamberlain had shown in 1885. The main tax on 

land was a form of capital gains tax, levied on resale at 20 per cent and 

on new leases at 10 per cent. Like any other capital gains tax it was 

expected to take some years to become fully productive. There was also 

a tax on land that was lying idle and not being used for farming or 
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building or mining. The form-filling caused by this tax was an extra 

irritant to landlords. v 
The budget itself was sweeping and even provocative, though there 

is no evidence that it was intended to sting the Lords into rejection. Lloyd 

George’s budget speech was long and uncharacteristically dull, and in the 

months of parliamentary debate that followed, running from the end of 

April until early November with only a week or two of recess, he was 

polite and business-like. In the Commons his job was to get the budget 

through; in public speeches he had to rouse the Liberals by showing that 

their cause was righteous and would prevail. He did both jobs well, and if 

his speeches annoyed the House of Lords, that was an additional tactical 

advantage. His speech at Limehouse on 30 July was regarded as very 

fierce, though in fact it was all in the normal language of party speeches 

from the platform. Most of it was concerned with the sharp increases in 

land prices; the section that was considered most inflammatory dealt with 

the terms on which the Duke of Westminster renewed the lease granted 

to Gorringe’s Stores, which was built on his land. Lloyd George said of 

the terms, which included a £50,000 fine on renewal and gave the Duke 

a veto on any building put up on the land leased, ‘it is not business, it is 

blackmail’. This was not polite, and Lloyd George did not really under¬ 

stand the leasehold system, but the Lords responded far too violently for 

their own good. If they were going to attack the budget they were com¬ 

mitted to public activity and would have been prudent to keep cool. But 

they were not accustomed to being attacked, much less to be laughed at. 

So the Duke of Beaufort said he wanted to see Lloyd George and 

Churchill in the middle of twenty couple of foxhounds and the Duke of 

Buccleuch announced he was going to save a guinea by giving up his 

subscription to the local football club. The Dukes seemed eager to prove 

Lloyd George was right in calling them ‘a class that declined to do the 

duty that it was called on to perform’. 

The budget passed the Commons at the beginning of November. The 

Lords could not amend the budget but in theory they could reject it. 

Experts of the constitution could not agree whether theory could legiti¬ 

mately be translated into practice,1 but the Lords had tasted blood; 

ignoring the fact that rejections of previous legislation had been success¬ 

ful only because they had picked out unpopular Bills, or perhaps assuming 

—entirely incorrectly—that the budget was unpopular, they prepared to 

reject it. Lord Milner told them to reject the budget and damn the con¬ 

sequences; they followed him all too enthusiastically. Lloyd George, 

1 Erskine May (cont. F. Holland), Constitutional History of England (1912), iii. 
358 on the constitutional experts. 
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Churchill, and their closest allies hoped for rejection, but did not do any¬ 

thing to provoke rejection by teasing Balfour or taunting the Lords with 

their helplessness, perhaps because they knew how little their Cabinet 

colleagues would like such a step. 

By November the official Conservative leaders, Balfour and Lord 

Lansdown, would have had great difficulty restraining their followers 

even if they had tried. The budget was thrown out in the Lords. Lloyd 

George, as if aware that the time had come for a more solemn approach, 

withdrew to devise new measures of social welfare and left the work of 

constitutional rebuke to Asquith. On 2 December the Prime Minister 

moved a resolution which declared that the Lords had no right to touch 

a Bill concerned with taxation and announced that there would be a 

general election. 

The two elections of 1910 and the House of Lords 

The resolution had of course no legal effect. It was part of the Liberal 

election programme, along with the controversial budget itself. The 

Lords had forced the government to dissolve Parliament, if only because 

no taxes had been voted, and if the government simply won a majority 

for the budget it would be conceding the Lords’ claim to force an election 

any time they chose. By the time of the first election Asquith knew he 

would have to have a second general election before he could expect the 

royal support, in the form of a promise to create peers, that might be 

necessary to make the Lords accept his solution. Asquith was a very 

far-sighted political tactician, and acted very skilfully between late 1909 

and the summer of 1911; he had probably seen just how far he would 

have to go, and could devote himself to keeping the game to the lines he 

had chosen. 
He had first to win his election in January 1910. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 3,127,887 273 46-9 

Liberal 2,880,581 275 43-2 

Labour 511,392 40 77 

Irish nationalist 124,586 82 19 

The Conservatives said the result simply meant that the budget had been 

approved. The Liberal and Labour parties said it also meant that the 

Lords should lose their power to reject legislation. The Irish said it meant 

the Lords should lose their powers and a Home Rule Bill should be 

passed. Asquith knew his Labour allies would stand by him, though the 
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decision in the Osborne case, in December 1909, that trade unions were 

not entitled to spend their |unds on political activity, made it necessary to 

amend trade union law again. 
The Irish had voted against the budget, because they disliked the taxes 

on spirits. They could not vote against it in the new Parliament, though 

they could abstain. Their hope of Parliamentary success depended on 

finding an occasion when the two large parties were equally balanced; it 

was partly because they had not been equally balanced since 1895, that 

Home Rule had dropped almost out of sight. Now it revived, and its 

prospects seemed better than before because the Liberals were about to 

destroy the Lords’ power to reject a Home Rule Bill. 

Redmond, the Irish leader, was so eager to break the Lords’ veto that 

he wanted Asquith to amend their powers before reintroducing and pass¬ 

ing the 1909 budget; Asquith was determined to pass the budget first, and 

was afraid he would have to resign if Redmond insisted on the point. 

Further inquiry showed that Redmond would be satisfied if he felt sure 

that Asquith was in earnest about attacking the Lords. Asquith had no 

doubts on the issue; some people played about with schemes to change 

the membership of the Upper House but he defined his position sharply 

in his three Resolutions of 21 March: 

The Lords were not allowed to touch a Bill if the Speaker said it was a 
Money Bill. 

A Bill passed by the Commons in three successive Sessions would pass into 
law whether the Lords consented or not. 

The length of a Parliament should be shortened from seven years to five. 

During the course of debates on these Resolutions the Irish became con¬ 

vinced that Asquith was in earnest, and after this the Liberal majority 

was safe. The 1909 budget was then put quickly through the Commons, 

and was accepted by the Lords. It remained to be seen whether the Parlia¬ 

ment Bill, enacting the three Resolutions, would go through with anything 

like the same ease. 

The Lords, who had been sure they could judge which legislation 

should be returned to the electorate, showed signs of self-doubt and 

debated possible reforms of their membership. The party leaders began 

to be afraid that things were slipping out of control and when Edward VII 

died unexpectedly on 6 May 1910 they decided to try to reach a peaceful 

compromise. For six months the whole issue was taken out of sight and 

discussed by a committee of four Liberal and four Conservative leaders. 

Home Rule was the real point of division; the Liberals seem to have 

conceded that the first time the Lords rejected it there should be a general 

election, but they wanted the Commons to be able to pass it eventually. 
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The Conservatives wanted the Lords to have the power to force legisla¬ 

tion concerning the Constitution, which would include Home Rule, to be 

submitted to a referendum. It was also suggested that a joint sitting of 

the Commons and a section of a modified House of Lords should decide 

on disputed legislation, which probably meant that a Liberal government 

would not be able to pass its Bills if its majority in the Commons was 

under fifty. 
Lloyd George, who was always happiest when he could make agree¬ 

ments and get something done, suggested a coalition government that 

could reach a compromise on Ireiand and on other issues as well. On 

Ireland the compromise was bound to move towards the Liberal policy, 

but on issues like tariffs or compulsory military training any compromise 

involved a change in the direction favoured by the Conservatives. Several 

of the party leaders in the committee and outside were interested in the 

proposals, but when Conservative back-bench opinion was consulted it 

was distinctly hostile. The parties returned to the open battlefield. 
When the Constitutional Conference broke down, Asquith asked the 

King to promise that if the government gained an adequate majority in 

the election that was clearly imminent, peers would be created. The King 

understandably disliked being asked to commit himself in advance and, 

less reasonably, thought it unfair that this pledge was to be kept secret. 

He gave his word, though it seems he might have been rash enough to 

refuse if he had known that Balfour, contemplating just such a situation, 

had said he would form a government to save the King from having to 

give an assurance in advance. By this time the Conservatives’ attitude to 

the constitution was becoming a little cavalier. Balfour’s apparent willing¬ 

ness to replace Asquith suggests either that he thought the King had the 

right to dismiss a Prime Minister who held a majority in the Commons or 

that he believed the King’s natural personal reluctance to create peers had 

some constitutional validity.1 When the Parliament Bill reached the Lords 
the Conservatives advocated great constitutional changes: they again 

asked for legislation of fundamental importance to be subject to a 

referendum. 
The Conservative view that each individual item of legislation should 

be acceptable to the public meant that a government elected to carry out 

a popular programme which depended on some unpopular measures 

might find the whole programme destroyed. In the circumstances of 1910 

it meant that the government might be re-elected with every intention of 

1 F. W. Maitland, Constitutional History of England (Cambridge, 1908), 397: 
‘The king is bound to act on the advice of his ministers; he must choose his ministers, 
or rather his first minister, in accordance with the will of the House of Commons. 
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carrying Home Rule for Ireland and then find that it could not pass the 

measure in a referendum, v 
When the second 1910 election was held, in December, the Conserva¬ 

tives pressed for the referendum and warned the voters that if the Liberals 

won they would bring in Home Rule as well as passing the Parliament 

Bill. Balfour was generally considered to have scored a great point for his 

party when he said that Tariff Reform would also be submitted to a 

referendum, which was expected to bring the Unionist Free Traders back 

to the party. If it did, it left very little trace on the results; the number of 

contests dropped, the number of votes cast dropped even further, a fairly 

large number of seats changed hands, but at the end of it all the parties 

were exactly where they had been at the beginning of the campaign, with 

the one difference that nobody could contemplate a third general election 

and so the issue had to be settled in a way that would satisfy Asquith and 

his parliamentary majority. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 2,424,566 272 463 

Liberal 2,293,868 272 43-8 

Labour 376,581 42 7-2 
Irish nationalist 131,721 84 25 

The Conservatives did not admit defeat. As the Parliament Bill passed 

through the Commons the Lords prepared schemes for altering the com¬ 

position of their House. Asquith made it clear that the limitations on the 

Lords’ right of rejection would apply to any Upper House, no matter 

what its membership. Despite this sign of firmness, a strange idea spread 

among the Conservative peers that the government was only bluffing. The 

more unrealistic of them decided to throw out the Parliament Bill and see 

if Asquith would then dare to create peers to override their decision. As it 

became clearer and clearer that he would, the resistance grew increasingly 

frantic. When he announced at the end of July that he had in November 

obtained the King’s promise to create peers, he was shouted down in the 

Commons by the Conservatives. This did nothing to take the knife from 

the Lords’ throat; the Liberal ministers were not men to be hurried into a 

false step. On 9 and 10 August the Lords debated the Bill. The Ditchers 

(i.e. the peers who were ready to die in the last ditch by rejecting the 

Bill and bringing about an immense creation of new peers) outnumbered 

the tiny Liberal group in the Lords; by this time the only way to avoid 

a creation of peers was to find enough Conservatives to vote for the 

Bill, and against their own inclinations. The reality of the choice was 
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made clear; Lord Morley read a message that the King would assent ‘to a 

creation of peers sufficient in number to guard against any possible 

combination of the different Parties in Opposition by which the Parliament 

Bill might again be exposed a second time to defeat’,1 or, in numerical 

terms, 500 Liberal peers would be created to pass the Bill, a Home Rule 

Bill, and any other proposals that the government might put forward. 

Enough Conservative moderates were found for the Parliament Bill to 
pass, 131 to 114. 

Social and class structure 

The list of proposed peers found among Asquith’s papers, containing 

names like Bertrand Russell, Thomas Hardy, and Ian Hamilton, suggests 

that a large addition would have added to the personal distinction of 

the House of Lords.2 But it would not have altered the fact that a heavy 

blow was dealt to the old British upper class. The struggle over the Lords, 

and perhaps the death of Edward VII the previous year, mark a distinct 

step in the crumbling of its position. The First World War did not change 

the way things were moving, though it may have accelerated the process. 

Lansdowne picked out the central feature of the upper class when he 

said that he hoped the members of a revised House selected from among 

the existing peers would be ‘familiar with country life, familiar with 

landed property’.3 The upper class consisted of men whose ownership of 

land and influence over their tenants gave them some political power, 

if only at the local level. The ownership of land was ceasing to give 

this sort of power, and it was becoming impossible for people to reach 

positions of political importance without earning them by a record of 

achievement. 
Lloyd George said in 1911 that paying income-tax was the dividing- 

line between gentility and subsistence; 1,150,000 paid income-tax, and 

most of them belonged to the middle class. Above them was the richest 

1 per cent of the population, which owned about 66 per cent of all 

property. When Marx studied the English social structure in the 1860s the 

country could be divided into property-owners, who had land or business 

interests, and the rest. The professional class was small and the salaried 

professional class almost non-existent. By 1910 the salaried professional 

class had become an important part of the middle class, and because it 

managed a good deal of industrial and financial property the ownership 

1 R. Jenkins, Mr. Balfour's Poodle (1954), 179. 
2 J. A. Spender and C. Asquith, Life of Asquith (1932), 329-31, give a list of 

249 potential peers Asquith had picked out. 
3 R. Jenkins, op. cit. 126. 
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of property did not have the same decisive effect as it had fifty years 

earlier. v 
Most of the middle class was dominated by the desire for respectability, 

and the ideal of a sober, thrifty, church-going family life was accepted by 

a large part of the population. It was of the essence of respectability that 

everybody had someone a very little below him, on whom he could look 

down, and so respectable society-was intersected by twenty or thirty 

million graduations which between them contrived that a member of 

respectable society (like God) never saw his equal. Though the ideal first 

took root in the middle class, it spread upwards and downwards. Mem¬ 

bers of the upper class who wanted effective political power had to behave, 

at least in public, in a middle-class way. 
Naturally there were members of the upper class who behaved in a 

more traditional manner; as Edward VII was one of them, the jolly and 

slightly vulgar way of life of the members of the upper class who did not 

think it was their business to go round setting a good example became 

known as Edwardian. Upper-class life, strict or relaxed, of the Edwardian 

period has since then become the subject of laments for the splendour 

that has been lost. The general level of prosperity increased greatly in 

the next sixty years, but the richest salaried people and professional men 

in the 1970s are less well off than people in equivalent positions before 

1914. It is not clear whether property-owners have lost ground to the same 

extent, because the desire to reduce their tax burdens has led rich men 

to hold their property in increasingly complicated ways during the 

century.1 Rich men clearly continue to exist, but they are less noticeable 

than at the beginning of the century, partly because they no longer feel 

confident that their wealth commands respect, and partly because it is 

harder to spend money in a way that produces so much outward show. 

The number of servants has conspicuously declined in the last fifty years 

and, less conspicuously, the increase in real wages has led to a sharp 

increase in the price of things made by individual labour unassisted by 
machinery. 

The shooting-parties of Edwardian days, in which enormous flights of 

carefully reared birds were driven by armies of beaters over a line of men 

armed with splendidly designed hand-made guns, were practicable only 

when servants and craftsmen got low wages; as wages went up, strictly 

1 Guy Routh, Occupation and Pay in Great Britain 1906-60 (1965), 55, shows 
that the real post-tax income of employees rose on the average by 80 per cent 
between 1906 and 1960, but the income of the top millile fell by 22 per cent 
Pp- 62-5 show that the highest paid professional people lost even more ground. 
R. M. Titmuss, Income Distribution and Social Change (1962) shows how hard it 
is to draw firm conclusions from statistics on the ownership of property. 
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upper-class entertainment became harder and harder to afford. About 

800,000 families, which would include almost all of the middle and upper 

classes, employed servants in 1911; 60 per cent of them had only one, 

20 per cent had two, and the remaining 20 per cent had more than two.1 

The style of life based on battalions of servants has disappeared, perhaps 

mainly because of the increase in wages, but also partly because a good 

deal of the work they used to do, such as carrying hot water to bedrooms 

and lighting fires, is now performed more efficiently and for a much 

larger proportion of the population by hot water systems and central 
heating. 

The middle-class ideal of respectability spread downwards into the 

working class. The dividing-lines of occupation and of income did not 

correspond precisely; people who worked with their hands were probably 

considered members of the working class and people below the income- 

tax line were probably not well enough off to be established members of 

the middle class, but there were undoubtedly exceptions to be found on 

both sides of any line chosen. Just as the dividing-line between the middle 
class and the working class was real but hard to draw, there was a 

dividing-line within the working class, between the poor and the relatively 

comfortable, that was equally real but hard to draw. The relatively com¬ 

fortable would in most cases have a vote (if male), would often be union 

members or skilled craftsmen working on their own account, and could 

aspire to some aspects of respectability if they chose to. About 30 per 

cent of the population were poor; they were below the poverty line 

indicated in Charles Booth’s survey of London and Seebohm Rowntree’s 

survey of York; they rarely had the vote, they had difficulty becoming 

unionized, and only with a great effort could they live respectably. The 

municipal and central governments were just beginning to consider doing 

something about the housing conditions of the poor, though the problem 

turned out to be very intractable. One reason was that wages made up a 

large part of. the total cost of housing and so, unlike almost everything 

else except upper-class luxury goods, the cost of housing went up about 

as fast as real wages for most of the century. 

The ideas of the Edwardians 

This emphasis on the gradations of society and on respectability may 

seem peculiarly Victorian. Perhaps it was more marked during the 

Queen’s reign than in the dozen years before 1914, and certainly the 

literary climate of the years before the war was more relaxed than in 

the nineteenth century. This relaxation must not be overstated, even 

1 D. Lloyd George, 16 Nov. 1911, Commons Debates, xxxi. 541. 
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though the pattern of life indicated by writers in the 1900s spread and 

became accepted as the hormal way of life for the middle class: the 

Lord Chamberlain intervened to forbid performance of plays such as 

Bernard Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession. The social material of novels 

remained unchanged; authors wrote about tension between society and 

the individual, with problems of love and sex taken as the issues that 

most often brought them into conflict. To a considerable extent readers 

were shocked by bold new literary departures, whether novels or plays or 

poetry, simply because they were concerned about the solidarity of 

society; in the course of the century readers grew less worried about the 

possibility that society might collapse as the result of some novel or play. 

The writers and thinkers who dominated intellectual circles in the 1900s 

wanted to be reasonable, wanted to be modern, and felt a fairly strong 

tendency to puritanism, which expressed itself in disapproval of the upper 

classes. Bernard Shaw illustrated this very well. A good deal of his best 

work had been done before 1906, and even in the years before 1914 there 

was a slight falling-off in the flow of his writing. In the 1890s and the 

early years of the new century he wrote about a play a year, including 

some of his best work, such as Candida, The Doctor’s Dilemma, and Man 

and Superman. By 1912 he had written another half-dozen substantial 

plays and had progressed from being a playwright of considerable 

prestige to being a commercial success. Years previously he had said 

that managers who cared about being up to date made a point of putting 

on plays by newcomers who became fashionable fifteen years later; 

Shaw’s allotted fifteen years had elapsed and he had arrived. There were 

still a few important plays, such as Heartbreak House and St. Joan, to 

come but the bulk of his work was done by the time Edward VII died. 

Shaw and the other writers of the pre-First War years shaped an 

audience for themselves, and in some ways they came into their own 

after the war. Of course, they could not change society by themselves; 

they flourished at a time when the old dominance of the upper class was 

crumbling under blows like the Parliament Act and the much heavier 

impact of the First World War. The post-war world was not completely 

satisfactory to pre-war writers like Wells and Shaw and Forster but it 

was a world that had moved in the direction that they had pointed in the 
years before the war. 

The literary climate of the Edwardian years did not have much in 

common with the Modem movement. Sometime around 1908, when 

Ezra Pound arrived in England, or 1911, when the Diaghilev Ballet first 

came to London, a new spirit appeared that was quite different from the 

measured rational approach of the liberal reforming writers. When Roger 
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Fry organized an exhibition of Post-Impressionist painting in 1910, it was 

very clear that there was an even wider gulf in popular understanding: 

people who had learned to accept the liberal reformist writers rushed 

forward in denunciation, like Sargent the fashionable portrait painter, 

who said: ‘I am absolutely sceptical as to their having any claim whatso¬ 

ever to being works of art.’1 Painting in England tended to follow the 

style fashionable in Paris, but at an interval of several years. English 

painting was digesting impressionism, but it was still assumed that the 

subject in the picture should be recognizable without much effort to 

accept the particular point of view of the artist and, as acceptance of the 

point of view of the artist became increasingly important for compre¬ 

hension, the opportunities for misunderstanding and incomprehension 

grew larger and larger. The success of the Diaghilev Ballet at first owed 

something to the support of aristocratic society, which felt that it was an 

upper-class form of entertainment. This opened the gates a little to the 

modern artists who designed the stage settings, and to modern com¬ 

posers like Stravinsky. English music of the period was by general Euro¬ 

pean standards not very distinguished and Elgar, the leading composer, 

was at least on the surface rather too inclined to accept some of the 

complacencies of Edwardianism. 
The writers of the 1900s had a good deal in common with the philo¬ 

sophers of the time. English philosophy had become an amalgam of 

Hegel and nineteenth-century Liberal thought, in which Hegel’s admira¬ 

tion for the state and for the gradual combination of disparate parts into 

a whole was found in surprising but apparently harmonious combination 

with the Utilitarian concern for the maximization of the happiness of 

the free individual. Karl Marx represented one version of this combina¬ 

tion, but much the most fashionable version was that of T. H. Green 

who, as a tutor at Balliol and a writer on political philosophy, had 

been a strong influence on several members of the Cabinet. Bosanquet 

and F. H. Bradley continued the tradition of Hegelian thought at the 

universities; in the Cabinet, Haldane was something of a Hegelian scholar. 

Two distinct but related lines of attack on modified Hegelianism were 

appearing at Cambridge in the last years of the nineteenth century. The 

mathematical philosophers Russell and Whitehead set out to show that a 

basis for mathematics could be found in logical propositions. Their 

Principia Mathematica (1910) reduced and harmonized the assumptions 

to be made; its approach was so elegant and attractive that the same 

principles were applied, by them and by later writers, to philosophy in 

1 The Annual-Register of World Events for 1910, pt. 2, p. 100. He made a partial 

exception for Gauguin. 
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general, with results that were disastrous to Hegelianism, at least in 

England. Their mathematkal work had cut the ground from under the 

feet of philosophers who had tried to show, by devising paradoxes, that 

mathematics was not logical and that therefore the visible world was 

illogical and not real. Whitehead later tried to reintroduce quasi-Platonic 

Ideals into the world that he and Russell had been stripping of such 

things, but the main stream of English philosophy followed the line of 

Russell’s axiom that all meaningful statements are either assertions about 

sense-data, which could in some circumstances be tested, or else are 

tautologies that extract logical conclusions from assumptions, in the 

same way as mathematical equations. Most of the successors of Russell 

and Whitehead lacked the mathematical technique of their leaders, and 

in any case the logical problems concerned with mathematics seemed to 

have been finally resolved. English philosophers turned their attention to 

problems of language and tried to resolve its problems in the same way. 

This line of approach, expressed most briskly in Ayer’s Language, Truth 

and Logic (1937), had a considerable impact in the English-speaking 

world, and very little outside it; although one of the most respected of 

the linguistic philosophers was the Austrian Wittgenstein, who settled at 

Cambridge, the interest in European philosophy which had been notice¬ 

able in the nineteenth century diminished. In a way the withdrawal from 

ambitious problems about the nature of things to smaller—though equally 

intractable—problems about the nature of statements about things was a 

return to the relatively unambitious approach of the English empirical 

philosophers, with a strong addition of the scepticism of David Hume 

thrown in. Reasoning of this sort was not likely to produce a philosophy 

of the old sort which gave people advice on how they ought to act and 

could be adopted as a ‘philosophy of life’. 

A philosophy of life could be found in the work of G. E. Moore, a 

Cambridge philosopher who wrote a few years earlier than Russell and 

Whitehead. His ethical system began from fairly austere foundations about 

men’s duty to do what was good but it developed into an assertion that 

the really important things in life are personal relationships and artistic 

experiences, and that other things are valuable only as means to these 

ends.1 Moore enjoyed a great reputation for the rigour of his logic, and 

his friends remembered long afterwards the incisiveness with which he 

asked ‘Now exactly what do you mean by that?’, a question that was later 

a great favourite among the linguistic philosophers. It may not be wholly 

1 G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge, 1903), 25. His statement on p. 188 
about ‘the most valuable things which we know or can imagine’ puts his view 
concisely though in language that is now out of date. 
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unjust to the admirers of Moore to suggest that part of the reason for 

the popularity of his philosophy of life was that it provided a blend of 

Puritanism and hedonism which was what they were looking for, and 

was what suited a larger and larger number of people in the new century. 

One of the most important ways in which Moore’s philosophy found its 

way to a wider audience was through the attitudes of the people who came 

to be known as ‘Bloomsbury’; they were not professional philosophers, 

but they were strongly affected by Moore’s teaching. Bloomsbury, as a 

gathering of writers, artists, and art critics, was less concerned with the 

rights and wrongs of society than wore Galsworthy or Arnold Bennett, or 

D. H. Lawrence; people like Fry and Duncan Grant and Clive Bell were 

not particularly worried about the general state of the world, and the 

novelist Virginia Woolf was clearly not very interested in the problems of 

society. Lytton Strachey was concerned with these problems in the rather 

special sense that he devoted a fair amount of his writing, and owed a 

great deal of his reputation, to his attack on the constrictions of Victorian 

respectability: his Eminent Victorians (1918) and even his Queen Victoria 

(1921), though not intended as an unqualified attack on the dead 

Queen, were among the weapons with which people of the 1920s 

developed their attack on the conventions of society. But two other 

distinguished members of Bloomsbury, Leonard Woolf and Maynard 

Keynes, deeply influenced by the hedonistic aspects of Moore, also 

reflected the other side of his principles and were ready to take part in 

politics to help other people. Woolf in the Labour party and Keynes in 

the Liberal party were close enough together to show why, even after 

1918, some people could think of the Labour party and the Liberal party 

as two parties of the Left, with much more in common with each other 

than either had with the Conservative party. E. M. Forster at moments 

seemed almost ready to say in books like A Passage to India (1924) that 

all political problems are a matter of proper personal relationships, but 

he could not quite bring himself to say that this approach would solve the 

problems of economics or of war. 
In Howard’s End (1911) Forster looked at the question 

Does [England] belong to those who have moulded her and made her 
feared by other lands, or to those who have added nothing to her power, but 
have somehow seen her, seen the whole island at once, lying as a jewel in a 
silver sea, sailing as a ship of souls, with all the brave world s fleet accompany¬ 
ing her towards eternity?1 

The book, as might be expected from this passage, comes down on the 

side of the seers. 

1 E. M. Forster, Howard’s End (1911), 172. 
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In his attractive account of-the beginnings of Bloomsbury, Leonard 

Woolf explained how he came back in 1911 from seven years in Ceylon 

and found that in the circle of his friends, who were advanced and liberal 

in thought, some of the stiffness and formality of life had eased while he 

was overseas. He also wrote that anyone who doubted his account of 

the stiffness of life had no idea what Victorianism was all about. 

Clearly that revolt which Shaw and his generation began and my genera¬ 
tion helped to extend was so effective that our successors are not even aware 
how and why, while we were born in chains, they are comparatively free.1 

Some of these chains were undoubtedly the special manacles of the 

middle class, forged by a concern about respectability. In what sounds like 

an autobiographical passage of Eyeless in Gaza Aldous Huxley records 

the thoughts of a young intellectual at Oxford in 1912 watching the 

freedom from inhibition of the upper-class undergraduates. 

By the mere force of social and economic circumstances these ignorant 
barbarians found themselves quite naturally behaving as he did not dare 
to behave even after reading all Nietzsche had said about the Superman, or 
Casanova about women.2 

Oxford and Bloomsbury had little immediate impact on ordinary 

members of the middle class. One great liberating influence for many of 

them was H. G. Wells. In the first few years of the century he was turning 

from the science-fiction in which he had first earned his reputation and 

was becoming a novelist of the conventional type. At this time science 

was entering a period of development which made it harder for the 

amateur to understand it; Lord Salisbury could take an active amateur 

interest in science when he first became Prime Minister in 1885 but this 

would have been much harder by the end of his tenure of office. The 

Michelson-Morley experiments on the speed of light had shown that the 

universe was not built in quite the way common sense had suggested and 

had led (just before Campbell-Bannerman became Prime Minister) to 

Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity. Radioactive elements had been 

purified and Rutherford was beginning his study of the particles they 

threw off and the possible disintegration of matter. Two other Cambridge 

scientists, Soddy and J. J. Thomson, were demonstrating that while all 

the atoms in an element were chemically identical they might have 

different atomic weights and different radioactive properties. Develop¬ 

ments like this were making physics into the dominant science of the new 

century, but they were also making it much less intelligible to anyone with 

1 L. Woolf, Beginning Again (1964), 34. 
2 A. Huxley, Eyeless in Gaza (Paris, 1938), 91. 
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no specialist training in the subject. Wells had received a scientific educa¬ 

tion and had a good journalistic understanding of what was going on—he 

referred to an ‘atomic bomb’ in 1913—and might have become a very 

good guide to these developments if he had not turned to writing novels 

of the traditional type. 
In the years before 1914 it was probably on the subject of women and 

women’s rights that he wrote most and had most influence. One of his 

first non-science-fiction novels. The Wheels of Chance (1896), was based 

on the enthusiasm for bicycling in the last years of the nineteenth century 

and the emancipating effect it had on young men and women. The New 

Machiavelli (1911), if it is mentioned at all today, is remembered because 

it satirizes the work-habits, the meagre hospitality, and the relentless 

string-pulling of those determined social reformers Sidney and Beatrice 

Webb. But when it was written Wells was disagreeing with the Webbs on 

a serious issue of social policy: they thought the next step in social reform 

should be to destroy the old Poor Law of 1834, as they had indicated in 

the Minority Report on the Poor Law, and he thought the next step 

should be to pay all mothers a living wage to enable them to bring up 

their children in decent conditions. Wells’s proposal would have struck a 

blow at all the many aspects of poverty related to large families and it 

would also have meant that, as a mother could bring up her family with¬ 

out being financially dependent on the father, the institution of marriage 

would be considerably altered. Ann Veronica (1909) was more ‘daring’, 

(and somewhat autobiographical) because the heroine went to live with a 

married man but, like The New Machiavelli, argued that women were 

unable to make free choices in work or marriage and need to be liberated 

from the forces of convention which restrict them. The social planners 

took note of this as one of the factors to be considered when extending 

welfare services; the women themselves responded by going into revolt. 

Wells was not as good a writer as Shaw; he lacked the clarity of 

argument which, while not essential for writing novels, is a great help for 

writing novels with a social purpose, and he had none of Shaw’s wit or 

readiness to explore the impossible side of a paradox. But he was always 

up to date with the problems that everybody was interested in, and he had 

a considerable stock of material to work on: his own early life in the 

lower middle class, working behind a shop-counter, was useful, in Kipps 

(1907), when shopworkers’ hours were being discussed in Parliament. He 

took it for granted that his readers did not have religious beliefs and had 

problems as a result. He did not offer solutions to the problem of loss of 

belief; he simply accepted that the difficulty did exist, which showed that 

he understood his audience better than either the writers who thought the 
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problem of belief could be solved by a determined effort to believe or the 

writers who took loss of faith for granted. 
Loss of religious faith was not the dominant intellectual problem that 

it had been a little earlier. On the whole the philosophies of Mill or of 

Moore, sometimes diluted with an attitude of respect to the Deity, satis¬ 

fied the highly educated, and during the course of the twentieth century 

a blend of puritanism and hedonism spread more and more widely, some¬ 

times in a theistical form but more usually in an unaggressively non- 

theistic form. In the middle of the nineteenth century it had been estimated 

that half the adult population went to church. By the end of the century 

the figure was probably rather lower. One reason for the change was that 

the Protestant churches were never successful at getting in touch with the 

urban poor; the Roman Catholic church did hold its own among the 

poor, helped by the fact that almost all Catholics were Irish immigrants 

who were subject to the pressures of anti-Irish feeling. But once poor 

people from elsewhere in the United Kingdom had reached a big city, they 

were very likely to lose touch with any Christian church. The Salvation 

Army had been started in the 1880s to deal with just this problem, 

and it had had some success. The attitude of derision, and sometimes of 

active hostility, that other Christian organizations took to its efforts shows 

the way that church-going and respectability were linked, and suggests 

that the unrespectable were not welcome inside the church. 

Respectable people went to church about as regularly under Edward 

as in the later years of Victoria; some people thought there was a slight 

falling-off, but everybody agrees that it was nothing to the drop in church 

attendance of the two decades after the First World War. But enthusiasm 

about religion was distinctly less in the years before the war than it had 

been a decade or two earlier; Anglo-Catholicism provided opportunities 

for a few would-be martyrs and a few would-be heresy-hunters, and some 

clergymen took part in the growing concentration of attention on social 

reform, but religion was no longer a central issue. From the 1840s to the 

1880s the conflict between the assertions of religion and the theories of 

science had occupied the attention of many of the cleverest men in the 

country—Gladstone took this to an extreme when he published an article 

on the theological problems of the Gadarene swine just before forming 

his Home Rule government in 1886, but there were many other laymen 

who felt deeply concerned about these religious arguments. In the next 

great struggle in the church, over Modernism and the extent to which the 

church ought to adapt to a changing world, laymen showed much less 

interest. The churches were to follow the view of the majority during the 

First World War with a lack of restraint or reservation that probably did 
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them no good in the long run, but the slight decline in their position 

meant that following the majority became more attractive; the English 

churches had not stood up against men in authority for many years and 

1914 did not seem to be the time to begin. And it was among men of 

authority that the churches were losing ground; apart from the drift among 

the highly educated, there was a shift of opinion among politicians, even 

though their followers had not yet noticed the change. The Nonconformists 

followed Lloyd George in the years before the war, just as they had 

followed Gladstone a generation earlier; but Lloyd George’s attitude to 

life and to politics was.not permeated by religious feeling in the way 

that Gladstone’s had been. Victorianism appeared to stand relatively 

unshaken; in fact its foundations were crumbling. 



2. Heedless oj their fate 1911—1914 

Social reform and other legislation 

When Lloyd George emerged from the inconspicuous position he had 
adopted during the struggle over the Parliament Bill, it was to present his 
National Insurance Bill in which he offered, as he put it, ninepence for 
fourpence (i.e. 3-75p of weekly benefits for l-66p of insurance payments). 
Part I of the Bill, the section which caused all the fuss, covered most 
people who worked for a living against ill health: people whose earnings 
fell below the income-tax limit paid l-66p a week, their employers paid 
l-25p, and the State 0-83p, which made up the 3-75p; people earning less 
than 12|p a day were excused from payment. An insured worker received 
50p a week in sick pay (falling to 25p in cases of prolonged sickness) and 
was entitled to call on the services of the doctors who had enrolled on the 
insurance panels. Arguments went on for some months over the question 
of the ‘approved societies’ and for even longer on the claims of the 
doctors. Any organization, trade union, insurance company, or Friendly 
Society which had been insuring people previously could be an ‘approved 
society’ and continue to act as an insuring agent. This increased the num¬ 
ber of trade unionists, increased the profits of the insurance companies, 
and saved a number of Friendly Societies, which had been too optimistic 
in their rates of benefit, from bankruptcy. 

The doctors were less easy to conciliate. Some of their claims were 
simple requests for more money: Lloyd George, always ready to oblige, 
increased the capitation fee paid to a doctor for each patient on his list. 
Other claims, such as the demand that coverage should be given only to 
people with under £2 a week, thus excluding the more prosperous mem¬ 
bers of the working class, came closer to destroying the principle of the 
Act. The British Medical Association, an organization that has always 
been bellicose in defending the interests of its members, threatened not 
to take part in the scheme, but found by 1912 that too few of its members 
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would support it for resistance to be practicable. The scheme was never¬ 

theless not immediately popular; employers and employees disliked the 

cost of the insurance stamps, which was the only direct tax paid by the 

employees, and probably a lot of contributors felt that the whole thing 

was a nuisance. The opponents of the scheme made themselves a little 

ridiculous by holding a mass-meeting of servants and their mistresses 

who all said that they would never lick the stamps needed for insurance, 

but the Liberals’ losses in a number of by-elections about this time were 

attributed to the unpopularity of the Insurance Act. On the other hand, 

when Law, the new Conservative leader, suggested that he would repeal 

the Insurance Act, this was taken to be a blunder. Not many people were 

very enthusiastic for the Act, and a number of people were determinedly 

opposed to it, but a solid majority accepted the Act and wanted to 

keep it. 
Part II of the Act, which aroused much less controversy, provided 

insurance against unemployment for workmen in the building and 

engineering trades, in which the demand for labour fluctuated particu¬ 

larly sharply. Part II, enlarged in 1920, became grimly relevant in 

the inter-war years, but until then attracted little attention. It had 

been pushed forward by Churchill as a natural part of the labour 

exchange scheme; a man went to the exchange seeking work, but if he 

could not obtain it he had proved his good intentions and should receive 

benefit. 
The entire Act was a considerable departure in British social legisla¬ 

tion, though so much of Part I was borrowed from German experience 

that it had no great claims to originality. Lloyd George showed his gift 

for getting things done in the establishment of the scheme. Most Chan¬ 

cellors of the Exchequer found their time absorbed by departmental 

routine, including the struggle to keep down the defence estimates; Lloyd 

George did not neglect this traditional duty of his office, and at the same 

time was able to set up an administrative system that might have been a 

full-time job for a normal departmental minister. 
About the only thing that united the two parts of the Act, which were 

going to be run by two different ministries, was the principle of insurance, 

based on a flat-rate per capita charge and yielding a flat rate of benefit. 

The more consciously socialist members of the parliamentary Labour 

party objected to the flat-rate charge and said the whole cost should be 

paid from general taxation, as in the case of Old Age Pensions. Labour 

party members who were more conscious of being trade unionists were 

ready to accept the charges, on the grounds that they strengthened work¬ 

men’s claims to receive benefit as a matter of right. 



36 Heedless of Their Fate (1911-1914) 

Lloyd George’s 1911 budget-gave M.P.s a salary of £400 a year. This 

led to complaints that it opened the doors to professional politicians and 

adventurers, which was a way of saying that poor men might go into 

politics for the sake of the salary. A member of the working classes, who 

would probably have been making at best £150 a year, could go into the 

Commons and, despite increased living expenses, would emerge no worse 

off. A salaried member of the middle class, on the other hand, suffered a 

considerable drop in his standard of living, and in any case would probably 

find that he had to pay a great deal to keep up his constituency organiza¬ 

tion. The result of the change was that unionized members of the working 

class could join the landowners, large-scale industrialists, rentiers, lawyers, 

and financiers who made up almost the whole of the Commons; and 

dominance of the middle and lower-middle class in the electorate was 

not reflected in the House. 
Payment of Members was almost the last Liberal measure of any 

importance that actually passed into law, but as will be seen there was 

no slacking of legislative enthusiasm; the difficulty was that the Lords 

were determined to exercise the power of delay allowed by the Parlia¬ 

ment Act at the expense of the three large-scale pieces of legislation 

which the government brought forward in the hope of eventual success. 

The Home Rule Bill was the most important but the Lords also rejected 

the Welsh Disestablishment Bill and the Plural Voters Bill. The Bills 

were put forward again in 1913 and 1914; but none of them had passed 

into law under the Parliament Act when war broke out. 

Conservative opposition to the Liberal programme became more 

dogged and tenacious, though perhaps less skilful, after Balfour retired 

on grounds of ill health in November 1911. It was obvious that Balfour’s 

ill health had been aggravated, or possibly caused, by his followers’ 

annoyance that they had done so badly during the eight years of his 

leadership. Two men had obvious claims to lead the Conservatives in 

the Commons: Austen Chamberlain, who had the support of the Liberal 

Unionists, most of the Tariff Reformers, and most of the urban Con¬ 

servatives including the growing business interest; and Walter Long, who 

was supported by the landed interest and the people who wanted a Con¬ 

servative of the traditional sort. Their forces were evenly balanced and 

in a curious mood of self-denial both of them withdrew in favour of 

Bonar Law, a Glasgow business man who originally came from Canada. 

Law’s initial support came from a small section of the more extreme 

Tariff Reformers, but he represented the mood of the whole party very 

well; he was a bitter and determined debater who believed, correctly, that 

he was not Asquith’s equal in parliamentary warfare. Ulster and Tariff 
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Reform were the two political issues that interested him, though the latter 

broke in his hand. He argued that the offer to submit Tariff Reform to a 

referendum no longer applied, apparently without realizing that the 

offer of a referendum was what held the party together in Scotland and 

the North of England. Under pressure from the north Law was forced to 

say that a Conservative government would not impose taxes on imports 

of food until after a general election on the issue. Foodstuffs made up so 

large a part of the exports of the Dominions that this pledge destroyed 

most of the proposals for Imperial Preference. For the next ten years the 

Conservatives’ policy on tariffs could never really be pinned down, 

though they continued to recommend Protection as a solution to 

problems. 
The Opposition tried to reunite itself by opposing every measure put 

forward. For thirty years Wales had been as strongly committed to the 

Liberal party as Ireland was to the Home Rule party. The great symbolic 

issue for Welsh Liberals was Disestablishment of the Church of England 

in Wales: while they could accept the Church of England as one Pro¬ 

testant church among many, they disliked its privileged position, and its 

connection with the English landowning class. The government proposed 

that, as had happened when the Church of England in Ireland was dis¬ 

established, part of the Anglican endowment would be taken over for 

education and other national purposes in Wales, and understandably 

there was heated argument about the scale of disendowment. The Con¬ 

servatives took an unconciliatory attitude to the Welsh, as can be seen 

from Law’s statement in one debate 

If it be true that [the Church of England] can make no appeal to the Welsh 

temperament, I think that it is a condemnation not of the Church but of the 

Welsh temperament.1 

The Plural Voting Bill was resisted in much the same spirit. The Bill 

was designed to establish ‘one elector, one vote’ which would undoubtedly 

have helped the Liberals because men with several votes from widely 

distributed property, sometimes reinforced with an extra vote for a 

university seat, were usually Conservative. The Opposition claimed that 

this should be accompanied by a redistribution of constituencies, but 

redistribution would have been hard to carry out at the point the Irish 
question had then reached. Ireland was conspicuously over-represented 

because the number of seats had been fixed by the Act of Union before 

the population was reduced by the Famine and subsequent emigration of 

the 1840s. Irish representation would be reduced by the Home Rule Bill 

1 21 Apr. 1914, Commons Debates, lxi. 868. 
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that was about to be introduced, and until the fate of the Bill was known 

it was hard to work out redistribution for the United Kingdom. 

Historians have argued about the condition of the country in the two or 

three years before the outbreak of war in 1914. Some people see the years 

just before the war as a period of golden tranquillity. Other writers dismiss 

this picture as the fantasy of classes whose financial and social position 

suffered during the war. The sober apd responsible Halevy speaks of bore¬ 

dom and anarchy; the less scrupulous Dangerfield foresees revolution in 

every direction. The decade before 1914 was certainly not as calm and 

peaceful as reminiscences about the Oxford of Raymond Asquith and the 

Cambridge of Rupert Brooke suggest. The established upper-middle class 

led a very pleasant and untroubled existence in these years, and it was un¬ 

typical of what was going on in the country at large. Apart from the large 

problem of Ireland, people were worried by the activities of the trade 

unions and by the agitation carried on by women who wanted to vote. 

Trade unions were undoubtedly more active just before the war than they 

had been for at least two decades, but this militancy had mainly economic 

causes, and was not a sign that anarchy and revolution were at hand. 

Threats to stability: unions and suffragettes 

From the early 1870s to the middle of the 1890s, trade in England had 

been dull: interest rates were falling but this did not attract much new 

investment, unemployment rates were higher than had been normal in the 

nineteenth century, prices fell, and so did money wages, but because they 

fell more slowly the level of real wages rose. It may be misleading to call 

this a period of depression, but it was not a period in which great for¬ 

tunes were made or in which people were conscious of new opportunities 

opening up. New development was hindered by the way that English 

industrialists turned their backs on the new areas of enterprise and stuck 

to well-tried old favourites, such as railways and textiles, at a time when 

Germans and Americans were taking more interest in steel, chemicals, and 
the uses of electricity.1 

The twenty years before 1914 present rather a different picture. The 

level of foreign investment, which had in fact been dropping for some years 

before Hobson published his denunciation of it in Imperialism in 1902, 

rose steadily for the next twelve years; from 1906 to 1913 it was 

always higher than investment in England and by 1913 it had reached 

9 per cent of the national income. Most of this foreign investment involved 

a certain amount of export credit and so helped British trade. There was 

a smaller, but perceptible, increase in government spending on armaments, 

1 See note on statistical evidence at the end of this chapter. 
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which helped the coal and steel trades and, in particular, shipbuilding. 

Trade was also stimulated by the increase in the world gold supply as 

more and more was discovered in South Africa. The economy became 

more active, unemployment diminished and prices went up. Wages went 

up more slowly; real wages did not rise above the 1900 level and some¬ 

times dropped below it.1 It used to be thought that the share of national 

income going to profits was increasing quite sharply during this period, 

but apparently per capita income for the whole country was stationary. 

The population was increasing, and infant mortality was declining, so 

that the national income was larger, but individuals were not in general 

better off. This is not what the people of the years before the war imagined 

was happening, and they would have found it hard to reconcile with all 

the visible signs of expansion. Even the writers who argue that economic 

growth in these years was small do add that there was a high level 

of conspicuous consumption. In these circumstances disturbed labour 

relations were only to be expected. The slight recessions of 1904, which 

helped the Tariff Reform movement win its initial successes, and of 1908, 

which temporarily weakened the position of the Liberal government, 

were only minor incidents in a period of steady full employment. 
With their position strengthened by the ready availability of jobs, the 

unions set out to restore real wages to at least the 1900 level. Dangerfield’s 

Strange Death of Liberal England, one of the most excitingly written of 

the books arguing that England stood on the verge of social catastrophe 

in 1914, relies (to an even greater extent than is apparent from the foot¬ 

notes) upon G. R. Askwith’s memoirs of the period, and it is particularly 

relevant to look at Askwith’s own approach. He performed prodigies in 

bringing together employers and employees in the negotiations of the 

period, and saw more disputes from closer quarters than anyone else at 

the time. He wrote (in a passage not quoted by Dangerfield): ‘What is to 

be said about these disputes? My own strong opinion is that they were 

economic. . . . Prices had been rising, but no sufficient increase of wages, 

and certainly no general increase, had followed the rise.’ Later he added 

that a desire for recognition of the union, a claim whose value he thought 

employees overestimated, caused some strikes and, very much in third 

place, he mentioned the existence of what he called ‘irritation’ strikes.2 

This account seems to explain most of what happened in disputes 

between 1910 and 1914; a lot of working days were lost in strikes but this 

did not mean that the fabric of society was crumbling or even that English 

industrial relations were collapsing. 

1 A. L. Bowley, Wages and Income in the United Kingdom since 1880 (1937), 94. 
2 G. R. Askwith, Industrial Problems and Disputes (1920), 175, 350, and 353. 
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One slightly unsettling influence was that ministers liked being seen 

dealing with strikes. They had done so at times in the past twenty 

years, and a Liberal government was especially likely to intervene because 

its own electoral position depended on an alliance of employers and 

employees. At first it seemed that the alliance could stand a considerable 

amount of strain and that the government worried too much about the 

effect of strikes on it. The great nine-month strike in the South Wales 

coalfields (October 1910 to June 1911) was well under way by the time 

of the second 1910 election but did not affect the position of the Liberals. 

In the summer of 1911 there was a wave of strikes, of which the one that 

affected people most immediately was a dockers’ strike first at Hull and 

Manchester and then at London. Part of the obstinacy of the two sides 

was attributed to the great heat of the summer, which also weakened the 

bargaining position of the employers by making perishable goods rot 

faster. Within a week the economy was affected by an even more dis¬ 

ruptive strike by the railway workers; Lloyd George did a lot to end this 

by appealing to the two sides to remember that the international situation 

was uneasy and that the government needed industrial peace for the sake 

of its diplomacy. During these strikes there was some fear of danger 

to law and order, and the Home Secretary had to see that there were 

enough police to keep the peace and to provide troops in support of the 

police if necessary. Troops were provided in the South Wales coal strike, 

and during the railway strike preparations were made to run the railway 

lines on a military basis if the European situation deteriorated. Soldiers 

were also used to protect trains running the limited service that the com¬ 

panies provided; near Llanelly soldiers opened fire and killed two men. 

The working-class memory of the story was that Churchill, as Home 

Secretary, was the minister responsible for two miners being killed at 

Tonypandy. The confusion with the miners’ strike of the previous winter 

was inaccurate, but the general impression was not unjust: introducing 

soldiers with loaded rifles into an industrial dispute was asking for 

trouble. It must be remembered that the Cabinet, except for John Burns, 

had no idea what a strike was like, and they were at once too easily 

frightened and too ready to assume that things could be controlled by a 

display of force. 

The situation seemed all the more alarming because some strikers 

adopted syndicalist slogans. As a political theory syndicalism, in the 

English version, meant that workers should take over and run the indus¬ 

tries in which they worked. This gave workers a principle with which to 

oppose their leaders’ insistence that trade unions should stick to negotiat¬ 

ing about wages and conditions and should strike only when the leaders 
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thought it appropriate; the leaders had learnt their business in the difficult 

days of dull trade in the eighties and nineties, and may easily have been 

too cautious for the times. Syndicalism also provided a basis for opposi¬ 

tion to the Labour alliance with the Liberal government, and if hostility 

to the government rested more on dislike for the Insurance Act than on 

admiration for the theories of G. D. H. Cole and of Orage, the editor 

of the New Age magazine, its effects were still serious. In its strictly 

theoretical form syndicalism was one of the few attempts to apply an 

anarchist version of socialism in England, though even when it seemed 

most successful the fruits of its success came in the more conventional 

form of extending the activity of the government. 

This became apparent in the coal strike of 1912. The government did 
its best to bring together coalminers and coalowners, and found it had 

chosen a remarkably difficult problem. In most strikes both sides and the 

people outside the dispute expected a fairly quick decision; the effect of a 

rail strike or a dock strike was felt too quickly to be allowed to last long. 

In the coal strikes from the 1870s to 1926 a struggle of months was 

regarded as nothing abnormal. When the government intervened in 1912, 

it did not understand how slowly things would move, and once it had 

become involved it felt it had to settle the dispute quickly. The govern¬ 

ment introduced a Minimum Wage Act, which set up Boards to grant 

minimum wages, on a district basis, to miners who were handicapped by 

the difficulty of the seam in which they were working. The miners would 

have liked daily rates set by law, 25p for a man and lOp for a boy, and they 
would have preferred national rates to district rates, but although they 

did not get their own way on these details they had induced the govern¬ 

ment to take a long step away from laissez-faire: workers in the ‘sweated 

industries’ might need state help because they could not set up unions of 

their own, but the miners had a very effective union and they used it to 

obtain more state intervention. 
Membership of the T.U.C. increased fairly sharply during the years 

before 1914, rising from 1,648,000 in 1910 to 2,232,000 by 1913. The 

increase may be attributed partly to successful strikes, because a strike 

was often itself an occasion for recruiting new members in a partially 

unionized labour force. The Insurance Act of 1911 also helped increase 

membership; trade unions were among the ‘approved societies’ with which 

people could insure, and Charles Masterman, the Financial Secretary to 

the Treasury, said in 1913 that this was the real reason for the increase 

in membership.1 He did not refer to the industrial disputes of these years, 

so his explanation was incomplete, but the Insurance Act had certainly 

1 Lucy Masterman, Charles Masterman (1939), appendix 3, especially p. 387. 
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done a great deal for union membership. Probably he ignored the disputes 

because he regarded therrK as a normal part of negotiation at a time of 

full employment; the decade from 1910 to 1920 was the only long period 

of full employment in the British economy between 1874 and 1939, and 

nobody had acquired much practice in dealing with this unusual pheno¬ 

menon. In Dublin James Larkin, a union leader more skilled in oratory 

than in negotiation, did say alarming things, but Ireland was not urban¬ 

ized enough for industrial workers to become a dominant factor in the 

economy. In England the foundations were being laid for the Triple 

Alliance of mineworkers, railway workers, and transport workers. 

Trade union activity shows little sign of an imminent breakdown of 

law and order, but the conduct of the women’s agitation for the vote does 

suggest that the more militant defenders of the Union with Ireland were 

not isolated in their disregard for the law. The number of women in jobs 

had increased sharply between 1891 and 1911, and many of the new 

working women were in responsible jobs, teaching, nursing, or office- 

work. The House of Commons in two Parliaments before 1906 had voted 

for the principle of women’s suffrage, but there had been no time for 

further discussion. The first signs that women intended to attract atten¬ 

tion to their cause by demonstrations came just before the 1906 election; 

Ann Kenney and Christabel Pankhurst were fined (and went to prison 

rather than pay) for disorderly conduct at a meeting at which Churchill 

and Sir Edward Grey were speaking. It was a curious foretaste of future 

suffragette tactics that they chose to interrupt two supporters of women’s 
suffrage. 

The 1906 House of Commons contained a large majority in favour of 

women’s suffrage, but the government still saw no need to provide time 

for a Bill and the Liberal supporters of an extension of the franchise saw 

no reason for immediate action: an extension of the franchise was usually 

followed fairly quickly by a general election, and in addition the Liberals 

were waiting for a Bill giving the vote to the remaining one-third of the 

adult male population which was not enfranchised after 1884. But from 

1906 onwards there was a steady succession of incidents in which mili¬ 

tant supporters of the right to vote broke the law and were arrested. At 

first they tried to force their way into the House of Commons, refused to 

move when asked by the police to leave and used the normal means of 

civil disobedience. The question of civil disobedience divided the women 

who were struggling for the vote; the law-abiding National Union of 

Women’s Suffrage Societies (suffragists) and the Women’s Social and 

Political Union (suffragettes), which was dominated by Christabel Pank¬ 

hurst and her mother Emmeline, could not agree about the means to their 
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common goal. The process of demonstration followed by imprisonment 

went on into 1909, when women prisoners went on hunger-strike and the 

authorities retaliated by feeding them forcibly. 

By this stage two distinct struggles were developing. The suffragists 

would have been satisfied if they could get a Bill through Parliament, 

and they realized that considerations of party tactics made this harder 

than it looked. The suffragettes were beginning to see the issue as a con¬ 

test between men and women in which women would not be treated fairly 

unless the eventual solution accepted women’s right to vote as a para¬ 

mount principle. They ceased to be interested in any compromise plan, 

or in any scheme to combine a measure of women’s enfranchisement with 

the extension of male suffrage. As this mood developed it became more 

and more a matter of asserting that women had to be taken seriously, and 

less a question of politics. Most of the legal restrictions on women’s 
activities—admission to universities, right to own property, right to enter 

the professions—had been removed in the late nineteenth century, and 

this had not altered the fact that women were not treated equally. The 

vote seemed to be the last formal issue on which there could be a struggle 

and the suffragettes wanted to use it as a battleground on which to assert 

the general principle of equality or, it sometimes seemed in the more 

passionate outpourings of the Pankhursts, the principle that in every¬ 

thing except brute strength women were men’s superiors.1 The women’s 

struggle for the vote became, in its more extreme manifestations, an un¬ 

political movement. The cause attracted supporters who were rebelling 

against the trammels of family life or against inequalities imposed on 

women that had nothing to do with the law. In all previous agitations for 

the extension of the franchise, the lead had been taken by politicians 

who were already enfranchised and thought that other people should be 

brought into the electorate. In the struggle for votes for women, the great 

bulk of the work of agitation was carried on by women, though a few 

men were useful auxiliaries: Pethick-Lawrence was perhaps the most 

helpful and George Lansbury, who resigned his seat in Parliament 

and fought unsuccessfully in the subsequent by-election as a Women’s 

Suffrage candidate was the most quixotic. 
In 1910 a Conciliation Bill was introduced; it was designed to 

enfranchise a small enough number of women to convince the opponents 

of women’s suffrage that there was nothing dangerous about it. Slightly 

over a million women who possessed in their own right property which 

would have allowed them to vote if they had been men were to be en¬ 

franchised. This formula would have given the vote to a relatively wealthy 

1 See C. Pankhurst, The Great Scourge (1913). 
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and relatively elderly section of the female population, and so it would 

have benefited the Conservative party. Churchill spoke for those Liberals 

who wanted women to have the vote, but did not like the idea that these 

particular women should have the vote. The Bill was killed by being 

sent to a committee of the whole House, but it continued to attract the 

suffragettes because it was a measure for women only. 
A less pro-Conservative version .of the Conciliation Bill got a second 

reading, but was again killed, in 1911. In the intervening election the 

government had committed itself to giving all men the right to vote and 

had declared that opportunities for women’s suffrage amendments would 

be provided. It repeated these pledges after the 1911 derailment of the 

Conciliation Bill. The suffragettes regarded this as intolerable, because it 

meant that women’s suffrage was to be tacked on to men’s suffrage. Civil 

disobedience had been going on, with occasional truces, since 1906 and 

had helped establish the question in the public eye: meetings had been 

interrupted and speakers had been attacked. The suffragettes had already 

accepted the principle of using violence to advocate their cause. However, 

from the beginning of 1912 violence became more organized and 

deliberate: Mrs. Pankhurst advised her followers to break windows, and 

they broke windows. They broke them all the more enthusiastically when 

the Speaker ruled on 27 January 1913 that it would not be possible to 

turn a Bill based on manhood suffrage into one based on adult suffrage as 

the amendments would be altogether too drastic, and the government 

dropped the Bill altogether. The constitutional supporters of women’s 

suffrage were left with nothing to do but bring forward another Bill 

moved by Dickinson, a Liberal back-bencher. The suffragettes moved on 

to arson and other violent methods; Emily Davison threw herself in front 

of the horses at the Derby and was trampled to death. 

Extreme militancy does not seem to have helped the cause of women’s 

suffrage. In the House of Commons opinion moved against giving women 

the vote. In 1911 the House had accepted the principle by giving a 

Second Reading to the Conciliation Bill; in 1913 a private member’s Bill 

was defeated. In the same year the government felt strong enough to arm 

itself against hunger strikers by passing an Act allowing it to release 

hunger strikers and then rearrest them as soon as they were well enough 

to serve their sentences. The Act, nicknamed the ‘Cat and Mouse’ Act, 

probably helped the women’s cause; the public seems to have accepted 

that civil disobedience was a reasonable method by which women could 

show that they were in earnest though ‘militancy’—the use of violence 

and the destruction of property—was not accepted in the same way. Per¬ 

haps because of militancy, or a calculation that women’s suffrage would 
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help the Conservatives, or irritation at the way the W.S.P.U. treated as its 

main enemy the Liberal and Labour parties, most of whom supported 

women’s suffrage, the political struggle seemed less hopeful in late 1913 

than for some years. The defeat of the private member’s Bill meant that 

the government no longer felt it had to provide time for another Bill, so 

the cause was blocked indefinitely unless the Prime Minister took a hand. 

And as Asquith had all along been the most eminent of the opponents of 

women’s suffrage, it seemed unlikely that he would do anything. 
He left the door slightly ajar. On 20 June 1914 he received a 

delegation of working-class women, from the East End of London, 

organized by Sylvia Pankhurst. At the meeting he seems to have been 

convinced that working-class women did want the vote; these women he 

saw were so poor that nothing short of an adult suffrage Act would en¬ 

franchise them, and he accepted the need for such an Act. The suffragettes 

responded with a new and more violent outburst of destruction; the Act 

was not going to be a measure for women only, and in any case Mrs. 

Pankhurst and her pretty daughter Christabel had moved a long way from 

the family’s original socialism to which Sylvia Pankhurst was still loyal. 

Threats to stability: Ireland 

While the suffragettes caused alarm and confusion for some years, they 

could not overthrow the government or bring about a collapse of law and 

order. Things were different in Ireland; by the time Asquith had given 

way on the suffrage question he was keenly aware that there were two 

private armies formed in Ireland, and that his government was about to 

pass into law legislation that might launch the armies at one another’s 

throats. 
The Home Rule Bill set up a parliament for the whole island of Ireland 

and gave it roughly the powers enjoyed by the parliament of Northern 

Ireland until 1972, though the financial provisions were less generous 

than the eventual settlement for Northern Ireland because they assumed 

that Ireland would someday cease receiving money from the English tax¬ 

payer. The landlords were being bought out by a government-financed 

scheme, set up by the Conservatives in 1903, so they were no longer 

worried by the prospect of Home Rule. The Protestants of Ulster did 

object, and their objections were encouraged by the English Conserva¬ 

tives. Opponents of the Bill produced a number of unsubstantial grounds 

for saying that it was not constitutional. They said that, because the 

Parliament Act declared in its preamble that the membership of the 

Lords ought to. be revised, the Lords ought to retain their veto until the 

revision took place. They said that on this subject Irish votes ought not 
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to count. There was some logic in a Conservative Home Ruler like W. S. 

Blunt saying ‘though with a majority of 126, Asquith is really in an 

English minority of fourteen’, but when other Conservatives said similar 

things it amounted to saying that Irishmen were not to be allowed a 

parliament of their own and their votes at Westminster were not to be 

counted.1 
The Parliament Act imposed such long delays that opponents of the 

Bill had time to prepare to resist it by force. Before it was even intro¬ 

duced into the House of Commons the Ulster Protestants had begun to 

hold large demonstrations, had entrusted Carson with the leadership of 

their movement and had spoken of setting up a provisional government 

if a Home Rule Bill were passed. The Bill was introduced for the first 

time in April 1912, and Ulster preparations became a little more 

organized. Orangemen drilled, which they were legally entitled to do once 

they had obtained the permission of two magistrates; Law declared that 

he ‘could imagine no length of resistance to which [Protestant Ulstermen] 

might go in which they would not be supported by the overwhelming 

majority of the British people’.2 It would be hard to go much further in 

the direction of incitement to rebellion without giving direct orders to 

break the law. 
At the end of September the Ulstermen produced their Covenant, on 

the lines of the Covenant which the Scots had signed before resisting the 

government of Charles I. Hundreds of thousands of people came for¬ 

ward to commit themselves to standing together against any government 

that tried to impose Home Rule. Some of them signed in blood; all of 

them were clearly moving in the direction of rebellion; equally steadily 

the government took the Home Rule Bill through the House of Commons 

in 1912, resisting suggestions of a special status for Ulster, and did the 

same thing in 1913. During 1913 the Cabinet certainly considered pro¬ 

posing a special status for the Protestants of Ulster, but they knew that 

their parliamentary majority, depending as it did on the Home Rulers, 

would not survive a precipitate move towards compromise. Meanwhile 

the Conservatives protested that the whole thing was a corrupt bargain, 

that Asquith had only pressed on with Home Rule because he had pro¬ 

mised to do so in order to get the Irish to vote for the budget and the 

Parliament Bill, and that Home Rule had never been before the electorate. 

Why it should be corrupt for Asquith to promise to do something which 

had been part of the Liberal programme for twenty-five years was not 

explained, and Home Rule had been before the people in the election of 

1 W. S. Blunt, My Diaries (1920), ii. 347. 
2 Robert Blake, The Unknown Prime Minister (1953), 130. 
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December 1910, for the Conservatives had referred to it frequently. The 

Lords had not dominated the contest to the exclusion of all other issues; 

Home Rule Free Traders and Protectionist Unionists had put their argu¬ 

ments forward, and the electorate outside Ireland voted against Protection 

and the Lords without showing much interest in Ireland. 

The Conservative party in Great Britain in this period behaved as 

though it was above the constitution. It was entirely reasonable for the 

Ulster Protestants to hold demonstrations to show fully their earnest 

hatred of the idea of being ruled from Dublin. It may have been defensible 

for them to make plans to set up a provisional government. It was not 

reasonable for them to say that, because the Protestant section of Ulster 

wanted to remain part of the United Kingdom and at the same time was 

opposed to partition, there should be no Home Rule for Ireland. For 

Redmond to oppose partition was to deny the rights of a minority in 

Ireland; for Carson to oppose partition was to deny the rights of a 

majority in Ireland. But if Carson’s attitude was indefensible, that of the 

English Unionists who took up a secret collection to finance a rebellion 

was worse, and that of Sir Henry Wilson who used his position at the 

War Office to undermine the government’s control of the army was even 

more disreputable. 
By the beginning of 1914 the government admitted that the Ulster 

Protestants were entitled to some sort of special treatment. They devised 

an Amending Bill which would go forward when the Home Rule Bill 

set off on its third and final trip round the parliamentary course. The 

counties of Ulster would be allowed to hold plebiscites, which would 

allow the four indisputably Protestant counties of Antrim, Armagh, 

Derry, and Down, and perhaps the two evenly divided counties of 

Fermanagh and Tyrone, to opt out of the new Ireland ruled from Dublin: 

it was taken for granted that the three Catholic counties in Ulster would 

all opt in. The Bill provided that after the four or the six counties had 

opted out, they would be handed over to Dublin at the end of six years. 

This curious arrangement meant that, if the Conservatives won either of 

the two general elections that would be held in these six years, they could 

amend the Home Rule Act and allow the counties to opt out for ever. 

Redmond accepted this; many of his followers preferred to go off and 

join the Nationalist Volunteers who were drilling and preparing like the 

Ulstermen. 
The government had abstained from any action so far; in March it 

prepared to send troops into Ulster to secure points of strategic value, but 

when it moved forward for this purpose it found itself confronted with 

what has been called, rather misleadingly, the Mutiny at the Curragh. 
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Haldane’s successor at the WaF Office, Colonel Seely, had been asked by 

Keir Hardie in 1912 if it wculd be possible for recruits to make a declara¬ 

tion in advance whether they were willing to take part in action against 

strikers or not, and Seely had said the idea was fantastic. There was a 

good reason for his answer: if a soldier simply obeys legal orders he can do 

his duty without approving the policy implied by the orders but if he has 

to choose whether to obey certain.orders, he has to commit himself to 

approving of the policy. Seely saw the disadvantage of asking soldiers 

whether they were willing to shoot strikers or not, but he failed to make 

it clear that this applied to Ireland as well. When the movement forward 

to secure the strategic points was being planned, General Paget, who was 

in command at the Curragh camp to the west of Dublin, called on Seely 

and asked that some consideration should be shown for officers from 

Ulster; Seely said that officers from Ulster could ‘disappear’ for the 

duration of the operation. When Paget met his officers and told them of 

the plans, they formed the impression that resistance to the advance into 

Ulster was expected, and that officers from Ulster were given an option 

of ‘disappearing’ and returning later, while other officers were being 

asked to resign their commissions if they did not choose to go forward 

against Ulster. Almost all the officers at the Curragh resigned; they had 

been asked to commit themselves to the policy of Home Rule and to 

agree to shoot civilians if that was necessary to carry the policy out. Seely 

tried to repair the damage by issuing a statement of policy drawn up by 

the Cabinet, but he only made matters worse when he added extra para¬ 

graphs promising that the army would not be used to impose Home Rule 

on Ulster. This was too much and Seely’s resignation was accepted. The 

episode left the Opposition confident that the government had disarmed 
itself and that it was now impossible to impose Home Rule. 

Carson’s provisional government became bolder; it allowed people to 

know that arms had been imported and that Ulster was beginning to feel 

a strong attachment to Germany. As the rest of Ireland drilled to prevent 

Ulster s secession the situation grew more tense. Redmond became afraid 

that he had been too concerned with parliamentary affairs, and forced 

the Nationalist Volunteers to accept him as their leader. Their organiza¬ 

tion was two years behind that of Ulster, and they did not have Mr. Astor, 

the Duke of Bedford, and other rich men to finance purchases of arms 

but of course there was in both these para-military organizations a good 

deal of parading to show weight of numbers and opinion rather than 

actually to fight.1 Even so, it would have been very hard to set up Home 

Rule in Ireland without dealing with the question of Ulster, because the 

1 A. M. Gollin, Proconsul in Politics (1964), 188. 
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establishment of Home Rule would have been followed by the pro¬ 

clamation of a provisional government in Belfast which would have had 

the support of Protestant Ulster. The Unionists in England who were 

ready for civil war did not command widespread support for their violent 

approach even within their own party. The Conservatives had been say¬ 

ing, ever since the introduction of the Home Rule Bill, that there ought 

to be a general election on the issue; however, when the die-hard Unionists 

suggested privately that the House of Lords should use its remaining 

powers and reject the annual Army Act in order to force an election, the 

moderates refused to hear of such a thing, partly because they did not 

think it would be very sensible to disband the army and partly because 

they thought an election on the issue of the Army Act would be a Liberal 

landslide. 
The Amending Bill to the Home Rule Bill was introduced into the 

Lords and was altered out of recognition. As a result the government 

could foresee a situation in which the Home Rule Bill would have passed 

the Commons the requisite three times and there would be no Amending 

Act to hand. George V apparently would have had doubts—which the 

Conservatives were anxiously fanning—whether he should sign the Home 

Rule Bill if it came to him unaccompanied by an Amending Bill. He was 

afraid that he would be denounced by half his subjects whether he signed 

or did not sign; he seems not to have noticed that this apparent dilemma 

could arise on any controversial legislation as soon as he departed from 

the safe course of accepting his Prime Minister’s advice as binding. But 

this line of argument made him all the more eager to bring together the 

leaders of the Liberal and Conservative parties and of Ulster and the 

Home Rule organization to work out an agreed settlement. A conference 

was held at his suggestion; it started on 21 July, but as it could not agree 

on the boundaries of Protestant Ulster, which ran somewhere through the 

counties of Fermanagh and Tyrone, it broke up on the 24th. The next 

day brought another reminder of the seriousness of the position; the 

Irish Volunteers had arranged to bring in 1,500 rifles at Howth, which 

might be thought to be only a fair exchange for the 30,000 that the 

Orangemen had brought ashore at Larne in April. But there was a 

difference; after Larne it had been established that importing arms was 

illegal, which was not clear previously. The Dublin authorities sent troops 

to intercept the rifles, but were unsuccessful; the Dublin mob threw 

stones at the soldiers as they marched back to barracks, and in Bachelor’s 

Walk the soldiers’ discipline broke down; they opened fire without 

orders and killed three people. The Nationalist Volunteers became more 

bellicose than before. 
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The calm of the government in the face of these events was alarming, 

but not incomprehensible.^ General Macready, in command in Northern 

Ireland, must have reported to Asquith along the lines indicated in his 

autobiography: 

I have often been asked what would have happened in Ulster if the [First 
World] war had not intervened. I do not know. When going about the country 
outside Belfast during the summer of. 1914 it would seem from the reports of 
the police and soldiers that the state of feeling between Catholics and 
Protestants was improving. ... In the North, Belfast was the centre of all 
trouble, and in travelling through the country one noticed the change of 
feeling directly that city was out of sight . . . the troops looked on with 
amused indifference at the warlike preparations of the Ulstermen, and I had 
no more fear that the soldiers would be the aggressors in any conflict than 
that they would not carry out their duty if called upon. . . . The policy I did 
advocate was ‘Govern or get out,’ and that is exactly what in 1914 Mr. Asquith 
would not do.1 

Asquith might reasonably have replied to the last comment that he was 

trying to get out (of Ireland) as fast as the Lords would let him. He could 

not do much while he was waiting for the Bill. Carson had probably com¬ 

mitted sedition or even treason, but a state trial would only have inflamed 

the situation and neither conviction nor acquittal would have carried 

much weight because it was almost impossible to find a politically un¬ 

biased jury. In the negotiations, the Ulstermen would not even agree 

that they would accept the result if another general election were held 

specifically on Home Rule: the government was left to conclude that any 

concessions on Ulster would only have encouraged pressure for further 

concessions on other points. The government decided to wait and see 

what the final Ulster position was, and meanwhile relied on Macready’s 

troops and the fact that the general public, if things came to civil war, 

would tend to be against the people who fired the first shots. 

Future prospects: tension in politics and art 

From the government’s point of view Ireland was only one of a cluster 

of problems that surrounded the future of the Liberal party, its allies in 

the House of Commons, and the next stage in the development of its 

policy. The Home Rulers would stick by the government, despite their 

uneasiness about the Cabinet’s evident willingness to compromise over 

Ulster, as long as a substantial measure of Home Rule went through. 

Finding something for the Liberal and Labour supporters in Great 

Britain was a little harder. One energetic social reformer, Churchill, had 

left the field; on moving to the Admiralty in October 1911 he had thrown 

1 C. F. N. Macready, Annals of an Active Life (1924), i. 196-8. 
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himself into his new work, become exigent in his demands for more money 

for bigger ships and correspondingly less enthusiastic about spending 

money on domestic welfare. Lloyd George was led by the success of his 

1909 budget, with its attack on the landed interest, to believe that there 

was a ready audience for a programme that would, by changing the 

structure of land ownership, open the way to a great many other reforms. 

The first and most fully developed part of his programme would have 

broken up the great estates and created a Ministry of Land to finance 

development by tenant-farmers, encourage smallholdings and enforce 

a minimum wage for farm labourers. It seems unlikely that this pro¬ 

gramme would have been electorally very attractive or that it could have 

had much effect on the land. The flow of population from country to 

town was very hard to stop, let alone reverse, which was what Lloyd 

George’s plan called for. Farmers may have been slightly underfinanced, 

but they were competing with North American farmers who, even when 

less well financed, could undersell them because of the scale of operations 

on the open prairies. Nothing short of tariffs or subsidies, neither of them 

acceptable to the party of Free Trade, could have enabled English 

farmers to compete with the ‘last, best West’ in Canada which was at this 

time being heavily settled for the first time. The immense British capital 

exports of the time, a large part of which went to build the Canadian 

Northern Railway, showed that English financial opinion thought 

Canadian wheat was unlikely to be displaced by Lloyd George’s 

programme. 
The urban part of the programme probably held out better prospects 

for the Liberal party. Urban landlords have never held the positions of 

honour and respect attained by the best rural landlords, and have often 

been very unpopular. The urban programme linked the ownership of land 

with the removal of slums and the improvement of housing; governments 

had been hovering on the edge of taking some responsibility for housing 

for three decades, and the Liberals would have gained a great advantage 

if Lloyd George could have convinced the electorate that they would 

really do something. 
The land programme would probably have been launched a little 

earlier if Lloyd George’s career had not suffered a sharp temporary 

check in 1913. Early in 1912 the government had given the English 

Marconi Company a contract to build wireless stations for communica¬ 

tions round the Empire. Shortly after, rumours were heard that ministers 

had been making money for themselves by buying Marconi shares at 

a time when they knew the company was going to benefit from this 

contract. The rumour was started by the anti-semitic Chestertons, who 
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thought the Postmaster-General, Herbert Samuel, had given the contract 

to Godfrey Isaacs, managing director of Marconi and brother of Rufus 

Isaacs, the Attorney-General, as part of a Jewish conspiracy. The award of 

the contract was entirely justified; however, Isaacs had suggested to his 

brother Rufus that he should take up shares in the American Marconi 

Company, and Rufus Isaacs had not only taken up the shares but had 

passed some on to Lloyd George and also to the Liberal Chief Whip. 

Perhaps this was a natural thing to happen inside a family and in any case 

the contract to English Marconi brought no benefit to American Marconi. 

But when the issue came up in Parliament in October Rufus Isaacs and 

Lloyd George showed that they knew their behaviour would be hard to 

justify; they denied buying English Marconi shares and they avoided 

mentioning American Marconi at all. A Select Committee of the House of 

Commons was set up to investigate the rumours; inevitably the purchases 

of American Marconi shares came out and equally inevitably the failure to 

mention them in October made the whole transaction look even worse 

than it was. In June 1913 the Committee presented two reports. The 

Liberal majority said the purchasers had no stain on their honour, 

though the Liberal chairman had wanted to say the purchase waS ill 

advised. The Conservative minority said the purchase was a grave indis¬ 

cretion. The reports were debated, and the House divided on the normal 

party lines. There is no sign that Lloyd George felt any lasting gratitude 

to Asquith for keeping him in the government when dismissing him 

would have been a way of reducing tension, or felt any lasting resentment 

against the Conservatives who had wanted to crush him. In 1914 he 

showed all his old ability to take on two jobs at once; apart from running 

the land campaign he produced another complicated budget which in¬ 

creased taxes, though it did not impose any new ones, and provided much 

larger grants from the central government to local authorities to cover the 

higher level of spending on social welfare. The budget turned out to be 

too time-consuming for a parliamentary timetable cluttered with Irish 

business, so the grants had to wait till the next year, but the proposal did 

show that the government had not run short of new schemes for the 
future. 

The Opposition was i happily placed; for purposes of criticism they 

could simultaneously ask for increased spending and denounce the high 

level of the existing taxes, and justify this by saying that Tariff Reform 

would provide the extra money needed. On the whole they wasted their 

opportunity by concentrating on asking for more expenditure on arma¬ 

ments, a request that probably gained few votes. The government had its 

problems, but was not directly troubled by the strength of the Opposition 
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in 1914. In the days before opinion polls people relied on by-election 

results to measure the government’s standing; the government’s share of 

the vote went down at elections between 1910 and 1914, but this is quite 

usual at by-elections. The pattern of seats lost was more significant. Apart 

from Lansbury’s seat lost on Women’s Suffrage, the government and their 

Labour allies lost fifteen seats in this period: in three of the eight seats 

lost before the end of 1912 Liberal and Labour candidates opposed one 

another but between them polled a majority of the votes cast, and this 

also happened in five of the seven seats lost in the next nineteen months. 

If this pattern of results had continued, the fate of the next election would 

have depended on the course of relations between the Liberal and Labour 

parties. MacDonald and his supporters in the Labour party were quite 

willing to continue to operate the division of seats originally arranged 

for the 1906 election, and if they had been able to make sure that three- 

cornered contests were confined to by-elections, the Liberal and Labour 

parties would have been in a fairly good position. They would have bene¬ 

fited from the Plural Voting Bill, which was due to pass into law in 1914, 

and if an Adult Suffrage Bill had been passed that would also have 

helped them. Despite Ireland, the government was well placed politically 

on the eve of war. 
One obstacle to a renewal of good relations between Liberal and 

Labour parties was the creation of the Triple Alliance, an agreement to 

co-operate reached by the railway workers, coalminers, and transport 

workers, who were mainly dockers and carters in the days before com¬ 

mercial motor transport. There were relatively few labour disputes in 

the early months of 1914, but it was generally accepted that this was only 

the lull before the storm; a combined strike by the Triple Alliance was 

thought to be very likely, and their command over transport would have 

made it into something very like a general strike. In economic terms 

probably the situation would have produced nothing worse than the 

‘strenuous time’ which Askwith anticipated for the autumn,1 but in 

political terms a general strike would have made the immediate prospect 

for the Liberal-Labour alliance rather poor. The slight slackening of trade 

noticed in 1914 would have made a strike less likely, but it would have 

damaged the government’s political prospects in other ways. 

While England in 1914 was not on the verge of plunging into disorder 

and chaos, people were uneasy and uncertain about what was happening. 

Something of this state of tension can be seen in the division to be found 

among poets at the time. While the writers who flourished during 

the reign of Edward VII had very little in common with the modem 

1 G. R. Askwith, op. cit. 356. 
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movement, writers were emerging in the years before the war who had 

relatively little in common\vith the rational prophets of progress who had 

dominated the literary scene. This development is clearer in retrospect 

than it was at the time: in the first years of the reign of George V the most 

obvious change in the literary scene was the appearance of a new group of 

poets who were published in Georgian Poetry. They may today be dis¬ 

missed as the last thin squeezings from the great flow of romantic poetry 

that had begun with Wordsworth, but at the time they were seen as some¬ 

thing altogether more lively, and at times Georgian poets like Rupert 

Brooke even upset the critics by the frankness with which they wrote 

about such things as seasickness. 
There is not much sign that the Georgians knew about any poetic 

tradition except the Wordsworthian; Kipling could have told them that 

there had been quite a number of new ideas about poetry in France since 

the death of Wordsworth. The approach to poetry of the Symbolists was 

coming to England during these years before the war, but this poetic 

wave of the future received relatively little attention. Because he was seen 

as a war poet of the early, optimistic part of the struggle and because of 

his death at the Dardanelles in 1915, Brooke gained much more atten¬ 

tion than, poetically speaking, he deserved; later on he was picked out 

as one of the pre-war writers to be attacked by supporters of the modern 

school. His contemporary, T. S. Eliot (bom in 1888, a year after Brooke) 

came to England just after the war had begun, and in a few years had 

set English poetry down its new path. But it is not possible to look back¬ 

wards and pass judgement on what would have happened if the war had 

not come: the methods of the Symbolists were, under the guidance of 

men like Pound and Lewis, being accepted in England before Eliot 

arrived, but on the other hand the war encouraged among thoughtful 

and artistic people a pessimistic feeling that welcomed The Waste Land 

and the general attitude of Eliot. Just as nobody can say whether the 

Georgian poets would have developed, in a happier world, into a 

dominant and effective school of writers, on the wider stage nobody can 

say whether the peaceful and tranquil England that they represented 

would have survived the problems that confronted it in mid-1914 if 
the war had not come. 

The outbreak of war 

In July 1914 war was certainly not one of the things that worried the 

government: the suffragettes, Ireland, the possibility of widespread strikes 

in the- autumn and perhaps the question of relations with the Labour 

party had to be faced but, so far as can be seen, not even Grey had 
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realized that the murder of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo 

on 28 June could lead to disaster. This was a curious oversight on Grey’s 

part, for he had played a considerable part the previous year in damping 

down conflict in the Balkans and making sure that it did not spread so 

far that it would involve the Great Powers. The international situation 

seemed better in 1914 than for some time; in 1911 there had been some 

tense weeks when the German government had sent a warship, the 

Panther, to Agadir to demonstrate the seriousness of German claims to a 

position of influence in Morocco, and for a few years after 1908 Germany 

had been building battleships at a rate which seemed to be threatening 

Britain’s maritime supremacy. But by 1914 the race was virtually over; 

after a moment of anxiety in 1909 Britain had settled down to building 

two battleships a year more than Germany, and the British preparations 

for additional ships were further advanced. Relations between France 

and Germany had also grown less strained. Englishmen were not 

unprepared for war with Germany over naval or colonial issues, and 

probably many of them were willing to fight to preserve the Balance of 

Power if Germany attacked France, but the idea that England might be 

involved in a war over a country in the Balkans had occurred to very few 

of them. Grey’s own leisurely approach is easy to understand: during 

the three weeks between the assassination and his proposal of a con¬ 

ference, very little seemed to be happening. The Austrian government was 

screwing up its courage to make use of the imprudently wide-ranging 

promise of support given to it by the German government, but its ulti¬ 

matum of 24 July, which gave the Serbian government forty-eight hours 

to accept terms which left little of the sovereignty of Serbia intact, was 

unexpected and was out of keeping with the pace of development up to 

that time. It was delivered on the day of the breakdown of the King’s 

conference on Ireland, when English politicians were understandably pre¬ 

occupied; Churchill wrote that ‘a strange light began immediately, but by 

perceptible gradations, to fall and grow upon the map of Europe’,1 and 

some of his colleagues did not see the first of these gradations of light. 

Churchill himself agreed with the First Sea Lord’s decision that the 

naval squadrons, which had been concentrated at Portsmouth for 

exercises, should not be dispersed, and Grey again attempted to arrange 
a conference. Austria-Hungary refused to be placed on the same footing 

as Serbia, for the whole object of her diplomacy was to demonstrate that 

she was superior; accordingly, on the 28th she declared war on Serbia, 

who had accepted most of the ultimatum of the 24th but had appealed 

to her ally Russia to defend her from the more humiliating terms. 

1 W. S. Churchill, The World Crisis (1923), i. 193. 
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This had presumably been -foreseen in Germany; one effect of the 

ultimatum was to test Russia’s ability to protect Serbia. If she did not 

protect her ally she would be humiliated as she had been in 1908 in the 

dispute over the Austrian annexation of Bosnia and Hercegovina, and the 

value of the Russian alliance would look more doubtful to the French. 

The British government by now understood what might happen: the 

fleet was moved to its battle station, at Scapa Flow and Grey advised the 

German ambassador that if the war spread Britain might not remain 

neutral. Some Austrian troops marched into Serbia on the 29th; when 

Russia ordered mobilization on the 31st, the Germans told the Russians 

to stop mobilizing and told the French not to start. 
Russia might have allowed Serbia to be bullied without intervening on 

her behalf but Russia and France could hardly let Germany dictate 

about their mobilization. On the other hand a fully mobilized Russia 

would be a threat to Germany. A war on the Continent was probably 

inevitable by this stage. The French Ambassador, Cambon, asked Grey 

on 31 July if England would enter the war; Grey gave a non-committal 

reply, pointing out perfectly accurately that England had no commit¬ 

ments to France and that they would have to wait. Grey might have been 

able, at this point, to ensure that England did not have to enter the war 

immediately, though probably she would have been drawn in to preserve 

the balance of power when it was seen that France was losing. Instead 

he asked France and Germany for promises that they would not invade 

Belgium. France gave the required promise, but Germany declined. Next 

day, the German ambassador asked if this promise would by itself 

be enough to keep England out of the war, but Grey declined to answer. 

Grey had probably decided that, if there was a major war, he would 

try to bring the country in to support France as soon as he could, but he 

did not want to make this clear to the French because it might encourage 

them to fight if they knew they could reckon on British help. Later 

writers have suggested that Grey should have said unequivocally 

that England would fight and thus deter Germany as much as possible, 

but a statement of this sort might easily have made France more 

bellicose. In any case his diplomacy was almost paralysed because he 

was not certain that he could speak for a united government. If he had 

taken ministers into his confidence earlier he might have been able to 

intervene more effectively. Lloyd George seemed ready to place himself 

at the head of the peace party on 31 July, and this would have meant 

that England would not enter the war united. Lloyd George was ready 

to fight on 1 August; on the second he was at the head of three other 

opponents of British entry in the Cabinet. The discussion went on; 
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two of the opponents resigned, but two, of whom Lloyd George was one, 

remained. 

In the Cabinet the decisive question seems to have been German com¬ 

mand of the Channel: in the course of the non-binding military conversa¬ 

tions between French and English, the English had encouraged the 

French fleet to move to the Mediterranean, and the Cabinet was not pre¬ 

pared to let the Germans dominate the Channel as a result of this decision. 

However, the German government announced on 3 August that it was 

willing to treat the Channel as a neutral zone if England stayed neutral. 

By this time it was too late; in the evening of the 2nd, after the Cabinet 

had dispersed, the German government sent an ultimatum to Belgium 

demanding to be allowed to send troops through Belgium to attack 

France. 
What is now known of the rigid plans of the German High Command 

makes it hard to see why war had been delayed even this long. Germany 
had prepared for a war against France; arrangements for mobilization 

were laid down in the Schlieffen Plan, which took it for granted that in 

any war Germany would have to fight France and Russia simultaneously. 

The plan provided for a holding operation against Russia in the east 

while the bulk of the German army marched, not against the difficult 

terrain of the Franco-German frontier, but round the north through 

Belgium, outflanking the French army and eventually surrounding it as 

it had been surrounded at Sedan. The German High Command seems to 

have had no alternative plan prepared; this was why they insisted on 

forcing France into the war, by the ultimatum of the 31st, and their plan 

faced with complete unconcern the possibility that the invasion of Bel¬ 

gium would lead England to enter the war. No doubt the High Command 

would have preferred her not to join in, and Kaiser William was 

undoubtedly very disturbed to hear that she might do so. But the High 

Command certainly did not think that the risk of British entry should 

deter them from marching through Belgium, and the Kaiser did not think 

the risk of British entry should lead him to oppose the policy of the High 
Command. Because there were no other plans, it would have been very 

hard for Germany to go on with the war at all without invading Belgium; 

the British response was not thought important enough to affect the issue, 

and even if the German ambassador had reported on the 1st that England 

would remain neutral if Belgium were not invaded, devising a new plan 

would have been very difficult. 
In the years after 1914, Grey’s diplomacy was often criticized. Some 

of the attacks came from German apologists, who in essence said that if 

they had known that England took the neutrality of Belgium seriously 
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they would have respected it. 'This is not convincing: it was hard to 

negotiate with the Germah leaders about Belgium because they had 

already made an undertaking in a Treaty that they would respect it, and 

if they were ready to break the Treaty, they might also break any sub¬ 

sequent engagements that they made. Grey was also criticized by the 

British Left. They wanted the country’s policy to be peace-loving and 

upright, and they were determined to make their government live up to 

these ideals. But they had two distinct objectives which were hard to 

reconcile; they wanted Belgium to be protected, and they did not want 

England to go to war. They overestimated England’s place in the world: 

it was not at all certain that an English threat of war would have saved 

Belgium from invasion, and in any case Grey could deliver such a threat 

in a convincing way only by taking a bellicose attitude that the Left would 

have found very objectionable. There is an irritating philosophic calm 

about Grey’s remark that ‘the lights are going out all over Europe’, but 

probably there was nothing that he could have done about it. 

The invasion of Belgium made it relatively easy for him to rally the 

House of Commons behind the government on the 3rd. The Conserva¬ 

tives had already made it clear that they were ready for war; Grey’s task 

was to win over his own backbenchers and the opinion of the neutral 

world. He was greatly helped in both tasks when Redmond said that the 

violent agitation for Home Rule would be called off and the Volunteers 

would place themselves at the disposal of the government. But the voice 

of the Gladstonian approach to foreign policy was not completely silent; 

one speaker did say that this was not a war for Belgium but a war that 

would upset the whole balance of Europe. It was not a good omen for 

the Liberal party that the speaker was the leader of the Labour party, 

Ramsay MacDonald. 
Next day, 4 August, the government called on Germany to pledge 

itself to respect Belgian neutrality. German troops had already crossed the 

frontier; at 11.00 p.m. England entered the war. 

A note on statistical evidence 

Very few figures are as definite and conclusive as they look. For instance, the 
occupational background of M.P.s has been analysed in two different ways: 
J. A. Thomas in The House of Commons 1832-1901 (Cardiff, 1939) and The 
House of Commons 1906-11 (Cardiff, 1958) records each major economic 
activity of the M.P.s he is studying, and on the average each M.P. turns up 
twice in his lists. J. F. S. Ross in Parliamentary Representation (1943) and 
Elections and Electors (1955) assigns each M.P. to one fixed category or 
another. Which is better? Both approaches have their advantages, which 
means that neither of them gives a conclusive answer. 
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Economic statistics are sometimes even less definite than political. The 
movement of real wages provides an example: an index of money wages can 
be a reasonably accurate approximation, an index of the cost of living is only 
a rather rough approximation, and an index of real wages obtained by 
dividing one into the other is even rougher. Anyone who compares A. L. 
Bowley, Wages and Incomes in the United Kingdom since 1880 (1937), 94-5 
with W. Ashworth, An Economic History of England, 1870-1939 (1960), 
which speaks of national income rising and real wages remaining unchanged, 
or with S. Pollard, Development of the British Economy (1962), 24, which 
speaks of a slow rise in national income per head, a fall in real wages and a 
distinct fall in the proportion of national income paid in wages, will see that 
economic figures are very slippery. The figures for the balance of payments 
mentioned in the previous chapter (p. 5) are also not conclusive; even in the 
1950s (see below, p. 323) the British government was not able to establish 
accurate balance-of-payments figures for its own use. 

The components of a cost-of-living index change so much with the passage of 
time that they are always hard to compare, and it is particularly difficult in 
periods when prices change rapidly: letters cost twenty times what they did 
in 1906, but many more people have telephones and almost everyone has tele¬ 
vision as a distraction from letter-writing. The consumer price index, which is 
designed to measure the working-class standard of living, somewhat more than 
doubled from 1914 to 1920, from 1939 to 1951, and from 1970 to 1976, and rose 
more gradually in the 1950s and 1960s, so that the prices of the components of 
this index have risen twelvefold or sixteenfoid. Average wages rose slightly faster 
in all subdivisions of the period, so there were no declines in real wages for more 
than a year or two at a time. Relative living standards changed a great deal, and 
those outside the class whose condition is most directly measured by these two 
indicators suffered a number of considerable shocks to their position. 

Studying change is made a little harder by changes in the currency. British 
coinage had for centuries been based on the pound of silver divided into twenty 
shillings which were subdivided into twelve pence (in Latin, libra, solidi, and 
denarii, hence £.S.D.). In 1971 the final step was taken to a decimal coinage, 
keeping the pound at its existing value and subdividing it into one hundred 
pennies. This came in the early stages of a great increase in prices; it has been 
suggested that the change increased the inflation by making people ignore the 
value of money, but the physical details of the change were handled well enough. 

Another almost simultaneous change makes income-tax figures harder to 
follow. The broad indicator always used for income-tax is the ‘standard rate’, 
which is the marginal rate for a large majority of those who pay the tax. It has 
always been expressed in pennies (or shillings) in the pound; until 1914 it moved 
up or down Id. (0-42p) in a budget, for most of the century it moved 3d. (l-25p) 
or 6d. (2£p) at a time, and since 1971 it has moved by lp (2-4d.) at a time. Tax¬ 
payers used to pay on only a major fraction of earned income that did not come 
from interest, rent, or dividends. By 1973 they paid on only \ of their income. 
In 1973 this changed so that an investment surcharge was paid on interest, rent, 
and dividends, and the declared standard rate was the full marginal rate paid 
by most taxpayers. After all of this, 30p is the same standard rate as Is. 9d., and 
35p is the same as 95. in the pound had been in the 1950s and 1960s. 



3. ‘Blow out, you bugles, 

over the rich dead’1 1914—1918 

Grand strategy 

Haldane once said he wanted a Hegelian army; and certainly the 
1914-18 war was a Hegelian war, drawing more of the nation’s resources 
into the hands of government, giving more power to the State and making 
the national survival more dependent on wise decisions by its rulers than 
ever before in British history. All this was even more true in the Second 
World War, but the difference between the First World War and the 
Second was a matter of degree. The First World War was different in 
kind from any previous war in which Britain had fought. 

A sketch of the grand strategy of the war will set the activities of the 
British people and its government in context. In August and September 
1914 the German army, following the Schlieffen Plan, swept through 
Belgium and forced its way almost to Paris. It was checked by a counter¬ 
attack on the Marne and forced to fall back, but it continued to occupy 
almost all of Belgium and a large slice of north-east France. To some 
extent German attention was distracted by an attack on its eastern 
frontier by the Russian army, which proved more mobile than Schlieffen 
had expected. The Russian attack was defeated; the German High Com¬ 
mand reversed the strategy of the Schlieffen Plan, stayed on the defensive 
in the west (with one big exception) until 1918, and devoted their offen¬ 
sive efforts to the east. In 1915 the French and, to a lesser extent, the 
English attacked the German defensive lines. English interest, though 
not the bulk of English resources, concentrated on the attempt to force a 
way through the Dardanelles, hold the Bosporus, and open a line of com¬ 
munication to Russia where most of the materials needed for modem war 
were already running short. In 1916 the Germans made their only serious 

1 This is the first line of Rupert Brooke’s third war sonnet, ‘The Dead’. 
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offensive in the west between 1914 and 1918, in an unsuccessful attempt to 

capture Verdun and later in 1916 the newly-recruited British armies made 

their first full-scale attack on the German defensive position. This was also 

unsuccessful, and although the British command of the sea, on which her 

tightly constricting blockade of Germany depended, was not broken at 

the battle of Jutland, a German counter-blockade by submarine became 

a more serious threat. In the east Rumania entered the war against 

Germany and Austria-Hungary and was quickly crushed by them, and 

the Russian military and political structure began to disintegrate. Early 

in 1917 the United States entered the war as an ‘associate’ of England and 

France, and a revolution swept away the Tsarist government of Russia. 

The submarine blockade became increasingly dangerous until the adop¬ 

tion of convoy tactics defeated the threat to British supplies. The German 

defensive line was attacked by the French in the first half of 1917 and by 

the English in the second half of the year. The Germans held their posi¬ 

tion almost unchanged and completed the work of destroying Russia as 

an effective force; by the end of the year a Bolshevik government was in 

power with little choice but to make peace immediately, and the German 

High Command could bring their troops back to the west. By 1918 the 

Germans had to take the initiative; the blockade was slowing down their 

whole economy, and England and France could afford to wait until 

American support reached them. From March to July the Germans 

launched five great offensives upon the English and French, forcing their 

enemies back in almost every case without ever gaining a decisive victory. 

By the end of July their forces were overstrained and their reserves used 

up. The western powers had held on successfully; in the summer and 

autumn of 1918 they once more attacked the German line and this time 

broke it. Weighing the factors that caused the sudden collapse is difficult; 

however, within four months of the last German offensive the generalis¬ 

simo of the western powers granted an armistice to the leaders of the 

German army and saw the old constitution founded on the hegemony of 

Prussia and the rule of the house of Hohenzollern swept away. 

The volunteers’ war 

In August 1914 the War Book which listed all the instructions to be 

sent out to British forces when war began was in good order. The Fleet 

was in position. The British Expeditionary Force crossed the Channel, 

and moved forward into Belgium. It got as far forward as Mons, and 

here came into contact with the weight of the German advance. The 

retreat from Mons that inevitably followed was conducted quite skilfully, 

but it was already clear that the French and English High Commands had 
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not worked out how to co-ordinate their operations. The German armies, 

which might conceivablyv have fulfilled Schlieffen’s ambitious plan if 

they had marched south-west from Belgium towards Paris, slipped into 

marching due south. As a result they lost their chance of outflanking the 

French and English armies, and opened their own left wing to an attack 

by the troops of the garrison of Paris; half of one division was hurried to 

the front by taxicab. The German army, which had reached the river 

Marne, fell back in late September to the river Aisne, about forty miles 

north. At this stage there were no forces worth mentioning north or west 

of the exposed German left wing but both sides quickly extended their 

lines. The Germans hoped to capture the Channel ports and impede 

England’s communications with France; the French and English were 

correspondingly determined to save the ports. The German assault was 

held up for a few days by a makeshift force put together and sent to 

Antwerp by Churchill, who offered to leave the Cabinet to become an 

army commander. But the days for imaginative expedients were coming 

to an end, though Churchill had two other ideas to offer later. The 

German outflanking attempts were checked at the first battle of Ypres, 

where the pounding tactics which dominated most of the war were already 

to be seen. By the end of November the Channel ports were safe, and the 

line ran north from the German position on the Aisne to the sea. The 

armies dug their trenches deeper and deeper, and prepared for the next 

season’s campaign. 
By the end of the year the Navy had swept the oceans clear of the 

German ships which had been at sea when war began; most of them had 

been sunk but two German ships, the Goeben and the Breslau, had slipped 

through the Mediterranean at the very beginning of the war, and helped 

to persuade Turkey to enter the war on the German side. The destruction 

of a German squadron at the Falkland Islands, after its initial success at 

Coronel, meant that British trade was safe from attack until the sub¬ 

marine offensive began. The blockade of Germany was already effec¬ 

tive, though it could have been made even more complete if the Foreign 

Office had not been obliged, by constant American protests, to remind 

the Admiralty that the United States was a neutral power and that her 

shipping had to be treated with some respect. Throughout the first three 

years of the war the governments at war had to show some respect for 

‘neutral’ opinion, which really meant the opinion of the United States. 

The British and French understood the importance of the United States, 

though sometimes they assumed that the anglophiles and francophiles of 

the east coast, led by ex-President Theodore Roosevelt, were typical of 

all American opinion. This was not true; although American opinion 
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always leaned in the direction of England and France, so that there was no 

likelihood that she would enter the war against them, which would have 

led almost immediately to their defeat, most Americans hoped to remain 

at peace. Immensely exaggerated accounts of German atrocities in 

Belgium encouraged anti-German feeling in the United States, as well as 

building up enthusiasm for the war in England and France, but the 

Germans were quite wrong to think that the United States was committed 

against them, or to imagine that its views were of no importance. Wilson 

was re-elected President in 1916 as the man who kept the United States 

out of the war; if he had not been provoked by the remarkably foolish and 

(by the standards of the day) barbarous policy of submarine warfare, he 

would probably have continued to keep her out. 
The German forces in German East Africa (later Tanganyika) avoided 

capture until the end of the war, but Samoa was captured in 1914, Ger¬ 

man South West Africa in 1915, and the Cameroons early in 1916. All 

the Dominions took it for granted in 1914 that when England was at 

war, they were at war; they raised volunteer armies in a mood of imperial 

enthusiasm and unity. Before the campaign in South West Africa the 

South African government of Botha and Smuts, which was completely 

committed to support of the British Empire, dispersed some rebels who 

wanted to take the opportunity to reverse the verdict of the Boer War. 

In England a mood of ‘business as usual’ went on into the winter of 

1914. Lloyd George’s first war-time budget contained only small increases 

in taxation and set the pattern of paying for the war by loans; this was 

maintained to the end and only in 1918 did income-tax reach 30p in the 
pound. In the first instance the rich and the middle classes paid for the 

war, but as a good deal of their contribution came in loans at high rates 

of interest, those who had spare money to invest were repaid later. Price 

levels went up sharply during the period of ‘business as usual’ and wage 

rates lagged behind; many rich people responded to war by cutting down 
spending, companies found themselves unable to carry on their old lines of 

trade and so unemployment rose initially. The slogan ‘business as usual 

was partly intended to help people put out of work during the first few 

months of the war. Although wage rates did not catch up with prices while 

the war was on, few workers suffered a decline in real wages, because em¬ 
ployment was much more continuous once the first dislocation was over, 

and a great many people changed jobs and moved to better paid work. 

Thinking about the war in a more imaginative way than most people, 

the First Lord of the Admiralty produced two suggestions during the 

winter. Several other people around the same time thought of building 

an armoured vehicle running on caterpillar tracks which could crawl over 
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a line of trenches, an idea which had effects for decades to come. It was 

not immediately made effective but his other suggestion, that the British 

should force the Dardanelles, knock Turkey out of the war, and open a 

line of communication with Russia, dominated the British government s 

approach to the war for most of 1915. At first he thought the older battle¬ 

ships not needed for watching the German High Sea fleet could do the 

job. As most authorities then and- later (though not Lord Fisher, once 

more First Sea Lord) agreed, his plan must have had some substance to 

it, even though taking forts with ships is a difficult operation. The naval 

attack took place on 25 March, and was held up by uncharted mines; the 

Admiralty began to have doubts about the operation when three battle¬ 

ships were sunk by them. Although persistence would have brought 

success, the naval attack was not likely to be resumed. However, the 

government had decided just after the naval attack to allot a division to 

the operation; on 25 April troops landed at Gallipoli and established 

themselves on the shore but could not press forward. 

In France the Germans stood on the defensive most of the time; the 

French attacked fiercely and with no noticeable success. The English 

regular army was too small to absorb losses of the size suffered by all 

armies in 1914, and if they had been free to choose the British govern¬ 

ment and its generals might have spent the year in building up a strong 

army in France from Kitchener’s volunteers. The demands of the 

alliance made this passive role impossible. The second battle of Ypres 

was the most important British battle in France in 1915. It began with an 

ill-organized German attack, preceded by the first use of poison gas, at 

just about the same time as the British landing at Gallipoli. The struggle 

at Ypres was kept going by a series of British counter-attacks to pin down 

German troops while the French prepared their offensive. As the battle 

went on, it became clear that British forces were paralysed by a shortage 

of shells for their guns because the pre-war supply department of the War 

Office had not foreseen the large-scale bombardments which now proved 
necessary. 

In mid-May the Liberal government found itself obliged to take the 

Conservatives into a coalition. M.P.s knew about the shell shortage and 

blamed the government; suddenly they heard that Fisher had resigned 

from the Admiralty because he disapproved of the Gallipoli operations. 

The Conservatives were ready to oppose the policy of the government 

openly: Asquith hurriedly put together a coalition to prevent this, partly 

to avoid revealing any weaknesses at just the moment Grey was per¬ 

suading Italy to enter the war on the British side, but mainly because the 

political position of the Liberals was not strong enough for them to resist. 
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The old ministers dominated the Cabinet of the First Coalition; Asquith 

and Grey remained unchanged. Kitchener gave up the War Office supply 

responsibilities to Lloyd George who became Minister of Munitions, 

McKenna replaced Lloyd George at the Exchequer, and the only Con¬ 

servative who gained a position of central importance was Balfour who 

replaced Churchill at the Admiralty. Although Haldane was dropped 

and Churchill relegated to the Chancellorship of the Duchy of Lancaster 

the allocation of jobs suggests that the Liberals still controlled the situa¬ 

tion. This may have encouraged the Conservatives not to feel any great 

loyalty to Asquith’s coalition. 
Reinforcements were sent to Gallipoli in August. Another opportunity 

to press forward was presented, and again it was not taken. After this 
the Turks and Germans brought up large reinforcements, and the Cabinet 

slowly realized that the position was too exposed for winter operations. 

By January 1916 the force had been withdrawn tidily and bloodlessly. 

Gallipoli remains one of the great question-marks over the war. We now 

know, from German and Turkish sources, that on two or three occasions 

a little extra speed or resolution would have carried the English forward 

to the European side of the Bosporus. Supporters of the expedition said, 

and say to this day, that such an advance would have led to Turkey’s 

collapse. Supplies would have reached Russia, the 1917 revolutions 

could have been averted, and Germany would have been crushed between 

two well-armed opponents. The British High Command believed that the 

only essential area was the western front; they, and their later supporters, 

argued that even if Turkey had been defeated there was no real surplus 

of arms to give to Russia and that conducting a campaign in the Balkans 

was too difficult. The second point was illustrated a little later. Britain 

and France set up a large army at Salonika in Northern Greece, but while 

this force ensured that Greece did not follow the pro-German inclina¬ 

tions of her King, it was not able to march north into the Balkans. 
While the preparations for evacuation were being made at Gallipoli, the 

British army in France was launching another attack on the German 

defensive line. Sir John French, the British commander in France, mis¬ 

managed the battle of Loos and was soon replaced by Haig, but it seems 

unlikely that more skilful handling would have led to a breakthrough. 

This failure added force to the pressure for conscription in England. 

When the war began people in England spoke of it being ‘all over by 

Christmas’; their ideas of war were clearly drawn from the wars in 

Europe in 1866 and 1870, which ended quickly, rather than from the long- 

drawn-out American Civil War of 1861-5, in which the power of the 

defence and the importance of industrial preparation were made clear. 
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The government believed in 1914 that the main British contribution would 

be naval, financial, and industrial; the small, highly trained professional 

army would be sent to France as planned, and England would supply 

materials for France and Russia. Kitchener had been made Secretary of 

State for War when the war began. The job was enormous. It involved 

raising troops, equipping them, and supervising the formation of strategy. 

Kitchener was an immense figure,.a hero from the wars of colonial ex¬ 

pansion in the 1880s and 1890s with a commanding presence that few 

people would argue with. In one of his moments of deep insight he saw 

that it would be a long war—he estimated three years. This justified 

raising and training a large army; if the war was to be over by Christmas 

the volunteers who had rushed forward at the outbreak of war could not 

have played any effective part in the fighting. Whether Kitchener saw the 

other consequences of a long war will not be known; he said too little 

about his policy, and forfeited his chances of winning support for it. 

Voluntary recruiting was easy at first. Men came forward in the spirit 

of Rupert Brooke’s poem that began ‘Now God be thanked who has 

matched us with His hour,’ and while this may not have been great poetry, 

it was not rashly ignorant of danger. All five of Brooke’s very popular 

war poems are permeated with the thought of the ‘best enemy and friend’, 

death. People were ready not only to accept but to welcome war; the idea 

that war meant that ‘nobility had returned to the earth’ would not have 

found a welcome in England at any time after 1914. Grey was, by the 

standards of the diplomats of his time, rather unwilling to consider 

war as a normal instrument of policy, but most of the people of England 

were as willing to accept it as people elsewhere. 

If this had simply meant that armies could have been filled by volun¬ 

tary methods, the administrative inconvenience might have been justified 

by the moral benefits. But volunteering was not a simple matter of 

individual choice; enthusiasm had to be stimulated and social pressure 

applied to possible recruits. Demagogues like Horatio Bottomley took 

to the platform to stir young men to come forward, and they found it 

helped if they encouraged the wild anti-German feeling that had broken 

out. Because Germany was at war with England people broke the 

windows of shopkeepers with German names, denounced dachshund- 

owners as unpatriotic, and suggested that the music of Beethoven and 

Bach was worthless. The sharp decline from Brooke the romantic poet 

to Bottomley, a company promoter with the distinction of being expelled 

from the House of Commons for financial misconduct on two occasions, 

who was paid fees for his recruiting speeches, showed the strain imposed 
by the need to keep up the flow of volunteers. 
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This hysteria did not help the war effort. Battenberg, the First Sea 

Lord, who had taken the initial decision to mobilize the fleet and was 

married to a granddaughter of Queen Victoria, was obliged to give up 

his post because of his name (which he changed to Mountbatten, at about 

the same time as the royal family declared its name to be Windsor). 

Women took to giving white feathers to men they thought should be in 

uniform; when they picked on soldiers on leave this was merely offensive, 

but when they picked on skilled munitions workers they were—to use 

their own language—doing the Kaiser’s work. Voluntary recruitment 

made good sense when a small army had to double in size, but the govern¬ 

ment ought to have looked at the implications before deciding to raise a 

large army for a long war. Instead it behaved as though war was a matter 

of running a budget and getting troops over to France, without thinking 

about prices and about the rational use of manpower. 

Asquith’s last year 

When the Asquith coalition had been formed, Lloyd George found 

a great deal to be done in his new Ministry of Munitions, despite the War 

Office’s attempts to reorganize its supply department. He turned his 

energies to everything: he set up state factories despite the traditional 

view, backed by laissez-faire Liberal theory, that these things were done 

best by private firms; he brought businessmen in to help run his Depart¬ 

ment; he recognized the need to negotiate with trade unions, and he 

persuaded the engineering unions to break down the barriers of job 

demarcation and allow unskilled workers to do work that had previously 

been reserved for skilled craftsmen. At the same time he became con¬ 

vinced of the strength of the case for conscription and began to press for 

it in Cabinet. His views came closer to those of the Conservatives, who 

also wanted conscription, though acquaintance with the Liberal ministers 

renewed Conservative suspicions of Lloyd George’s methods and made 

them more ready to see the virtues of McKenna, the leading exponent of 

the case against conscription. 
The reasons for supporting conscription were varied: the Army Council 

wanted it in order to get more troops, the Conservatives shared this view 

and thought in addition that it would be easier to control the working 

classes if ‘industrial conscription’ could be imposed so that everybody 

had to work where he was told, and Lloyd George found it very hard 

to manufacture munitions when many skilled men had already volun¬ 

teered and more were doing so. He set about getting skilled men back 

from the front and making sure that no others went. The attitude of the 

military men was the least reasonable: they spoke, throughout the war. 
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as though they could have an unlimited supply of men and at the same 

time have an unlimited supply of munitions. The Conservative attitude 

had a harsh logic about it when taken to an extreme, as it was by F. S. 

Oliver, who was in favour of ‘beating that dog [organized labour] to a 

jelly’.1 If this could have been done without breaking civilian morale, it 

would no doubt have provided a flexible labour force; without such a 

preliminary process, ‘industrial conscription’ was bound to lead to an 

even more bitter struggle than military conscription. The difference, which 

supporters of ‘industrial conscription’ seemed unable to see, was that it 

was one thing to conscript men to go and fight—this was unpopular with 

the trade unions but would be accepted—and quite another thing to con¬ 

script men to go and work for somebody else’s profit. If employers knew 

the government would supply employees who could not defend them¬ 

selves by strike action, their handling of labour relations was likely to 

become more insensitive. Lloyd George’s approach to conscription was 

more moderate; he wanted to keep skilled workers out of the trenches, 

and to do this he had to provide other people to go and fight. 
Kitchener had been ready, and even flattered, to serve as recruiting- 

sergeant to the Empire, and as long as he accepted this role and declared 

that the voluntary system was adequate it was hard for anyone to stand 

against him and say that conscription was necessary, but by late 1915 

his authority was beginning to weaken. Asquith held back the pressure 

for a few more months by getting Lord Derby to lead a last great cam¬ 

paign of voluntary recruiting, in which all men of service age were asked 

to say that they would serve when called upon, on the understanding that 

unmarried men would be called upon first. It was relatively easy, after 

this recruiting campaign clearly had not brought men forward in the 

quantities required, for Asquith to bring in the first Conscription Bill in 

January 1916. It called up unmarried men, on the grounds that it would 

be unfair to make married men go to the front, as a result of their pledge 

under the Derby scheme, while unmarried men remained in England. 

Asquith’s Bill passed with little opposition: the libertarian Liberals, the 

trade unions, and the economists who did not believe that Britain’s 

resources could stand conscription were able to muster only 31 votes in 

the Commons. The main upholders of the economic argument in the 

Cabinet were Runciman and McKenna, and Asquith, Balfour, and 

Kitchener were impressed by what they said. However, Lloyd George, 

the newspapers of Lord Northcliffe, the majority of the Conservative 

party, and the national feeling that everybody ought to do his share of 

the work were on the side of conscription. The Act of January 1916 was 

1 A. M. Gollin, Proconsul in Politics (1964), 540. 
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not enough; another Act, covering all men of military age, was passed in 

April. 
Conscription kept the British armies in France at a steady level of 

about a million men; two and a half million troops were raised on a 

volunteer basis by early 1916, and almost as many were raised by con¬ 

scription during the rest of the war. Sir Auckland Geddes, the Minister of 

National Service, later wrote: ‘With perhaps more knowledge than most 

of the working of conscription in this country ... I hold the fully matured 

opinion that, on balance, the imposition of military conscription added 

little if anything to the effectiveness of our war effort.’1 Conscription 

enabled the government to regulate the flow of men; if it had been 

accompanied by a sensible classification of jobs, and taxation at a level 

that convinced factory workers that the owners were not profiting 

immoderately from the war, it could have been used to co-ordinate the 

various sections of the war effort. The simplest way for the government 

to control the economy was by regulating something vital that was in 

short supply. Manpower was the first thing that could have been used for 

the purpose. The opportunity was missed, mainly because Asquith had 

been in office too long; his urge to intervene and get things done, never 

very strong, had been worn away. Co-ordination of effort had to wait 

until the shortage of shipping early in 1917. 
The supporters of all-out warfare, most of whom believed that all 

Britain’s efforts should be concentrated in France, gained another success 

in December 1915. Kitchener had been in effect, though not in name. 

Chief of the Imperial General Staff as well as Secretary for War, initiating 

strategy as well as directing his Department. The results had not been 

satisfactory, and he was pressed to appoint an effective C.I.G.S. The 

choice fell on Sir William Robertson, who laid down detailed rules for 

his position which excluded the Secretary for War, and as a result the 

Cabinet, from the formation of strategy. Though no outstanding leaders 

emerged during the war, Allenby, Haig, Plumer, and Wilson were not 

completely lacking in imagination, but Robertson behaved at times as 

though having ideas was a symptom of pro-German tendencies. The new 

commander in France, Douglas Haig, had a more open mind, like 

Robertson he was committed to the policy of unremitting concentration 

on the western front, but it was his job to win in France, while it was 

Robertson’s duty as C.I.G.S. to think about the war as a whole. Haig was 

quite ready to look at new suggestions like the tank and to consider 

rearrangement of forces in the west, and to accept civilian experts like 

Sir Eric Geddes, who was made a major-general so that he could 

1 Geddes’s views are discussed in B. H. Liddell Hart, Memoirs (1965), ii. 532. 
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organize transport more effectively. Although Haig was not enthusiastic 

about unity of command (\fchich, given the larger numerical contribution 

made by the French, naturally meant a French commander-in-chief), he 

was distinctly less opposed to it than Robertson. 
The triumph of the conscriptionists, and the changes in command, 

came at a time when the war was beginning to have a distinct effect on 

British society. During the first year of the war the position of women did 

not change very much; during the next twelve months the shortage of 

men led to the appearance of women in all sorts of work that had been 

done by men. Girls making munitions, land girls working on farms, and 

bus-conductresses seem to have been the most obvious signs of a 

changed world. The decline in the number of domestic servants is some¬ 

times overestimated. Their numbers fell by only 25 per cent during the 

war. Many of the new women workers had not previously had jobs— 

they came from the classes in which women who worked were not 

thought respectable. Women munition-workers would probably have 

worked in mills or factories before the war; it was women from higher up 

the social scale whose position had been changed by the war. 

Trade unionists were not happy with their position early in the war. 

They were ready to accept women workers under the rules for ‘dilution’ 

—allowing unskilled workers to do work that had previously been 

reserved for skilled men. On the other hand they wanted to make sure 

that wages kept pace with the rapidly rising cost of living, and they had 

no intention of losing the rights they had built up in negotiations before 

the war. The fiercer conscriptionists said that the soldiers in the 

trenches had no use for trade unionists quarrelling over who should do 

what. But soldiers sometimes wrote back from the trenches to tell their 

brother unionists not to give up the Rule Book; they were fighting to 

preserve liberty, and for them the Rule Book was a substantial part of 

liberty. In forming his 1915 coalition Asquith brought in Henderson, the 

leader of the Labour party. Asquith disliked creating new ministries, so at 

first Henderson was nominally President of the Board of Education, but 

it was understood that he would act as Minister of Labour. 

The government preferred to do business with people who employed 

union labour, partly to show that the government was treating labour 

fairly and partly because it had been realized that union labour would 

strike less often and could be negotiated with more easily than non-union 

labour. The Ministry of Munitions was particularly insistent that its 

contractors should employ union labour, because this meant that 

troubles could be dealt with before they led to a strike. Lloyd George 

was not himself a very good negotiator in labour disputes, except in the 
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sense that he was prepared to be rather generous with the employers’ 

money for the sake of harmony,1 but the conduct of his ministry did 

change the pattern of labour relations for most of the country. Union 

membership rose steadily throughout the war, and trade union leaders 

were accepted as men who could make a serious and statesmanlike 

contribution to the war effort. 

The war led to enormous profits for manufacturers in any way con¬ 

nected with the war effort. The comfortable classes sneered at these 

profits and suggested that there was something immoral about becoming 

rich during a war, but if the government was not going to control the 

economy and was going to rely on private manufacturers, the manufac¬ 

turers were bound to make profits. They also made enemies, as can be 

seen from the complaints about nouveaux riches heard so often for a 

dozen years after 1914. The response of the unions was more straight 

forward. They had no special status that was menaced by the success of 

the munition-millionaires, but they wanted some of the money. When the 

traditional union leaders were too committed to the war effort, new 

leaders emerged. The shop stewards, unpaid organizers in factories, took 

over some of the functions of the paid union officials for wage negotiat¬ 

ing. Their position was particularly strong on the Clydeside, where dis¬ 

content was increased by the housing conditions, bad enough at the best 

of times and made much worse by the influx of new workers. 
In Britain, the government interfered with personal liberty much less 

than in other countries in the war. However, the Defence of the Realm 

Act entitled it to do a great many things by Order in Council, including 

imprisoning people for hindering the war effort. Relatively few people 

were worried by this and probably more people were annoyed by the 

government’s persistent policy of diluting beer than by infringements of 

the more textbook forms of liberty. Ordinary members of the working 

class felt that, what with light beer and steps towards industrial conscrip¬ 

tion, the war was not really being fought for them at all, and some Liberal 

and Socialist intellectuals supported them in this view. The government 

deported a few shop stewards to other parts of the country; it also 

imprisoned conscientious objectors. Neither group of ‘prison graduates 

rose as high in politics as their Irish contemporaries, but they were not 

to be without influence after the war; their influence was likely to be 

opposed to any idea that the Labour party could treat the Liberal party 

of Asquith and Lloyd George (the two Prime Ministers who had inter¬ 

fered with their liberty) as a party of the Left. 

1 G. R. Askwith, Industrial Problems and Disputes (1920), 394-5, on his settle¬ 

ment of the South Wales coal strike in 1915. 
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Pacifists were not a legal problem until after conscription. Some people 

had been opposed to British foreign policy, such as MacDonald and the 

left-wing fringe of the Liberal party who formed the Union for Demo¬ 

cratic Control (that is, control of foreign policy). Some people thought it 

wrong to fight in the war, because they thought shedding blood was 

wrong or because they thought the war was wicked. When conscription 

came, the government set up tribunals to investigate the sincerity of the 

‘conscientious objectors’. The tribunals tended to be more sympathetic 

to an objection based on long-standing religious principles than to any 

other, and they had relatively little difficulty in finding non-combatant 

duties for anyone who was simply concerned to avoid killing his fellow 

men. Agricultural work could be accepted as work of national importance, 

and many conscientious objectors spent the war digging. The position of 

the most rigorous objectors, who believed the entire war to be wicked, 

was harder. If they were lucky they were sentenced to two years’ im¬ 

prisonment, with the prospect of further imprisonment if they declined 

to join the army on release. If they were less lucky they were put into the 

army, which inevitably led to a series of field punishments for refusing 

to obey orders, and a number of objectors did not survive this process. 

Once conscription had been enacted, the generals could plan to attack 

in France. The initiative was not entirely in their hands. The only im¬ 

portant German attack in France between 1914 and 1918 was the 1916 

onslaught on the fortress of Verdun. It was chosen for attack because the 

French could not afford to lose it, but on the other hand were in so un¬ 

favourable a position, with artillery massed on three sides of the town, 

that they were likely to suffer more than the attackers. Verdun held out, 

but the French army was cruelly punished and its commanders became 

more and more insistent that the British should attack elsewhere to 

relieve the pressure. 
The government had problems closer to home. The willingness of the 

Home Rule party to support the war had alienated the more determined 

nationalists, and a few of them prepared to fight for independence under 

the leadership of Paidrig Pearse and James Connolly. At Easter a rebel¬ 

lion broke out in Dublin, and Pearse was proclaimed President of the 

Irish Republic. The rising was suppressed after a few days of bitter fight¬ 

ing. Most of the surviving rebel leaders were tried by court martial and 

shot, which inflamed hostility to England in the United States, where 

Irish opinion was of some importance—Eamonn de Valera, one of the 

leaders of the rising, was saved from execution because he was an 

American citizen. After the rebellion Lloyd George brought the Ulster¬ 

men and the Home Rulers together, and succeeded in getting them to 



73 Asquith's'Last Year 

agree on a scheme for granting Home Rule, but the landed interest in 

the Cabinet, led by Lansdowne and Long, declined to accept the scheme, 

and what proved to be the last chance to settle the Irish question peace¬ 

fully was lost. Yeats w rote that in Easter 1916 a terrible beauty was born; 

there was also bom an Irish determination to settle the question without 

bothering about parliamentary methods. 
At the end of May the German High Seas Fleet steamed out into the 

North Sea. On 31 May it met the British Grand Fleet in a confused action, 

the battle of Jutland. The fast, easily manoeuvrable battle-cruisers of the 

two fleets were the first to meet; the German battle-cruisers drew the 

British on until they were almost in contact with the entire German 

fleet. The German fleet pursued the battle-cruisers until, early in the 

evening, the German fleet found itself immediately to the south of the 

British fleet. The British had not planned this, and had suffered losses 

in reaching this position; nevertheless the immense and unquestioned 

power of the British battle-line meant that the German fleet was 

on the brink of destruction. It turned away, on a course that took it to 

the west so that it was cut off from its base; when it tried to steam east, 
its move had been anticipated and the British line-of-battle was waiting 

for it. The Germans turned away to the west again, and by this time 

it was too dark for the British to be sure of keeping in touch. Because 

of this, and because some intercepted German wireless messages were 

not sent on to the British commander, the German fleet was able to slip 

past the British in the night. In terms of ships sunk Jutland was a German 

success; however, the battle demonstrated that the German fleet could 

not stand and fight, and so British command of the sea was secure. 

A decisive British victory would have had effects on the morale of both 

countries, but it could not have affected the strategy of the war very 

much. 
A few days later British morale was affected more sharply than by the 

failure to win decisively at Jutland. Kitchener, the Secretary for War, was 

shipwrecked and drowned on his way to Russia. His reputation among 

his colleagues was by this time low, but he was still greatly admired 

outside the circle of the men at the top. After a short tussle his place 

was taken by Lloyd George. Asquith had wanted to take the War Office 

himself, which would have solved the problems of keeping the government 

in touch with the military administration. The Conservative leaders 

objected, and in view of Asquith’s lack of driving force, they were 

probably right. But Lloyd George’s emergence as Secretary for War, 

with Tory support, led Mrs. Asquith to fear that her family’s days in 

Downing Street were numbered. 
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Once installed at the War Office, Lloyd George tried to remain some of 

the control over strategy that Kitchener had surrendered to Robertson. 

Before he could make any progress in this direction the battle of the 

Somme had begun, and for the rest of the year the British army was 

committed to the struggle. The desire to relieve the strain on Verdun, 

the feeling that it was time for the new armies raised since the 

beginning of the war to do something, and the belief that the war could 

be won only by a direct attack on the Germans all combined to make the 

battle a natural part of British policy. There was a less satisfactory 

reason for joining battle: in 1915 the idea had grown up, initially at 

Joffre’s headquarters, that as the population of England and France 

exceeded that of Germany, victory could be won by a process of attrition 

which would leave a surplus on the Anglo-French side; this surplus would 

emerge even if the Anglo-French losses were up to 25 per cent higher 

than those of the Germans. The Somme began disastrously. After an 

enormous and remarkably ineffective bombardment, vast, well-disciplined 

masses of troops marched forward in rigid lines, and in rigid lines they 

fell before the German machine-guns. Nearly 60,000 men (about 1 per 

cent of the entire male population of military age) were killed or wounded 

on 1 July 1916, the first day of the battle. The battle lasted for four-and-a- 

half months, and though the casualties were not at the same high rate 

they remained damaging enough. The British losses were over 400,000, 

the French perhaps 200,000. Argument about the German losses still 

goes on; though the Official History places them at 680,000 it seems un¬ 

likely that the defenders would lose more men than the attackers, who 

neither broke nor outflanked their lines, and later criticism suggests that 

the official estimate was 30 per cent too high. Certainly the battle on the 

Somme did not tie down German military strength; while it was going 

on, the German armies in the east were forcing Rumania to make peace. 

At this moment, as Lord Beaverbrook (then Sir Max Aitken) put it, 

a strange figure sprang into the arena to do battle. 
It was clad in a jewelled breastplate set in a vesture of rags and tatters. It 

faltered in its walk and yet sprang with a wonderful swiftness. The sword 
looked as fragile as a rapier and yet smote with the impact of a battleaxe.1 

Lloyd George was indeed a most improbable war leader. Like Churchill 

in the Second World War he had been a partisan and controversial figure 

in pre-war politics; unlike Churchill his physical courage was not beyond 

question. And, again unlike Churchill, he had not spent time before the 

war arousing interest in rearmament; his main concern had been with 

1 Lord Beaverbrook, Men and Power (1956), 344. 
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social reform, and his chief supporters had been men of a pacific inclina¬ 

tion in politics. He was a great orator, but not an orator whose phrases 

will be remembered—whether dealing with one man or with a crowd he 

could gauge exactly what his listeners were thinking, and could adapt 

what he had to say so that their interests and his interests always seemed 

to be the same. When he roused people to enthusiasm it was more by the 

way that he seemed to express their own best instincts than by an 

eloquent statement of new ideals. 

The Somme convinced him that the generals had no idea how to 

handle the Western front. He had three ideas for strategy: unity of com¬ 

mand, switching troops to Italy, switching troops to the east end of the 

Mediterranean. To make any one of them effective, he had to regain 

control over strategy. In the struggle to change the system of government 

in 1916 his determination to fight an all-out war gained him allies who 

agreed neither with his views on strategy nor with his ideas about the 

relationship between generals and politicians. 

President Wilson hinted at a negotiated settlement; Lloyd George 

stepped forward and, entirely ignoring the existence of the Foreign Secre¬ 

tary, said in a press interview on 29 September that England and France 

would end the war by a ‘knock-out’ blow. He had accepted the logic of 

conscription to the full: under the voluntary system England could think 

in terms of an almost infinitely protracted war, but once she was com¬ 

mitted to maintaining a large army there was a definite limit to the length 

of time she could fight. The enormous industrial effort brought this limit 

all the closer; at the Somme the English superiority over the Germans 

in the supply of munitions was one of the things that had depressed the 

German generals. But fighting in this immensely expensive way could 

not go on for ever; apart from the strain on industry, there was the strain 

on foreign exchange and foreign credit imposed by the need to import 

material from the United States. Credit was by no means exhausted at the 

end of 1916, but it would not last for ever. 
Lloyd George’s talk of a ‘knock-out blow’ upset his Liberal colleagues, 

and it encouraged the section of the Conservative party which thought 

that the country should make an unlimited effort. On 8 November the 

Commons debated a sale of property in Nigeria that was supposed to 

symbolize the desire to get on with the war. So many Conservatives voted 

against the government that Law felt it was necessary to come to terms 

with Carson, the leader of the rebels. Carson, Law, and Lloyd George 

were brought together by a Conservative backbencher, Sir Max Aitken, 

and at the end of November they proposed to Asquith that he should 

appoint the three of them as an executive committee for running the war. 
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Asquith accepted the scheme, m a modified and weakened form; Lloyd 

George sent Asquith’s proposal on to Law, with a brief note ‘The life of 

the country depends on resolute action by you now.’1 In an interview 

with Law, Asquith gained the impression that the Conservative leaders 

would resign if the scheme was not accepted in its original form, and he 

agreed to set up the committee on condition he could attend its meetings 

whenever he chose. Then he discovered that, except for Law, the Con¬ 

servative leaders were not committed to the scheme; on the whole they 

were hostile to Lloyd George but what they really wanted was a settlement 

of the conflict one way or the other. Heartened by this, Asquith with¬ 

drew his acceptance of the scheme. Lloyd George then resigned, and it 

became clear that Asquith could not reconstruct his government and 

replace his War Minister. Accordingly he in turn resigned. 

Asquith’s motives and hopes at the time of resignation have been a 

matter of controversy. Some historians have suggested, apparently fol¬ 

lowing an account written by Lord Beaverbrook, that Asquith intended 

his resignation as a tactical move to show that he was the only man who 

could form a government. However, Beaverbrook made it quite clear 

that by the end Asquith had to resign.2 His hopes of returning were quite 

well founded because he knew almost all his Liberal colleagues would 

not serve under anyone else, and four of the more important Conserva¬ 

tive Cabinet ministers had also pledged their support. Asquith declined 

to serve under anyone; Lloyd George first gained the support of Balfour, 

Milner, the majority of the Labour party, and about half the Liberal 

party (126, of whom almost all were backbenchers and none were in the 

Cabinet) before he could break down the resistance of the Conservative 

ministers who had been on Asquith’s side. But when they joined him, 

any hopes Asquith may have had that he would return to office as the 

indispensable Prime Minister were dashed. 

Lloyd George’s first year 

Asquith had tried to run the war by allocating responsibility for new 

problems to ministerial committees, of which the War Committee was 

the most important, and he relied on the Cabinet to co-ordinate their 

decisions. But the committees could not meet often enough and the 

Cabinet turned out to be too slow-moving to be an effective co-ordinating 

body. Lloyd George set up a number of new ministries, and he estab¬ 

lished his executive committee as a War Cabinet of five;—Law, who was 

to be Leader of the Commons, a post previously held by the Prime 

1 Lord Beaverbrook, Politicians and the War (1960), 406. 
2 Ibid. 452. 
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Minister unless he sat in the Lords, Curzon and Milner, who as imperial 

pro-consuls in India and South Africa respectively were accustomed to 

taking decisions, Henderson as the representative of labour, and himself. 

The Cabinet in its previous form disappeared; the new Cabinet was the 

direct descendant of the War Committee of Asquith’s Cabinet, freed 

from the need to refer things back to any larger authority. The War 

Cabinet continued and extended the War Committee’s practice of calling 

experts, civil servants, and ministers who were not members; the C.I.G.S. 

and the First Sea Lord had been at many meetings of the War Committee 

and continued to attend the new War Cabinet. The War Cabinet, like 

the War Committee, kept minutes and it inherited the Committee’s in¬ 

valuable Secretary, Hankey, who had done much to make Lloyd George 

think the War Committee was the model to follow. As the new Cabinet 

ministers, except for Law, had no departmental duties, they could meet 

every day, which the War Committee had not been able to do. 
On the whole the new ministries were successful, though Lord Devon- 

port, the first Minister of Food, was a conspicuous exception. This 

threatened the whole British war etfort, because food was beginning to 

be short by the beginning of 1917. The Minister of Agriculture encouraged 

farmers to plough up grazing land by giving guaranteed prices, in order 

to increase grain production. But Devonport was convinced that rationing 

was undesirable and concentrated on issuing statements of the amount 

that people ought to eat. His suggestions were ignored. He had to be 

replaced by Lord Rhondda, a man of considerable political experience, 

who began by imposing fixed prices and, when this left demand under¬ 

standably unchecked, moved towards rationing. Early in 1918 cards were 

issued which entitled the holder to a fixed amount of meat, and as the 

year went on the scheme was extended. In July books were issued that 

contained coupons to buy a fixed quantity of meat, sugar, butter, mar¬ 

garine, and cooking fat. Prudently, additional cards were included in the 

booklet, so that if any other food had to be sold in limited quantities the 

machinery would be available. 
In other new ministries Sir Joseph Maclay was very successful in 

organizing Shipping, and Lord Beaverbrook was equally successful in 

organizing propaganda at the Ministry of Information. Despite his later 

doubts about its worth, Geddes ran the National Service system efficiently, 

Northcliffe had a triumphant period in the United States co-ordinating 

the British and American war efforts, and Lord Cowdray did reasonably 

well at the Air Board. By bringing these business men into the new 

departments Lloyd George made them feel part of the political com¬ 

munity; before the war it had been hard for anyone who had not retired 
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from all connection with business to be considered for a political position, 

but in 1916 the business, men provided a new supply of talent, with 

experience of running larger concerns than civil servants had handled. 

The long-term results cannot have pleased Lloyd George, for the business 

men became convinced that once they were established in politics no 

more reforms were needed; before the war ‘a business men s government 

would have been a radical cry, but after the war it was a reactionary 

slogan. 
While most of the new posts went to business men, the Ministry of 

Labour and the Ministry of Pensions went to Labour M.P.s. Once the 

Liberal party was divided, the Labour party could not simply follow the 

Liberals and had to devise a policy for itself. The appointment to office 

of Labour M.P.s reminded people that Labour was an important part of 

the economy and had to be treated seriously. 
The year 1917 was the one in which prices ran furthest ahead of wage 

rates, and the effect of a once-for-all shift into better jobs was wearing off 

for most workers. As the government was not sufficiently in control of 

the economy to stabilize prices, it had to allow wages to go up, with all 

the dislocation that wage negotiations involve. This economic discontent 

began to make trade unionists think that perhaps the war was not as 

unquestionably justified as they had previously believed. Until 1917 the 

objections to the war of the Liberal and Socialist intellectuals had gained 

very little support; Galsworthy had suggested, with memories of the Boer 

War, in The Mob (produced in March 1914) that an anti-war speaker 

might get lynched, and although this never happened meetings were 

broken up and opponents of the war were beaten up. MacDonald had 

to resign the leadership of the Labour party in 1914 because he opposed 

British entry to the war; whatever his views of Grey’s diplomacy, he did 

not say that the war was wicked, but he insisted so strenuously that 

Britain should take any chance to secure a negotiated peace that he was 

regarded as an ally of the people who said the war was wicked. 

Henderson became leader of the party in the House of Commons but 

insisted that there was to be no proscription of MacDonald, who re¬ 

mained Treasurer of the party, or of the pacifists. Henderson’s restraint 

may seem natural and obvious, but at the time it was not at all an easy 

matter. In all the countries at war, parties of the Left were invited to co¬ 

operate with the government. In France, Germany, and Italy they not 

only co-operated with the government, but also purged their ranks of their 

anti-war colleagues. When war-weariness swept over the working class in 

1917, the old parties of the Left could do very little about it. Their 

expelled colleagues could appeal to the example of Russia, which in 
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February had overthrown the Tsar; the pacific Left in Europe was pro- 

Russian before Lenin and the Bolsheviks seized power on a platform of 

‘peace, bread, and land’ in the November Revolution, and it became 

all the more pro-Russian when it saw that Lenin was actually doing 

something to stop the war. 

The English working class did not need to look to Russia in this way. 

Because there had been no splits and expulsions, MacDonald and the 

pacifists could put their case at party conferences, and by 1917 they were 

getting some response. Henderson was well aware of the growing desire 

for a negotiated peace, and had a good deal of sympathy with it. A pro¬ 

posed meeting at Stockholm of socialist leaders from all belligerent 

countries led to a crisis in the government; Henderson wanted to go; 

Lloyd George wanted him not to go, and also wanted him to stay in the 

Cabinet. If Lloyd George had accepted Henderson’s resignation when it 

was first offered, they might have parted company in a dignified way 

instead of quarrelling in the House of Commons about where Henderson 

had had to wait while the Cabinet tried to decide whether to accept his 

resignation, but the principle was clear: Henderson and a large propor¬ 

tion of the Labour party wanted a negotiated peace, and were quite 

ready to act separately from either section of the Liberal party. George 

Barnes took Henderson’s place in the War Cabinet, but he sat as an 

ambassador from labour, not as the leader of the Labour party. 

Lloyd George had no desire for a negotiated peace and was not free 

to ask for one. He had been placed in power by people who thought 

Asquith was not getting on with the war; his policy had to be (as 

Clemenceau put it) ‘Je fais la guerre'. Lloyd George’s energy and deter¬ 

mination, and his readiness to sweep away any obstacle to making war 

were invaluable, and no one else in the country could make everybody 

feel that things were moving, that the government knew what it was 

doing and that effort would not go wasted and unappreciated. A great 

leader has to be a fountain of ideas and of inspiration: Lloyd George 

always had new ideas, was always ready to listen to other people’s ideas, 

and was always able to inspire almost everyone with the belief that 

things were going well and could go even better. 
His colleagues in the War Cabinet were also open to new ideas; his 

followers in the Commons, including his ministers, were much more 

ready to accept the dominance of the experts, just as Asquith had done. 

The most obvious example, and the one most nearly fatal to England’s 

chances in the war, was Carson, who had become First Lord of the 

Admiralty in the new government. He had complete, and unjustified, 

faith in his Sea Lords; in normal times this might have done no harm. 
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but the Admiralty was about to be faced with a crisis. At about the same 

time as Lloyd George w&s overthrowing Asquith the German govern¬ 

ment was also going through an upheaval in which the men determined 

to wage all-out war were successful. The significant difference in Germany 

was that these men were unable to resist the military High Command. 

Submarine warfare was the vital issue: naval calculations suggested that 

if submarines waged unrestricted .warfare, torpedoing without warning 

any ships they saw, then England would be cut off from imports and 

unable to carry on after August. The Germans realized this policy had 

the disadvantage that it would probably bring the United States into the 

war. However, they knew the United States could not do anything before 

August. 
Unrestricted submarine warfare began; American ships were sunk and 

American lives were lost (the British blockade was distasteful to the 
United States, but nobody had been killed). On 6 April 1917 the United 

States entered the war. Britain and France were now bound to win if 

they could hold out until the U.S. could take an effective role in the war. 

If there had been no submarine warfare, and no American entry to the 

war, British financial credit might easily have broken down, and the 

British and French might have found themselves with neither equip¬ 

ment nor men to resist the German attacks of early 1918. But so many 

ships were sunk that the German calculations seemed justified. The rate 

of losses rose from 11m. tons in 1915 and 15m. tons in 1916 to about 

25m. tons in the first half of 1917. Despite efforts to economize on 

shipping and a few steps towards the rationing of food, it was estimated 

that England would have to ask for peace. The Admiralty wrung its 

hands and said everything possible was being done but that, with 2,500 

ships a week coming into English ports, it was impossible to protect 

them all. And Carson remained immobile in his support of his naval 

subordinates who seemed unable to do anything. 

Lloyd George made his inquiries, consulting junior officers secretly and 

in defiance of custom. He learnt that, out of the 2,500 ships, 2,400 were 

in the coasting trade; only 100 ships a week had to be protected against 

attacks on the high seas. The Admiralty had insisted that merchant sea¬ 

men were incapable of the precise navigation needed for sailing in con¬ 

voy; Lloyd George showed that they were already sailing the Channel 

in convoy. At the end of April the War Cabinet made it known that the 

convoy system was going to be imposed on the Admiralty; on 30 April 

Lloyd George and Curzon took the Admiralty over for the day, saw that 

convoys would be organized, and arranged for the creation of a naval 

general staff. It is not formally correct to say that Lloyd George changed 
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naval policy during his visit, because the admirals had been given two 

or three days’ notice that they would have to submit, but this was one of 

the decisive interventions of the war. And it was one that made Lloyd 

George even less respectful about expert opinion than before. Convoys 

did not solve the problem immediately; about 0 5m. tons of shipping was 

sunk while travelling in convoy. Nevertheless the crisis was over. 

Lloyd George had schemes for winning the war on land as well as for 

saving it at sea. His proposal that troops should be sent to Italy was 

unsound in principle; it was perfectly true, as the staffs told him, that if 

British or French troops were moved to the Italian front, the Germans 

could move troops to meet them and, because they had better rail com¬ 

munications, would be able to do it faster. There was much more to be 

said for his next proposal, that there should be a unified command in 

France, but instead of winning support for it by argument in the War 

Cabinet and presenting it to Robertson as official policy, he slipped it 

through the Cabinet and brought it forward without preparation at a 

conference with the French about transport. Nivelle, the French com¬ 

mander, was accepted by the British generals as commander for the 

duration of the coming offensive, but they did not feel any more inclined 

to trust Lloyd George after this, and the abrupt manner of command 
which Nivelle revealed on one or two occasions made matters worse. 

There were several weak points in the German front at the beginning of 

1917; as Hindenburg and Ludendorff, who had been given control of the 

entire German army in August 1916 and had gone on to assert their 

control over the politicians as well, were still intent on operations in the 

east, they withdrew in the west to the well-prepared defences of the 

Hindenburg line, and Nivelle was left aiming a blow into empty space. 

He hastily reorganized his attack and in April threw his army against the 

German line of the Chemin des Dames. His attack was more successful 

than that of Joffre in 1915 or that of Haig in 1916, but his army had 

expected a decisive victory. The French soldiers suffered heavy losses and 

they refused to go forward again, though they defended their own lines; 

while Petain coaxed them back to some semblance of fighting spirit by 

the end of the year, any further full-scale attack in 1917 would have to be 

by the English. 
Haig’s offensive east from Ypres is one of the hardest things to 

explain in the whole war.1 It is fairly certain that he did not make it to 

take pressure off the French; it appears that he did not know the extent 

1 J A Terraine, Haig (1963), 298; Royal United Services Institution Journal 
(published in London), Nov. 1959, B. H. Liddell Hart, ‘Basic Truths of Passchen- 

daele’. 



82 ‘Blow Out, You Bugles, Over the Rich Dead’ (1914-1918) 

to which the French were paralysed by the mutinies. In part he was 

driven on by the incorrecb belief of Jellicoe, the First Sea Lord, that the 

submarines mainly operated from Belgian ports and could be overcome 

only by the actual capture of the ports. In part he was led on by a belief 

that the morale of the German army was breaking down; this was also 

incorrect. He attacked in what had become the traditional manner, an 

enormously heavy artillery barrage, followed by an infantry attack. 

The weakness of this method was that it rested on a great overestimate of 

the effectiveness of shells; only a very small proportion of shells fired ever 

killed or even wounded anyone.1 Staff calculations spoke of a barrage 

‘which no man could live through’; in pursuit of this elusive goal they 

put a larger and larger quantity of high explosive into the area they 

wanted to occupy. This was, apart from being a fairly clear guide to the 

German command where to put its reserves, a rash gamble with the 

weather. August, when Haig began his attack from Ypres, was wetter 

than usual; the barrage broke up the drainage system and condemned 

the troops to advance into a morass. September was a month of drought, 

with a rainfall under a quarter of the normal amount.2 The policy of 

artillery bombardment was more successful and a series of three neat 

and small advances were made with its help. October was again wet; 

the British army forced its way through the last few thousand yards of 

mud to the village of Passchendaele in November. 
Liddell Hart tells the story of the staff officer who was driven up 

towards the front line. When he entered the great bog he said: ‘Good 

God, did we send men to fight in that?’ ‘It gets worse further on’ was the 

answer, and around the battle-line the mud was so deep that a man who 

left the well-defined paths—which were under shell-fire—could sink in 

it and, encumbered by his service equipment, drown.3 Passchendaele was 

one of the extreme horrors of the war, but anyone who considers the 

general conditions under which men fought in France and Belgium will 

be astonished that so few people broke down under the strain of the con¬ 

stant presence of death, the absence of any chance of a swift and heroic 

offensive, and the natural discomforts of mud, lice, cold, and isolation. 

Soldiers in other wars have had the consolations of inspired leadership, 

or the hope of loot, or the thought that it would soon be over. In the First 

1 In the first five months of fighting at Verdun 37 million shells were fired, and 
there were about 500,000 casualties, of whom a great number were killed or 
wounded by bullets, bayonets, gas, hand-grenades, shovels, and bare hands. 
A. Horne, The Price of Glory: Verdun 1916 (1962), 300. 

1 D. Lloyd George, War Memoirs (1938—this edition contains letters from people 
who fought at Passchendaele), 1306. 

3 B. H. Liddell Hart, The Real War (1930), 367. 
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World War the generals were not in the front line, the war was fought in 

a narrow strip of devastated and desolated land which became more 

and more like the craters of the moon, and there was no sign that the 

remorseless grinding process would come to an end as long as there 

were men alive on both sides. The men who did break down under the 

strain met little mercy. Soldiers who would in later wars have been 

treated for shell-shock were court-martialled and shot. 

The sacrifices of Passchendaele brought very little strategic advantage. 

The Germans were able to hold their line in the west and at the same 

time complete the destruction of Russia as an effective military force. 

Later in November a tank attack at Cambrai, where the land was un¬ 

broken by shellfire, gained in a couple of days about as much ground as 

the long slaughter of Passchendaele. The British commanders were con¬ 

vinced the German army was almost broken by the fighting for Passchen¬ 

daele, and did little to prepare for a counter-attack on this newly gained 

territory which came at the end of the month and recaptured almost all 

the ground won by the tanks. 

1918 

Lloyd George had to put up with the generals because his own political 

position depended on Conservative votes and was never strong enough 

to allow him freedom of action. By the end of 1917 his colleagues in the 

War Cabinet agreed with his low opinion of English generalship and its 

constant passion for the offensive. But the House of Commons was an¬ 

other thing again, and Lloyd George did not feel confident of his position 

there. He thought it might be possible to control the generals either by 

returning to the policy of unity of command, or by restricting the number 

of men supplied to them. Unity of command became involved all too 

closely with the attempt to circumvent the power of Robertson as 

C.I.G.S. In February 1918 an Executive War Board was set up by the 

American, British, French, and Italian governments to control the 

military reserves; Lloyd George nominated Sir Henry Wilson as British 

representative, and made it clear that the C.I.G.S. would not have any 

authority over him. Robertson resigned rather than accept this division 

of power, and after failing to persuade Plumer to take his place, the War 

Cabinet gave it to Wilson who worked better with the politicians as 

C.I.G.S., though he was no more prepared than Robertson to share power 

with a general at Versailles. 
The idea of unity of command seemed to have been dealt the final blow 

when Haig declined to contribute any troops to the proposed central 

reserve; he preferred to rely on an arrangement for exchanging reserves 
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that he had worked out with -Petain. Wilson warned him that he might 
find Petain’s charity very icold. The British government did not press the 
point, because it did not want to have to provide any fresh troops; by this 
time its faith in Haig’s estimates of future needs was very low because of 
his ‘constant depreciation of the Germans when he wanted to attack’.1 
There were many other demands on any available manpower: ships and 
munitions had to be provided, people were sent back to the land to grow 
more food and the Navy and the Royal Flying Corps (changed to Royal 
Air Force in April) had to be expanded. 

On 21 March the German armies attacked the British line just south 
of Arras, broke it and in a couple of weeks’ fighting came very close to 
capturing Amiens and paralysing railway communication between the 
British and French. The attack showed that the trench line could be 
broken, and suggested that surprise, rather than the siege methods used 
previously, was the best way to do the job. A short bombardment to 
destroy communications rather than kill the defenders, an early morning 
attack to make use of any fog there might be, and small groups who 
pressed forward rather than neatly aligned waves of troops seemed to be 
the answer. Using these new tactics—or, rather, applying traditional 
tactics to a new situation—Ludendorff seemed able to break the English 
or French line at will. Five attacks between March and July met with 
varying degrees of success, but all of them gained more ground than the 
British advances on Cambrai the previous November over which there 
had been so much exultation. Under this pressure a Supreme Com¬ 
mander was at last appointed; Foch was accepted as generalissimo over 
the British, French, and American armies, though his powers were never 
as great as they sounded. His staff was small and the reserve at his 
disposal was never intact because of the calls made on the troops 
which might have been allotted to it before the 1918 battles began. 
His tactics were fairly simple; he encouraged the generals under his 
command to attack as soon as they could, and he tried to build up a 
strategic reserve to make this possible. But the German attacks went on, 
and the English and French were visibly not doing much more than 
holding on until American troops or German exhaustion saved them. 

In London Lloyd George had passed through a period of difficulty. 
When Lord Lansdowne in November 1917 argued that the government 
should try to get a negotiated peace, an Asquith-Lansdowne ministry 
was thought possible. The desire to know what peace terms would be 
given to Germany was a sign that people were growing tired of the war, 
though not that they were ready to end it. Anti-German feeling was no 

1 M. P. A. Hankey, The Supreme Command 1914-1918 (1961), ii. 803. 
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longer enough to keep up morale, and in early 1918 President Wilson 

made his War Aims explicit in his Fourteen Points. Lloyd George put 

roughly the same policy, though with a little less emphasis on self- 

determination, to the T.U.C., which was accepted as the leading respect¬ 

able body supporting a negotiated peace. The aims of Wilson, Lloyd 

George, and the people who listened to them approvingly were not a 

real basis for a negotiated peace; no German government would accept 

the Fourteen Points except after military defeat. The statement of war 

aims was more an exercise in domestic public relations than in diplomacy, 

but it did show that the government had to take popular feeling 

seriously even in foreign policy. The Soviet publication of some of the 

secret treaties reduced people’s willingness to let their governments carry 

on diplomacy in secret. 

Lloyd George’s government realized that it needed to show people 

what the country was fighting for. A Ministry of Reconstruction had 

been set up in 1917. A large measure of electoral reform was passed in 

1918: it trebled the electorate by giving the vote to all men over 21, 

instead of confining it to householders, and also to women over 30—the 

age difference was introduced to make sure that men should remain a 

majority in the electorate. Plural voting was reduced to one extra vote 

for a university degree or for business premises. What attracted people’s 

attention was the granting of votes to women, but this change did not 

have an immediately visible political effect. To some extent women had 

wanted the vote to assert their right to greater equality, and other 

changes were doing something to bring this about. It is impossible to say 

whether votes for women changed the basis of political struggle; new 

issues, such as housing and the non-religious aspects of education, 

became important after the war, and they may have been emphasized 

because women were likely to be interested. The vote may also have had 

defensive uses; in the years of high unemployment after the war there 

might have been attempts to stop women working if they had not been 

enfranchised; even so, the number of women in the labour force had 

fallen back to the 1911 level by 1921. 
The effect of giving the vote to the one-third of adult males who had 

not previously been enfranchised was more far-reaching. If enfranchise¬ 

ment had come before the war the Liberal party would probably have 

got the largest share of these new votes because it had the organization 

to do the work and had a wider appeal among the poor than the Con¬ 

servatives. But in 1918 the Liberal party was divided, and it had a rival 

for the votes of the poor. Two or three times as many people were 

organized in trade unions at the end of the war as at the beginning and 
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so could be organized for the Labour party as well. Because it had had to 

think about foreign policy, and because it could no longer trust the 

Liberal party to follow a Gladstonian policy, the Labour party had to 

consider becoming a party of government in order to carry out its own 

foreign policy. While Henderson was in the Cabinet this tendency was 

held in check but after he had left the Cabinet on a foreign policy issue he 

was all the more willing to undertake the work of changing the party. 

As a negotiated peace was becoming more acceptable, the prestige of 

MacDonald in the party was rising and as the obvious domestic effect 

of the war had been an increase in measures of collectivist legislation, the 

great expert on collectivism, Sidney Webb, was drawn into the inner 

circles of the party. 
By 1918 Lloyd George had demonstrated that the state could take 

over most of the economy and run it effectively enough to maintain 

5 million men under arms and keep most of the population no worse off 

than they had been before the war. The old I.L.P. point seemed proved, 

if people were to be treated reasonably in the economic sphere, the first 

step was to nationalize industry. Clause IV of the new constitution 

adopted by the Labour party in 1918 included a commitment to 

nationalization; the founders of the I.L.P. had achieved their objective 

of setting up a party based on organized labour which would accept the 

policy of nationalization. The Labour party now had branches in con¬ 

stituencies, where they served as parallel organizations to the old I.L.P. 

branches. This was intended to make the party more attractive by 

enabling people to join it without having to join a socialist group like the 

I.L.P. though, as the Labour party itself was now socialist, the distinction 

was hard to see. The main effect of setting up Labour party branches 

on a separate basis was to leave the old I.L.P. branches in a position 

where they were bound to see themselves as the conscience of the party, 

and it might have led to a quieter life for everybody if they had been 

allowed to continue as the basis of the constituency organization of the 

Labour party. 
The German offensive of March 1918 had political effects in England. 

It helped the Labour party by making reunion harder for the Liberals. 

In February Asquith had supported Robertson in his efforts to remain as 

C.I.G.S. with unrestricted authority; this made life no easier for Lloyd 

George, who came close to resigning on the issue. When the March 

offensive broke the English front, swift action had to be taken to repair 

the damage; a more skilful deployment of troops might have made the 

line harder to break, but once the attack had come it was too late to 

worry about such things. The government sent troops to France from 
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England and once again diverted people from making munitions into the 

ranks of the army—Hankey commented that ‘the withdrawal of a few 

thousand engineers to the Army . . . caused the tank programme to fall 

by half’, which illustrated why it was not possible both to keep the 

army at the strength the generals wanted and provide the weapons they 

wanted.1 
When he explained the situation to the House of Commons Lloyd 

George said British troops in France in 1918 were at their 1917 level. The 

Director of Military Operations, General Maurice, published a letter in 

The Times on 7 May saying that the Prime Minister was not telling the 

truth. For the only time in the war Asquith made an attack on the Prime 

Minister which he carried to the extent of voting against the government; 

he was careful not to say that Maurice’s figures were correct but he 

insisted that there should be a committee of inquiry. During the debate 

Asquith’s case was destroyed; Lloyd George gave figures which, he 

stated, had been sent by General Maurice’s own office. Apparently the 

original figures Lloyd George had used included British troops in Italy. 

Maurice had corrected them, and his figures in The Times were accurate 

though it is not clear Lloyd George knew this. In any case Maurice’s 

letter was bound to look like an attempt to use confidential information 
to embarrass Lloyd George and benefit Asquith and the generals. The 

debate on Maurice’s charges and the division, which the government won 

293-106, relieved Lloyd George from the fear that he might lose control 

of the House of Commons. Two secretaries say that Maurice’s corrected 

figures were later found in an unopened dispatch box, but that Lloyd 

George never saw this second version.2 
By July the German army had committed almost all its reserves to the 

battle and, although it had broken the trench-line in several places and 

created very large salients, it had not been able to use these advantages 

to turn the flank of either the English or the French armies. The German 

attacks lost momentum and when the counter-attack began, at the end of 

July, the German position was very ill placed for resisting it. The salients 

created by the great offensive meant that the line was longer than it would 

otherwise have been, and because the reserves had been used up in attacks 

the German generals had lost almost all power to decide how they should 

defend themselves. The arrival of tanks in adequate numbers made their 

position worse; on 8 August a very successful British tank attack 

destroyed the last German chances of concentrating troops for a counter- 

1 M. P. A. Hankey, op. cit. ii. 829. 
2 Lord Beaverbrook, Men and Power, 262-3; John Gooch The Maurice Debate , 

Journal of Contemporary History, iii. 4. 
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attack.1 On 29 September Ludendorff’s self-control broke down and he 

declared that peace must be made at once; it is possible that the German 

diplomats could have made better terms for an armistice if they had not 

been hustled into the preliminary, negotiations in this way. But by Octo¬ 

ber it was quite clear that no effective resistance could be offered by the 

Germans on French soil. Their best hope was to carry out a very con¬ 

siderable retreat and then try to defend the Rhineland, but it was doubtful 

that the authority of the German High Command would have survived 

such a step. 
Lloyd George’s domestic position was accordingly eased, and he 

could look to the future. By mid-1918 people in England were showing 

signs of exhaustion, though not of any loss of determination. An influenza 

epidemic whose victims were comparable in number to the entire war- 

casualty list, struck Europe in the later months of 1918. The anti-German 

hysteria of the early stages of the war reappeared and this led to an Act 

against naturalized enemy aliens—that is to say, Germans who had come 

to England, taken out British citizenship, and settled down. The earlier 

attack on people of German origin could be rationalized by saying that 

after all they might be spies; by 1918 it was altogether more obvious that 

they were being persecuted because of their former nationality. Lloyd 

George summed up the feeling very well in a speech on 10 December 

when he said that he stood for ‘Britain for the British’. 

By that time he was involved in a general election. Probably an election 

would have been held late in 1918 whether the war was over or not. 

Lloyd George had to prepare for it; in September he invited Asquith to 

join the government as Lord Chancellor and take part in drawing up the 

Peace Treaties. Asquith said he would help with the Peace Treaties but 

did not intend to join the government. Lloyd George did not want 

Asquith (or Lord Northcliffe) at the peace conference untrammelled by 

ministerial responsibility. If Asquith would not join it, the Coalition 

would have to go on unchanged, and in October the Whips of the Con¬ 

servatives and the pro-Lloyd George Liberals drew up an agreement by 

which the Conservatives would leave 150 seats uncontested, which would 

give Lloyd George as many Liberal followers after an election as he had 

in the existing House. 

By November the war had drawn towards an end. The events of the 

last weeks did not provide decisive evidence to show what grand strategy 

should have been adopted in the war. The pressure was kept up in the 

1 ‘Ludendorff in the most frequently quoted passage of his Memoirs described 
8 August as “the black day of the German army”’, C. R. M. Cruttwell, A History 
of the Great War (1934), 550. 
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west and the German army was driven back, but on the other hand 

Germany’s three allies, Turkey, Bulgaria, and Austria-Hungary all 

collapsed shortly before she was forced to ask for an armistice. Italy had 

ceased to be much of a danger to Austria after the battle of Caporetto in 

October 1917. Turkey had first been driven out of Arabia and then 

defeated in Palestine and Syria, but while the campaigns of Allenby and 

the guerrilla warfare of T. E. Lawrence had been interesting and 

imaginative, they were never a danger to vital German interests. On the 

other hand, Germany had been obliged to divert resources to help her 

allies. The fiercely committed Lloyd George, supported by the somewhat 

more impartial Hankey, argued that the collapse of her allies left 

Germany helpless; the supporters of the claims of the western front 

pointed out that all through the war the number of men fighting in 

France was much larger than in any of the areas that distracted Lloyd 

George’s attention, so that if the Germans had won in France they could 

have mopped up all the other theatres of war at their leisure; and the 

supporters of the blockade stressed the industrial and domestic weak¬ 

ness which was depriving Germany of the means to continue the war. 

One historian of the war, unable to determine what was decisive, con¬ 

cluded: ‘The simple truth is that Germany ended the war because she 

had come to the end of her endurance, and it is doubtful whether any 

other country would have endured so long.’ The tribute to what Liddell 
Hart called ‘an epic of military and human achievement’ is not un¬ 

deserved; because of the blockade, and because the generals took too 

many people from the farms for the army, the Germans were at an 

immense disadvantage, and the German and Austrian urban popula¬ 

tions suffered much worse than anybody else, except the inhabitants of 

the areas that were overrun by the armies.1 At all levels but the highest, 

German strategy would have been hard to improve; in the realm where 

strategy joins hands with diplomacy it was disastrous, because it made 

Britain’s entry certain when she might have stayed out, and it provoked 

the United States’ entry quite unnecessarily. But, apart perhaps from the 

shifting of the weight of force away from the original pattern of the 

Schlieffen Plan, it is very hard to see any way in which the German 

generals could have handled better the problem of being outnumbered 

and forced to fight on two fronts that they had created for themselves. 

However deserved the tributes to the Germans, the countries opposed 

to them showed no less capacity for endurance. An American who had 

seen the last stages wrote: ‘This western front business couldn’t be 

done again, not for a long time. The young men think they could do it 

1 Cruttwell, op. ciL 597; B. H. Liddell Hart, op. cit. 508. 
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but they couldn’t. . . . This took religion and years of plenty and 

tremendous sureties and \he exact relation that existed between the 

classes. . . . You had to have a whole-souled sentimental equipment 

going back further than you could remember.’1 The English writers who 

had begun the war in a mood of nobility untouched by reality became 

silent. It was impossible to describe what was going on in the trenches, 

except in words that showed that- no long-term benefits promised by 

politicians could justify the suffering. The most immediate impact was 

that of Sassoon, whose Counter-Attack (1918) was published while the 

war was on, though the posthumous anti-war poems of Owen (1920) and 

Rosenberg (1922) have influenced subsequent writing rather more. When 

the war came to an end at 11 a.m. on 11 November 1918 the feeling of 

triumph and the desire for vengeance was uppermost in almost every¬ 

body’s mind. This mood did not last, and one reason why it came to an 

end was that people began to realize—as they had never allowed them¬ 

selves to do while the war was on—just what it had been like to spend 

months and years in the trenches. 

1 F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tender is the Night (1934), 75. 
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The peace settlement of 1919 

The day after the Armistice was announced, Lloyd George told a 

gathering of about 150 of his Liberal followers that he was going to have 

an election. The Asquithian Liberals complained loudly, and the com¬ 

plaints have gone on ever since. But Lloyd George’s decision to have an 

election was quite natural. Parliament had been sitting for eight years 

and had just trebled the electorate. The Asquithians never explained 

what else Lloyd George could have done: Asquith would not join the 

government, Lloyd George was not likely to step down from the 

Premiership and ask to be accepted as second-in-command of the 

Asquith party, and it was really not possible to tell the electorate to do 

without an election until the two Liberal leaders had sorted out their 

relationship. 
On the other hand, if the government could unite the ‘Lloyd George 

vote’ and the Conservative vote (and the rather small vote of the pro- 

Coalition Liberals), it could look forward to an enormous majority. If 

the Liberals had been united, and had had the prestige of Lloyd George 

on their side, they would very possibly still have lost the election, but they 

would probably have emerged as an Opposition of a respectable size, in 

no danger of being overtaken by the Labour party. But if Lloyd George 

and the Conservatives were on the same side, there was very little hope 

for any Liberal candidate unless he had a guarantee of respectability 

from Lloyd George and Bonar Law. The guarantee of respectability— 

the letter, signed by Lloyd George and Law, saying that a candidate was 

a good and loyal servant of the Coalition—was the point that the Liberals 

1 ‘Mr. Lloyd George is rooted in nothing’, J. M. Keynes, Essays in Biography 
(1933), 37. The phrase was originally in his Economic Consequences of the Peace 
but was omitted in a not wholly successful attempt to make the book mild and 

conciliatory. 
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fastened on; Asquith called it ‘the coupon’ (i.e. a ration coupon), and ‘the 

coupon election’ it has rehiained. But, if Lloyd George’s influence was 

going to be thrown against his old party, the ‘coupon’ was the only way 

that a Liberal remnant could be preserved. 
While the distribution of the ‘coupons’ under the agreement made in 

October was natural enough, the course of the election ran steadily 

downhill. Lloyd George had told his Liberal followers on 12 November 

that he would take a line that Liberals would have no difficulty in follow¬ 

ing. During the campaign he never fully committed himself to the policy 

of hanging the Kaiser and making Germany pay which was supported by 

the ordinary run of pro-Govemment candidates, but his reservations 

were not very explicit: they might have been understood in the House 
of Commons, but were out of place in an election. The ordinary voter 

was pleased to hear that Germany was going to have to pay for the war, 

though this was mainly out of a desire to punish her; less attention was 

paid to any idea that the social benefits summed up in the slogan ‘a fit 

country for heroes’ would be provided without any extra taxation. 

Lloyd George did not use his position and prestige to warn the 

electorate that things might not be so easy—of course, he may really 

have thought that making Germany pay was a matter of making a 

German Minister of Finance sign a large cheque, but if he understood 

the situation he should have warned the electorate. An election is a 

great opportunity for political education, and a party which is likely to 

win a big victory has a particular responsibility to warn public opinion 

and avoid being swept along by uninformed popular feeling. 
Any educating of the public in 1918 would have had to begin among 

the Coalition’s own candidates, who clearly shared the feelings of the 

electorate. Neither the Asquithian Liberals nor the Labour party were 

immune from anti-German feeling and a belief in making Germany pay, 

though in both parties there were groups who urged restraint. Polling day 

came, with all constituencies voting on the same day for the first time, 

and the Coalition won an enormous majority. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Coalition parties 5,121,259 478 47-6 
Other Conservatives 663,097 48 61 
Liberal 1,298,808 28 12 1 
Labour 2,385,472 63 22-2 
Sinn Fein1 486,867 73 4 9 

The results were in one way even more devastating for the parties in 

1 Sinn Fein ran only 102 candidates, of whom 25 were returned unopposed. 
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opposition than the figures show. Not a single Liberal ex-minister was 

re-elected, and the most talented Labour leaders, MacDonald, Snowden, 

and Henderson, were also defeated; Adamson, the Scottish miner who 

had been made chairman of the parliamentary Labour party, was leader 

of the largest party sitting in opposition. The Labour party had put 

forward many more candidates than before the war, and had laid the 

foundations for a nation-wide effort, but the Labour Members elected in 

1918 were trade unionists of the pre-war type. In the previous Parliament 

25 of them had served as solid backbenchers; they had done no harm then, 

but their presence in the new Parliament showed that the opposition was 

weak in talent as well as in numbers. There were practically no Home 

Rulers in the new House. The Irish electorate had lost patience with the 

delays of the English parliamentary system and returned Sinn Fein 

Members who declared themselves to be the parliament of Ireland and 

did not come to Westminster. 

These years immediately after 1918 are immensely crowded, and 

crowded with events that have little connection with one another. In 

the first "half of 1919 Lloyd George was watching over demobilization, 

restraining his War Minister Churchill from sending the army to Russia 

to overthrow Lenin and the Bolshevik revolution, facing a series of strikes 

most of which were simple economic disputes but a few of which—like 

that of the miners with their demand for nationalization—had political 

implications that could not be neglected. And at the same time he was 

negotiating the Treaty of Versailles. He was accused of taking too much 

on himself. This may have been so, but his experiences with Churchill 

did not encourage him to delegate power very widely, and in any case 

Wilson and Clemenceau were at the Versailles negotiations so he had to 

be there. 
Germany had asked for an armistice that would lead to a Peace Treaty 

which embodied Wilson’s Fourteen Points. Roughly, very roughly, the 

Treaty did embody the Points but it fell away from them on a number of 

issues, always in the direction contrary to German interests. Lloyd 

George had to consider the situation at three distinct levels: because of 

the climate of opinion in England which had at the very least not been 

discouraged at the General Election, he could not assent to a Treaty that 

could be denounced for being too soft to the Germans; at the diplomatic 

level there were a great number of relatively secondary points on which 

England wanted her own way; and he was aware that it would not really 

be to her advantage in the long run to destroy Germany completely. 

It was particularly easy for England to be moderate in discussions about 

frontiers in Europe, because this was not what concerned her. The 
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integrity of Belgium was taken for granted; after this, England was 
concerned with naval strength, colonies, and reparations. The German 

navy was in British hands as a result of the armistice and, just before the 

Treaty was signed, obligingly cleared the stage by scuttling itself. Colonies 

were out of fashion, but the British Empire spread wider yet, by taking 

over new territories as ‘mandates’, a term devised by General Smuts. 

Germany forfeited her colonies, which were in Africa and the Pacific, 

small slices in Africa went to France and Belgium, but the bulk of them 

went to England and the Dominions—Tanganyika was entrusted to 

England, South West Africa to South Africa, New Guinea to Australia, 

and Samoa to New Zealand. These transactions did have their symbolic 

importance for the Empire or, as it now began to be called, the Common¬ 

wealth. The Dominions had undertaken one of the functions of sovereign 

states by organizing their own war efforts, and they now undertook an¬ 

other, almost anachronistic function by acquiring new territory by right 

of conquest; President Wilson found the Australians a little too out¬ 

spoken about this for his taste. Undoubtedly the position of the 

Dominions had altered, though the direction in which the Commonwealth 

was moving was not yet decided. Botha of South Africa, Borden of 

Canada, and Hughes of Australia, the major Dominion Prime Ministers 

of the war years, were good nationalists, and at the same time were 

strongly in favour of the British connection. All three were self-confident 

men; they had no fear that close association with England would neces¬ 

sarily mean that their countries would become subordinate to her. In 1917 

Lloyd George had held an imperial Conference which was more detailed 

in its discussions and more willing to take decisions than previous Con¬ 

ferences had been, and it was referred to as the Imperial War Cabinet; it 

had a common policy, that of beating Germany, and needed only to agree 

on ways of carrying out that policy. The Prime Ministers hoped that after 

the war they could continue on the same basis, with a common policy 

worked out in discussion and applied by a united Empire. In the past the 

countries in the Empire had been committed by British policy, in the 

sense that if England was at war all the Dominions were legally in a state 

of war, but they had not been obliged to do anything about it. The British 

government could put pressure on them to help, as Chamberlain had 

pressed the governments of the self-governing colonies to help in the Boer 

War. But in the Empire that Lloyd George envisaged the Dominions 

would be politically committed to help, because they would have helped 

to form policy. Whether this was practicable remained to be seen, but at 

Versailles the Commonwealth acted as a unit though the autonomy of its 

members was recognized when they signed the Treaty as individual 
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countries; at first it had been suggested that the Dominions were only 

pawns in the hands of the British government, but this went down very 

badly with the Dominion representatives who pointed out that they had 

done as much in the war as any of the countries at Versailles except 

England and France. 

While the treatment of the German colonies prompted questions about 

imperial relations, the division of Turkey-in-Asia was mainly an Anglo- 

French problem. The negotiators accepted the Sykes-Picot agreement of 

1916 which meant that most of these territories were to be partitioned 

between England and France; they also accepted that the British govern¬ 

ment had special commitments because of the Balfour Declaration of 

1917 which said that a National Home for the Jewish people would be 

set up in Palestine. It was clear that any promises to the Arabs, made in 

the course of persuading them to rebel against Turkish rule, would be 

ignored if they did not fit in with the Sykes-Picot and Balfour policies. 

The French were given a mandate for Syria (which contained what is now 

the Lebanon), England got mandates for Palestine, Iraq, and Trans¬ 

jordan, and the Arabs were left with Arabia and an understandable sense 

of grievance. When the Arab leader Faisal was eventually turned out of 

Damascus to make way for the French, he was compensated by being 

made ruler of Iraq, where the British had a form of mandate that would 

run for only a short time. Palestine, into which dedicated and industrious 

Jewish immigrants began to flow, was obviously going to be a harder 

problem; the Arabs who lived there lacked the skill and capital to com¬ 

pete with the newcomers, and regarded them with fear and resentment. 

Reparations came closer to the heart of the Treaty. Lloyd George’s first 

concern was to make sure that England got some share of whatever the 

Germans were made to pay. On a plain reading of the Fourteen Points 

and the accompanying correspondence, the Germans had promised at the 

time of the armistice to pay for the restoration of all civilian property 

destroyed in the war. Apart from merchant ships torpedoed, very little 

English civilian property had been damaged, and if the straightforward 

reading of the terms had been accepted, Lloyd George’s boasts about 

making Germany pay would have looked very silly. The British govern¬ 

ment argued successfully that all war pensions should be included in the 

total bill to be paid, and it was really as a result of this decision that 

Reparations took the form so brilliantly and effectively attacked by 

Keynes in The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919). Keynes’s 

argument was that civilian damage would amount to £2 billion, and that 

this was just about the amount that Germany could pay; pensions would 

raise the cost to £7 or 8 billion, a completely impossible debt which would 
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never be repaid and would cripple Germany. The implication of his book 
was that France had agreed to expand the debt to impossible dimensions 

in the hope of destroying all possibility of German economic recovery, 

and that this policy (which he called the ‘Carthaginian Peace’) was con¬ 

trary to the interests of everybody involved. His argument was applauded 

at the time, and was soon accepted by the conflicting countries: the 

Versailles conference did not feel able to agree on the level of reparations, 

and referred the issue to a committee which fixed a nominal total of 

£6,600m. to be paid, but fairly clearly did not really hope to obtain much 

more than £2,500m.; this reduced figure was formally accepted in the 

Dawes Plan for payment worked out in 1924. The introduction of war 

pensions at Versailles had merely transferred to Britain a share in the 

payments, without having much effect on the total. Germany proved 

more or less able to keep up the payments until the international system 

broke down at the end of the twenties. Historians have argued whether 

Keynes’s calculations were correct or not, often without noticing that the 

Dawes Plan accepted them. 

Keynes’s book made it intellectually respectable to condemn the 

Treaty, and people may have been too ready to follow the fashion. Even if 

there had been no argument over reparations, Germany was unlikely to 

obey the Treaty willingly. She had been disarmed but the other nations 

showed relatively little desire to adopt corresponding programmes of 

disarmament. Self-determination was supposed to be the guiding prin¬ 

ciple of the Treaty, but while there were good economic reasons for 

giving Danzig to Poland, good strategic and economic reasons for giving 

the Sudetenland to Czechoslovakia and good balance-of-power reasons 

for not allowing Austria to join Germany, each of these decisions ignored 

the principle of self-determination. French politicians justified the Treaty 

by arguing that Germany was a dangerous country and all Europe should 

devote its energies to holding her down for an indefinite time to come, but 

when they pressed for harsher terms, they might have asked themselves 

what chance they had of getting support for this policy; it was easy for 

them to feel sure that their country would remain hostile to Germany, 

but it was unwise of them to commit France to a policy which depended 

on perpetual support from England. A ‘Carthaginian Peace’ assumed that 

England would remain hostile to Germany, and as England would remain 

hostile to Germany only if Englishmen thought Germany was unreason¬ 

able and France was reasonable, the policy would not work unless France 

surrendered to England control over her foreign policy. What Keynes did 

in his book was to convince Englishmen (and Americans) that the 

Germans of the Weimar Republic were no worse than any other Euro- 
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pean statesmen—a fair if unexacting standard-—and it was irrelevant that 

he showed this by analysing the reparations settlement which was rapidly 

corrected, when the provisions which ‘laid the foundations of a just and 

durable war’ were concerned with armaments and frontiers. These clauses 

were not seriously changed until Chamberlain and Hitler got to work in 
the 1930s. 

Wilson devoted most of his energies at Versailles to making sure that 

England and France joined the League of Nations; and this was a mis¬ 

directed effort, for both countries were willing to join. In England the 

League was seen as something like Gladstone’s Concert of Europe, and 

Gladstonians like Bryce, Ramsay MacDonald, and General Smuts had 

done a good deal to develop the idea of the League. The Liberal and 

Labour parties welcomed it, but the Conservatives were more divided on 

the issue; some of them noticed that Article 16 committed Britain to war 

to resist aggression in a quarrel that did not concern her directly. In France 

the League was seen as something much more like an enforcement 

agency for the Treaty, and it would have been more helpful if Wilson 

had spent some time establishing just what it was to do. By the end of 

the negotiations, British interest was declining. Parliament had pushed 

Lloyd George in a ‘Carthaginian’ direction early in the negotiations, but 

towards the end Lloyd George had felt safe in urging a more moderate 

attitude on Wilson and Clemenceau. 

People with a long historical perspective could see after the war that 

‘America was thus clearly top nation, and History came to a .n—a 

comment which showed very clearly the British feeling that nothing was 

worth while if England was not superior to other countries. However, the 

United States and the Soviet Union kept off the centre of the world’s 

stage for two more decades, and so Europe remained the part of the 

globe most likely to influence other countries. England emerged as the 

least devastated European country, with some claims to world dominance 

by default. 
England had an additional claim on the attention of the world because 

she had been for about two centuries the chief seedbed of new ideas. The 

world that fought from 1914 to 1918 was the world of Locke, Newton, 

Adam Smith, Mill, and Darwin. The line had not come to an end; one 

important intellectual descendant of these men, J. M. Keynes, was just 

embarking on work that may turn out to be as significant as anything they 

did. He was a reasonable, logical man, with perhaps a greater gift for 

intellectual debate than any of them had possessed; Russell, probably the 

most distinguished English philosopher of the century, said of him: 

1 W. C. Sellar and R. J. Yeatman, 1066 and All That (1930), 115. 
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‘Obviously a nice man, but I did not enjoy his company. He made me 

feel a fool.’1 People less concerned about their own intellectual standing 

found him charming and kind, except in debate. During the twenties he 

was laying the foundations of his serious work, and incidentally acquiring 

a fortune on the Stock Exchange; during the thirties he published the 

books which have convinced most people that it is not enough to run a 

government’s finances like those of a household, making sure that there 

is a bit left over at the end of the year. 

The post-war mood 

But men were moving into a world whose main intellectual energy has 

come from members of the German-Jewish community. The Russian 

Revolution, and the difficulties of the capitalist system, inspired renewed 

interest in Marx’s writings. Freud’s ideas were breaking through to 

general acceptance; he was of course invoked to justify a somewhat over¬ 

due relaxation of the idea that sex, though widespread, was not respect¬ 

able,2 but the more serious implication of his work was that men were 

dominated by their unconscious minds, over which they had very little 

control. 
An eclipse of the sun (about a month before the Treaty was signed at 

Versailles) provided the first empirical evidence to support Einstein’s 

Theory of Relativity. The Theory asserted that the speed of light was a 

limiting factor, because nothing could move faster; that it is not possible 

to say which of two unrelated events took place first; and that the dif¬ 

ference in time between the two events varies when they are seen from 

different points in space. People on this earth may think that the Battle of 

Hastings took place 900 years ago and that a new star has just exploded 

into prominence, but from some point in space the events will appear 

simultaneous. 

The equations linking energy and mass suggested that matter could be 

disintegrated with explosive effect. Laymen amused themselves with the 

thought of ‘splitting the atom’ and blowing up the world. Rutherford, 

already a dominant figure in the study of radioactivity, made a reassuring 

statement that this was impossible. Einstein’s theory was widely dis¬ 

cussed, partly because of a mere play on words: people thought from the 

name of the theory that it justified a relativist attitude to philosophical 

and moral questions. This was not a simple matter of ignorance. In the 

last act of Shaw’s play Too True to be Good (1928) there is a major 

1 H. Nicolson, Diaries (1966-8), iii. 202. 
2 The enormous sales, and considerable scandal, of Marie Stopes’s quite harm¬ 

less Married Love (1918) show how overdue the change was. 
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speech by an atheist of the Herbert Spencer school expressing the puzzle¬ 

ment such people felt, in moral as well as in scientific questions, as a 

result of the overthrow of the simple and easily calculable Newtonian 

laws of motion. The English thinkers of the previous period had assumed 

that a reasonable man could stand outside the system he was analysing 

and impose order upon it; Marx, Freud, and Einstein had a common 

tendency to deny the possibility of taking a detached and unbiased 

attitude. 
The attitude of distaste for Victorianism which had been spreading 

before the war found expression in Strachey’s Eminent Victorians, a set 

of satirical lives of four of the people honoured and respected as great 

Victorian figures. It was the first public triumph of Bloomsbury and the 

tendency to frankness and open analysis of motive which the disciples of 

G. E. Moore had been practising for some years. This attitude was not 

universal—most of the great political biographies of late Victorian 

figures were published in the twenties, and they were written with all the 

adulation and lack of analysis that Strachey had tried to combat—but the 

fashion of the decade was to look at Victorian prudery with disgust, at 

Victorian literature with amusement, and at Victorian architecture as 

little as possible. 
Eliot’s The Waste Land, first published in 1922, finally forced English 

poets to recognize the work of the French symbolist writers and stop try¬ 

ing to squeeze out a few more drops from the romantic heritage. Almost 

all the poets already writing were cut off from the people who started 

writing after The Waste Land. Transformations like that of Yeats, who 

turned himself into a symbolist, were rare, and most of the writers who 

had emerged in the volumes of Georgian Poetry, which began appearing 

just before the war and continued until 1922, went on writing as they 

had done previously. Apart from its effect on poetic style The Waste 

Land expressed a feeling, widespread among people who thought about 

such questions, that the world had suffered a mortal blow during the 

war. Until 1914 progress could be taken for granted; economic progress 

was visibly taking place, and everybody felt serenely confident that 

this implied progress in every other direction as well. There was some 

justification for this view: England and the whole of Europe were more 

kind-hearted in 1914 than they had been in 1815. But the war came, 

and demonstrated that human beings still had a great capacity for 

causing suffering. Economic progress went on after the war, but it was 

less easy to be certain that other sorts of progress continued. The war 

ended in the mood of ‘the world’s great age begins anew’, but the 

problems of reorganizing society were large enough to make people 
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soon ask ‘What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow Out of this 

stony rubbish?’1 v 

Lloyd George once described the House of Commons elected in 1918 

as ‘the Trade Union Congress on the opposition benches and the Chamber 

of Commerce on the government side’. Neither this, nor Keynes’s more 

one-sided comment that ‘they are a lot of hard-faced men who look as if 

they had done very well out of the.war’, was accurate: there were about 

20 trade unionists and about 80 business men more than in 1910, and they 

did not between them make up a majority of the House.2 But Lloyd 

George’s comment did hit upon the two social changes that followed the 

war. At the time people talked rather more about the increased political 

strength of the working class and the possibility of ‘Bolshevism’, by 

which they meant anything from Leninist revolution to a reduction of 

the social and economic gap between the upper and middle classes and the 

working class. The proportion of the national income that went to the 

working class did increase between 1914 and 1920, but this did not last 

long.3 A certain amount of social legislation was passed, and it became 

clear that trade unions would continue to be recognized as necessary 

parts of industrial organization. But none of this altered the relationship 

of the working class to their ‘betters’ nearly as much as the war altered 

relationships within the more comfortable classes. 

If the people from the working class were better off by the end of the 

war than at the beginning, and if manufacturers inevitably became much 

better off, it might reasonably be asked who paid for the war. First, of 

course, all those who went off and fought did very badly economically as 

well as in other ways. Apart from them, the professional classes and the 

land-owning classes did badly. They were caught by six years of inflation 

1 Lord Curzon quoted the line of Shelley in moving the Address to the Throne 
to celebrate the end of the war. 18 Nov. 1918, Lords' Debates, xxxii. 165; the 
second quotation is from The Waste Land, lines 19 and 20. 

z J. M. McEwen, ‘The Coupon Election of 1918’, Journal of Modern History 
(published in Chicago), vol. 34; J. M. Keynes, Economic Consequences of the 
Peace (1919), 133. Keynes attributed to ‘a Conservative friend’, believed to have 
been Stanley Baldwin, the remark about the hard-faced men. 

3 From S. Pollard, Development of the British Economy 1914-1950 (1962), 
289-90, it appears that 

Net income 
per head Real wages 

1920 100 100 
1938 118 5 113 

Some of the disproportion developed because more of the population was of 
working age. 



The Post-War Mood 101 

and rising taxes, and could do relatively little to raise their incomes to 

meet these changes. The most obvious sign of the times was the great 

land sales of 1918-21, which produced a transfer of land on a scale 

‘probably not equalled since the Norman Conquest’.1 The sales were said 

to have been caused by the impact of death duties upon noble and 

gallant families in which a number of owners were killed one after an¬ 

other, with duties to pay each time. This interpretation was too romantic: 

the Death Duties (Killed in War) Act reduced death duties for the first 

owner who was killed and remitted all duties for subsequent deaths in 

action. In any case, it was not the owners who were killed; Curzon told 

the Lords early in 1917 that six Peers and sixty-two heirs had been 

killed,2 and the death of an heir who had an infant son or a younger 

brother would delay the incidence of death duties. The position of the 

heirs probably suffered more from the tendency away from leaving the 

whole estate to the eldest son. The 1922 Law of Property Act established 

a legal preference for equal division of an estate and this weakened the 

old system of land-holding. Perhaps because income-tax at 30p in the £ 

was too much for them, or because they decided that as land would never 

again be a source of political power its low economic return was no 

longer justified, the old land-owning class gave up the struggle. They 

kept their urban land, which with the passing of time restored their 

fortunes, they kept up a surprisingly large number of the smaller country- 

houses, and they kept their unsaleable shooting-estates in Scotland, but 

for the rest they sold out to their tenants or to manufacturers who wanted 

a place in the country. There was an upper class in England before 1914, 

in the sense that people owned property that gave them a claim on the 

personal and political loyalty of their tenants; obviously this class had 

been losing its power and equally obviously its power did not disappear 

completely during the war. While Lord Derby continued to dominate 

Lancashire politics it could not be said that the old upper class had gone, 

but Derby’s position was exceptional enough to illustrate by contrast 

what had happened to the political power of the landowners. 
An odd little political issue of the period shows the changes that were 

taking place in the ruling class. Lloyd George, as has been noted, brought 

business men into the government in 1916; he was in fact very willing to 

establish them as members of the ruling class, and they were very willing 

to encourage him to do so. The easy way to recognition was through the 

granting of honours: the Prime Minister could advise the King to make 

1 F. M. L. Thompson, English Landed Society in the Nineteenth Century (1963), 

332-3. 
2 7 Feb. 1917, Lords Debates, xxiv. 21. 
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business men into peers, baronets, knights, or lesser notabilities on 

account of their contribution to the war effort. This would have been a 

sensible acceptance of a change in the social structure of the country, 

though there would probably have been objections from people who 

already had titles and did not want to be forced to face the changes that 

were taking place. Lloyd George gave honours lavishly to business men 

and people who liked neither Llpyd George nor business men could 

plausibly object to the process because they were being given in return 

for cash contributions to Lloyd George’s political treasure-chest. This 

was not a complete novelty; honours had been sold previously, and 

everybody knew about it. But the scale of Lloyd George s operations, and 

the sort of people to whom he sold them, upset the feelings of the people 

who thought the existing class structure ought not to be disturbed. 

Estimates of the amount raised by the sale of honours range from £lm. 

to £6m.; even the lower figure, at the rates quoted of £10,000 for a 

knighthood and more for higher honours, disturbed the decent order of 

things, and also cast a doubt on honours that had been obtained by more 

conventional means. 
The people who had done badly out of the war naturally complained, 

and were joined by people who had been doing badly in any case and 

could now blame the war, while those who had done well out of the war 

remained discreetly quiet. After a very short burst of enthusiasm for 

reconstruction, strong pressure for getting back to ‘before the war’ 

developed. Pre-war levels of government expenditure, pre-war social 

relationships between manufacturers and their betters, and pre-war 

patterns of trade were set up as the objectives to be achieved, though this 

die-hard programme could never be carried out. The manufacturers 

whom Lloyd George had brought into close relations with the Conserva¬ 

tive party tended to settle down there; business men were not unknown 

in the pre-war Conservative party, but they had been much less important. 

They were not yet fully convinced of the desirability of Protection, but 

they were being drawn in that direction. 
Tariffs were brought in to provide “‘safeguarding duties” in any case in 

which an industry proved it was suffering from unfair competition. In 

this way we could build up a chain of cases which proved that protection 

was right’.1 This chain of cases was likely to support all the traditional 

industries of the country, often faced with competition from countries 

with lower wages, so that they would not be forced to contract. New 

industries would find it relatively hard to establish a right to be protected 

while the chain of proof was being built. As traditional industries, like 

1 Lord Swinton, Sixty Years of Power (1966), 78. 
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cotton and coal, had to export to keep up to their pre-war levels, a pro¬ 

tective policy could not help them, but throughout the 1920s the desire to 

get back to 1913 inhibited attempts to get people out of the declining 

industries and into those with a future. 
This problem had not become visible in 1919. While the boom was on, 

immediately after the war, industrial relations deteriorated; supporters 

of the Labour party felt that the election had been held in so much of a 

hurry that they had not had a fair chance to state their case, and that they 

were justified in using strike action to get the political changes they 
wanted. ‘Direct action’, as this approach was called, was used by the 

coalminers, who threatened to strike in February 1919 to obtain an 

increase in wages and the nationalization of the coalmines. The govern¬ 

ment did not feel able to resist this pressure, so it appointed a Royal 
Commission, six of whom would be sympathetic to the coalminers, six 

of whom would be sympathetic to the owners, and an impartial chairman, 

Mr. Justice Sankey. Quite possibly the government was ready to accept 

a report that favoured nationalization when it set up the Commission; 

at just about the same time a Transport Bill which pointed in the direc¬ 

tion of nationalization of the railways and an Electricity Bill which gave 

much wider powers to the central government were being introduced 

into the House of Commons. However, the Conservative backbenchers 

who now made up a majority of the House—which they had not 

done during the 1917-18 period of Lloyd George’s Coalition—forced 

the government to promise that it would not use this legislation in any 

way that would lead to nationalization. So, when Sankey came down on 

the side of nationalizing the coalmines (and the other Commission 

members divided as might be expected) the Report was rejected on the 

grounds that the government was not pledged to accept a Report which 

was so far from being unanimous. The government granted the other 

demands of the miners, including legislation for a seven-hour day; the 

miners were not ready to have a strike for nationalization when there 

were no immediate issues at stake and they accepted the government’s 

decision. 
The seven-hour day for miners was part of a much wider move to a 

shorter working week. On the average the working week had been about 

54 hours (miners, with heavier work, had a shorter week), and in the 

course of 1919 and 1920 it was reduced to about 48 hours. This increase 

in leisure was probably the most substantial gain made by the working 

classes in the post-war settlement; it narrowed the gap between them and 

the middle classes, and made it profitable to provide week-day enter¬ 

tainment all over the country. The cinema, greyhound racing, and dirt- 
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track (motorbike) racing all depended on working-class audiences with 

more time, as well as more'fnoney, than before 1914. 

Legislation and economics 

The working classes expected more from Parliament after 1918 than 

they got. The post-war legislation settled, in a hasty, unidealistic sort of 

way, most of the burning issues that had kept the Liberal party alive for 

generations; by the time Lloyd George fell from power in 1922 the party 

badly needed new ideas because most of its old ones had been passed 

into law—not always in a very edifying way, but none the less con¬ 

clusively. For example, the wartime limitations on drinking were made 

permanent, with the result that the drinking day was cut down to about 

six hours. Supporters of stricter regulation asked for more, and some 

people wanted complete Prohibition, but the campaign had lost its fire 

and never recaptured its nineteenth-century fervour. 

The work of legislation had begun before the war ended, with 

Fisher’s 1918 Education Act. The Act raised the school-leaving age to 14 

and, while it retained the 1902 division between fee-paying secondary 

education and free elementary education, increased the number of scholar¬ 

ships. At the same time larger grants were given to local authorities 

so that teachers’ salaries could be substantially increased. The Act 

also required local authorities to provide part-time education up to the 

age of 18 for children who left school at 14 but, as a result of the pressure 

for government economy that soon developed, this provision lapsed. 

British politics between the wars were marked by considerable hostility 

to education: there were people who opposed it on the grounds that it 

made children less willing to work and intensified the servant-problem, 

and there were people who thought that if the poor were educated they 

would no longer be content to work hard at boring jobs. When R. A. 

Butler was introducing the next important Education Bill in 1944 he felt 

it necessary to say: ‘To the question “Who will do the work if everybody 

is educated?” we reply that education itself will oil the wheels of industry 

and bring a new efficiency, the fruit of modern knowledge, to aid the 
ancient skill of field and farm.’1 

Other people realized that education has very few harmful effects, but 

believed that the country could not afford it, because it might produce 

unemployable intellectuals, fit only to teach, and unwilling to undertake 

more directly productive labour. This was a short-sighted view: it is 

sometimes said the unemployment of the twenties and thirties made the 

English working class ill-adapted to change, but as the English economy 

1 19 Jan. 1944, Commons Debates, ccclxxxxvi. 215. 
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had been inflexible for some time before the period of high unemploy¬ 

ment, it would be sensible to look for a more general cause. Under¬ 

education, which was not something that appeared for the first time in 

the twenties and thirties, was probably responsible for some of this 

inflexibility. 
Lloyd George’s government had several pre-war problems to settle. It 

was pledged to carry out the Home Rule and Welsh Disestablishment 

Bills left in suspense at the outbreak of war, and to do something about 

housing. Welsh Disestablishment went through without difficulty: the 

heart had gone out of the struggle and the Church of England no longer 

hoped for a position of monopoly. A Ministry of Health was set up 

under Christopher Addison in June 1919, with a commitment to improve 

housing. The principle of government responsibility towards which the 

pre-war Liberals had been moving in Lloyd George’s urban land pro¬ 

gramme, was now accepted. Before 1914, according to Professor Bowley, 

builders were free to vary the quality and size of working-class houses accord¬ 

ing to what they judged to be the demand, that is, according to the willingness 

and ability of people to pay for them. Since the Great War a different attitude 

has been taken, rightly or wrongly. A much higher minimum standard for 

new houses has been established, partly by law and partly by public opinion. 

This public opinion required more money to be spent on housing, for 

the sake of the children or of the neighbourhood, than poor people 

wanted (or could afford) to pay; and the slums of Glasgow or Whitechapel 

show clearly enough why public opinion wanted more money to be spent 

on housing. The Ministry of Health required local authorities to show 

what they were going to provide for the people who could not afford 

decent housing and this pushed the local authorities into building in the 

last and most frantic stages of the sudden and short-lived post-war boom. 

Naturally the houses that were built were very expensive, and this led to 

a reaction against government intervention in housing. It would have 

made much better economic sense if the commitment to government 

intervention had come after the boom had broken, when it might have 

had a stimulating effect on the economy. However, people in the 1920s 

did not believe in stimulating the economy during a slump; before the 

war the proportion of the national income spent by the government was 

in any case so small that even a relatively large budget deficit would 

not have done very much for the economy. Totally ignoring wartime 

experience, which had shown that a large budget deficit produced a very 

active and adaptable economy, the men of the twenties were convinced 

that the way to deal with a slump was to cut government expenditure. If 

Addison had not committed the government to taking some interest in 



106 Rooted in Nothing (1918-1922) 

housing by his instructions to 'the local authorities, the problem might 

have been ignored for a gdod many years to come.1 
Unemployment Insurance was extended in much the same spirit; while 

the boom was on it seemed quite safe to extend the 1911 Insurance Act 

(Part II) to all industrial workers and to promise additional ‘uncovenanted 

benefit’ beyond the amount covered by insurance. Only if they remained 

unemployed for a long time could they lose their (nationally organized) 

insurance rights and be forced back on the (locally organized) Poor Law 

system which would keep them from starvation. Unemployed workers 

preferred the insurance system to the Poor Law system, partly because 

the Poor Law almost always gave less than the insurance system. Poplar 

Borough Council, one of the first London boroughs to vote Labour, gave 

benefits in 1921 at about the same rate as the insurance scheme, but the 

municipal finances headed towards bankruptcy and the councillors were 

ordered to pay for their generosity out of their own pockets. When they 

refused, they were put in prison. People who were free from the fear of 

unemployment called the whole system ‘the dole’ and were contemptuous 

about its organization. The Conservatives and Liberals wanted to run the 

system of relief as cheaply as possible; the Labour party wanted to bring 

the level of unemployment benefit as close to a normal wage as possible, 

which they called ‘work or maintenance’—maintenance at a level which 

bore some relation to a man’s trade-union rate of pay. 

A little after the extension of the unemployment insurance system, 

economic expansion came to an end. Prices reached a peak in the summer 

of 1920; wages continued to rise until the beginning of 1921. Forcing 

down wages was not easy. Trade unions had become powerful during the 

war and maintained their position in the two years after the war. In 1919 

‘direct action’ had compelled the government to set up the Sankey Com¬ 

mission. Next year ‘direct action’ enjoyed something of a triumph. Lloyd 

George seemed to be drifting towards intervention on Poland’s side 

against Russia; in May the London dockers refused to load arms for 

Poland on to The Jolly George, and the issue then sank out of sight for a 

few weeks. But during the summer intervention again seemed possible. 

The trade unions formed councils of action and made it clear that inter¬ 

vention would be followed by strikes. The Prime Minister drew back; 

presumably he realized that fighting in Poland would be unpopular, and 

thus allowed the trade unions to push him in the direction he wanted to 

go, but the episode must have convinced the unions that they did possess 
political power. 

1 M. Bowley, Housing and the State 1919-44 (1945), 209. This book has a 
sympathetic account of the Addison housing programme, pp. 26-8. 
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As a result they were very unwilling to allow any reductions in wages, 

and the centre of resistance was the miners. Their wages were high be¬ 

fore the war, and they had a tradition of long and inflexible strikes. They 

wanted to return to 1914, to rebuild the Triple Alliance and join the 

railwaymen and the transport workers in a struggle against any reduction 

in wages. Before the war the miners had been looked up to as a very 

powerful union, and the two other unions had been very glad to com¬ 

bine with them, even though the tactics of a transport strike and a coal 

strike were quite different—an effective transport strike would probably 

be a matter of a few days of conflict, or else the government might have 

to step in, and if it did, the less skilled workers might easily be replaced. 

Miners were not so easy to replace. Ernest Bevin and Jimmy Thomas, 

the post-war leaders of the transport and the railway unions, were in any 

case not men who wanted to strike for the sheer pleasure in combat that 

sometimes carried the miners away. 
When the mines were returned to full private control in March 1921, 

the owners showed that they wanted to reduce wages and to conduct 

future wage negotiations on a ‘district’, not a national basis. The miners 

preferred a national basis because they wanted the costs of mining 

‘pooled’ so that the good mines would pay for the poor ones and wages 

would not be driven down to the level that would just keep the worst 

mines going. A strike over this seemed inevitable, and the Triple 

Alliance would, perhaps a little unenthusiastically, have supported the 

miners. But on 15 April the secretary of the Miners’ Federation said 

that negotiations on a district basis might be acceptable; the railway- 

men and transport workers were immensely relieved and said the strike 

was off. But this was not so. The miners went on with their strike, and 

denounced their allies for deserting them. ‘Black Friday’ passed into 

labour legend as the day when the miners were betrayed. It might more 

reasonably have been seen as the day when the more astute trade unionists 

saw that the day of the miners’ supremacy was over. For thirty or 

forty years the miners had been the most aggressive union, and miners’ 

wages had risen faster than those of any other large industrial group. 

But coal-mining was over-extended, there were many more miners 

than before the war, and for the next two decades they did very badly.1 

In a period in which unemployment was generally high, it was particu¬ 

larly high in mining, and in hours of work and wages earned the miners 

were less able to hold their position than almost any other industrial 

group. 

1 980,000 in 1912; 1,197,000 in 1924. A. J. Youngson, The British Economy 

1920-57 (I960), 40. 
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The post-war reconstruction had shown little realization of change. 

After five or six months df transition, during which 70 per cent of the 

work of demobilization was carried out, the country set off on a frantic 

boom. The great land sales took, place, manufacturers who felt it was 

time to retire were able to sell their factories at very high prices, and war 

gratuities, rising wages, easy credit, and the relaxation of government con¬ 

trols over industry all encouraged a brief period of full employment and 

hope for the future. Until the war England had been able to rely on old 

and tested branches of industry that were already showing signs of 

becoming out of date. Investment in prosperous but capital-hungry 

countries like Canada and Australia provided these industries with some 

of their export opportunities. During the war all the traditional industries 

like mining, textiles, and shipbuilding had been vital, and nobody doubted 

that this would continue to be the case. But so many overseas investments 

had been sold during the war that England no longer had a large favour¬ 

able balance of current payments to finance new foreign investment. 

Former customers for British goods had built up their own industries, 

and British industry could not rely on old-established markets any 

longer. The reconstruction boom was only a matter of catching up on 

depreciation that had been neglected, and there was not much moderniza¬ 

tion in industry. In any case the policy that the Bank of England and the 

Conservative backbenchers were determined to follow would have broken 

even a more soundly-based expansion of trade. By 1921 the economy was 

in a slump which, measured by the number of people out of work, was as 

bad as any in the records. 

The policy of the Bank of England contributed to a slight extent to the 

unbalance of the year of boom by allowing the pound sterling to slip from 

the exchange rate of $4.76 at which it had been held during the war, and 

the subsequent depreciation encouraged prices to go up. The Bank’s 

policy also provided fairly liberal credit for reconstruction, and for the 

considerable purchases of land and of businesses that .took place in 1919 

and early 1920. But the Bank’s long-term goal was to restore the pound 

to its pre-war gold value; as the American Treasury was committed to a 

policy of buying gold at $20 the ounce, the rate of exchange with the 

dollar became the vital comparison, and the Bank was determined to get 

back to the 1914 rate, when a pound had been worth $4.86. The decisive 

step was taken in April 1920, when Bank Rate was raised to 7 per cent 

and kept there for almost a year. The boom would not have gone on 

indefinitely even if Bank Rate had remained at a lower level, but the 

slump that followed need not have been so severe, nor need the recovery 

have been so incomplete. Throughout the 1920s Montagu Norman, the 
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Governor of the Bank of England, was determined to get back to the pre¬ 
war world, and to carry out this policy he was prepared to handicap 
British industry very severely. Successive Chancellors of the Exchequer 
from 1920 to 1931 seem to have accepted his policy without any dispute. 
Getting back to 1914 was even harder than the Bank realized; everybody 
spoke as if it would be enough to reduce the British price-level so that it 
was in the same relationship to the American price-level as it had been 
in 1914. Something like this equality of price-levels was reached, at the 
cost of keeping British interest rates well above American interest rates 
and keeping British industry much less fully employed than American 
industry. What could not be restored so easily was London’s assured 
dominance of the short-term money market. Before the war the London 
money market had not only undertaken large foreign investments but 
had also been able to make large short-term loans to bankers working in 
other money markets—the difficulty in August 1914 had been that 
bankers in other financial centres had found it almost impossible to repay 
their London debts, and their London creditors had been embarrassed 
accordingly. But after the war London had no such easy dominance; 
people with short-term money to lend either were Americans or wanted 
to send their money to America. This increased the pressure on the Bank 
of England to keep its interest rates above the American level, which 
made it all the harder to adapt British industry to new conditions. 

The business men elected in 1918 may have been Liberal or they may 
have been Conservative; they tended to agree on the importance of 
‘anti-waste’ or, in the language of an earlier generation, ‘retrenchment’. 
Austen Chamberlain, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, budgeted for a 
large surplus at a high level of expenditure, which would have had a 
deflatory effect. This did not satisfy the opponents of government spend¬ 
ing, who wanted a large surplus at a lower level of over-all expenditure, 
which would be even more deflationary. On the Opposition benches the 
Asquithian Liberals had to decide what interpretation they would give to 
the old Liberal slogan of ‘Peace, Retrenchment, and Reform’ in the post¬ 
war world. A peaceful and conciliatory foreign policy naturally appealed 
to them, and on this point they found themselves in agreement with the 
Labour party. But ‘Reform’ in the twentieth century had come to mean 
heavy government spending on social welfare, and it was not easy to 
reconcile it with ‘Retrenchment’. The Asquithians preferred ‘Retrench¬ 
ment’ and called on the government to practise economy. Perhaps this 
suited the temperament of the older generation of Asquithians, because 
Lloyd George was bound to do better than Asquith in any contest about 
who could spend money fastest. But it did mean that, in a period in which 
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willingness to spend money was taken to be one of the signs of a left- 

wing party, the Liberals were putting themselves firmly on the right. The 

Labour party was of course in favour of high expenditure, which it 

expected to see devoted to social services; this was not the most con¬ 

venient sort of support for ministers to attract when struggling with their 

backbenchers, and it was made no more helpful by the Labour party’s 

enthusiasm for a capital levy which would take money from all rich 

men and help the poor. The Liberal party also proposed a capital levy, 

in the form of a tax on the difference between men’s 1914 and their 1918 

wealth, i.e. a levy on war gains. This might attract men of established 

wealths who wanted to penalize the nouveaux riches, but men of this 

type were normally Conservative. People who were enthusiastic about 

taking money from the rich would probably prefer the Labour party s 

more sweeping approach, and the nouveaux riches themselves, many of 

whom were pre-war Liberals, felt all the more certain that they were 

safer if they stuck to the Conservative party which Lloyd George had 

introduced them to. 
Lloyd George’s followers in Parliament were not prepared to make the 

Coalition permanent by joining the Conservatives like the Liberal 

Unionists. The political leaders among them, Churchill, Addison, Mond, 

and Montagu were men who had been on the left of the party before the 

war, and the Liberal manufacturers disliked the enthusiasm their partners 

in coalition always showed for Protection. Churchill was being drawn 

towards the Conservatives by his fear of Bolshevism, his belief that the 

Labour party was riddled with it, and his desire to crush the Communist 

government in Russia, but his suggestion that Liberals and Conservatives 

should join to form a Centre party revealed one of the difficulties of the 

situation. A Centre party meant resistance not only to the Labour party 

but also to the more right-wing of the Conservative backbenchers. The 

‘anti-waste’ Members, the Members who denounced the sale of honours, 

and the opponents of negotiations with Ireland were at the time lumped 

together as Die-hard, though the National Party, whose candidate General 

Sir Henry Page-Croft was elected on a programme of ‘No sale of honours’, 

Horatio Bottomley, who had to leave the Commons for the second time in 

May 1922, and Lord Carson had very little in common except right-wing 

opposition to the government. Whether the Conservatives in office were 

willing to be divided from the Die-hards remained to be seen. 

Post-war nationalism: Ireland, India, and Chanak 

The sale of honours and even the level of government expenditure 

caused less trouble than the last phases of the Irish question. In 1918 
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Lloyd George included Home Rule in his election programme; Sinn Fein 

asked for national independence for the whole of Ireland, and won almost 

three-quarters of the Irish seats. It sent representatives to Versailles, 

although they were not received there, and began to emerge as the 

effective government in most of Ireland, helped by the fact that Home 

Rule was coming, which made policemen and other officials unwilling to 

advertise themselves as pro-English. It owed most of its strength to the 

fact that Irishmen were tired of waiting for the Westminster parliamen¬ 

tary machine and had been inspired by the enthusiasm for small 

nationalities which had been part of Britain’s war propaganda; English¬ 

men might have wished this enthusiasm to confine itself to Belgians, 

Serbs, and subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but it did not. 

Irishmen in 1919 were moving towards a system of dual government, with 

legal rule by Dublin Castle and effective rule by Sinn Fein. 
In February 1920 the long-delayed Home Rule Bill was passed. The 

Coalition had to allow Northern Ireland a Home Rule Bill of her own, 

so that the 1920 legislation offered Sinn Fein the bare and meagre pro¬ 

visions that Redmond was struggling to avoid accepting in 1914. And in 

Northern Ireland it remained in force for fifty years; from the battles 

that raged around Gladstone, Parnell, and Redmond, it might have been 

thought that Home Rule was a wild and reckless piece of legislation, but 

in fact it offered Irishmen no more than the limited and revocable powers 

enjoyed by the parliament of Northern Ireland. Law and order broke 

down in the twenty-six counties and the British government began trying 

to restore its authority by force of arms. Fighting began in 1919, went 

on in 1920, and reached new levels of bitterness and brutality in the 
first half of 1921. The Sinn Fein forces were not strong enough to fight 

pitched battles against the British army, but they could ambush patrols, 

shoot soldiers in the streets of the towns they occupied, and punish Irish¬ 

men who obeyed the British government. Warfare in which one side does 

not wear uniform is bound to be confused and vindictive, and it is made 

worse when both sides claim to be the legitimate government; if the 

British took their claims to their logical conclusion, all Irishmen who took 

up arms could be hanged as traitors, and if Sinn Fein took its claims 

seriously all Irishmen who co-operated with the foreigner were traitors. 

To strengthen the police the British government raised special forces, the 

‘Black-and-Tans’ and the ‘auxis’ (auxiliaries). These irregulars were 

recruited from demobilized soldiers, like the Freikorps in Germany who 

beat up political opponents and conducted guerrilla warfare on the Polish 

frontier; and they behaved rather more like the Freikorps than the 

government cared to recognize. The practice of ‘reprisals’, which became 
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official policy in January 1921, meant burning down houses, destroying 

the farming economy, anch shooting prisoners who were always ‘trying to 

escape’; it was likely to be popular in England at first, but it could not be 

continued for long. By the early months of 1921 Lloyd George was 

wondering whether he could make peace in Ireland. The Conservative 

back-benchers did not trust the Prime Minister, and his position became 

no easier when ill health forced Bonar Law to retire in March 1921. 

Lloyd George’s government would work only if he had a devoted second- 

in-command as leader of the Conservative party. Law was not only 

devoted and loyal, but he was also recognized as a man who would look 

after the interests of Ulster. His successor as Conservative leader, Austen 

Chamberlain, was no less loyal to the Prime Minister, but had no 

particular claim to speak for Ulster. If Lloyd George could have 

negotiated an Irish settlement that Law was ready to support it would 

have been accepted without too much difficulty. 

But there were four months of civil strife in Ireland before Sinn Fein 

responded to some friendly words (inserted by Smuts) in George V’s 

speech opening the Northern Ireland parliament. The I.R.A. had almost 

been fought to a standstill by the time the truce began in July, but the 

British government had decided that if Sinn Fein was not substantially 

satisfied by the negotiations, no peace except the peace of exhaustion 

could ever be expected in Ireland. De Valera, the President of the Irish 

Republic, did not come to London to negotiate; his representatives were 

slightly less intransigent than he would have been. It was accepted that 

Ireland would at the very least be placed on a footing of equality with the 

Dominions. So far as there had been an argument over the question, it 

had come when Lloyd George had won over Birkenhead and Churchill 

to support his policy in the spring. But the position of Ulster was not 

settled, and it was not clear that Ireland was going to stay inside the 
British Empire. 

Lloyd George got his way on both points, on the first by trickery and 

on the second by a threat of renewing the war. He told the Irish repre¬ 

sentatives that a Boundary Commission would be set up that would 

revise the 1920 frontier and reduce Northern Ireland to a small and 

unviable area; it was unlikely that the boundary revision would ever take 

place, but the assurance met the needs of the Irish negotiators. They 

were also required to demand republican status for Ireland, and this 

meant that she could not be a member of the Empire as it then stood, and 

so would become a completely independent country with certain treaty 

obligations to England. Lloyd George reckoned that Dominion status 

was the most he could offer, and he said the war would begin again if the 
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Irish negotiators did not immediately accept the offer that their country 

should become the Irish Free State, with the same status as Canada and 

a commitment to provide harbour facilities for the Royal Navy at half 

a dozen ports. The Irish negotiators accepted this without referring it 

back to de Valera. So, on 6 December 1921, the Treaty was signed. De 

Valera denounced it, and Ireland disintegrated into a new civil war 

between pro-Treaty and anti-Treaty parties. As the pro-Treaty party 

won, the civil war made no real difference to England, but it did provide 

an opportunity for all the people who thought the Treaty ought never to 

have been made—they could complain that the fighting in Ireland 

showed how wrong Lloyd George had been to expect the Irish to be able 

to run their own affairs. 
By 1922 Lloyd George needed a success somewhere. He was wonder¬ 

ing whether he could fight another election under the Coalition banner. 

The boom had been broken altogether too thoroughly, and the sup¬ 

porters of economy forced him to set up a committee, under Sir Eric 

Geddes, to reduce government expenditure. Its report, presented in 

February 1922, suggested economies on the army and navy, and 

economies on education; the government managed to avoid some of the 

cuts proposed in education, though the idea of compulsory part-time 

education after 14 disappeared. A low level of spending on arms was 

accepted, and even welcomed as a gesture to the League of Nations, and 

no coherent opposition to it could be mounted in Parliament. But, when 

England suggested disarmament during the inter-war years, the nations of 

Europe were unimpressed, because they knew that Britain had already 

disarmed, and had done so for budgetary reasons. In England, the 

Coalition back-benchers, who would have preferred to see the full range 

of the Geddes reductions in education expenditure carried out, were not 

satisfied. 
Lloyd George was artful and deceptive in negotiating when dealing 

with relatively small matters, and was at least as attached to his prin¬ 

ciples as any normal Prime Minister when dealing with large issues. This 

meant that the Conservatives in the Coalition got very little that they 

wanted. Cabinet ministers, who knew that there would have to be changes 

after the war, trusted Lloyd George to make sure that these changes were 

not too sweeping, but the Conservative back-benchers simply felt that all 

they valued was being betrayed. To some extent they blamed the 

Coalition Liberal ministers: Addison as minister in charge of housing, 

and Fisher were responsible for increased expenditure on social welfare, 

and Montagu, the Secretary of State for India, was blamed for giving way 

to Indian demands for independence. 
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This was not reasonable; the Indian nationalist movement had been 

growing for some time, anti the British government could not resist all of 

its demands. Undoubtedly independence for India was not an idea to 

attract much support in England.. Apart from the sentimental appeal of 

owning a vast empire—whenever people talked about the numbers of 

people within the British Empire, rather than its geographical extent, 

they were really talking about the.population of India, which made up 

about two-thirds of the population of the entire Empire—India was of 

substantial importance to a good many people in England. The Lan¬ 

cashire cotton industry was still a dominant force in the economy of the 

whole world, but India was its largest single market. There were so many 

millions of people in India that, though most of them were very poor, 

they could between them afford to buy a great deal of cloth. 

India had once had a cotton industry of its own, and was trying to 

revive it. The Congress party, the main political instrument of the Indian 

nationalists, was a curious mixture of saintly leaders like Gandhi, who 

believed in a revival of handcrafts and village spuming of cotton, and 

manufacturers who wanted India to be free to impose a tariff on Lan¬ 

cashire cotton. Whatever else might be said, independence for India 

would do the British cotton trade no good. In the years after 1918, when 

India was still a long way from independence, the government of India 

did acquire the right to impose tariffs to promote Indian industry 

without intervention from London, and it used this right in a way that 

protected the Indian cotton trade. 
The cotton trade was important but it was not the only substantial 

interest which England had in India. India was ruled by a small number 

of Englishmen; the Indian Civil Service, recruited by examination and 

inspired by high and austere ideals, contained only a few thousand men, 

but these men—the ‘heaven-bom’ or, as Lloyd George put it, ‘the steel- 

frame which holds India together’—were a relatively small part of the 

English community in India. Engineers and doctors went to India to 

find work; merchants settled in Bombay and Calcutta and at first 

formed the majority of the municipal electorates in the big trading cities. 

The Indian army was as large as all the rest of British military strength 

before 1914; during the rapid expansion of the Empire in Africa soldiers 

with Indian experience, like Baring in Egypt and Roberts in the Boer 

War, played leading roles, and poor but hard-working officers often went 

to India while officers who joined the army for social reasons stayed in 

England. Particularly after the Indian Mutiny of 1857 the government of 

India took care to have regiments of British soldiers available in India, 

but the Indian forces were a powerful instrument in their own right. 
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guarding imperial interests all round the Indian Ocean, and Indian 

regiments took part in the First World War; some of them went to 

France, which was too cold and wet for them, but others fought more 

successfully in the war in the Middle East against Turkey. 

The pre-war Liberal government had considered India’s constitu¬ 

tional position, and Morley, the Secretary of State, and Minto, the 

Viceroy, had worked out proposals for allowing Indians a little more 

control over provincial and municipal affairs. Morley spoke as if this 

represented the limit of change, which did not help to satisfy the Indian 

nationalists. But before the Congress party could fully organize itself to 

take account of the new situation, the war had begun. 
The war-time propaganda of the British government and its allies laid 

considerable stress on the principle of self-determination. Congress 

became more militant, and in 1917 the British government announced 

that in the fullness of time India would have ‘responsible government’—a 

government responsible to an Indian electorate would have control over 

domestic issues, as in the Dominions. In the event, some issues handled 

by provincial governors were entrusted to ministers responsible to Indian 

provincial assemblies and a representative assembly, without much 

power, was set up at Delhi. These Montagu-Chelmsford reforms took 

some little time to come into effect, and it was in the months of agitation 

immediately after the war that Gandhi, the great apostle of non-violent 

civil disobedience, rose to his position of power in Congress. Under his 

influence it became more militant; his methods provided a new way to 

agitate, and his ascetic life convinced thousands of Indian peasants 

previously not interested in politics, that he was a saint whose political 

leadership should be followed. 
In 1919 General Dyer, in command at Amritsar, found his authority 

challenged by the mob. Normally the challenge would have been faced 

and put down by the usual methods of crowd-dispersal, but Dyer used 

machine-guns. It was officially reported that 379 people were killed. The 

massacre was unnecessary, for British control over India had not been 

shaken so much that it had to depend on armed force. Dyer was dis¬ 

missed, a step which helped to reassure Indian opinion, and the post¬ 

war agitation died down. The Indians were divided; some of them were 

ready to take part in provincial governments, and to serve in the central 

representative assembly; Congress declared that as the central govern¬ 

ment was not in any way responsible to the assembly it was all just 

a sham. The Die-hards at Westminster took a simpler view: they were 

convinced that Dyer’s methods were right, and they felt that Indian 

nationalism was all Montagu’s fault. 
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They also complained about the Egyptian settlement of 1922. At the 

beginning of the war Britain had annexed Egypt, which she had been 

occupying on a temporary basis for the previous 32 years. The Egyptians, 

who had been independent in practice before 1882, expected to be 

allowed self-determination after the war, and the British government 

realized that no formula could fit Egypt into the British Empire. In any 

case Allenby as High Commissioner realized that no government would 

be willing to hold down Egypt for long, and he offered his resignation 

rather than undertake a policy of repression. The government set about 

trying to recreate the pre-war situation: Turkey’s theoretical sovereignty 

over Egypt which had been ended in 1914 was not to be revived, 

but Egypt’s independence was to be limited. A British officer was 

to be commander-in-chief of the Egyptian army and he, rather 

than the Minister for War, was to direct military expenditure. With con¬ 

trol of the army thus kept out of Egyptian hands, it could be expected 

that advice from the British High Commissioner in Cairo would be 

taken almost as seriously as advice from the British agent-general had 

been taken before 1914. Even this slight concession to ‘Egypt for 

the Egyptians’ increased the back-benchers’ dissatisfaction with Lloyd 
George. 

The international scene offered no brighter prospects. At the Genoa 

conference the government hoped to settle reparations, persuade the 

European powers to start paying their war debts to Britain at a rate that 

would cover the British repayments to the United States and at the same 

time reconcile France and Germany. But it was so complete a failure 

that it buried the conference system to which the European countries 

had turned, as they always had done after wars. Russia made an agree¬ 

ment, at Rapallo, with Germany but nobody gained anything at the 
official Genoa negotiations. 

Further east the last part of the post-war settlement had still to be 

made effective. By the Treaty of Sevres Turkey had given up not only 

her Balkan and Arab territories, but also parts of Asia Minor, which 

were given to Greece. A revolt in Turkey was followed by repudiation of 

the Treaty, and the Greeks were defeated and driven out of their new 

acquisitions; the Greeks who failed to get on to the boats leaving Smyrna 

were massacred. This undoubtedly encouraged Lloyd George in his 

natural Gladstonian feeling of friendship for the Greeks. He had 

encouraged them to go into Asia Minor, and he wanted to help them 

now they had been thrown out. But the Turkish army swept on towards 

the Dardanelles, where a small British force at Chanak was guarding the 

area of the Straits, which had been neutralized under the Sevres Treaty. 
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The British and the Turks glared at each other, while Lloyd George 

stirred up his Cabinet to stand ready to go and fight for the Straits. 

Churchill, as Secretary for the Colonies, went further and summoned the 

Dominions to send any help that might be needed. This ignored all the 

changes in Commonwealth relations in the previous half-dozen years. If 

Britain wanted Dominion help she should have explained what was 

going on and why. The claim for automatic, unexplained support had 

never been made before; in 1914 the Dominions had given immediate 

support without being asked for it and in the Boer War there had been 

discussion before help was sent. Churchill made matters worse by pub¬ 

lishing his message in the press before the Dominion Prime Ministers 

had received it. Mackenzie King, the Canadian Prime Minister, was not 

in favour of close co-operation, and he welcomed an opportunity to 

repudiate the whole system on an occasion when it had not been put into 

effect properly. 
The Turkish government did not insist on its point at Chanak. It knew 

there would have to be a new treaty, and it could be fairly confident that 

it would regain the Straits by waiting patiently. The British government 

assumed that by checking Turkey it had raised its own prestige. But this 

was not the case. The Conservative back-benchers were on the whole pro- 

Turkish, and all the natural anti-Turks in English politics were against 

the idea of going to war at all, even against the Turks. Law, whose health 

had temporarily improved, appealed to the feelings of both groups when 

he declared that England could not be the policeman of the world. 

Nevertheless Lloyd George was now determined to force an election 

before the Conservative back-benchers could overthrow the Coalition, 

and Austen Chamberlain agreed to call a meeting of ministers and M.P.s 

at the Carlton Club at which he would try to win their support for an 

election under Lloyd George’s leadership. 
Supporters of the Coalition had only one argument left. The govern¬ 

ment had not solved the problems of Europe and it had not passed the 

legislation the Conservatives wanted, but it had steered the country 

through its post-war difficulties and provided enough social welfare 

legislation to calm people down. The last argument for continuing the 

Coalition was that the growing power of the Labour party was so 

menacing that unless all men of good will stood together, which could 

only be brought about by a Coalition under Lloyd George, the forces of 

Bolshevism would sweep over England. Even this argument lost some of 

its weight when, at a by-election just before the meeting at the Carlton 

Club, an anti-Coalition Conservative defeated a Coalition and a Labour 

candidate. 
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On 19 October the Conservatives met. Partly because of his own desire 

for a peaceful foreign pdlicy and partly because Beaverbrook had per¬ 

suaded him that the time was ripe for a tariff policy. Law was there: the 

back-benchers had an alternative Prime Minister who could replace Lloyd 

George. His speech, and the even more effective speech of Stanley Bald¬ 

win, the President of the Board of Trade, answered the question raised 

by all discussion of a ‘centre party’. They said that the Conservative party 

should not allow itself to be divided, and should not let Lloyd George 

drag one section of the party behind him while leaving the Die-hard 

section isolated and embittered. This argument prevailed. The pro-Lloyd 

George Cabinet Ministers were rejected by 187 votes to 87; Law, Baldwin, 

and the back-benchers entered on their inheritance. 



5. From the Carlton Club to the 

General Strike 1922—1926 

The 1922 Parliament 

When Lloyd George had resigned. Law had to form a government with¬ 

out being able to call on the ministers who had supported the Coalition 

and he had to fight a general election. There had been no purely Conserva¬ 

tive government for sixteen years, and the men chosen in 1922 dominated 

British Cabinets for the next eighteen. Neville Chamberlain, Edward 

Wood (better known as Lord Halifax), Lloyd Graeme (later Lord Swin- 

ton), and Sir Samuel Hoare were first brought into the Cabinet by Law; 

by the critical period of the later thirties they had already been in office 

almost continuously for over a dozen years, struggling with problems like 

unemployment to which none of them knew the answer. Apart from these 

men of the future the Cabinet contained a number of peers who helped 

give it strength and respectability among the Die-hards. 
On 23 October Law was elected Leader of the Conservative party and 

then accepted the position of Prime Minister. The electoral prospects for 

the new government were quite good: the Liberal party was still divided, 

the Labour party was not considered as an alternative government; Lloyd 

George depended on his command over the loyalty of his Coalition col¬ 

leagues and behaved more like a minister pushed out of office by members 

of his own party than the leader of another party. Law would have to 

reconstruct his Cabinet to include the Coalitionists unless he won a clear 

majority, and the new government kept this possibility open by not 

opposing the Coalitionists. Beaverbrook, who was not included in the 

government, had no liking for this half-hearted warfare; he encouraged 

more candidates to stand, in order to keep the breach open. 
For perhaps twenty years, ever since Chamberlain raised the issue of 

Tariff Reform, political life had been in turmoil: Dreadnoughts, the 
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Budget, the Lords, Ireland, the War, the Peace, Ireland again, and then 

the risk of war in the Neafr East had left people exhausted. At the Carlton 

Club meeting Baldwin had made a considerable impression when he 

called Lloyd George ‘a dynamic force’ and had reminded his listeners 

that a dynamic force could be very dangerous. 
Law gained a very favourable response from voters when he said the 

time had come for ‘tranquillity’. No further commitments abroad and 

rigid economy at home appealed to the feelings of a solid majority of the 

people. From time to time during the next few years efforts were made to 

break out of this lethargy, but the mood to which Law was appealing had 

very deep roots. The clearest example of his unwillingness to disturb 

things was to be seen in his promise that he would not change the Free 

Trade system before the next general election, despite his own Tariff 

Reform views. 
Apart from this, he was probably helped by the petulance of the 

Coalitionists. Birkenhead said the new Cabinet was made up of second- 

class brains, exposing himself to Lord Robert Cecil’s reply that second- 

class brains were better than second-class characters; and Lloyd George 

called Law honest to the verge of simplicity, though he was unwise to raise 

the issue of honesty at all.1 The new government won its clear majority, 

free from any dependence on the National Liberals. Many Liberals who 

had voted for a Conservative for the first .time in 1918 seem to have stayed 

with the Conservatives after the Coalition ended. 

Votes M.P.s 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 5,500,382 345 38-2 
National Liberal 1,673,240 62 116 
Liberal 2,516,287 54 17 5 
Labour 4,241,383 142 29-5 

Perhaps thirty Coalition Unionists followed Austen Chamberlain, but 

they were unlikely to vote against Law. The government had the only 

political organization which was intact and able to fight on a nation-wide 

scale, and its success was not really surprising. 

The other significant result of the election was the advance made by the 

Labour party. It won 80 seats more than in 1918 and it continued to be 

the largest party in opposition. The Asquithian Liberals doubled their 

numbers; the Lloyd George National Liberals were halved, so that even 

if Asquith and Lloyd George could have patched up their differences the 

1 R. Blake, The Unknown Prime Minister (1955), 465; Lord Swinton, Sixty Years 
of Power (1966), 68. 
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Liberals would have been the smallest party. The two Liberal groups 

naturally obtained a larger aggregate of voters than the Asquithian 

Liberals in 1918 but even so they polled fewer votes than the Labour 

party. Probably the Liberal vote increased because some Coalition voters 

returned to the party; the increased Labour vote seems to have come 

from people who had not voted when they were first enfranchised. In 

1918 the Labour party had retained its strength in areas where it had 

been strong before the war, but had not done well in places like Glasgow 

and East London; in 1922 the total vote cast, and the Labour vote, went 

up considerably in such places. The Liberal and Conservative vote taken 

together had not increased; the result could have been caused by elaborate 

switching of votes, but the simple explanation is that the newly enfran¬ 

chised were just beginning to use their power. 
The consequent increase in Labour strength made the leadership of 

the party a more important position and Ramsay MacDonald, re-elected 

to Parliament after his defeat in 1918, challenged the incumbent J. R. 

Clynes for the post. The new Labour members from Glasgow and the 

Clydeside wanted a strongly socialist programme at home and abroad. 
Some of them had been imprisoned for their organizing activities during 

the war: confronted with a choice between confirming Clynes, who had 

held office during the war, in his position as leader or turning to 

MacDonald, who had suffered for his beliefs as they had, it was natural 

for them to choose the latter and assume that he was strongly socialist 

in all his views. MacDonald defeated Clynes by a narrow margin; he 

clearly received support from more moderate men as well as the Clyde- 

siders, and this was perfectly reasonable; he was probably the best man 

the Labour party could have chosen to get a Labour government elected 

to office quickly. He seemed born to rule; Emanuel Shinwell said that ‘he 

was a prince among men’; long years later, when MacDonald and the 

I.L.P. were at daggers drawn, Jimmy Maxton, the sea-green incorruptible 

leader of the Clydesiders, cried as he listened to MacDonald speaking, 

though he retained enough self-control to mutter ‘the bastard’ through 

his tears; and Beatrice Webb called him ‘a magnificent substitute for a 

leader’. Mrs. Webb regarded her neat, precise, fussy, and omniscient 

husband Sidney as perfection, and was a little inclined to judge everybody 

else by the same standards, but there was some substance in her com¬ 

ment. MacDonald’s views on foreign policy were the natural product of 

Gladstonian Liberalism, and did not imply any very determined 

impatience for socialism. He had joined the Labour party when socialism 

did not necessarily mean much more than a heartfelt commitment to 

social reform, with no special implications about the policy to be used. 
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Throughout his political life he clearly wanted social reform—in a way 

he knew more about it than any other Prime Minister, for he was the 

illegitimate son of Scottish peasants, and had at times gone hungry while 

he was working his way forward. This was no guarantee that he had any 

policy for reducing poverty, and the sting in Beatrice Webb s remark 

was that he did not know in what direction he should lead his party. 

He possessed the great gift of making his words seem to mean more 

than they said, which enabled him to arouse the enthusiasm of his 

followers without committing himself to any very drastic action that might 

alarm moderate opinion. By the end of his career people had realized 

that his skill in avoiding a commitment to hasty action was accompanied 

by some incapacity to take action at all, but this had yet to be seen. He 

had stood up for his beliefs during the war, and by 1922 people were 

beginning to feel he had been ill treated for his devotion to his ideals. He 

was a fine platform speaker, in his prime he was a master of the House of 

Commons and, until he formed his National Government in 1931, he had 

no difficulty in dominating the Labour party. 
The two Liberal leaders, Asquith and Lloyd George, were too well 

matched for one to dominate the other and too dissimilar for one to 

serve the other without reservations. Reunion in the near future seemed 

unlikely, nor did it look as though Law could easily fit the Conservative 

Coalitionists into his ministry. They drifted away from Lloyd George, 

but for a time it seemed that there would simply be two Conservative 

and two Liberal parties feuding in Parliament. 
In accordance with his election pledges Law did very little once he 

was in power. Baldwin, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, went to Wash¬ 

ington in JanuaiV 1923 to arrange terms for the repayment of the British 

war debt. The Uqited States wanted the $4,000m. outstanding to be repaid 

by 61 annual payments of $187m. (interest running at 3^ per cent). 

Baldwin hoped to reduce the interest payable to 2\ per cent and settle for 

50 annual payments of $140m. But his bargaining position was weak: 

Keynes’s comment on the situation, ‘It is the debtor who has the last 

word in these cases’, hefld good only if the debtor was ready to consider 

repudiation, and Baldwin came much closer to accepting Coolidge’s ‘Well, 

they hired the money, didn’t they?’ He agreed to 10 payments of $161m. 

and 52 of $184m. and returned to Britain to recommend these terms to the 

Cabinet. 
When he disembarked at Southampton he rashly told reporters that 

American opinion would not consider a settlement that offered anything 

less. After this statement the Cabinet could hardly ask for new negotia¬ 

tions and opponents of the terms had to consider the alternative of 
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repudiation. Law was prepared to do so, and the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer and almost all his colleagues found themselves ranged against 

the Prime Minister. Law’s willingness to stand alone made the Duke of 

Devonshire think: 

It practically meant that there was not a Cabinet but a Dictator, the one 
thing we had complained about with regard to the last government.1 

But Law was not Lloyd George; he gave way and relieved his feelings by 

writing an anonymous letter of protest to The Times. 

Tranquillity was not enough to please everybody. Three by-election 

defeats quickly showed that people wanted the government to do some¬ 

thing about housing conditions. Neville Chamberlain brought in a Bill 

to give grants to be administered by the municipalities; for each house 

built a subsidy of £6 a year would be paid for twenty years. Private 

building was preferred, but municipalities could make contracts with 

private firms or employ direct labour on their own account. Only houses 

with a surface area of no more than 850 sq. ft. qualified for a grant, and 

this turned out to be the controversial part of the Bill. Chamberlain 

wanted as many small houses as possible, and did not intend to subsidize 

houses large enough to satisfy people who could afford to pay a market 

price. The Labour party objected that his houses would be too small; the 

issue was made tangible for ordinary people by the question ‘Should 

working-class houses have a parlour?’ 

Chamberlain argued that one big room (perhaps a combined kitchen 

and parlour) made good sense and that if there were a parlour it would 

be left unused. The Labour party replied that courting couples, children 

doing their homework, and many other people would use the parlour. 

Chamberlain was probably correct in thinking that people really wanted 

a parlour to be kept tidy and unused as a sign of respectability but he gave 

way and allowed houses with a surface area of 950 sq. ft. to qualify for 

the grant.2 
Baldwin’s reputation continued to rise. His colleagues thought he had 

taken an honest and straightforward approach to the war debt question, 

his budget was regarded as sound, and he was widely praised for a speech 

in which he declared: 

Four words, of one syllable each . . . contain salvation for this country 
and the whole world, and they are Faith, Hope, Love and work.3 

When Law resigned in the middle of May, a victim of cancer of the 

throat, Baldwin was available as an alternative to the obvious candidate 

1 R. Churchill. Lord Derby (1959), 495. 
1 24 April 1923; Commons Debates, clxiii. 303-419. 
3 G. M. Young, Stanley Baldwin (1952), 47. 
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for the succession. Lord Curzon. As ex-Viceroy of India and as Foreign 

Secretary, Curzon had strong claims, and he had taken the chair when 

Law had been absent from Cabinet meetings. There were disadvantages, 

as Balfour told the King, about having a Prime Minister in the Lords 

when the official Opposition was not represented there. Furthermore, the 

King was given to understand, in an informal but well-considered 

memorandum, that Baldwin would be Law’s choice.1 Baldwin had a 

reputation for amiability and honesty, Curzon a reputation for arrogance 

combined with great skill, demonstrated in 1916 and in 1922, for deserting 

sinking ships. 
Even so, the choice of Baldwin was a surprise, though one that was 

quickly accepted. Law in his post-war mood of calm had been surrounded 

by an air of mild melancholy. Baldwin gave the same impression that he 

would not undertake any unnecessary activity, but he seemed altogether 

more cheerful. He could obtain people’s respect without standing on his 

dignity, he was always determined to be conciliatory and nobody believed 

he would attempt to deceive his followers or even his political opponents: 

these qualities were the foundations on which a great Prime Minister 

could have stood. 
During the early months of his Premiership attention was fixed on the 

French government’s occupation of the Ruhr in an attempt to extract war 

reparations from Germany. The British view was that this policy would 

get nowhere, as indeed proved to be the case. The occupation placed a 

great strain on Anglo-French relations but a bold British step, of the 

type Lloyd George’s Coalition might have taken, would have attracted 

very little support. Baldwin would not concentrate on foreign problems 

when there were questions at home to hold his attention, and by this 

time the question of unemployment was causing concern in Britain. 

Social issues in politics 

The sudden increase in unemployment in 1921 had looked like the 

normal period of crisis familiar to everybody who had lived through a 

pre-1914 trade cycle. By 1923 unemployment seemed to be taking an 

altogether different form; the number of men out of work continued to be 

high, running for most of the twenties at over l^m. Exact comparisons 

with the pre-1914 world or, to take another period of depression, with the 

years of slack trade between 1874 and 1896, are difficult to draw, because 

the pre-1914 statistics cover principally the relatively prosperous workers 

who were in trade unions. It seems that in the 1880s unemployment 

among trade unionists was just over 5 per cent and in the years just 

1 Thomas Jones, Whitehall Diary (1969) i, 235—6. 
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before 1914 it was 4^ per cent which probably meant that 6 or 7 per cent 

of all workers were unemployed and others were underemployed. These 

figures contrast very sharply with conditions in the 1920s. On the basis of 

the monthly figures, Clapham suggests that in an average month 12 per 

cent of the population who were insured against unemployment (which 

was by then more or less equivalent to the whole wage-earning labour 

force) was out of work. And as a result of the 1918 Act, almost all the 

unemployed had votes. 
The conspicuous unemployment was in trades which had belonged to 

the ‘aristocracy of labour’ in the nineteenth century. Coalminers and 

shipbuilders were the most obvious examples of men with a well- 

established way of life that had been destroyed by changes in the pattern 

of the economy. Because they were skilled men they would have felt they 

were stepping down if they took new jobs in other industries, even if 

new jobs had been available; the sort of shift of work that might have 

taken place could be seen in transport, where the number of men 

employed on the railways dropped by over 120,000 in the twenties but 

the number of people engaged in motor transport rose by 220.000.1 

A few of the most resilient of the unemployed no doubt found some 

compensations. The youthful Aneurin Bevan could further his education 

while out of work but obviously the great majority of the unemployed 

found their situation incomprehensible in a way that robbed them of the 

desire to do anything. Because of what Engels once called the ‘damned 

wantlessness’ of the proletariat, unemployment never looked like leading 

to revolution, and the unemployed sank deeper into a passive detachment 

about what was happening to them. To some extent it was this deadness 

of the men out of work which D. H. Lawrence was talking about when he 

suggested that 

If only they were educated to live instead of earn and spend, they could 
manage very happily on twenty-five shillings [£1-25 a week]. If the men wore 
scarlet trousers as I said, they wouldn’t think so much of money: if they 
could dance and hop and skip, and sing and swagger and be handsome, they 

could do with very little cash.2. 

This path of renunciation was unlikely to win many followers. As 

Lawrence knew and deplored, young miners wanted motor-bikes and 

jazz and cinemas, and wanted money to pay for them. Lawrence might 

be resigned to a two-and-a-half-day week for the mines, but the country 

1 Sir J. Clapham, Economic History of Modern Britain (1950-2), iii. 532 and 
541 on transport and unemployment. 

2 D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1960—first complete British text), 

315. 
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could not run satisfactorily on half-time. In the early twenties three 

approaches to the problei^t of unemployment held the field. They were 

not mutually exclusive: people could believe in all three of them, and 

certainly several politicians believed in more than one. 
The first approach was to revive international trade by acknowledging 

and paying debts, such as the U.S. war loans, and try to get back to the 

pre-1914 pattern of trading by steps like returning to the Gold Standard. 

The next approach, favoured by the Labour party, was the capital levy, 

nationalization was also a Labour proposal, and speakers did claim that 

it would reduce unemployment, but the capital levy was the really con¬ 

troversial plank in the Labour platform. Apart from advancing Socialist 

ideals by reducing inequalities in the possession of wealth, it would 

lighten the load of debt and make sure that less money went to rentiers 

who drew interest without taking any risks. The third approach was the 

Protectionist, designed to defend the home market, and it was to this 

approach that Baldwin turned when he tried to work out a policy for 

dealing with unemployment during the later months of 1923. It could be 

argued that Protectionism was not relevant to the specific areas of un¬ 

employment. Coal could not be protected; it was an exporting trade which 

depended on keeping its costs of production as low as possible. So was 

shipbuilding; so was cotton. Agriculture might benefit if it was protected 

by tariffs but the Protectionists of the early twenties felt that stomach 

taxes—tariffs on food—would take them right back to 1906. Protectionism 

was by no means certain to be popular. The Conservative party was not 

united behind it, and the depressed industries were likely to be hostile 

to it. 
Baldwin was undoubtedly convinced that Tariff Reform was the best 

policy. As an ironmaster he had had experience of one of the branches of 

British industry in which Protection was most relevant as a way of keep¬ 

ing American and German products out. Nevertheless, it would divide 

his party and it would force him to consider holding another general 

election. He felt bound by Law’s 1922 pledge not to introduce tariffs be¬ 

fore another general election had been held, and this meant that he needed 

an election to free his hands. 

Tariff Reform had some tactical advantages, as well as providing a 

possible answer to unemployment. Many of the Tories who had followed 

Austen Chamberlain when he remained loyal to Lloyd George were 

Protectionists. If Baldwin declared himself in favour of tariffs they would 

find it relatively easy to accept him as the leader of the party, which might 

make up for any loss of Free Trade support. Lloyd George was said to be 

thinking of coming out in favour of tariffs, which would strengthen his 
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links with the Coalition Conservatives and might attract some of the 

Tariff Reformers who had followed Law and Baldwin. 
Adopting a new policy is not easy for a party in office: the policy has to 

look as if it comes from the Prime Minister rather than being forced 

upon him, but he cannot thrust it upon his colleagues without a consider¬ 

able period of preparation. Baldwin could rely on the support of Neville 

Chamberlain and several other Cabinet ministers, but Lord Derby, who 

had led the Tories who opposed Tariff Reform before the war. Lord 

Curzon, and Lord Salisbury had still to be faced. Baldwin avoided rather 

than solved this problem by taking the whole issue at the gallop, and 

left Lord Derby complaining (privately) of ‘a policy which was only 

disclosed in brief to the Cabinet forty-eight hours before it was launched 

on the public’.1 Baldwin first said on 25 October 1923 that he wanted 

a free hand to impose tariffs and the general election was held on 

6 December. This was not long enough to give the government a reason¬ 

able chance of convincing the electorate that it ought to accept a change 

of policy. 
The failure of the Liberals to appear as the leading party of the left in 

this election probably decided their fate for years to come; Free Trade 

was their special issue, on which they could hope to attract Free Traders 

who normally voted Conservative and to hold a good deal of their 

working-class support on the issue of dear bread. Whatever the factors 

improving the Liberals’ prospects, the Labour party also gained ground 

and remained the larger of the two left-wing parties. The Liberal party 

had very little to offer that was not in the Labour programme; the Liberal 

party might have done well as a rallying-point for people who did not 

want to move right to Protection or left to nationalization, but apparently 

the electorate contained relatively few middle-of-the-road voters of this 

sort. Such a position would have had few attractions for the politically 

active people who make up the base of party strength for electoral 

organization, and it was certainly true that the Labour party had a very 

enthusiastic, if not always efficient, volunteer organization. 
The Labour party did not really expect to do well in the election, and 

seems not to have thought in terms of becoming a party of government. 

MacDonald himself probably looked forward to forming a government at 

some time in the future, and one of his services to his party was to think 

in these terms. But probably in 1923 he was quite satisfied to hear the 

chairman say, at one of his meetings: ‘It would be a great loss to public 

life if Mr. Ramsay MacDonald did not lead the next Opposition.’2 

1 R. Churchill, op. cit. 537. 
2 The speaker was the ex-Liberal Addison. The Times, 5 Dec. 1923. 
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Presumably some of the people who had voted for ‘tranquillity in 1922 

were opposed to almost dny change; Baldwin’s support for Protection 

made him into an innovator, and the Liberal Free Traders became the 

defenders of the status quo. The issue reunited the Liberals: Lloyd George 

laid aside any Protectionist leanings he might have had and Churchill 

buckled on his Free Trade armour once more. The image of the lion 

lying down with the lamb was brought into several Liberal speeches 

celebrating reunion; Asquith’s daughter. Lady Violet Bonham Carter, 

tried to put life into the phrase by saying she had ‘never seen Mr. Lloyd 

George look less voracious or my father more uneatable’.1 Her father may 

have wondered if it was necessary to cast Lloyd George as the lion of the 

partnership. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 5,538,824 258 38T 
Liberal 4,311,147 159 29 6 
Labour 4,438,508 191 30-5 

The first Labour government (1924) 

No party had a majority and although the Conservatives had more 

seats than anyone else the case for a Labour government was quite good: 

Baldwin had said he could not govern without a tariff and, as he was not 

going to get a tariff, he had to resign; the Leader of the Opposition had 

to be sent for, and could probably form a government with some 

assurances of Liberal support. Many Conservatives feared that the 

Labour government would take office, present a popular budget including 

pension benefits and a capital levy, and then dissolve when the budget 

was defeated. As the election would be fought on the Labour party’s 

proposals it would have a good chance of winning. The Conservative 

alarmists concluded that the two anti-Socialist parties should immediately 

form a government of national unity. Mussolini had just come to power 

in Italy at the head of a Fascist government, set up to keep the Socialists 

out. His readiness to suspend democracy in the face of an emergency 

seems to have inspired the proposal that a government of national trustees 

should be set up to hold power for a fixed period of two years. 

The left wing of the Labour party put forward much the same case for 

forming a minority government and using the ministerial front bench as a 

platform to state the Socialist programme. MacDonald had no intention 

of behaving in such a way; he did not believe the electorate knew which 

way it wanted to go, and he believed that putting forward a programme 

1 R. Jenkins, Asquith (1964), 499. 
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simply to be defeated would convince people that the Labour party was 

irresponsible. He believed it would suffer if it gave the impression that it 

was not interested in governing, and that it would benefit if it could show 

that it possessed the administrative skill to do the job. When he knew that 

Baldwin was not going to resign until defeated in the Commons, and that 

some of the Conservatives were thinking of overthrowing their leader to 

set up a Conservative-Liberal coalition, he denounced attempts to ‘wangle 

the constitution’ to keep the Labour party out.1 
Baldwin’s decision to face the Commons placed on the Liberals the 

responsibility of deciding which of the larger parties should govern. 

Asquith cut through the confusion by announcing on 17 December that 

he ‘would not lift a finger to keep the Conservative government in office’. 

He probably wanted to make sure that nobody thought the Labour party 

was being treated unfairly or conspired against, and he knew that the 

Liberals who had not been supporters of the Lloyd George government 

distrusted any idea of a Coalition. A more subtle argument was that if 

Liberals and Conservatives had to form a single party to keep Labour 

out, they only made it the more certain that Labour would eventually 

get in with a clear majority. And, as Asquith reflected, ‘if a Labour 
government is ever to be tried in this country, as it will be sooner or later, 

it could hardly be tried under safer conditions’.2 
Apart from this, the decision reflected the problems of the Liberal 

struggle to survive. The Liberal party was most unlikely to coalesce with 

the Labour party to the extent of being absorbed into it. The individual 

Liberal politicians who joined the Labour party attracted more attention 

than those who joined the Conservative party, though there were several 

of the latter. Haldane, the only man who had reached the first rank as a 

Liberal and later joined the Labour party, was balanced by Churchill, who 

even by 1923 was a Conservative on everything except Free Trade. Men 

like Hamar Greenwood and Mond could be set against the less important 

Liberal ‘recruits to Labour’. But these individual changes did not affect 

the roots of the situation; the Liberal party could expect to survive any 

alliance with the Labour party, but alliance with the Conservative party 

might easily turn into fusion. If this happened, some Liberals would 

probably turn into Conservatives, as happened after the Coalition. 

The decision to support a Labour government in 1924 and again in 

1929 was to some extent an attempt to escape the attractions of fusion and 

to hold in check the Liberals whose reaction to a move towards the Con¬ 

servatives would be to join the Labour party. People at the time thought 

1 The Times, 24 Dec. 1923. 
1 R. Jenkins, op. cit. 500. 
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the Liberal party was closer to the Conservatives than to the Labour 

party; there were complaiffts that the Liberals were betraying the country 

by letting the Labour party in, and the Labour party always said that 

there was no real difference between the capitalist parties. 
The eagerness to keep the Labour party out was based on a quite un¬ 

reasoning fear. Proposals for some nationalization and for a capital levy 

had been put forward by people outside as well as inside the party, and in 

any case a minority government could not carry out either policy. The 

Labour party was prepared to accept the logic of gradualism; MacDonald 

was applauded at the party’s victory celebration when he said one step 

enough for me? Yes, as long as it leads on to the next step, a remark 

which reflected a realization of the limits of manoeuvre.1 Not all the party 

thought that the immediate object of holding power was to nationalize the 

means of production, distribution, and exchange. 
The original purpose of the L.R.C. had been to improve the political 

position of the working class. That spirit can be seen in Clynes’s comment 

on his own moment of apotheosis: 

As we stood waiting for His Majesty amid the gold and crimson magnifi¬ 
cence of the Palace, I could not help marvelling at the strange turn of 
Fortune’s wheel which had brought MacDonald the starveling clerk, 
Thomas the engine-driver, Henderson the foundry-labourer, and Clynes the 
mill-hand, to this pinnacle beside the man whose forebears had been kings for 
so many splendid generations.2 

Shortly after the government had been formed, a dispute of some symbolic 

importance broke out: should ministers wear formal dress for court cere¬ 

monies? MacDonald, who wanted to convince another 15 or 20 per cent 

of the electorate that the Labour party was mild-mannered enough to be 

trusted with power, was in favour of court dress—his enemies suggested 

that he thought he looked particularly impressive in it. More implacable 

fighters of the class war said that court dress was the sign that Labour 

had sold out to the aristocratic embrace. MacDonald got his w'ay: the 

Labour government was not going to start with any departures from 

tradition. 

Parliament reassembled, the government was duly defeated, and 

MacDonald was asked to form a Cabinet. The leading men were those 

Clynes mentioned, together with Snowden, and they provided a firm 

working-class foundation. Eleven Cabinet Ministers came from the 

working class, most of whom—though not MacDonald, Snowden, and 

Wheatley—had worked in the trade union movement. Three Cabinet 

1 The Times, 9 Jan. 1924. 
2 J. R. Clynes, Memoirs (1937), i. 343. 
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ministers had been left-wing Liberal Members of Parliament before 1914, 

Sidney Webb was also an ex-Liberal. The claims of Labour had not been 

neglected among the fifteen commoners, but MacDonald had a little diffi¬ 

culty finding people to conduct business in the Upper House. His five 

peers did their work satisfactorily, but except for the veteran Fabian 

Olivier they had no real connections with the Labour movement. 
The whole nine months of the first Labour government’s existence was 

devoted to proving that Labour was fit to govern. Some historians have 

looked to see what legislation was passed but, apart from the fact that 

relatively few governments pass important legislation in their first few 

months, what mattered was simply that the new men showed that 

administration did not dissolve into chaos in their hands. After that, a 

large section of the working class would go on voting Labour whatever 

happened, and as a result the Liberal party could not find any foundation 

on which to rebuild itself as the party of the left. 
The Labour government did a little more than establish its reputation 

for competence. Snowden as Chancellor of the Exchequer recognized that 

he could not have a capital levy; instead he had a Free Trade budget 

which partially reconciled the Liberals to the informal alliance. The 

McKenna Duties were abolished and the ‘free breakfast-table’ (i.e. free 

from tariff charges) was almost established with the reduction of duty on 

sugar, cocoa, tea, and coffee. These reductions may have encouraged 

private spending, and the breakfast-table changes certainly helped the 

poorer classes, but they left little money over for public works to combat 

unemployment. Public works reduced unemployment primarily by un¬ 

balancing the budget, and Snowden at the Exchequer would forbid any 

deliberate steps to produce an unbalanced budget. The Labour govern¬ 

ment turned out not to have any proposals in mind which would reduce 

unemployment, though its supporters continued to believe that it cared 

more deeply about the problem than the other parties. This was reason¬ 

able enough; unemployment benefits were increased, and benefits not 

covered by insurance payments were declared to be a right, not a grant 

payable at the discretion of the minister, which in practice had meant 

that officials at the Labour Exchange interrogated the applicant and 

decided whether to give him anything. The change made a difference; in 

the 1924 election Walter Elliot noticed that little boys shouted at him 

‘Vote Labour—and be treated like a gentleman at the burroo’ ( = bureau, 

or Labour Exchange).1 
Wheatley’s Housing Act might in the long run have done something to 

reduce unemployment. In the short run it brought together the trade 

1 C. Coote, A Companion of Honour, the Story of Walter Elliot (1965), 86. 
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unions and the building contractors, helped by an increase in the subsidy 

to £9 a year for 40 years, afid they guaranteed a higher rate of production 

without an increase in prices. The emphasis of the Act was placed very 

heavily on municipal building for renting; the ground area remained the 

same as in the final version of the Chamberlain Act, which may have 

shown that the minister realized that larger houses would amount to a 

subsidy for the middle class. 
While the legislative progress of the government was slow and prosaic, 

its performance in foreign affairs produced swift and impressive results. 

Diplomacy was made less secret by providing that all treaties must be 

submitted to the House of Commons for approval. MacDonald took the 

Foreign Office himself, and was fortunate enough to do so at a time when 

his Gladstonian principles of peaceful reasonableness made very good 

sense; they also helped to reassure the Liberals that they had acted wisely 

in putting him in office. 
France was beginning to realize that the occupation of the Ruhr was 

producing no positive effects; Germany was beginning to realize that 

inflation and passive resistance would destroy German society before 

they had much effect elsewhere. This made it easier for MacDonald to act 

as the pacifier of Europe. 

Mr. MacDonald wished to re-establish relations of confidence and co¬ 
operation with France and Italy; to break the deadlock over reparations; to 
secure a French evacuation of the Rhineland; and to reintroduce Germany 
into the co-unity of nations. He wished to further the cause of general dis¬ 
armament by strengthening the machinery of international arbitration; and 
to bridge the gulf that, both politically and financially, sundered Great Britain 
from Soviet Russia. Within the space of eight months he was able either to 
attain or promote all these seven objects.1 

A certain amount of the work was done while Poincare was still in power 

in. France; his electoral defeat in May and the formation of a left-wing 

government under Herriot made the restoration of contact easier. 

Restoration of contact did not restore the entente cordiale\ from the 

French occupation of the Ruhr until Hitler’s accession to power Britain 

stood uncommitted between France and Germany, and to some extent 

this attitude persisted even after 1933. In the twenties it was helpful; 

neither the Geneva Protocol (the Labour sketch of a return to the Concert 

of Europe on the basis of League arbitration) nor the Locarno Treaty 

(the completed Conservative pattern for restoration, running on more 

traditional lines) would have been possible if Britain had appeared to be 

committed to France against Germany. 

1 H. Nicolson, George V (1952), 393. 
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Before MacDonald could turn the French withdrawal from the Ruhr 

and the German acceptance of the Dawes plan for reparations into any¬ 

thing more permanent, his government was in danger of defeat over 

Russian relations. It had recognized the Soviet government very soon 

after taking office and had then begun the complicated task of negotiat¬ 

ing a trade treaty and of defending the interests of English owners of 

Tsarist bonds. Eventually two treaties were produced: a trade treaty, 

which opened up the possibility that new jobs would be created, and a 

treaty providing among other things that long-term trade credits could 

be negotiated for Russia once the question of the bondholders had been 

settled. The treaties could be rejected by the Commons, and soon it was 

clear that neither consideration for the bondholders, nor memories of 

their previous complaints about the difficulties of negotiating treaties with 

the United States which could be repudiated by the Senate, would per¬ 

suade Liberals or Conservatives to approve of long-term credits which 

looked like throwing good money after bad. 
But before the government was defeated over the treaty, a much more 

trivial incident had brought it down. The Workers’ Weekly, a Com¬ 

munist magazine, published an article calling on soldiers not to shoot 

their working-class comrades during military or industrial warfare. The 

Director of Public Prosecutions decided to prosecute the editor for 

sedition; the Attorney-General decided to withdraw the prosecution. 

Campbell, the editor, had been crippled during the war, and the prosecu¬ 

tion looked a little like an interference with the right of free speech; on 

the other hand, the withdrawal was said to have been forced on the 

government by Labour backbenchers. The Conservatives accepted the 

second story and moved a vote of censure; the Liberals offered a way out 

by suggesting a House of Commons committee of inquiry and, in a last 

effort to avoid clashing with the government, offered to surrender to the 

Labour party their places on the committee. MacDonald declined to let 

the decisions of ministers be referred to committees of the House, and 

when the Liberal amendment was carried he asked for a dissolution. 

George V consulted the Liberal and Conservative leaders but found no 

way to avoid granting it.1 
The election presented the question ‘Should the Labour government 

go on or not?’ In this context the Liberals were irrelevant; Baldwin had 

been at some pains to lay aside the proposal of Protection and so the 

tariff issue no longer made it difficult for Liberals to vote Conservative. 

The election campaign found the electorate returning to a two-party 

system. In 1923 and in 1924 Selfridges asked every twentieth voter to 

H. Nicolson, op. cit. 400. i 
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return a postcard. This poll would not produce an accurate prediction of 
the result, but it might sho\v how opinion moved between the parties. By 
the last week of the campaign this poll showed the Liberals doing 
distinctly less well than in 1923, with every sign that the Conservatives 
would benefit more than the Labour party from this change. 

At this point the Foreign Office published a letter apparently from the 
Comintern, signed by Zinovieff—whose name was promptly given to 
the letter—calling on British Communists to take steps to overthrow the 
bourgeois Labour government. It was not possible properly to test the 
authenticity of the letter: MacDonald was uncertain about it but, dis¬ 
regarding his instructions, the Foreign Office published it, together with a 
crisp expression of disapproval, in order to anticipate publication in the 
Daily Mail while he was away campaigning. 

It now seems possible that the letter had been forged by Polish anti¬ 
communists, and that because the Conservative party knew about the 
letter, it was able to alarm the Foreign Office. At the time all that could 
be seen was that the Foreign Office had published the letter, with dis¬ 
approving comments, when MacDonald was away campaigning. Pub¬ 
lication implied that the letter was genuine, and if the letter was genuine 
the Labour government had been unwise to negotiate with people who 
had so low an opinion of it. At a less logical level, the letter may have 
had the effect of confirming some people in the belief that all Socialists 
were dangerous and all anti-Socialists should rally round the stronger of 
the two parties in opposition. 

% of all 
Votes Seats votes cast 

Conservative 8,039,598 419 48-3 
Liberal 2,928,747 40 176 
Labour 5,498,077 151 33 0 

The shift of votes between the parties was rather larger than the Sel 
fridges’ poll had suggested before publication of the Zinovieff letter 
appeared, so its publication may have made some difference.1 The Labour 

1 Selfridges’ advertisement in The Times, 29 Oct. 1924, based on 411,000 replies. 

1923 1924 
poll actual poll actual 

Conservative 50 74 38 1 55 94 48 1 
Liberal 21 26 29 6 15 50 176 
Labour 2757 30 5 28 39 33 0 

On the Liberal vote, see D. E. Butler, The Electoral System in Britain Since 1918 
(1963), 175-9. 
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party felt it had been defeated by a trick. The Conservative vote went up 

by a great deal and, mainly because more candidates come forward but 

partly also because of increased support in constituencies already con¬ 

tested, the Labour vote went up as well. The Liberal vote fell sharply, 

with the Conservatives as the chief beneficiaries, and their representation 

in Parliament fell to a level where they ceased to be taken very seriously. 

Baldwin back in office 

The period of quick-changing Prime Ministers was over. Evelyn 

Waugh’s Vile Bodies (published in 1930) is, politically speaking, set 

against the background of the twenty-four months in which the Prime 

Ministership changed hands four times and, like his Decline and Fall 

(1928), it is in other ways a product of the middle twenties. The Bright 

Young Things, who first achieved public notice in 1924, had begun to 

fade from the scene before Waugh could chronicle their exploits; and 

public notice was one of the ways in which they differed from their pre¬ 

decessors. The young men and women of the upper classes who gained 

notoriety in the middle 1920s probably drank no harder than Lady 

Diana Manners’s ‘Corrupt Coterie’ had done just before the war, and 

their sexual morals were probably no more relaxed than had become 

normal during the war. No doubt there was a little drug-addiction, which 

horrified Victorians who had brought up their children on laudanum, and 

certainly there was a great deal of talk about it.1 

The enthusiasm of the Bright Young Things for being talked about 

matched the journalistic discovery that they made good copy by their 

rrtildly outrageous activities. In an odd and perverse way, they reduced 

class differences or, more precisely, newspaper publicity reduced inter¬ 

class ignorance. To the newspapers could be added the influence of the 

cinema and the wireless telling people what was going on, and the change 

in clothes—more particularly, women’s clothes—must have helped this 

development. Before the war women’s clothes demonstrated very clearly 

who worked and who had servants. After the war upper-class clothes were 

simpler and lower-class clothes were more attractive, which diminished 

the gap. An industrial advance which encouraged this was the introduc¬ 

tion of rayon or artificial silk. Under the latter name it was taxed on the 

same principles as real silk in the 1925 Budget; although this implied 

that it was a luxury which would not have a very wide appeal it continued 

to be sold in increasing quantities and to make life easier, socially and 

physically, for working-class girls. 

1 R. Graves and A. Hodges, The Long Week-end (1940), 125; Lady Diana 
Cooper, The Rainbow Comes and Goes (1958), 82. 
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Literature no doubt presented life in strong colours, but always took 

some time to catch it up. As has been noted. Vile Bodies came out half 

a dozen years after the period in which it was set; the book that was 

advertised extensively in 1924 was.E. F. Benson’s David of King s, which 

radiated a wholesomeness of moral tone not often associated with the 

twenties. Galsworthy’s second set of three Forsyte novels, A Modern 

Comedy, shows how pre-war values had survived into the twenties. Only 

in the mid twenties did Ulysses and The Waste Land begin to be heard 

of in Britain. Organization followed inspiration; The Adelphi and The 

Criterion were rapidly becoming accepted as the leading literary maga¬ 

zines. But of course the country had not become more sensitive artisti¬ 

cally than before; hearties and aesthetes continued to grate on one 

another’s nerve-ends at the universities, and Epstein’s statues served as 

red rags to the bull-headed. It was in 1924 that Mary Webb published 

Precious Bane, the novel of the Marches which attracted praise from 

Baldwin that set her on the road to posthumous and understandably 

transient fame. 
Baldwin had other things to worry about at the time. His new govern¬ 

ment was designed to reconcile all Conservatives. Austen Chamberlain 

went to the Foreign Office, which showed that the Coalitionists had 

returned to the party; other sections of opinion were probably re¬ 

assured by the appointment of the ex-Liberal Free Trader Churchill 

to the Exchequer. The inclusiveness of the Cabinet, and the size of the 

majority, did suggest that Baldwin might have some difficulty in taking 

positive action in any direction. Perhaps it is unfair to dismiss his govern¬ 

ment as lightly as this; it demonstrated its competence as effectively 

as the previous government had done and, with more time at its 

disposal and a secure majority behind it, dealt with several problems in 

a way that MacDonald and his followers could not really object to. 

It also showed the same inability as its predecessor to do anything about 

unemployment. 
In one important way it probably increased unemployment. Conserva¬ 

tives believed that, if Protection was ruled out of court, the best hope of 

restoring prosperity was to get back to the pre-1914 pattern of world 

trading conditions, and this meant returning to the Gold Standard. At 

the time practically everybody took it for granted that this meant return¬ 

ing to a dollar value for the pound of $4.86; the exchange value of the 

pound was quoted as a discount from $4.86 during the eleven years in 

which gold exports had been suspended, and it was generally believed 

that if the Bank of England was allowed once more to sell gold it would 

be in order to support the rate of exchange at the pre-war leveL 
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In 1924 the pound seemed to be settling at about $4.40. Then it began 

to climb, without any noticeable changes in the British or American 

domestic price levels, by about 10 per cent. Churchill’s first budget, in 

1925, announced that the Bank of England was to be permitted to sell 

gold to maintain an exchange rate of $4.86 to the pound though, as gold 

coins did not return to circulation, it was possible to leave this modified 

Gold Standard without reinventing a whole new currency. Oswald 

Mosley denounced ‘an unnaturally high rate of exchange artificially 

maintained in the chimerical pursuit of the dollar’, and Keynes 

expanded the point in articles which were later published as The 

Economic Consequences of Mr. Churchill. The title was neat but 

perhaps unfair; the ranks of economic orthodoxy insisted that the Gold 

Standard was the cure for international trade difficulties and Churchill 

did not really know enough about the subject to contradict them. The 

Labour motion of disapproval did not suggest that the Gold Standard 

had its disadvantages or that the parity accepted was too high. The rest 

of the budget was unspectacular: it restored the McKenna Duties and 

imposed duties on silk, but for popular appeal it relied on its forecasts 

of Neville Chamberlain’s proposals for increased welfare benefits. 

The increase in the value of sterling meant that British exports cost 

more unless the price was deliberately cut by the producer. Coal-mining 

was the trade most deeply affected by revaluation; because labour was so 

large a part of the costs of production, it was very hard to cut prices 

except by reducing wages. Neither mine owners nor miners had changed 

their positions very much since 1921. The miners still wanted a seven- 

hour day and wage-rates determined by a national settlement, the owners 

still wanted district settlements and an eight-hour day. 
The miners had not digested the lessons of Black Friday sufficiently to 

set the Triple Alliance on a more effective basis. It still remained an 

unco-ordinated entente in which the miners relied on the transport 

workers and the railwaymen to take the first shock of a nation-wide 

dispute. In 1925 this alliance was successful; on 31 July, ‘Red Friday’, 

the government gave way before the threat of a general embargo on all 

transport of coal, appointed a Royal Commission under Sir Herbert 

Samuel to report on the industry, and granted a subsidy to keep wages 

unchanged for nine months. 
The government also set about improving the emergency scheme for 

saving the community from the worst inconveniences of a general strike 

by arranging road transport services, some supply of electricity, and a 

very limited scheme for dock work. Baldwin certainly wanted to avoid 

industrial strife. In March 1925 he had resisted proposals by his back- 
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benchers to make trade unions'change from ‘contracting out to contract¬ 

ing in’ when collecting political subscriptions by asking his followers not 

to use their parliamentary majority to drive their opponents to extremes, 

and he ended with the petition of the Prayer Book ‘Give peace in our 

time, O Lord’.1 
In foreign affairs some progress was made towards this objective. The 

Labour government had been considering the Geneva Protocol, which 

provided for compulsory arbitration among signatories by the League of 

Nations. The Conservative government laid it aside, but Austen Chamber- 

lain had to find something to take its place if British opinion was to be 

satisfied. He set to work to bring France and Germany together. The 

Locarno Treaty of 1925 confirmed the Versailles frontiers in Western 

Europe and committed the signatories to defend them against any infrac¬ 

tions. The Dominions stayed out of the Treaty system, and its guarantees 

did not apply to Eastern Europe, though Chamberlain denied that 

Germany had been given a free hand in the East. The countries of 

Western Europe were ready to live peacefully together, and Locarno was 

the formal expression of their readiness. If they returned to their former 

bellicosity, Locarno could provide the basis of a system of united defence 

for signatory nations who were prepared to exert themselves. 

The major constructive work of the government at home was inspired 

by Neville Chamberlain, who used the Ministry of Health as the base for 

an extension of social services that would have gladdened the heart of his 

father. The biggest change in the early years of Baldwin’s government was 

the establishment in 1925 of pensions for widows and orphans, accom¬ 

panied by the granting of old-age pensions at 65 instead of 70. These pay¬ 

ments were of course the responsibility of the central government, which 

took another step forward into the welfare problems which had previously 

been handled by local government. It was logical enough that Chamber- 

lain—despite his family traditions and his own connection with municipal 

government—should reduce the power of local government authorities. 

The important part of the work had to wait for a few years, but his Rating 

and Valuation Act cut down the number of local authorities which could 

impose rates and showed that the central government felt able to intervene 

in their affairs; its first intervention was to establish a new and more up-to- 

date pattern of valuation for rating, but other steps would clearly follow. 

The B.B.C. 

In July 1925 the government set up the Crawford committee to 

investigate the position of the British Broadcasting Company, and 

1 6 Mar. 1925, Commons Debates, clxxi, 840. 
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eighteen months later the government took over the company, and called 

it the British Broadcasting Corporation. The chairman of the company’s 

board of directors wrote in the Radio Times just before the change of 

authority: 

The Directors of the British Broadcasting Company have had the steward¬ 
ship of a great public service for only four years, during which time broad¬ 
casting has emerged from nothing to the position it occupies today—an 
accepted essential part of the machinery of civilization . . -1 

The use of wireless had begun partly as a product of military and 

transport needs, partly as a matter of amateurs putting sets together for 

the fun of the thing. Broadcasting had not been designed to send out a 

message or a programme so that a large audience could pick it up; 

government contracts for communication services seemed to be the only 

commercial use for the invention, which was why the Marconi Company 

had been in such close contact with the Cabinet in 1911. Even after the 

war broadcasting for entertainment was the American rather than the 

British approach; in Britain technically minded people put together their 

sets and ‘listened-in’ to weather reports and other messages not intended 

for them. They bought wireless parts, and the manufacturers realized that 

they might widen their market if they put out regular programmes. At 

the end of 1922 there were about 35,000 licence holders. 

Trial programmes, providing ‘listeners-in’ with something to pick up 

on their sets, had been running for some months when the manufacturers 

came together to discuss prospects for a broadcasting company. Partly 

because the Marconi Company held so many patents concerned with 

transmitting, partly because the Post Office encouraged them, the large 

manufacturers of wireless parts formed a single company to put out 

broadcasts to ‘listeners’: on its first night it broadcast the results of the 

general election of 1922. 
The broadcasting company was limited to a dividend of per cent 

and the manufacturers expected to make their profits by selling sets. The 

Post Office, which granted the licence to transmit, could not let a com¬ 

pany earn large profits from broadcasting. The armed services, which 

were much more influential in Britain than in the United States in the 

twenties, opposed almost any expansion of broadcasting, on the ground 

that they wanted all the wireless-length waves for themselves. The press 

was alarmed at the thought of competition and was much more likely to 

be able to get its way than a few decades later, in the early days of 

television. 

1 The Radio Times, 24 Dec. 1926. 
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Reith, the Managing Director of the Company and later the Director- 

General of the Corporation, was exactly the man to deal with these 

pressures. He showed all the best qualities found in the Indian Civil 

Service: the immense administrative capacity required for taking an 

entirely novel development and introducing it into the lives of people 

who had never met it before, the ability to hold together a rapidly growing 

organization and the determination to use the organization to improve 

and elevate the people it served were all marks of ‘the heaven-born’. 

Even if he had wanted to run a system devoted to entertainment, he 

would have encountered too much suspicion among entertainers to be 

able to achieve very much. The Company transmitted for only five or 

six hours a day, of which over half was music. Reith was determined 

that it should be good music, and between the wars the B.B.C. produced 

a wide audience that was much more interested in music, and much 

better educated about it, than had previously been the case. The B.B.C. 

also made it slightly easier for performing musicians to find work. A 

good deal of the rest of broadcasting time was devoted to talks, organized 

at first by the Education Department. Reith had a great respect for 

education, and also a willingness to extend it into areas which other 

theories of broadcasting might not have touched. 
He was much more willing to allow controversial discussion than his 

masters on the Board of Directors or in the Post Office. His basic prin¬ 

ciples of life may have been narrow, but the width of the field in which 

he thought they should be applied made him into one of the forces 

opening people’s minds in the twenties. ‘B.B.C.-English’ probably did 

something to reduce the strain of an accent-divided society, because it 

meant that everybody who could afford a wireless set—it cost a few weeks’ 

wages—was able to learn what a socially acceptable accent sounded like; 

the division had of course existed previously and had been made worse by 

ignorance. The other mass-medium of the day, the popular press, did not 

treat its audience as responsible people; the B.B.C. never forgot that it 

was speaking to responsible people. 

Reith has sometimes been judged, rather unreasonably, by the stan¬ 

dards of later decades and made to look, as in his insistence that 

announcers should wear dinner-jackets, like a son of the manse out of 

his depth. But similar criticisms could be made of so many things in the 

1920s: witty Mr. Huxley’s Antic Hay (published in the first full year of 

Company broadcasting) seems a bit tame forty years later. At the time, 

handling a mass-medium under public licence, Reith probably did as 

much as he could. He suggested that political speeches should be broad¬ 

cast in the 1923 election. The Post Office turned the idea down, but in 
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1924 one speech by each party leader was allowed. As might have been 

expected Baldwin did very well on the wireless, partly because he took 

the trouble to find out what it was all about. 
The Crawford committee reported in favour of public ownership of 

the broadcasting system. Nobody objected; the manufacturers were quite 

happy to go on selling their sets and the press regarded the wireless as a 

rival but not as a companion service to be absorbed into the financial 

structure of the newspaper chains. Reith had shown a blend of caution, 

rectitude, good taste, and imagination which reassured men in high places 

and convinced them that he could go on running it perfectly satisfactorily 

as a Corporation under government ownership. By the end of 1926 there 

were over two million licence holders.1 
Baldwin’s government had no doctrinaire fears of public enterprise. 

Electricity had never been taken up and developed in Britain as effec¬ 

tively as in other countries, partly because the generating stations— 

whether privately or municipally owned—were too small and served too 

narrow an area. In 1926 a Central Electricity Board was set up to construct 

a nation-wide power grid. The pylons of the system did not do the county 

landscape any good, but they enabled efficient power stations, running 

on the standard frequency, to supply power to the grid which could 

distribute it to other places. The local producers continued their work, 

but a considerable step had been taken towards making the central 

authority the effective controller of the system. 

The General Strike of 1926 

The strengthening of central authority, which could be seen in the 

foundation of the B.B.C. and the Central Electricity Board and was a 

part of Chamberlain’s reform of local government, was also a part of 

the struggle over coal. The miners thought nationalization would make 

coal cheap and saleable and at the same time keep wages high, if all the 

coal from good pits and bad was ‘pooled’ and sold at a rate which meant 

the good pits would subsidize the bad. Sir Herbert Samuel’s Commission 

reported, in March 1926, along lines which showed some sympathy with 

this argument. The Report asked for nationalization of the mineral rights 

and for steps towards amalgamation among the producers. The miners 

w'ould still have been working for competing private employers, but not 

for private landlords and not under the system of hundreds of competing 

collieries. The Commission advised against longer hours and in favour 

of a national wages agreement; it suggested that the current wage-level, 

reached when the world supply of coal was dislocated by the French 

1 A. Briggs, The Birth of Broadcasting (1961), 18. 
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occupation of the Ruhr, was too high and should be reduced at least 

during the period of reorganization. And it advised against continuing 

the subsidy. 
The miners’ stand was not flexible: ‘not a minute on the day, not a 

penny off the pay.’1 Nor were the owners more helpful, district agree¬ 

ments, longer hours, and lower wages was their answer. The government 

showed no readiness to impose the Samuel recommendations, and yet 

everybody could see that they would not be accepted voluntarily by the 

two sides. The owners announced new pay scales for the end of April, 

when the subsidy ran out; the new scale took the principle of district 

settlements for granted by imposing much sharper cuts in some areas than 

in others. 
The miners assumed that the Triple Alliance would step forward as 

effectively and as unquestioningly as in 1925; Bevin of the Transport and 

General Workers’ Union had no desire to see his union placed unsup¬ 

ported in the front line, and asked for the General Council of the T.U.C. 

to be given powers by its component unions to conduct a general strike 

on behalf of the miners and to decide when satisfactory terms had been 

gained for them. The final decision was a little ambiguous; undoubtedly 

the great majority of unions thought they had committed their power of 

strike action to the General Council but the miners believed that the other 

unions had, with an unusual lack of regard for union autonomy, com¬ 

mitted themselves to stay on strike until the Miners’ Federation was 

satisfied. 
The owners withdrew the demand for district agreements but insisted 

on a wage cut and an increase in hours from seven to eight; they did not 

accept the Samuel recommendations for reorganization. The T.U.C. and 

the Cabinet continued to negotiate; the miners and the owners held aloof 

with the sulky determination which led Birkenhead to say he could assert 

the miners’ leaders were the stupidest men in the country if he had not 

had the misfortune to meet the owners. The Cabinet broke off negotia¬ 

tions on the night of 2-3 May, in the belief that a strike at the Daily Mail 

was the beginning of the general strike. In fact the Daily Mail dispute 

was an isolated incident, but the parties in the negotiations were so far 

apart by this stage that the strike was inevitable. 

The organization on both sides proved entirely adequate. The unions 

had not done much advance planning, but union solidarity was enough 

to bring about a prompt and almost complete response to the General 

Council’s instructions that transport workers and railwaymen, electrical 

workers, and some industrial workers should strike. On the government 

1 A. Bullock, Life of Ernest Bevin (1960), i. 328. 
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side food and milk supplies were kept moving and some passenger trans¬ 

port services were provided. No official efforts were made to keep private 

industry running. The government felt that its duty was simply to prevent 

the community from being so seriously inconvenienced that a settlement 

had to be reached. 

Obviously the General Strike was designed to put pressure on the 

government. The government said that this was unconstitutional, and the 

T.U.C appeared tacitly to have accepted this point, because it denied that 

it was putting unconstitutional pressure on the government. ‘In a challenge 

to the constitution, God help us unless the government won’, as Jimmy 

Thomas said.1 At the time many people thought that if the trade unions 

proposed to force their will upon the government, they must be ready to 

take the place of the government. The General Strike was certainly not 

intended by its organizers to be a revolutionary action, and peaceful 

demonstrations often show a desire to impel the government in one 

direction or another without any desire to overthrow it. Organizations 

sometimes try—not always unsuccessfully—to impose their will on the 

government, as the British Medical Association did in 1911 and 1947, 

but this is not usually considered to be a revolutionary act. 
Once the government had decided that it would not let itself to be 

compelled to give a subsidy or pass legislation to help the coal miners, a 

dispute developed within the Cabinet about the right way to handle the 

strike. Baldwin got his own way, and made sure that there was no brusque 

policy of repression. But a group of ministers was consistently in favour 

of stronger action, and of these men Churchill was perhaps the most 

irresponsible. When he suggested escorting a food convoy through the 

streets of London with troops carrying loaded rifles, Sir John Anderson 

asked the Chancellor of the Exchequer to stop talking nonsense. 

Churchill spent most of his time during the strike editing The British 

Gazette—a newspaper put out by the government during the strike which 

showed a considerable disregard for the facts by issuing statements like 

‘The owners have agreed to nearly everything recommended by the 

Commission.... The miners’ leaders have not however made the slightest 

advance towards an acceptance.’2 
Its attitude was in sharp contrast to the B.B.C. approach. Reith and 

Baldwin took practically similar views of the strike; they regarded it as an 

attempt to coerce the government and were determined to prevent this 

from happening, but they wanted to avoid alienating the strikers from 

1 G. Blaxland, J. H. Thomas (1964), 194. 
2 J. W. Wheeler-Bennett, John Anderson (1961), 106; British Gazette, 5 May 

1926. 
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the rest of the community. If the transmitting stations had been ‘com¬ 

mandeered’, as was legally J^uite possible, they might have been deployed 

like the Gazette. The B.B.C. gave the strikers no encouragement and it 

refused to broadcast an appeal for a compromise settlement by the Arch¬ 

bishop of Canterbury, but unlike the Gazette it did not put out anti-strike 

propaganda nor did it compromise its reputation for accuracy by publish¬ 

ing false reports of a return to work. 
By telling people what was going on it probably contributed to the 

general air of calm. With the passage of time this calm has been exag¬ 

gerated to legendary proportions; there were some struggles between 

police and strikers, and probably if the strike had begun to inflict hard¬ 

ship on the population at large a greater degree of bitterness would have 

appeared. Treating the whole thing as a game may have been possible 

only because nothing very serious seemed to be happening. But when all 

allowances have been made for this, the observers, British and foreign, 

who expressed awed admiration at the peaceful way in which the struggle 

was conducted were still passing a sensible judgement on a civilized 

conflict. 
The T.U.C. leaders did not want the strike to go on indefinitely. A 

prolonged strike cost money and might direct public opinion to a deter¬ 

mined anti-union policy of the Churchill variety. They began to look 

round for a line of withdrawal, and Sir Herbert Samuel provided one. He 

presented a memorandum on the settlement of the coal-mining dispute 

which seemed satisfactory to the T.U.C. But the miners did not agree, for 

it included acceptance of a wage cut, and the alliance began to break up. 

The process was accelerated by a speech of Sir John Simon, in which he 

said that a general strike was illegal and could lead to the forfeiture of 

union funds. This opinion had no solid foundation and when the govern¬ 

ment passed an Act the next year, which declared general strikes illegal, 

it was not considered to be merely a declaratory measure; at the time, 

however, Simon’s view helped to weaken the morale of the T.U.C. leaders. 

By 12 May they were convinced the strike should be ended and, after a 

final attempt to persuade the miners to accept the Samuel Memorandum, 

they informed the Prime Minister of their decision. The retreat was not 

well planned; there were a number of struggles over reinstatement, but 

in general the trade-union movement survived as well as it had any right 

to expect. The miners stayed out for months, but eventually they obtained 

neither the recommendations of the Samuel Commission nor those of the 

Samuel Memorandum. 

A whole cycle of working-class militancy, beginning about 1910, had 

come to an end, though the spectacular closing act had come in an 
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economic situation much less favourable to strike action than the 

1910-20 period. The General Strike, for all the reluctance of its leaders, 

was at least an attempt to make something happen. The forces of change, 

which had been at work fairly actively during the war and immediately 

after, had worked themselves out. For the next five years immobility 

reigned triumphant and almost unchallenged. 



6. The years of inaction 1926—1931 

The new way of living 

The failure of the General Strike, and the long-drawn-out defeat of the 

coal strike, ushered in a period of industrial calm.1 Employers felt that 

attempts to cut wages drastically might be unwise, and the trade unions 

took care not to be involved in large and ill-prepared adventures again. 

The miners, who spent eight times as many days on strike as the average 

trade unionist, had been the centre of intransigence; their weakness was 

made obvious when the Act that had reduced their working hours from 

eight to seven was repealed. Power in the trade union movement passed 

from the miners’ leaders to Bevin and Thomas. The new mood could be 

seen in the Mond-Turner talks, begun in 1928, between employers and 

trade unionists: Turner was chairman of the General Council of the T.U.C. 
and Mond was a progressive Liberal-turned-Conservative who was the 

major influence in setting up Imperial Chemical Industries. They had no 

effective proposals for restoring the economy, but at least they could talk 

to each other more politely than employers and employed had been able 

to do for the previous fifteen years or more. 
This relative harmony in industry was not destroyed by the Trade 

Disputes Act of 1927. For just over a century. Parliament had preferred 

trade unions to have as few legal rights and duties as possible, and it had 

reversed a number of legal decisions in which the courts had tried to treat 

the unions like companies. No political party wanted to adopt the North 

American system of giving unions legal claims on employers and legal 

responsibilities, and as nobody was prepared to eliminate unions alto- 

1 Days lost through strikes: 
1919-25 194,107,000 
1926 162,233,000 
1927-32 28,719,000 
1933-9 11,918,000 

D. E. Butler and J. Freeman, British Political Facts 1900-1967 (1968), 219. 
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gether, their industrial position was left untouched. The Act made general 

strikes illegal, and laid down that civil servants were not to belong to trade 

unions. These measures guarded against an unreal danger that the trade 

unions might try to take over the government of the country by syndi¬ 

calist methods, but they did not affect the normal process of collective 

bargaining. The only really important change made by the Act was that, 

when a trade union had voted to contribute to a political party, money 

could be collected only from individuals who had signed a form speci¬ 

fically permitting the deduction; previously money had usually been col¬ 

lected from everybody who had not signed a form asking to be exempted. 

This change was inspired partly by a belief that really only a small 

minority of the working class wanted to support the Labour party, and 

partly by a belief that the proper way to finance a party was through 

individual donations. It seems that most of the Conservative party’s 

money came from a relatively few large contributions from wealthy 

individuals and other ways of raising money were thought improper. But 

while the attitude of Conservative Members was understandable, it was 

not the way to establish political peace and harmony. The Act looked as 

though it was using the General Strike to damage the political prospects 

of the Labour party, and over the years the proportion of trade unionists 

subscribing to the unions’ political funds fell steadily from 58 per cent in 

1928 to 48 per cent in 1945, the last year before the Act was repealed.1 

The right wing of the Conservative party could also take some satis¬ 

faction from the decision to raid the Soviet trade mission in London, 

Arcos, which was suspected of being a centre for spies. The British 

government then broke off diplomatic relations though no real proof of 

spying had been found. On the other hand an attempt to restore the power 

of the House of Lords to more or less what it had been in 1910 was 

checked. Baldwin could not convert his backbenchers to his own philo¬ 

sophical acceptance of the post-war world, but he could stop them doing 

much to put the clock back. 
Making positive changes was harder. In 1926 the government was 

presented with a legacy from its predecessor: the Hadow Committee that 

had been examining the education of the adolescent submitted its Report. 

As it laid down the objectives to which Presidents of the Board of Educa¬ 

tion struggled for the next twenty years, and shaped the pattern of British 

education for at least twenty years after that, it deserves some attention. 

It declared that everybody should stay at school until 15, and should 

receive ‘secondary’ education for the closing years of school life. Pre¬ 

viously ‘secondary’ education had meant the sort of teaching given to the 

1 M. Harrison, Trade Unions and the Labour Party since 1945 (1960), 32-3. 
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7 or 8 per cent of the population that went to grammar schools. The Com¬ 

mittee decided to keep the'examination, taken at 11 plus, for free places 

at grammar school, but it did consider whether the schools for everybody 

else, which it wanted to call ‘modem’ schools, could be made equal to 

the grammar schools. On the whole its conclusions pointed in the direc¬ 

tion of spending as much money on ‘modem schools as on grammar 

schools: this did not appeal to the .Conservative party, which saw little 

use in educating the working-classes. Most supporters of the Labour party 

welcomed the Report because it opened opportunities to talented working- 

class children, and kept less talented children in school and out of the 

labour market. However, the Catholic supporters of the Labour party felt 

uneasy because the Report meant they would have to provide a decidedly 

larger amount of money, to pay for secondary education, than was needed 

for Catholic elementary schools. If the government had acted on the 

Report it might have faced similar protests from supporters of Church 

of England schools. 
The most exciting moments in the 1924-9 Parliament had nothing to 

do with the government’s legislative programme. The Anglo-Catholic 

section of the Church of England had been gaining ground, and a hew 

Prayer Book had been prepared which moved in a High Church direction. 

A change in the Prayer Book required an amendment to the Act of Uni¬ 

formity of 1662, which had defined the position of the Established Church 

after the Restoration. Eloquent speeches were made in favour of the 

change when it was proposed in 1927; eloquent and bitter speeches, 

denouncing the tendency to adopt Roman Catholic practices in ritual, 

were made against the change. The proposers of the change were defeated 

and, when they returned to the charge in 1928, they were defeated again. 

They pointed out how odd it was that M.P.s who might be Noncon¬ 

formists, Jews, or atheists had a power of veto over the Church of 

England. But the Established Church, with its special place in the life of 

the country, was bound to concern everyone in the country; England had 

always been an anti-clerical country in the sense that there was a strong 

lay dislike for clerical power, and a good deal of the objection to the 

inclination to Roman Catholic practices detected in the new Prayer Book 

came from a fear that clergymen wanted to acquire the power over their 

parishioners that Roman Catholic priests were supposed to possess. 

The fierceness of the debates on the Prayer Book showed that, in the 

eyes of her rulers, England was still a Christian country. Most of the 

urban working class had never taken much interest in religion and, at least 

since 1914, the churches had been losing their influence in other classes. 

The Church of England made attempts to win urban support but did not 
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gain many new supporters. Previously it had enjoyed a monopoly of high 

offices such as the Premiership. In the twentieth century several Noncon¬ 

formists rose to the top in politics, but this was mainly due to a change in 

the social class of the people who became Prime Minister and did not 

mean that Nonconformist influence had increased: it had always worked 

through the Liberal party and the decline of the Liberal party was to 

some extent caused by the loss of authority of the Nonconformist 

churches. The Labour party never felt as deep an attachment to any 

religious group as the Liberals, though many of its leaders were in their 

rhetoric and imagery children of the chapel. 
The influence of the churches was still strong on issues like divorce and 

birth control, where it reinforced the opposition to change. Before the 

war divorce was very infrequent; after the war it became more common, 

though the law on the subject changed very little. People blamed the war 

and the hasty marriages of wartime, they blamed the influence of the 

United States, and they blamed the wickedness and depravity of the 

younger generation. The churches did not condone the change, and 

George V made it clear that he disapproved. All the same, MacDonald’s 

first Cabinet included Josiah Wedgwood, who had been divorced. 
Christian and traditional influences were also ranged against birth 

control, or at least against the spreading of information about methods of 

birth control. The birth-rate had been declining since the 1870s, though it 
is not easy to find out why. The fall appeared first in the middle classes, and 

in 1905 the Fabian Society took a survey of its membership to discover the 

reasons. But although Fabians were not the most reticent section of the 

middle class the survey revealed only that they had chosen deliberately to 

limit their families and said nothing about the means used for this.1 

During the First World War British troops were issued with contraceptive 

sheaths to reduce the wastage of troops from venereal disease, and this 

meant that a section of the male population indirectly learnt something 

about birth control. After the war it became quite clear that the middle- 

class families were being restricted, but working class families continued 

to be large. Efforts were made by reformers to explain to the poor how 

they could plan their families, but the subject was still regarded as unsuit¬ 

able for open discussion. A little illogically, some of the opponents of 

change most enthusiastic about suppressing the spread of knowledge 

about birth control also deplored the way the working class was breeding 

faster than the middle class. The Church of England was changing its 

position, and in 1930 a majority of the bishops declared that birth-control 

by the use of contraceptives was justified in ‘exceptional circumstances . 

1 E. R. Pease, History of the Fabian Society (1918), 161-2. 
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The decline in the birth-rafe did not lead to a decline in population, 

because people were livihg longer. The Victorian family, at least in 

theory, had looked after its members: old-age pensions, and widows and 

orphans’ pensions, were items in a general recognition that the family 

would no longer carry out all the welfare responsibilities expected of it. 

The family unit had never been as effective or as respectable in practice 

as in theory: during the war the government had had to change the regu¬ 

lations so that Married Women’s allowances could be paid to unmarried 

wives’ of soldiers. If divorce had been cheaper and easier to obtain, pre¬ 

sumably a number of these domestic situations would have sorted them¬ 

selves out. 
Upholders of Victorian attitudes could take some satisfaction from the 

decline in drinking. Especially when allowance is made for the reduction 

in the alcohol content of beer, the amount drunk by the average adult 

went down fairly steadily during the first half of the twentieth century. 

Smoking, on the other hand, increased steadily. Nicotine and alcohol 

were accepted and taken for granted as ordinary commodities which were 

widely consumed, and yielded a gratifyingly large amount of revenue; in 

the 1920s there was a flurry of excitement about other drugs, such as 

cocaine and heroin, which frightened or attracted people because they 

were exotic as well as being more powerful. There was still some mild 

pressure for Prohibition on the American pattern during the twenties, but 

there was no force behind it: drunkenness was no longer the menace to 

home life and to peace and quiet that it had been in the nineteenth 

century, and not enough people had motor cars to make it a menace on 

the roads. 
Baldwin’s Home Secretary, Joynson-Hicks, was determined to restore 

moral standards to the high level he believed had existed before the war. 

This involved the police force in a good deal of raiding of night-clubs 

suspected of serving alcoholic drinks at illegal hours, investigation of 

parks after dark, and prosecutions for obscenity. The strain of imposing 

a moral code inappropriate to the period was too much for the police: 

policemen took bribes from owners of night-clubs who wanted to know 

when police raids might be expected, and gave perjured evidence against 

men and women accused of ‘undue familiarity’ in the parks. 

The struggle between writers and the authorities entered a new phase. 

The Lord Chamberlain continued to uphold traditional standards in the 

theatre but this was no longer the main area of struggle. Young Woodley 

—not a play of great merit—was banned at first in 1928, but it was put 

on in a theatrical club, which was free from restriction, and after recon¬ 

sideration the Lord Chamberlain changed his mind. On the other hand 
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some of the most distinguished novelists of the period were now pressing 

into new fields. D. H. Lawrence had been recognized shortly before the 

war as a leading writer in the movement away from the highly rational 

authors and playwrights who had dominated the scene in the early years 

of the century. In the twenties he became increasingly committed to 

approval of untamed nature and the irrational, and he wrote more 

explicitly about sex than before. The Rainbow had been prosecuted in 

1915, and Lady Chatterleys Lover (1928) could not be published in 

England without expurgation for over thirty years. James Joyce’s 

Ulysses (1922) was kept out of the country for the same reason. 

Writers like Eliot and Virginia Woolf did not have trouble with the 

authorities, but they did suffer in one way from their readiness to explore 

new stylistic techniques. In the nineteenth century authors like Tennyson 

and Dickens had been accepted as good writers and had also sold to wide 

audiences. In the twentieth century it became increasingly unusual for the 

writers who were admired in literary circles to be popular with the general 

reading public. The great creative outburst, stretching over about a dozen 

years, in which modem writers came to grips with symbols, the un¬ 

conscious mind, and the apparent need to extend the boundaries of 

language in an attempt to express the complexity of the world, was also 

a period in which the gap between the writer and the ordinary man 

widened. It was a period in which the dominant school of writers was 

not immediately concerned with the problems of man and society; works 

like Shaw’s St. Joan and Forster’s Passage to India, both of which 

appeared in 1924, were by men of the pre-war generation. 

By the end of the 1920s writers were returning to social and political 

problems. One of the earliest signs of this was the appearance of books 

about the war; there had been a few, such as A. P. Herbert’s The Secret 

Battle (1919) shortly after the war, but they were not popular until about 

1928 when Blunden’s Undertones of War, Graves’s Goodbye to All That, 

the immense success of R. C. Sherriff’s rather undistinguished play 

Journey’s End, and the popularity of Remarque’s All Quiet on the 

Western Front (translated from German) showed a revival of concern 

about political questions. Any honest account of war in the trenches made 

people feel that this must never be allowed to happen again, and this was 

reinforced by a belief that the next war would be much worse. Aerial 

manoeuvres in 1927 suggested that, if an enemy country decided to attack 

London, as much as 200 tons of high explosive might be dropped in an 

air-raid. This prospect was frightening; nobody realized how little harm 

200 tons would do. Great importance was attached to aerial bombing 

and it dominated most of the thinking about military affairs of the next 
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two decades. Uneasiness about war did not have any immediate effects; 

the pacifist movement did'not really gain strength until the early 1930s, 

but on the other hand there was no increase in military spending. 

Economic attitudes and issues in the late 1920s 

Churchill, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, was as enthusiastic about 

keeping spending low as he had ‘been about high expenditure at the 

Admiralty before 1914. He induced the service Ministers to accept, as a 

rule to be changed only by a Cabinet decision, the principle that when 

preparing their estimates for each year they should assume that there 

would be no major war for ten years to come. Even with this rule, the 

purists were never satisfied that his budgets balanced properly. By the 

late 1920s the budget had settled down at just over £800m. a year: 

interest on war debt at somewhat over £300m. was much the largest single 

item, ordinary expenditure was just under £400m. and the surplus for the 

Sinking Fund to reduce the debt was expected to be £40m. a year. Against 

this repayment of debt could be set the borrowing by the Unemployment 

Insurance Fund, at around £5m. a year. 
The budget disputes between Churchill and Snowden were among the 

most entertaining moments of the parliamentary year. On the whole 

Snowden seems to have been the victor, because he left everybody feeling 

the purists were right in thinking that the budget did not really balance. 

This was true only in the sense that the £40m. for the Sinking Fund was 

not provided every year. The debt was reduced every year, and on this 

definition the budget showed a surplus. Producing this result required 

financial expedients too ingenious to be convincing: in 1926 a tax on 

betting was tried, but it turned out to be administratively impracticable; 

taxes were collected earlier than usual; money was taken out of the 

Road Fund, which was supposed to be devoted exclusively to road¬ 

building, and was used for the general budget. The direct effect of 

Churchill’s budgets was less deflationary than firmly balanced budgets 

would have been, though businessmen’s confidence may have been 
reduced by the apparent deficits. 

The balance of payments, to which much less attention was given than 

to the budget, caused more trouble. Imports at £l,100m. were met by 

visible exports of £700m., and invisible exports (of which interest and 

dividends were the larger part) of £450m. This left an average annual 

balance on current transactions of something over £50m. The City of 

London continued its pre-1914 practice of heavy overseas lending and, 

because the current surplus was so small, this put the country’s inter¬ 

national position under some strain. The only defence was to hold interest 
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rates at a relatively high level. Export industries were still doing badly; 

they were helped by the American boom in 1927 and 1928, but they had 

not recovered from the problems of the early 1920s. 

The government did not have any exciting legislation to take people’s 

minds off the high unemployment figures. The vote was given, almost 

absent-mindedly and without any agitation, to the women between 21 

and 30 who had been left out in 1918. Chamberlain produced a compre¬ 

hensive reform of local government. In the nineteenth century new 

organizations had been set up to deal with each new local government 

problem, such as education or poor relief, when it became serious. 

Chamberlain’s Act, like Balfour’s 1902 Education Act, was a step 

towards handing the responsibilities of the separate organizations over to 

county councils and borough councils. The Boards of Guardians for poor 

relief disappeared, as the Minority Report of the Poor Law Commission 

had suggested in 1909. The parish councils were relieved of their road¬ 

making duties, which were growing harder to carry out as motor transport 

became more important. Local rates on industrial plant were reduced to 

a quarter of the previous level, and agriculture was freed from rates 

altogether. To make up the revenue lost by this ‘derating’, councils were 

given grants from the Exchequer on the basis of factors like the number 

of children to be educated. 
Derating helped depressed industries to some extent; rates in the 

depressed areas were higher than average, because their bills for un¬ 

employment relief were higher than average. Industries made some 

attempts to solve their problems by amalgamation. In cases like the 

launching of Imperial Chemical Industries this was a merger of firms into 

a single unit which could then expand; some ‘rationalization’ involved 

mergers of firms resigned to the fact that industries like cotton textiles 

were going to contract. Amalgamation did not cause as much unemploy¬ 

ment as bankruptcy would have done, but it did not provide many new 

jobs. A new Unemployment Insurance Act passed in 1927, which gave 

unlimited cover instead of the previous 26 weeks of payments to anybody 

employed 15 weeks in a year, was based on the assumption that about 

6 per cent of the working population would be unemployed. This was a 

fairly optimistic assessment of the position in the late 1920s. 
Orthodox politicians had accepted the return to the Gold Standard, 

and its consequences: relatively high interest rates and some degree of 

deflation. No politician could accept the even higher levels of unemploy¬ 

ment that would be needed to secure the exchange value of the pound. 

Politics became more and more concerned with unemployment as it 

became clear that there was no other issue to be raised. The Liberal party 
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and the Labour party prepared for what turned out to be the final 

struggle to decide who wa£ to be the main opponent of the Conservatives. 

In 1926 the Liberals did not seem to have much chance of making even 

one more attempt to challenge the Labour party. However, during the 

General Strike Lloyd George declined to associate himself with the 

Liberal ‘shadow Cabinet’s’ disapproval of the strike; Asquith rebuked 

him for this, but it became clear that party opinion was on Lloyd George s 

side and Asquith had to give up the Liberal leadership. Lloyd George took 

over the post and began trying to put life into the party. 
He showed, as he had done before 1914, some interest in schemes for 

reviving agriculture, but the main proposal in his programme was the 

suggestion that the State should issue a large loan which would then be 

spent on national development, mainly by a great scheme of road¬ 

building. The programme, set out in We Can Conquer Unemployment, 

was accepted by his party but more because he was the leader and his 

followers were tired of quarrels than because they understood it or 

believed in it. As recently as 1927 Lloyd George had himself been in 

favour of ‘economy’, by which he meant lower government spending on 
armaments. Lloyd George had to take risks to save his party from fading 

away, but a reputable politician could not campaign on the platform 

of budgeting for a deficit. Raising a loan might be slightly more accept¬ 

able, but it would have been easier to convince people if some pillar of 

financial respectability had declared that a loan was justified. Lloyd 

George’s reputation did nothing to help him. He had made a number of 

promises in the past, and was blamed because they had not been fulfilled. 

In any case, he did not have long enough to explain the economics behind 

his proposal: his programme appeared only two or three months before 

the 1929 election. 
At the same time as Lloyd George was moving his party to the left, 

MacDonald and Henderson were moving their party to the right. The 

Labour programme put forward in 1928, Labour Faces the Nation, was 

concerned with immediate reforms rather than the proclamation of 

distant visions. The move to a moderate policy must not be overestimated: 

Snowden, in a later and hostile mood, said that the welfare proposals in 

Labour Faces the Nation would have added £l,000m. a year to the 

government’s spending. The left wing of the party was not satisfied, but it 

did not feel it was being ignored completely. 
It did have suggestions to make. The I.L.P. wanted the government to 

pass legislation fixing a ‘living wage’, which would be set at a level that 

inefficient firms could not meet so they would have to hand the business 

over to the State, which would then run the firm and continue to employ 
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the workers. This amounted to nationalization, inefficient firm by in¬ 

efficient firm, and implied a large budget deficit. Mosley and Strachey 

issued a proposal, very shortly after the return to gold, that the govern¬ 

ment should set up central planning boards and inflate the currency by 

setting minimum wage levels and making more money available so that 

firms could pay the new rates. Neither the I.L.P. nor the Mosley-Strachey 

proposals were accepted by the Labour party; they were too novel and 

did not fit in with the Gladstonian views of Snowden, the party’s financial 

expert. 
Both proposals, like the Lloyd George scheme, would have produced 

budget deficits that would have reduced the number of unemployed. But 

this does not mean that the people putting the proposals forward had 

understood why they would work. The Mosley-Strachey proposals 

descended from J. A. Hobson’s theory that people invest too much and 

as a result are unable to consume all that is produced. Lloyd George had 

been advised by Keynes about his plans, but Keynes’s position at that 

time was far from clear. In his Treatise on Money (1931) he showed that 

he was in favour of an increase in prices, but did not lay the responsibility 

for this on the government. Even in his General Theory of Employment, 

Interest and Capital (1936), the main argument is that a loan to increase 

public expenditure would have its beneficial effect by providing more 

investment rather than simply by producing a budget deficit. Chapter ten, 

‘The Marginal Propensity to Consume’, is the basis of the way modern 

governments run their affairs, but it is really more in the footnotes than 

the text that Keynes says a budget deficit will cure unemployment no 

matter how it is produced. This period is not yet far enough in the past 

for the intellectual limitations of the participants to be taken for granted, 

and historians are tempted to jump in with good advice and show how 

much better they could have run things, without looking at the intellectual 

equipment available for politicians.1 

In the 1929 election neither the Conservative nor the Labour party 

were prepared to take any risks. Socialism and Protection, the two 

electoral bogymen of the twenties, were put out of sight. Baldwin’s posi¬ 

tion as leader was no easier than MacDonald’s. His followers were 

resigned to the fact that they could not break the trade unions and force 

down wage-rates; most of them believed that Protection was the only 

real answer, but they had to admit that it had not in the past been a satis¬ 

factory election issue. Instead they went into the election with the new 

1 For example: ‘The Ministers should have propounded radical schemes for 
disciplining the economy, for marshalling the unused industrial resources and for 

increasing purchasing power.’ C. Cross, Philip Snowden (1966), 257. 
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road traffic slogan, ‘Safety First’. This was less attractive than promises 

to conquer unemployment but on the other hand people were far from 

sure that they wanted a change of government and the results were 

inconclusive. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 8,656,473 260 38-2 

Liberal 5,308,510 59 23-4 

Labour 8,389,512 288 37-1 

The second Labour government {1929) 

Effective changes of government in the twentieth century seem to take 

an incubation period of about four years: the incubation period may take 

the form of a steady fall in government popularity leading to electoral 

disaster, as in 1902-6, or it may involve a period under a government 

with an uneasy majority like the Labour government of 1950-1. Both of 

the Labour governments in the years between the wars were of this sort; 

the electorate flirted with the idea of an effective Labour government, and 

found the prospect unattractive. The uneasy tenure of the Labour govern¬ 

ment was shown by the way people, then and later, spoke of ‘giving 

Labour a second chance’. If this meant anything it implied that an un¬ 

satisfactory Labour government would be followed by the reinstatement 

of the Liberals as the major party opposed to the Conservatives. But both 

Labour governments were followed by elections in which the major 

transfer of votes was away from the Liberals and towards the Conserva¬ 

tives. The Liberal leaders knew this might happen, because the bulk of 

their followers were people who felt more at home with the Conservatives’ 

general attitude, but on particular issues agreed with the Labour party. 

On foreign and imperial policy, and on the great domestic issue of Free 

Trade, the Liberal party and the Labour party could work together with¬ 

out difficulty. This co-operation did not look like leading to unification; 

on the other hand, when Liberals and Conservatives came together they 

formed coalitions, and when the coalitions ended a large number of 

Liberals stayed with the Conservatives. 

The second Labour government was sufficiently like the first not to 

cause surprise. MacDonald reluctantly allowed Henderson to become 

Foreign Secretary; Henderson was a little more ready than MacDonald 

to see that, faced with the choice, Britain would have to support France 

against Germany in order to prevent Germany from dominating Europe. 

The French thought MacDonald was pro-German, and they came to 



157 The Second Labour Government (1929) 

think the same about Snowden; he believed that in the long run Repara¬ 

tions should be abolished, and in the short run at The Hague in 1929 he 

resisted any suggestion that France should be allowed to increase her 

share of Reparations at Britain’s expense. Henderson was needed, to 

balance this appearance of anti-French feeling. He began preparations for 

a World Disarmament Conference, to be held in 1932. MacDonald went 

to the United States to see whether steps could be taken towards naval 

disarmament, which he kept in his own hands. Not much was done, but 

MacDonald seems to have been the first British Prime Minister to see 

that the change of foreign policy that would involve least disturbance 

was to enter into closer relations with the United States. He was welcomed 

in America, but he did not imagine that he had done much to end the 

American desire to stay out of European problems. Henderson resumed 

diplomatic relations with Russia, though more slowly than the left wing 

of the party had hoped. In Egypt he dismissed Lord Lloyd, the High 

Commissioner, for taking altogether too autocratic a view of his position. 

Lloyd had gone too far for Austen Chamberlain, and much too far for the 

Egyptians, who were showing signs of irritation. 

A Commission under Sir John Simon had been set up in 1927 to 

investigate the government of India. No Indians were appointed to the 

Commission, probably to avoid annoying the Anglo-Indian section, 

though the government said it was meant to avoid upsetting those Indian 

leaders who had to be left out. The result was that no Indians of 

importance appeared before the Commission to give evidence, and 

Indian nationalist feelings were strengthened. After consultations with 

the new government, which bore the ultimate responsibility, the Viceroy, 

Lord Irwin, declared in October 1929 that Dominion status was the 

natural conclusion for India’s constitutional development. Baldwin, as 

leader of the Opposition, did not deny that Dominion status was in¬ 

evitable but he did say that he wished Irwin had not made the statement. 

It caused considerable trouble inside his party and it also cut away some 

of the ground from under the feet of the Simon Commission. The Com¬ 

mission’s Report, which appeared in June 1930, recommended respon¬ 

sible government in the provinces. Power over important questions, such 

as defence and foreign policy, remained in the hands of the Viceroy at 

Delhi, though an additional conference to discuss these powers was sug¬ 

gested. The proposals were discussed at Round Table conferences at 

which the Indians who had refused to appear before the Commission 

were represented. But a wave of civil disobedience had begun in April, 

when Gandhi led a 200-mile march to the sea and then gathered salt in 

defiance of the government monopoly. During the year 54,000 people were 



158 The Years of Inaction (1926-1931) 

convicted on civil disobedience charges, and over 23,000 of them were in 

prison at the end of the yekr. 

In a more peaceful area of imperial relations, the government was 

preparing the legislation needed to give effect to the Balfour Declaration 

of 1926. The Statute of Westminster made it clear that Dominions could 

have as much freedom to legislate as they wanted. This did not worry the 

British government, which had tended to assume that they already had 

this freedom. By 1931 Britain was concerned only to try to persuade them 

to follow a single foreign policy; in 1930 the British government rejected 

Dominion suggestions, of the sort that had been made for thirty years, 

that a system of imperial customs preferences should be set up. 

All the disagreements in England about these imperial questions were 

fought out inside the Conservative party. Baldwin’s position was weak 

immediately after the election. He was blamed for defeat, just as in 1923, 

and for not using the majority gained in 1924 to return to the days before 

the war. He was also attacked because of his position on Protection and 

on India. Some Conservatives were attracted by the idea of setting up a 

tariff system for the whole Empire with all the members, including Britain, 

taxing imports from outside but accepting each other’s products free of 

tax. The policy of Empire Free Trade was probably never practicable, 

because the Dominions had no intention of exposing their newly launched 

industries to competition from Britain. But the scheme had the support 

of the great newspaper owners. Lord Beaverbrook and Lord Rothermere, 

and had to be taken seriously by any Conservative leader. 

The political influence of their papers was less than people imagined; 

the Daily Express and the Daily Mail attracted large readerships but they 

were readers who did not take politics seriously enough to worry about 

the details of a particular issue. In his struggle with Beaverbrook and 

Rothermere, Baldwin said that their newspapers relied on tendentious 

and selective reporting. To some extent the compressed and emotionally 

loaded reporting of these newspapers was an attempt to make politics 

palatable to people who had not previously read a daily newspaper. There 

were disadvantages about the newspapers with which Baldwin was 

implicitly comparing the Express and the Mail', Spender (of the West¬ 

minster Gazette) in his Autobiography and Hammond’s Life of C. P. Scott 

(of the Manchester Guardian) show how close these respected editors 

came to running party bulletins. They suppressed news, they wrote 

editorials designed to influence policy which were deliberately made 

incomprehensible to anyone who did not know how discussions were 

going in the Cabinet, and Spender took it for granted that his paper 

ought to be subsidized by a small group of wealthy Liberals. The mass- 
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circulation papers probably did the job of giving the uninterested a vague 
outline of what was going on rather better than the ‘quality’ newspapers 
succeeded in enabling people interested in politics to find out what they 
needed to know in order to consider problems properly. But the owners 
of the mass-circulation papers could not marshal their readers to support 
a particular policy. 

Protection was popular enough in the Conservative party to make 
their challenge dangerous. Baldwin met the challenge by declaring his 
support for Imperial Preference, which had from time to time been part 
of the Conservative programme. This gave him a short breathing-space, 
but by October of 1930 he had to defend himself again, at a meeting of 
Conservative M.P.s, peers, and candidates. He won by 462 votes to 116, 
a majority large enough for survival but not for comfort. The question of 
India was beginning to make itself felt; Baldwin was pressed not to go 
beyond the Report of the Simon Commission by expressing sympathy for 
the idea of Dominion status. In January 1931 Churchill left the ‘shadow 
Cabinet’ because he wanted to be free to oppose any move towards it; in 
the long run this step meant that he was outside the government during 
the thirties, and for most of the decade was regarded as dangerously 
right-wing. But in the short-run it made Baldwin’s position even weaker. 
He had placed Neville Chamberlain at the head of the party organization, 
a risky step because Chamberlain who was much more acceptable to the 
Protectionists now became his natural successor. In February the Chief 
Agent suggested that it would help the party if Baldwin retired, and for 
a few days he thought of doing so. The Times had prepared its editorial 
on the subject, Baldwin had told Chamberlain that he was going, and it 
is said he had written out his letter of resignation. But he decided to stay 
and fight. In the Commons he made a successful speech in which he 
refused to commit his party against Dominion status as the final goal of 

policy in India. 
Beaverbrook and Rothermere had created a larger problem by running 

Empire Free Trade candidates against official Conservative candidates in 
a number of by-elections, with some success. A by-election was coming 
up in the very safe Conservative seat of St. George’s, Westminster. At 
first Baldwin thought he might stand there himself, partly because nobody 
else seemed to be willing to defend the policy of the party leadership. 
When Duff Cooper, who had lost his seat in the 1929 election, came 
forward to resist the Empire Free Traders Baldwin made a speech in his 
support in which he denounced Beaverbrook and Rothermere for seeking 
power without responsibility, ‘the prerogative of the harlot throughout 
the ages’. This was hardly fair to the press lords, who had conducted one 
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of the most open attacks on a party leader to be seen in this century. By 

attacking Baldwin at by-elections, on a genuine issue of economic policy, 

Beaverbrook and Rothermere were giving him a chance to defend his 

programme and to test public opinion; other party leaders have been 

driven out by secret discussions ending in a sudden ‘failure of health’. It 

is a measure of Baldwin’s political skill and of his readmess to avoid 

issues of policy that he could defeat the assault by concentrating on the 

personal failings of his opponents and retain a reputation as a purifying 

influence in politics. His success was not decisive; Duff Cooper was 

elected in St. George’s but the Empire Free Trade candidate was not 

disgraced, and the assault would undoubtedly have been resumed in the 

autumn. 
Baldwin’s position survived these attacks better than might have been 

expected. The other parties had their problems. The Liberals had rallied 

behind Lloyd George in the two or three years before the election, and 

had allowed him to write his own policy and control the party machinery. 

In return for this they expected success. The Liberals may have done less 

well than they hoped in 1929 because Lloyd George launched his un¬ 

employment programme too close to the election to have time to convince 

people of its merits, or because he committed the party to an economic 

programme which it did not really believe in, or because no section of 

society felt the Liberals were whole-heartedly devoted to its interests. In 

any case they had done badly, and Lloyd George was blamed. As a result 

he found it hard to make sure that all his followers voted together in the 

Commons. 

Tension was at its highest in the first few months of the new govern¬ 

ment; the Liberals spoke as if they were going to vote on each measure 

strictly on its merits and turn the government out as soon as it brought 

forward any proposal they disliked, and the government was no more 

conciliatory. But when the Liberals and the government contemplated the 

disadvantages of having another general election they became less 

intransigent. The government was taking up the process of rationalization, 

which had been strictly a matter for private enterprise; as the Commons 

would reject nationalization of the coal mines it introduced a Mines Bill 

early in 1930 which reduced working hours to seven and a half and set 

up a Reorganization Committee with some legal powers to encourage 

rationalization. The Liberals decided to support the Bill; it was a step 

away from Free Trade, but Free Trade seemed to have unexpected dis¬ 

advantages for declining industries. Other industries were rationalizing, 

or forming themselves into cartels, without government intervention; in 

1929 the Millers’ Mutual Association was launched; in shipbuilding. 
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National Shipbuilders Security Ltd. had been set up to buy shipyards and 

keep them idle so that they would not force prices down still further in 

an attempt to obtain contracts, and in cotton-spinning Spindles Ltd., was 

formed for the same purpose. Probably these steps helped the declining 

industries to contract, but as the new industries were not growing fast 

enough to take on so many workers the old industries were blamed for 

reducing their labour force and increasing unemployment. 
The slight improvement in British industry in the later years of 

Baldwin’s ministry was coming to an end. It had always depended to a 

considerable extent on the much more flourishing expansion in the 

United States, and by the time of the 1929 election the American boom 

was already slowing down. In the autumn prices fell spectacularly on the 

New York Stock Exchange, but this only confirmed a decline in produc¬ 

tion that began some months earlier. The result of the international 

decline in trade spread to Britain, and unemployment began to rise. 

From economic paralysis to economic crisis 

Within the government a group under J. H. Thomas had been set up to 

reduce unemployment. In some ways Thomas was a good choice; he was 

a genial and ebullient man who could get on well with business men, and 

he would have been ideally suited for jollying a boom along. But Thomas 

was not the man to fight rising unemployment. Snowden at the 

Exchequer insisted on balancing the budget and declined to provide 

money for public works programmes to relieve unemployment unless 

they were productive, in the sense that they ought to show a profit and 

Thomas accepted this point of view. Road-building, the form of public 

works that came most readily to everybody’s mind, had to be strictly 

limited. 
The other members of Thomas’s committee, Lansbury, Johnston, and 

Mosley, could not do much against the resistance of the Treasury. Mosley 

felt confident that he possessed an answer to the problem of unemploy¬ 

ment, along the lines that the Labour party in Birmingham had been 

considering for some years. What he wanted was an attempt to shut 

Britain off from the mounting crisis abroad by a tariff wall and run her 

industries with a managed currency that would if necessary be devalued. 

This programme was formulated in the Mosley Memorandum and was 

put to the Cabinet. Thomas felt offended because he appeared to have 

been ignored, and Snowden refused to have anything to do with the idea. 

Mosley resigned, and continued the battle from the backbenches. He 

explained his programme to a meeting of the Parliamentary Labour party, 

at which his speech was well received, and then pressed the matter to a 
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vote; loyalty to the leadership' triumphed over doubt, and Mosley was 

heavily defeated. By forcing a vote he had driven MacDonald and 

Snowden together; MacDonald knew very little about economics, and was 

not very interested, but left to himself he might have given Mosley some 

encouragement—he was not a convinced Free Trader and he certainly 

had no friendship for Snowden. Mosley’s open support in the parliamen¬ 

tary party came largely from the left wing of the Independent Labour 

party. This section of the I.L.P. in effect claimed to be a separate party 

working in alliance with the Labour party but entitled to vote against it 

if they chose. The Labour party was not tightly disciplined—over a 

hundred Members voted against the party Whip on one occasion or 

another during this Parliament—but the I.L.P. was going too far. The 

Clydeside group that controlled the I.L.P. drove out all the Members of 

Parliament who were first and foremost Labour party men and belonged 

to the I.L.P. much as they might have belonged to the Fabian Society; 

after this I.L.P. supporters followed I.L.P. policy even when it conflicted 

with Labour party policy, though for the time being they remained 

members of the Labour party. 

When people were in this mood Mosley could expect a good deal of 

support. He put forward his policy at the party conference in October 

1930; it received 1,046,000 votes against the 1,251,000 votes cast in sup¬ 

port of the policy of the official leadership. This was a good enough result 

to suggest that if he had kept up the pressure, the Prime Minister might 

have felt it was wise to encourage Snowden to become more flexible. 

The breadth of his support was too much for Mosley’s self-restraint; his 

combination of planning, tariffs, and national spirit was attractive to 

Conservatives as well as to Socialists, and this made him think he could 

set up a party of his own. In February 1931 he launched the New Party 

to put the case for his economic policy and although it won no seats in 

the 1931 general election, the Conservatives kept a watchful eye on it for 

two or three years and wondered whether they wanted Mosley back; he 

was believed to represent youth in politics and his policy was very like 

that of the Conservatives after 1931. But his movement drifted towards 

Fascism, and took up anti-Semitism in October 1934, after which he was 
politically untouchable. 

The government passed very little important legislation apart from its 

Mines Act, but in the 1930-1 session it submitted three Bills that caused 

some controversy. Trevelyan introduced his Education Bill again; it had 

been crowded out in 1930 but was revived and placed high on the list. 

The most important clause raised the school-leaving age to 15, which 

would be expensive but was almost essential if children were to go to 
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secondary schools at 11 + , as proposed in the Hadow Report; if they left 

at 14 they would attend their new schools for only two years. The original 

Bill provided very little money for Roman Catholic schools, and the 

Catholic section of the Labour party, made up mainly of Members with 

a sizeable number of voters who were Irish by descent, moved an amend¬ 

ment to give a grant of the order of £lm. The government opposed the 

amendment; the Conservatives voted with the Catholic Labour Members, 

and the amendment was carried. When the government declined to resign 

and accepted the amendment, the Conservatives, whose support for the 

amendment was inspired partly by their success in by-elections, said it 

was being spineless. When the Bill went to the Lords it was thrown out 

on the grounds that it would cost too much. The government showed no 
desire to renew a struggle in which they were bound to annoy either their 

Catholic or their Nonconformist supporters. Trevelyan did not accept 

this as a good reason for leaving the subject alone, and resigned when it 

was obvious that nothing more was going to be done. 

The Trade Union Bill and the Electoral Reform Bill look like a bargain 

by which the Liberals would vote for the repeal of the Trade Disputes 

Act to please the trade unions, and the government would establish the 

alternative vote to repay the Liberals. The alternative vote would allow 

people to indicate their second preferences at an election and the Liberals 

could reasonably hope that both Labour and Conservative voters would 

pick them as a second choice, while the Labour party had no real reason 

to expect to benefit more than the Conservatives from Liberal second 

choices. On the other hand, the Trade Union Bill did not really extend 

the powers of the unions, and did not allow general strikes for political 

purposes. By restoring ‘contracting out’ of the political levy, it would have 

made Labour party finances somewhat more secure, but the 1929 election 

results had shown that ‘contracting in’ was not a complete barrier to 

success. In February the Liberals turned on the Trade Union Bill and 

mangled it so much that it was dropped. The government went on with 

the Electoral Reform Bill, presumably in the belief that co-operation in 

the Commons might lead on to co-operation in elections, for which the 

alternative vote might be useful. 
By this stage the government had realized that legislation could not 

solve the three interlinked questions of immediate importance: reducing 

unemployment, balancing the budget, and maintaining the external value 

of the pound. In 1929 Snowden had appointed a committee under Lord 

Macmillan to investigate the working of the financial system and its effect 

on the economy; the British economy then seemed in some way 

exceptional, because other countries were enjoying prosperity and full 
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employment. But while the Committee was sitting American production 

was declining and world ^rade was contracting. In 1929 unemployment 

was not a serious problem except in England; by the time the Macmillan 

Report appeared,1 in May 1931, America and Germany were in worse 

difficulties than England. 
The collapse in world trade, which fell to about half its 1929 cash 

value by 1932, affected England differently from most other countries. The 

world-wide depression was marked by a fall in investment, a fall in the 

price of raw materials, and a decline in employment. Investment in 

England had been sluggish in the late 1920s, but maintained this low 

level without any prolonged drop in the early 1930s. Low prices for raw 

materials meant that England could buy more in exchange for her 

exports, and at least in the short run this helped almost everybody in the 

country. The amount exported dropped rather sharply, but the cash value 

did not decline so fast. 
In its Report the Macmillan Commission asked for international co¬ 

operation in raising price levels, as a way of escaping from the great 

increase in the real burden of debt that resulted from the steady fall in 

prices in the twenties. It also said that England ought to adopt a managed 

currency instead of allowing the supply of money to be affected by the 

working of the international Gold Standard. Its terms of reference did not 

allow it to ask whether the Bank of England ought to keep the pound at 

a fixed rate in terms of gold (‘remain on the Gold Standard’), but it did 

consider one question which tended to be ignored: granted that the 

pound had been overvalued in 1925 and was still overvalued, ought there 

to be a devaluation? It would have been quite easy for the Bank to 

retain a fixed gold value for the pound at a lower rate of exchange, such 

as four dollars to the pound. The Committee rejected the idea of 

devaluation, on the grounds that it would be a shock to international 

confidence. But once international confidence was introduced into the 

discussion, whatever the Report said was bound to be harmful. Saying 

that the pound was overvalued made people less willing to hold sterling, 

and the suggestion that prices should be driven upwards was also dis¬ 

couraging; money began to leave London shortly after the Report 

appeared. 

The Report came in a form that wras likely to make investors uneasy 

about leaving their money in London. All the fourteen members of the 

Committee except the chairman submitted addenda or reservations. The 

most important reservation was signed by six members including Keynes 

and McKenna, the Chairman of the Midland Bank—a man radical only 

1 Pari. Papers, Cmd. 3897. 
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by the standards of other chairmen of banks. They asked for a tariff and 

a subsidy on exports, which meant a virtual devaluation and they sug¬ 

gested a general agreement to reduce wages and prices simultaneously. 

They wanted the government to run a managed currency inside the 

country and at the same time maintain a stable currency unit for inter¬ 

national trade; this dual policy was more or less accepted by governments 

in the 1940s, and was the objective they hoped to achieve through the 

international financial institutions set up at the end of the Second World 

War. Two members of this group of six, Ernest Bevin and Sir Thomas 

Allen of the Co-operative Movement, had further points to make: they 

went as close as they could to saying there ought to be a devaluation, 

they said the Bank might be forced off gold if it would not devalue, and 

they recommended a large loan to be spent on projects that would stimu¬ 

late the economy. His newspaper and magazine articles at this time sug¬ 

gest that Keynes agreed with this view, but presumably he held back to 

consolidate support for the Keynes-McKenna reservation. 
Arguments along these lines became the orthodoxy of the future. But 

one of the more important moments in the committee’s hearing of evi¬ 

dence came when Keynes questioned Sir Richard Hopkins, who was 

putting the Treasury’s point of view. Keynes argued that investment by 

the government would stimulate the economy; Hopkins replied that if 

the government borrowed money for investment, it would force interest 

rates up, thus making life harder for other borrowers and making 

marginal borrowers give up projects they had in mind. Thus, government 

intervention might change the nature of the investment carried out, but 

could not increase the total amount of investment. Lord Macmillan 

described the argument between the two men as a drawn battle.1 

It would be hard for a government to change its policy on the basis 

of so indecisive an encounter. But even if ‘soon or late, it is ideas, not 

vested interests, that are dangerous for good or evil’,2 politicians could 

have had ideas of their own without waiting for academic economists to 

produce them. On the other hand Snowden’s reasons for denouncing the 

deficit-producing schemes were understandable; Keynesian economic 

policies would at first reduce real wages, in order to provide more employ¬ 

ment and a more buoyant economy in which wages would regain their 

former purchasing power. In 1929 Snowden had claimed that the Labour 

party would balance the budget as well as conquering unemployment, 

and this would avoid the initial fall in real wages. Snowden was not 

' R. Harrod, The Life of John Maynard Keynes (1951), 422. 
2 J. M. Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money (1936), 

384. 
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irrevocably opposed to new ideas: in a Cabinet memorandum in 1930 he 

denied that he accepted tKfe Treasury point of view on loans in the rigid 

form in which Hopkins had stated it,1 and a few years later when the 

collapse had come and he had lost everything for which he had fought. 

Gold Standard, Free Trade, and his own honoured position in the Labour 

party, he came round to the idea of a large loan to stimulate development. 

He argued that in 1929 there had been unemployed people; in 1934 there 

were not only unemployed people but also unemployed capital, and it 

was the business of the government to bring them together. This was just 

another way of saying that the pound had been overvalued in 1929, 

though Snowden seems not to have seen the connection. During the half- 

dozen years from 1925 that England was on the Gold Standard gold was 

constantly tending to slip out of the country, mainly to France because 

the franc was distinctly undervalued. Any proposal that would increase 

the budget deficit would only have encouraged the loss of gold and made 

it harder to maintain the exchange value of the pound. 
Public works provided employment for a few people, but at a cost 

which was producing a budget deficit. The general financial position of 

the government was made worse by the steady deficit of the Unemploy¬ 

ment Insurance Fund. Insurance contributions to the Fund were supposed 

to balance benefits paid out, though to listen to some of the complaints 

of the financial purists it might have been imagined that the Fund was 

meant to make a profit. The rising unemployment from 1929 onwards 

forced the Fund to borrow to pay benefits, and this borrowing was seen 

as one of the causes of financial weakness. Snowden had forced his 1930 

budget, which raised income-tax to 22£p in the pound, through the 

Commons but putting through another budget with a minority seemed 

almost impossible at a time when a firm policy was thought necessary. 

In February 1931 he accepted a Liberal suggestion that a committee 

should be set up to look into ways of carrying out economies. Sir George 

May, the chairman, had been secretary of the Prudential Insurance and 

was assumed to be without party allegiance; MacDonald, Lloyd George, 

and Baldwin each nominated two representatives. The committee was to 

find out the facts about the government’s financial position and if neces¬ 

sary make suggestions about what should be done. Until it presented its 

report Snowden made no financial changes, perhaps because he thought 

it would provide all-party support for the policies that he believed to be 

necessary. 

By July 1931 there was definite uneasiness in Paris and New York 

about the financial soundness of the City of London. The Macmillan 

1 P.R.O., Cab. 24 C.P. 392 (30), 86. 
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committee made it clear that, despite rumours to the contrary, British 

investors had not been borrowing money for short periods in order to 

make long-term loans elsewhere. On the other hand London was less 

able to attract short-term money than before 1914, and some short-term 

money had been lent to German firms which either had gone out of 

business or were not allowed to remit money out of the country, so that 

the short-term loans became loans of indefinite length. London was not 

well placed to deal with withdrawals of short-term money. The Bank of 

England had brought its rate down to 2\ per cent as part of the pro¬ 

gramme of cheap money which was being undertaken by central banks 

in an effort to stimulate trade. In July it recognized that this would no 

longer work, and raised Bank Rate to 4^ per cent. At this level it remained 

for seven weeks. The Governor of the Bank, Montagu Norman, had been 

working hard to help deal with the crisis facing the German banks; he 

possessed the charm and temperament of the artist at a time when 
physical stamina or deep originality of thought were the qualities 

required of the Governor, and at this stage he had to take a long holiday. 

Just after the second increase in the Bank Rate, the May Committee 

presented its report.1 The Liberal and Conservative representatives and 

May himself declared that the British government was rushing to ruin. 

They announced that there would be a budget deficit of £120m., and they 

made their suggestions for dealing with it. Their figures showed a deficit 

of only £70m., on any normal meaning of the word; they raised it to 

£120m. by laying down that £50m. of debt should be repaid, apparently 

reckoning that if only £25m. of debt were repaid, that meant a deficit of 

£25m. The report examined several government departments in great 

detail, and made suggestions for cutting expenditure by £9m. Apart 

from these small sums it suggested more drastic cuts of £13m. from 

education, £7m. from road-building, and £66m. from the expenditure of 

the Unemployment Insurance Fund. As the committee itself estimated 

that the Fund would, at the current rates, need to borrow only £40m., 

this proposal amounted to saying that in a year of heavy unemployment 

the Fund should provide a surplus of £26m. Presumably the committee 

intended that the Fund should produce a steady annual contribution to 

general revenue. MacDonald may have reflected how wise he had been 

in 1924 to refuse to have a committee on the Campbell case: the govern¬ 

ment had intended the May committee to make recommendations on 

technical issues but it had instead taken a long step into the field of 

policy, for the report cannot be seen as anything more than a collection 

of small proposals thrown together around the central assertion that 

1 Pari Papers, Cmd. 3920. 
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unemployment benefit ought to be cut. Keynes had suggested in January. 

‘The best guess 1 can make >s that whenever you save five shillings, you put 

a man out of work for a day.’1 At this rate a deficit of £120m. would have 

cured unemployment in England, though it would fairly certainly have 

forced the government to reduce the value of the pound in terms of gold. 

The two Labour members of the committee drew up a minority report. 

Like the majority they could find very few examples of waste. They did 

not regard it as their business to propose changes of policy, and in any 

case they had no desire for cuts in education, road-building, and 

unemployment benefit. Paragraphs 38-43 of their report are a good state¬ 

ment in non-technical language of the case for high government expendi¬ 

ture in time of depression and paragraph 131 puts what is by now the 

accepted view of the situation: 

The present financial difficulties of the country and industry do not arise 
from any pursuit of wasteful public expenditure or lack of responsible control 
of such but are much more closely related to the policy of deflation followed 
since the war and confirmed by the return to the gold standard. 

The position of the Liberals on the committee was very odd. If they had 

taken seriously the programme on which Lloyd George had fought the 

1929 election, they would have signed the minority report, thus making 

it into a majority report. 

The establishment of the National Government in 1931 

From the end of July onward the story grows more fascinating but 

harder to follow. When the House reassembled politicians re-fought the 

August struggles, with the result that there are more versions of the 

events than is usual in Cabinet disagreements. It is hardly possible to 

indicate all the questions in dispute, but it may be useful to indicate the 

different levels of disagreement. There are arguments about what was 

done, and even more about what was said; arguments about the con¬ 

stitutional propriety of the behaviour of the King and the Prime Minister; 

arguments about the extent to which a politician has a duty to his party 

and to his election pledges when they conflict with his view of what seems 

necessary in a particular crisis; arguments about whether the govern¬ 

ment’s economic policy was justified and arguments about whether it 

could have been expected to have found a better policy. It is hard to say 

anything about the crisis that will be universally accepted. 

The outflow of foreign exchange which had caused the July increases 

in the Bank Rate became faster after the publication of the May report. 

1 The Listener, 14 Jan. 1931, later published in J. M. Keynes, Essays in Persuasion 
(1931), 152. 
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There the figure was in print: a budget deficit of £120m. The bankers in 

London now declared that it was all the fault of the government, that 

no financial measures other than a balanced budget would set things right, 

and that the government should do something to save the City of London. 

On 12 August the Economy Committee of the Cabinet met to consider 

the May report. Snowden accepted the May Committee’s view that the 

budget was not balanced until ample provision had been made for paying 

off the National Debt, and added that the deficit would be £170m. rather 

than £120m. For reasons that are not quite clear, this figure was accepted 

for the next four months. Snowden suggested about £70m. or £80m. of 

new taxation. The Committee then worked out general reductions in 

expenditure along the lines suggested by the May committee. MacDonald 

saw Baldwin and Chamberlain, and Samuel who was acting as Liberal 

leader while Lloyd George was recovering from a prostate gland opera¬ 

tion. The government had to have a majority in the Commons to pass 

economy measures, so the proposals had to satisfy at least one of the 

parties in opposition, and if measures were to be passed quickly it would 

be necessary to have the support of both. As a result, MacDonald and 

Snowden had to have frequent discussions with the Liberal and Con¬ 

servative leaders. 
On the 19th the Economy Committee put its proposals to the Cabinet: 

£30m. of saving on general expenditure and £48m. of saving on payments 

to the unemployed. After a long meeting the Cabinet accepted £56m. of 

the cuts but it rejected the suggestion that transitional payments to 
unemployed people who had exhausted their rights under the insurance 

system should be reduced; this was estimated to be a matter of about 

£20m. These cuts did not include any reduction in the standard rate of 

unemployment benefit paid to unemployed workers under the insurance 

scheme. Next day the Cabinet representatives met the opposition leaders 

again, and appear to have given them the impression that the Cabinet 

had accepted the full £78m. of cuts proposed in the Economy Committee. 

Chamberlain said it would be best to make all of the £96m. of cuts 
suggested by the May Committee, which would involve reducing the 

standard rate of unemployment benefit. Later in the day the Economy 

Committee met the National Executive Committee of the Labour party 

and the General Council of the T.U.C., and Snowden said at this meeting 

that while various cuts were to be made, the Cabinet had not decided to 

cut the standard rate of unemployment benefit. 
The General Council refused to have anything to do with the govern¬ 

ment’s proposals. In the next few days the Council played an increasingly 

important role, mainly because some of its members had a coherent idea 
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of what to do. Its proposals'—increase direct taxation, especially on 

unearned income, suspendxthe Sinking Fund, and perhaps impose a tariff 

for revenue—come much closer to the proposals made in Keynes’s 

General Theory than anything else heard during the crisis. The T.U.C. s 

deputation, which included Bevin from the Macmillan Committee and 

Pugh from the May Committee minority, put these suggestions to the 

Cabinet, but they were rejected. Sidney Webb said, after hearing the 

proposals, ‘The General Council are pigs’; however, as he said later that 

nobody told the Cabinet that it could go off the Gold Standard, his 

opinion was not worth much. 
On the 21st the Cabinet discussed the idea of a tariff: fifteen of them 

were in favour of a 10 per cent duty on manufactured goods, but they did 

not insist that Snowden and the minority should accept the suggestion. 

On the other hand the Cabinet refused to impose any cuts beyond the 

£56m. agreed previously. As a result, when MacDonald and Snowden 

met Chamberlain and Samuel, the opposition leaders learnt that the cuts 

would in fact be less than they had been told on the 20th. They protested 

and asked for more. Snowden and MacDonald told the Cabinet on the 

22nd that the Liberals and Conservatives wanted further cuts, including 

some reduction of unemployment benefits. Snowden spoke of ‘reducing 

the standard of living of the workmen by 50 per cent, which would be the 

effect of departing from the Gold Standard’.1 The Cabinet—reasonably 

enough—was not impressed by this. MacDonald then proposed another 

scheme to reduce spending by £20m.: £12jm. would come from a 10 per 

cent reduction in the standard rate of unemployment benefit, and £7fm. 

from economies in other departments. The Cabinet refused to accept 

MacDonald’s scheme; Snowden and Thomas were so annoyed by the 

refusal that they asked that their dissent should be recorded, which 

meant that they were considering resignation. Perhaps because of this 

the Cabinet then allowed MacDonald and Snowden to find out from 

Baldwin and Samuel whether the new programme, amounting to £76m. 

including the 10 per cent reduction, would be sufficient for the govern¬ 

ment to put to Parliament. There would clearly be trouble if Baldwin 

and Samuel accepted the programme and the Cabinet continued to 
reject it. 

By this time another problem had arisen. The Bank of England was 

still paying out gold to meet a stream of withdrawals, and was coming 

to the end of its resources. Additional money, in gold or in foreign 

exchange, could be found only by a short-term loan arranged by the 

government, and because the Federal Reserve Bank of New York was 

1 P.R.O., Cab. 23/67 22 Aug. 1931. 
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not allowed to lend to foreign governments, this short-term loan would 
have to be raised from the New York commercial banks. So, if the govern¬ 

ment was to help the Bank of England maintain the exchange value of 

the pound, it had to find out whether £76m. of cuts would satisfy the 

New York commercial banks that it was safe to make a loan. 
On the 23rd MacDonald saw the King and warned him that the 

Cabinet might not survive. The King, with MacDonald’s permission, then 

saw Samuel and, later in the day, Baldwin. Samuel put to the King the 

arguments in favour of a coalition (though of course no Liberal could use 

this word because it awoke memories of Lloyd George’s 1916-22 govern¬ 

ment) under MacDonald, if the Labour government could not agree on a 

policy. Baldwin, at his audience, agreed to serve under MacDonald in a 

coalition if the question arose. That evening the Cabinet met again to find 

out how the New York banks had responded to the request for a loan. 

The New York banks passed the question back to London by saying they 

would provide the loan if the Bank of England considered the programme 

of cuts was adequate. As the loan was designed to save the Bank of 

England from disaster, this reliance on its advice was a tribute to its 

reputation for integrity, though New York could rely on men like Montagu 

Norman who, at one stage in the German negotiations that led to his 

breakdown, had noted with some satisfaction that German workers were 

ashamed to be on the dole. He clearly felt that British workers ought also 

to be ashamed of it. Norman’s economics and his national psychology 

were wrong: even if German workers had been ashamed of their position 

it would have done nothing to reduce unemployment, and in any case the 

German workers seem to have been bitterly angry rather than ashamed. 

It was in England that the unemployed were corroded by shame at their 

idleness. 
After the request for a loan had been referred back from New York to 

London, the money would come only if reductions were made of about 

£76m., including the cut in the standard unemployment benefit. A pro¬ 

gramme of this sort could never have had an easy passage through the 

Cabinet. By the 23rd the opponents of reductions were gaining strength, 

and the idea of accepting a policy on the recommendation of the bankers 

was in itself distasteful. MacDonald said that the programme could go 

through only if nobody resigned, but Henderson and seven or eight 

others said they could not remain in a government which imposed the 

£76m. programme. MacDonald went to tell the King that the govern¬ 

ment was about to break up, and returned to tell the Cabinet that he 

would meet Baldwin, Samuel, and the King next morning, and would 

then see the Cabinet again. The King asked him to lead a National 
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government and, though he declined that evening, he accepted at the 

morning meeting with Baldwin, Samuel, and the King. He went to the 

Cabinet meeting, told the ministers that they were out of office and 

asked Snowden, Thomas, and Sankey to join his new Cabinet, which they 

did. Baldwin, Chamberlain, Cunliffe-Lister, and Hoare from the Con¬ 

servative party, and Samuel and Lord Reading from the Liberals also 

joined the National Cabinet. 
The Labour party claimed that this transformation scene had been 

brought about by treachery and that the King, the bankers, and 

MacDonald had plotted to turn the Labour government out. The King’s 

position was quite simple: the duty of a constitutional monarch is to 

name the head of the strongest government that can be found, so he 

normally appoints a Prime Minister with a party majority in the Com¬ 

mons, but he has a natural tendency to suggest the advantages of a 

coalition. The government that MacDonald formed in August 1931 was 

undeniably strong, and the King behaved reasonably in asking him to 

form it. On the other hand, if the King meant it at all seriously when he 

said, a few weeks later, that he would refuse to accept MacDonald's 

resignation he was behaving a little like George III with Lord North.1 

The behaviour of the New York banks also seems reasonable; they 

were being asked to lend money, and wanted to know if it was a sound 

risk. The Labour complaints that there had been a ‘bankers’ ramp’ 

presumably meant that the banks had, in order to embarrass the Labour 

government, departed from normal commercial practice. But lending to 

London was not a risk-free occupation, because the general fear of 

devaluation might have led to such rapid withdrawals of gold that the 

New York loans could not be repaid for some time to come. The New 

York bankers were entitled to protect themselves against this. The Bank 

of England’s desire to avoid devaluation probably harmed the nation’s 

economy, but this does not mean it was plotting against the government. 

MacDonald’s behaviour has come under suspicion: it was said he had 

been plotting to set up a coalition for months previously, but this is hard 

to pin down because the parliamentary situation had made several people 

think about a coalition in the previous two years. It was unusual for him 

to arrange to meet Baldwin and Samuel at Buckingham Palace at the 

time of his proposed resignation on the 24th; and it is not clear why he 

did this. The Labour leaders in the new Cabinet were also criticized on 

less easily tangible grounds: they had been elected on one programme and 

had now become convinced that a radically different programme was 

necessary. As MacDonald put it to his Cabinet, ‘the proposals as a whole 

1 H. Nicolson, George V (1952), 493. 
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represented the negation of everything the Labour Party stood for, and 

yet he was absolutely satisfied that it was necessary, in the national 

interest, to implement them if the country was to be secured’.1 The harsh 

rules for statesmen in this predicament have been laid down by two great 

Conservatives in speeches denouncing their leaders. Churchill in the 

1930s argued that, mandate or no mandate, the government had a duty 

to do what it thought was right and rearm the country. On the other hand 

Disraeli fought his way to the head of the party by his denunciation of 

Peel for abandoning the Corn Laws to which his party was pledged. 

The National Government 

MacDonald was the most convenient leader for a government that 

included both Baldwin and Samuel. He did not attempt to make his new 

government all-inclusive by trying to persuade the Labour party to join it. 

He might have pointed out that only a National government could impose 

Snowden’s programme of taxation on the rich, and only a National 

government with Labour support could maintain Free Trade. But instead 

he discouraged Labour junior ministers from joining his government and 

neither he nor Snowden went to the meeting of the Parliamentary Labour 

party on 28 August to explain their policy to their ex-followers. Both men 

seem to have been thinking of retiring from politics very soon. This 

would explain why they said on 25 August that the new government 

would exist only for the duration of the crisis. When they disagreed with 

the main body of the party in the First World War, they had remained 

in touch with the party, but they made no attempt to remain in touch in 

1931. Both of them had been finding the criticism of the Labour back¬ 

benchers increasingly irritating. 
Snowden’s budget of 10 September was deflationary and egalitarian. It 

imposed £80m. of new taxes, including an increase in the standard rate 

of income-tax from 22|p to 25p and a ten per cent increase in surtax. 
Next day MacDonald presented the Economy Bill, which reduced govern¬ 

ment spending by £70m. This included the ten per cent cut in the standard 

rate of unemployment benefit, which was defended on the ground that 

the cost of living had fallen by more than ten per cent. During the debates 

the Labour leaders in opposition came round to the programme sug¬ 

gested by the T.U.C. and repudiated the cuts. At times they sounded as 

though they had never agreed to any of them and could not approve of 

anything like cuts in teachers’ salaries. 
The formation of the National government did a certain amount to 

reassure foreign lenders. Although money continued to leave the 

1 P.R.O., Cab. 23/67 23 Aug. 1931. 
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country, the Economy Bill and'the budget might have succeeded in their 

aims if they had been accented by all their victims. On the 15th sailors in 

the Royal Navy at Invergordon went on strike about the reductions in 

pay. During the week the Bank of England lost £50m. in gold, and by the 

19th it was defeated: on the 21st it suspended sales of gold and Britain 

was off the Gold Standard. The general policy of the Bank was surprising: 

it had left Bank Rate unchanged throughout the crisis, and the 4^ per cent 

rate maintained in August and September was in fact lower than the 

average annual rate for practically every year since Norman became 

Governor in 1920. Even if it was going to abandon the high interest policy 

of the 1920s, the Bank was taking a very drastic step when it went off 

the Gold Standard altogether; a lower rate than $4.86 could have been 

adopted and defended, and would not have been as unsettling for world 

trade as a floating rate. Until 1939 the pound was at least nominally free 

to change in value, and as it started by falling to $3.20 the fluctuations in 

value were uncomfortably large. 
Abandonment of the Gold Standard ignored a major—though com¬ 

pletely irrelevant—fear that had been dominating policy for some weeks: 

about the only economic event that M.P.s recalled in debates was the 

collapse of the mark in 1923, and retention of the Gold Standard at a 

different rate of exchange would have helped make sure that the pound 

would not go the same way. But despite all the expressions of anxiety the 

Bank did not stick to gold. The Times did say ‘a suspension of gold pay¬ 

ments by a Socialist government would have been one thing. But a 

suspension by a National government committed to retrenchment and 

reform is another.’1 Presumably the Bank shared this feeling that the 

National government could be trusted. 

Certainly the people trusted the National government. The budget was 

received with enthusiasm. People stinted themselves of old-age pensions, 

cancelled their War Loan bonds, and paid their income-tax early. It was 

a great moral vindication of democracy: for years it had been said—and 

it was soon to be said again—that a democracy would not follow the 

path of sacrifice. The events of 1931 showed that ordinary people were 

ready to accept a stern policy applied by a man with faith in himself. 

Unfortunately this self-denial only made things worse and deepened the 

depression, but the fine spirit that inspired it should not be forgotten. 

The National government held together over the departure from the 

Gold Standard, and afterwards there was no obvious occasion for it to 

break up. The Conservatives, who provided most of the votes for the 

government in the Commons, wanted an election followed by a policy of 

1 The Times, 21 Sept. 1931. 
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Protection. The Labour party was still the largest party in the House, 

and would be in a strong position if Lloyd George recovered his health 

and led the left wing of the Liberals away from the National government. 
Everybody expected that eventually the cuts and the increases in taxation 

would be unpopular; the Labour party believed that MacDonald and his 

government would be destroyed by this. 
Tariffs were the major difficulty about an election. Snowden and the 

Liberal ministers were Free Traders. The Conservatives believed tariffs 

were the only cure for the country’s economic problems. After some 

discussion the government decided to ask for a ‘doctor’s mandate’; as 

MacDonald put it in his election manifesto, ‘the government must be free 

to consider every proposal likely to help, such as tariffs . . .V 

The dissolution of Parliament seemed to have settled whether the 

Liberal party belonged to the left or the right: in the moment of decision 

it was coming down on the Conservative side. Samuel asked Lloyd 

George to support the National government in the election, and Lloyd 

George replied that if he had to die fighting he would prefer to die fighting 

on the left. But this had no effect; Samuel took over the Liberal leader¬ 

ship with no trouble, because the Liberals reckoned that by joining the 

National government they could save themselves from dying at all. 

National government candidates could expect to poll the combined Con¬ 

servative and Liberal strength, and this by itself would be enough to lead 

to a great victory. 
The Labour party fought as a Free Trade party, saying that a tariff 

which might have been useful while the country was on the Gold 

Standard was no longer necessary if the pound was to be on a floating 

rate. It advocated the other measures of planning and of deficit finance 
that had been discussed for the previous two or three years. But, just as 

Lloyd George had done in 1929, it was offering these proposals to the 

electorate with far too little preparation. Snowdon’s broadcast talk of 

17 October, in which he said that the policy of the bulk of the Labour 

party was not socialism but bolshevism run mad, and his encouragement 

of the idea that people’s savings in the Post Office would not be safe if the 

Labour party was re-elected, were heavy blows to his former party. 

% of all 
Votes Seats votes cast 

Conservative and National 13,129,417 521 60-5 

Samuel Liberal 1,403,102 33 6-5 

Labour 6,649,630 52 30-6 

1 R. Bassett, 1931 (1958), 284. 
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By-elections before the crisis had shown that the Labour party was 

losing ground, and its conduct during the crisis could not have encouraged 

the electorate to think it had a clear policy and knew what to do next. It 

suffered for being in office at the time of the slump: no government, left 

or right, had much chance of surviving the slump in any democratic 

country. In any case, the Labour party revived; it was the ideals of 

laissez-faire and the free play of the market which really suffered a mortal 

blow in 1931, for there was nobody left to defend them for years to come. 



7. The National Government 1931—1939 

Domestic record of the National Government 

The election result made it harder than ever to hold an open-minded 

inquiry into the virtues of tariffs. The overwhelming majority of the 

Commons were Conservatives who were convinced that tariffs were 

needed, and they were unlikely to change their views now they were in 

power. A tariff seemed so certain that a great flood of imports came to 

England to get in before the barrier fell. The government’s first step 

towards Protection was the Abnormal Importations Act, designed to 

defend the balance of payments from these imports. More permanent 

legislation followed; on 4 February 1932 Neville Chamberlain introduced 

a tariff which, while moderate by the world standards of the period, was 

a decisive step away from Free Trade. He included an assurance that the 

tariff could be reduced in favour of countries of the Empire with whom 

preferential trading agreements could be made, and he ended his speech 

by reminding his listeners of his father’s work for Protection. The 

Liberal ministers who were committed to Free Trade and Snowden (who 

had become a peer) wanted to resign over Chamberlain's tariff, but he 

was able to persuade them to remain on the rather unusual condition 

that they were at liberty to attack his Bill from the government front 

bench. Their opposition had no effect, and the tariff was established. 
The Tariff Reform movement had always wanted closer links with the 

Empire. The Commonwealth Prime Ministers had kept up their pressure 

for Imperial Preference in 1930, and now the National government was 

ready to co-operate with them. The Ottawa Conference in 1932 went 

some way to justify the Free Traders who said that setting up a system 

of Imperial Preference would lead to quarrels. The Conference did pro¬ 

duce a network of bilateral agreements among Commonwealth countries, 

but at the cost of a good deal of irritation during the negotiations; the 

British representatives had expected a rapturous welcome for the prodigal 
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Mother Country come home, and were a little taken aback by the sharp¬ 

ness of the bargaining. Nevertheless, agreements were reached, and 

Commonwealth trade did increase rather more than world trade during 

the thirties. Acceptance of the agreements, which were to run for five 

years in the first instance, forced the Free Traders in the Cabinet to 

recognize that the government was unchangeably Protectionist. In 

September the orthodox Liberals' under Samuel left the government, 

accompanied by Snowden. Apart from the great central body of Conserva¬ 

tives, MacDonald was left with a tiny group of National Labour sup¬ 

porters, among whom J. H. Thomas was the only person of political 

importance, and a larger group of National Liberals who accepted 

Protectionism under the leadership of Sir John Simon. 

The difficulties of MacDonald’s position ought not to be exaggerated. 

His relationship with Baldwin was stable and satisfactory and, after the 

1931 crisis, Baldwin was in a very strong position to resist the critics inside 

his own party. MacDonald had become a socialist before it was regarded 

as synonymous with nationalization; when he thought about economic 

problems at all, he hoped that there would be a gradual increase of state 

influence that would reconcile the two sides of industry. The interest in 

planning shown during the 1930s was in accordance with his ideas. The 

Import Duties Advisory Committee, which was set up to recommend 

tariff rates to the Treasury, was bound to carry out some of the tasks of 

planning the economy. In agriculture there was a Milk Marketing Board 

and a Bacon Marketing Board, there were import duties for fruit and 

vegetables, and there were subsidies for farmers growing com. Co¬ 

ordinating agencies tried to lay down a policy for firms inside some 

industries which had benefited from tariffs. Iron and steel was the most 

obviously planned industry in the thirties; hostile observers might even 

say that it had been turned into a cartel with the assistance of a tariff. 

In reality planning was mainly an attempt at orderly withdrawal from the 

ageing industries whose position, bad enough in the 1920s, was if any¬ 

thing worse in the 1930s. In the 1920s the government had ignored 

their position and had not helped their efforts to contract through 

rationalization, but in the 1930s it did provide some help for them. The 

industries that flourished and expanded in the 1930s were not planned 
and did not have much help from the government. 

The National government’s attitude was not too far from MacDonald’s 

notion of socialism; and its foreign policy and Indian policy were close 

enough to his own Gladstonian Liberalism for his position not to be 

embarrassing. The government’s Indian policy was more or less accept¬ 

able to the Labour party, but caused trouble on the Tory right wing. The 
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Simon Report had said that a parliamentary government of the British 

type could not be set up at Delhi to rule India. This judgement was based 

on the fear that the Hindu majority would not treat the Moslem minority 

fairly. It did not explicitly rule out the possibility of establishing an 

Indian government independent of the British Secretary of State for India, 

which was the essence of Dominion status, but it would, if accepted, have 

made constitutional development more complicated. The National govern¬ 

ment, like its predecessor, was in favour of Dominion status but it 

faced difficulties inside the Conservative party. Not until 1934 did it 

produce a White Paper on the Indian constitution, in which it suggested 

that the elected provincial governments should take over all remaining 

provincial affairs, and that ministerial responsibility for some central 

government affairs should also be given to elected representatives while 

the Viceroy retained others (particularly defence and foreign policy) in 

his own hands. The Indian government would then have reached roughly 

the position suggested for Canada by Lord Durham in his Report, which 

had assumed that foreign policy and a few other issues should be retained 

in the hands of the representatives of the British government while the 

inhabitants of the country ran their own domestic affairs. The Congress 

party was determined that India should be as free to run its own foreign 

policy as the Dominions had been since 1918, and at times asked for 

independence, and a position outside the Commonwealth. Other Indians 

opposed the dominance of the Congress party, but did not seriously 

oppose the idea of independence. 
Churchill, Lord Wolmer, and Sir Henry Page-Croft fought the govern¬ 

ment’s policy at debates in the National Union of Conservative Associa¬ 

tions and in the Central Council of the Conservative party in 1933 and 

1934, and gained substantial support though not enough to make the 

government change its mind. In late 1934 the Government of India Bill 

came before Parliament and was again resisted by the Conservative right 

wing; it was also criticized by the Labour party, for not going far 

enough. The right wing opposition, though unsuccessful, made life 

harder for the government, and also convinced the Labour party and the 

majority of the Conservative party that Churchill was a dangerous 

reactionary. The Act itself worked as well as could be expected; the 

Congress party won the Indian elections held under its provisions, and 

the only organized party that could make any headway against Congress 

was the Moslem League which stood on an explicitly religious basis.1 

As independence became a possibility, mutual suspicion between Hindus 

1 In the jargon of constitution-makers, ‘communal’ was used as a euphemism for 

‘religious', as in ‘communal rioting’. 
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and Moslems increased: the Indians said this was the result of a covert 

British policy of ‘divide zhid rule’, and the British said it was the un¬ 

fortunate but natural result of the Indian realization that when they had 

power in their own hands they would have to work out a policy on 

religious issues. The leaders of Congress were tolerant in religious 

questions. Gandhi of course had strong religious convictions of his own 

and the Nehrus, father and son, did not, but all three of them believed 

that religious differences could be kept out of politics. On the other hand, 

the effect of their work in turning the Congress party into a mass 

movement was to bring in many people for whom religion was in¬ 

extricably linked to politics. Congress used non-violence and civil 

disobedience to publicize its case, and these methods belonged to the 

Hindu tradition rather than the Moslem. The great evangelists of the 

Congress party came from a Hindu background. Inevitably, the mass 

membership of Congress was overwhelmingly Hindu. The Moslems made 

it clear that they expected the British to protect them. The British 

attitude tended to be pro-Moslem, because of a feeling that the Moslems 

were closer in spirit to the British: non-violence was not a part of the 

tradition of the Moslems or of the rulers of India. British officials tended 

to think Moslems deserved support because their demands for indepen¬ 

dence were less strident, and because the minority’s wish for protection 

was reasonable. Congress regarded this pro-Moslem attitude as the most 

obvious aspect of the policy of ‘divide and rule’. 

Congress gained majorities in several states in the 1937 elections and, 

after some argument decided to form state governments. It did not choose 

to take any part in running the central government in Delhi in case this 

should impede its work of continuing the agitation for independence. In 

most cases the state governments worked well, and this may have shown 

some pessimists in England that Indians were not as incapable of looking 

after their own affairs as had been thought. But the creation of Indian 

state governments at a time when there was continued British rule at the 

centre did not make it easier for Indians to see their country as a unity 

in which all interests had to be looked after. 

The Government of India Bill made it possible for the National govern¬ 

ment to present itself as a middle-of-the-road body fighting off wild men 

to the left and right. The Labour party moved somewhat to the left in the 

early thirties. It adopted policy statements that committed it to wide 

measures of nationalization; the Labour government of 1945, which had 

very deep roots in the 1930s, carried out most of these commitments. 

The habit of quarrelling with the left wing continued to be noticeable in 

the party. Most of the argument in the 1920s had been over the issue of 
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keeping the Communist party out but there had also been a good deal of 

discussion of the position of the I.L.P. In the months just after the fall of 

the Labour government the I.L.P. had been expelled from the Labour 

party, and after this step, which involved a considerable amount of 

emotional anguish, the party was ready to discipline other sections of its 

non-Communist left wing. Organizations like the Socialist League were 

discouraged, but the party leaders did not always remember that, if they 

were going to cut off the flow of ideas from the left, then they would have 

to do some thinking for themselves. The idea of nationalization was a 

legacy from the I.L.P. and Lansbury, who became party leader because 

he was the only Cabinet minister to survive the 1931 election, was a man 

of the left. 
The deep gloom of the economy was bound to cause some movement 

to the left. Unemployment in the 1920s, running above 1,100,000, had 

been bad enough; in the 1930s unemployment never fell below 

1,400,000, and usually was distinctly higher. Areas which relied on cotton 

did badly, and areas which relied on coal or shipbuilding did worse: in 

some towns dependent on these trades the unemployment rate went up 

to over 60 per cent of the working population.1 These industries produced 

for export, and tariffs on imports did nothing to help them. Other 

countries were increasing their tariffs in order to keep out imports, which 

reduced the advantages British exporters could gain from the devaluation 

of the pound, and several countries devalued their currencies in order to 

remain competitive with British products. The World Economic Con¬ 

ference, held in London in 1933, came to no conclusions, but it did 

illustrate the diversity of answers offered to the problems of the slump. 

The co-operation of the United States was essential if world problems 

were to be solved, and President Roosevelt had told MacDonald before¬ 

hand that he believed price-levels ought to be pushed upwards. At the 

conference people spoke of the need for stability; Roosevelt decided that 

the United States had to solve her domestic problems first and that she 

could do this better if she withdrew from any active part in the 

Conference. The politicians at the Conference were not sorry to be able 

to blame Roosevelt for their failure, but even if the United States had 

pledged itself to accept whatever solution was reached by the other 

countries, they could not have agreed among themselves on a policy apart 

from repudiating their debts to the United States, which they did in any 

case. The American departure from a fixed value for gold for some 

months in 1933, and an eventual stabilization at $35 to the ounce instead 

i Jarrow 67-8 per cent; Merthyr Tydfil 61-9 per cent. C. L. Mowat, Britain between 

the Wars (1956), 465. 
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of $20, meant that the dollar returned to roughly the 1925 (or pre-1914) 

parity with the pound, and\he Exchange Equalization Board tried to main¬ 

tain this level. This did not wipe out all the benefits of the departure from 

the Gold Standard; the franc remained at its previous level so that France 

suffered all the disadvantages of an over-valued currency and the British 

government was free from the obligation to defend an over-valued currency. 

In the 1920s England had been almost the only country to suffer from 

a prolonged depression, and its problems were fairly directly linked to the 

high exchange rate and high interest rates. In the 1930s British financial 

policy was much more sensible, but her economy could not prosper when 

world trade was collapsing. All the Free Trade arguments made much 

less sense in conditions of high unemployment. The terms of trade moved 

in England’s favour, which would have made it easy to pay for imports if 

only there had been someone to take her exports. In the event the British 

balance of payments became less satisfactory, because the foreign interest 

and dividends on which it had depended for so long were not being paid. 

While the export industries did so badly, industries that produced for 

the home market were more prosperous than in the 1920s. The largest 

contribution to a revival of investment was made by housebuilding:1 

£s m. 

Housing 

Manufacturing, 
gas, water, and 
electricity 

All other invest¬ 
ment (all sectors 
declined) Total 

Consump¬ 
tion 

1930 122 120 195 435 4,206 

1934 188 134 145 467 4,4822 

Low interest rates made it easier for private contractors, building to sell 

rather than to rent, to finance their operations; low interest rates, com¬ 

bined with the readiness of building societies to lend for longer repay¬ 

ment periods than before, made it easier for people to buy the houses 

once they had been built. The government withdrew from most of the 

housing market and concentrated on slum clearance. The houses put up 

by private builders provoked criticism of the ‘ribbon-development’ that 

stuck thin fingers out into the countryside, but in many ways the new 

houses were a great improvement on anything that had previously been 

available for anybody below the upper-middle class. They were built in 

such numbers that by the end of the 1930s there were almost as many 

1 Reasons for the building boom are discussed in M. Bowley, Housing and the 
Slate, 1919-1944 (1945), 81-2. 

2 This table is extracted from a table in H. W. Richardson. Economic Recovery 
in Britain, 1932-39 (1967), 126. The non-housing investment did not do much more 
than cover depreciation. 
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houses as there were people looking for houses. This did not mean that 

all housing needs had been met: in areas which people were leaving there 

were empty houses and in areas of growing population there were short¬ 

ages; there were still slums; and possibly economic insecurity made 

people spend less on housing than in different circumstances. But the 

supply of houses was more adequate than before or for twenty-five years 

to come. 
At the same time new industries were beginning to flourish, making 

motor-cars, wireless sets, chemicals, synthetic fabrics, and electrical 

appliances such as vacuum-cleaners. Most of the new development took 

place in the south of England. For about two hundred years the country 

had been sharply divided into a north and west section which was 

industrialized, except for the hills, and a south and east section which 

looked like a garden suburb supplied with money from the industrialized 

area and from foreign investment. In the 1920s and 1930s the south 

and east section began to develop new industries of its own. Electric 

power, which became readily available in the years after the setting-up 

of the national grid, freed industry from its dependence on coalfields, and 

as the new industries were making comparatively light products they did 

not have to be near the iron-smelting plants. 
This deprived the depressed areas of one way of escape from their 

plight. The government wanted new industries to establish themselves in 

the depressed areas and provide jobs for the unemployed there, but it was 

not willing to offer any large subsidies and obviously could not take the 

risk of discouraging new factories even in the areas of lower unemploy¬ 

ment. The new industrialists could get workers wherever they set up 

their factories, and they saw no attraction in the depressed north and 

west. Coventry, Oxford, Slough, and London were closer to the markets 

in which they hoped to sell their products, and were less encumbered by 

declining industries. The prosperity of the south and east was very much 

a relative matter; its unemployment figures of 7 per cent of the working 

population in 1937 (the best year) may have looked like a boom com¬ 

pared with 15 per cent in the rest of the country, but were too high to 

encourage a really large movement of people out of the depressed areas 

—there was always the risk that even if they moved to more prosperous 

areas they might be unable to find work. The expanding trades attracted 

workers, and could not expand as quickly as the supply of labour 

accumulated. As a result the unemployment levels in expanding trades 

were in many cases higher in 1937 than in 1929. Despite a perceptible 

movement of population from areas of high unemployment to areas of 

relatively low unemployment, the dominant feature of the industrial 
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scene was still the unemployed army of over a million people in the old 
and decaying industrial areas. The government produced schemes for 
helping people to become smallholders, and private organizations tried 
to provide adult education for some of the unemployed, but activities like 
this had an effect on only a few thousand of the men out of work. The 
long-term results of unemployment were over-dramatized; at the time 
people spoke as though men over fbrty out of work would never get jobs 
again and had in any case been corroded by unemployment so that they 
would not be capable of returning to work if the opportunity arose. But 
when the war came they fitted back into the economy without noticeable 

difficulty. 
British production recovered fairly quickly from the worst of the slump, 

and real wages improved. ‘[The figures for rate of growth of per capita] 
income are not quite so favourable as those of late Victorian times, but 
they indicate that the slow progress at the beginning of the twentieth 
century was again being surpassed.’1 However, a great deal of this 
improvement must be attributed to changes in the age-structure of the 
population: ‘between 1921 and 1938 the labour force increased from 
453 per cent to 47 3 per cent of the population, and the number of persons 
in work from 4T3 per cent to 43-4 per cent’. Over a longer period it could 
be said: 

Between 1891 and 1947 the number of people aged 15-64 per consumer has 
risen from 0 60 to 0 68. Thus if we still had the 19th century age distribution 
the national income per head would be . . . about one-eighth lower than it 
actually is.2 

Aggregate demand in the economy was so weak that not all of these 
people could be found work; people did not starve in the 1930s—a family 
on unemployment benefit in the 1930s was about as well off as a family 
with a father in normal work before the First World War—but the tragedy 
was that so much more could have been done. The resources represented 
by these additional men and women of working age were not used. 

The failure of the National government to end unemployment did not 
reduce its popularity much. The great demonstrations in which un¬ 
employed workers marched to London to try to convince Parliament of 
the sufferings of South Wales or of Jarrow had relatively little effect. The 
government appeared resigned to high unemployment and to the decline 
of the traditional industries; its choice of tariffs and easy money as the 
way to fight the slump helped exporting industries less than the home 

1 W. Ashworth, Economic History of England, 1870-1939 (1960), 415. 
2 W. Ashworth, op. cit. 417; 1949 Royal Commission on Population, quoted in 

S. Pollard, Development of the British Economy 1914-50 (1962), 291. 
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market. Coal-mining and shipbuilding constituencies were likely to vote 

Labour in any case, and to some extent this was true of all the areas 

affected by the outburst of feeling over unemployment benefit early in 

1935. 
Chamberlain as Chancellor of the Exchequer followed a reasonably 

orthodox policy of administrative reform. Bank Rate, which had been 

raised to 6 per cent at the time of the departure from the Gold Standard, 

was brought down to 2 per cent. Apart from the general economic benefits 

of this step it helped make possible the conversion of £2,000m. of War 

Loan from an interest rate of 5 per cent to one of 3^ per cent. In 1934 he 

put through Parliament an Unemployment Insurance Act which accepted 

the ultimate responsibility of the central government for looking after 

the unemployed. This was a further and almost a final step in the direc¬ 

tion of ‘breaking-up’ the Poor Law and taking the welfare services out 

of the hands of the local authorities. The old system could not survive 

the pressure of unemployment; neighbourhoods already impoverished by 

high unemployment were pushed down further by the high rates needed 

for poor relief. The centrally financed Unemployment Assistance Board 
was to be the financial base for the system. At the same time the 

insurance provisions of the Act, which rested on the assumption that 

15 per cent of the working population would be out of work, show the 

despair with which the government faced the unemployment figures. 

Whatever the long-term administrative implications of the Act, the 

explosive part lay in its provisions for reassessing the basis of relief. 

When a man had used up all the unemployment benefit to which the 

insurance scheme entitled him he had to apply for additional benefit under 

a means test; his resources were examined to make sure that he did not 

have savings which he could draw on instead of receiving public 

assistance. The inquisition into personal property was unpopular in itself; 

in whatever way it was applied it discouraged thrift and as it was applied 

to a whole family, by a test of the means of the entire household, it tended 

to break the family up. The earnings of sons and daughters living at home 

were included in the total resources and the assistance given was restricted 

accordingly, which forced young men and women earning wages to move 

away from home. On the whole the Conservatives were the party most 

ready to praise the nineteenth-century virtues of thrift and home life; 

their policies had rather a different effect. 
The new Insurance Act altered the basis of the means test and made 

it uniform for the whole country. In many places the financial position of 

the unemployed was improved; in many others it became worse. There 

were demonstrations in Glasgow, Sheffield, South Wales, and elsewhere. 
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and there was an angry debate in the House of Commons at the end of 

January. The government had believed that a great many Public 

Assistance Committees were giving unemployment benefit on a more 

generous scale than it intended. The swift reaction when the new Board 

tried to apply its uniform nation-wide scale showed that it would be hard 

to reduce benefits. The unemployed had not agitated in great numbers 

for the right to work; they did believe they had a right to the existing 

levels of benefit. The government gave way and withdrew the provisions 

making benefit uniform for the whole country. Benefit was improved in 

areas where it had been low, but was not reduced anywhere at this time. 

The issue died away surprisingly quickly and seems to have had little 

effect on the general election later in the year. 
Two incidental factors helped keep the number of the unemployed high. 

The failure to raise the school-leaving age, which was constantly under 

discussion and constantly deferred, meant that employers had a steady 

stream of cheap workers whom they could take on when they left school 

at 14 and dismiss when they began to ask for adult wages. The boys and 

girls were blamed for going into ‘dead-end jobs’ but, considering the state 

of the labour market, it was hard to expect them or the employers to act 

any differently. At the same time one outlet for surplus population was 

drying up. For over a hundred years people had been flowing out of 

England to the rest of the English-speaking world. This movement of 

population was considered normal and even desirable. In the thirties the 

flow was reversed: emigrants no longer went out, and recent emigrants 

came back, because employment was even harder to find in other 

English-speaking countries. Later in the thirties the population increased 

because of the troubled state of Europe. Many people, mostly though not 

entirely Jewish, came to England to escape from the spread of Nazism. 

The drop in emigration meant that more people of working age stayed 

in the country. Immigration from Europe undoubtedly improved the 

quality of British scientific and intellectual life, but it also led to some 

tenseness about the position of Jews in England. A large number of 

people held a view concisely and honestly stated by Harold Nicolson 

‘Although I loathe anti-semitism, I do dislike Jews’, which seemed to 

mean that persecuting Jews and depriving them of their rights was detest¬ 

able, but that Jews were not socially welcome.1 This feeling in the thirties 

seemed to follow the general pattern that increased immigration into 

Britain leads to increased hostility to newcomers. 

With a relatively slight amount of help from the recent immigrants, 

British scientists achieved a great deal in the 1930s. The Cavendish 

1 H. Nicolson, Diaries (1967), ii. 469. 
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laboratory at Cambridge was one of the world’s great centres for inquiry 

into sub-atomic physics, and in 1932, the laboratory’s greatest year, Chad¬ 

wick established some of the properties of the neutron, and Cockroft and 

Walton succeeded in disintegrating atoms by bombarding them with 

protons: in this way they reduced lithium to helium. The British dis¬ 

coveries in the 1930s seem, in detached statistical terms measured by the 

number of Nobel prizes awarded, to have been less impressive than 

British development in chemistry in the 1950s and 1960s, but they 

happened to lie in an area which came, rapidly and spectacularly, to be 

of vital importance. ‘Splitting the atom’ was a phrase that had been used 

at least since the public excitement over Einstein's Theory of Relativity. 

Rutherford decided that his public statement in the early 1920s that 

it would not be possible to split the atom in a way that could be used for 

military purposes might have been mistaken; he told Hankey, the Secre¬ 

tary to the Cabinet, that an atomic bomb might be possible. The old 

ideal of supranational science, in which knowledge was open to all, was 

dying away and he did not make public his change of mind. By the 

outbreak of war all the scientific work that underlay the manufacture of 

the atomic bomb had been carried out. Considering the unresponsive 

attitude taken to requests for large sums of money for scientific purposes, 

the technological work needed for further development, peaceful or 

warlike, probably would not have been paid for if the war had not come. 

Foreign policy under MacDonald and Baldwin 

The National government was confronted with problems of foreign 

policy almost immediately it was formed. While it was going off the 

Gold Standard, Japan was launching her invasion of Manchuria which 

has often been seen as the first step in the destruction of the League of 

Nations. In England the most fully committed supporters of the League 

of Nations were people who believed that foreign policy should rest on 

principles of morality, and they talked as though conditions in China 

were as peaceful as in Europe and as though the Japanese invasion was as 

aggressive and unprovoked as a German invasion of Poland would have 

been. But Manchuria was not a quiet and settled area; when they invaded 

it the Japanese were only moving into a troublesome border region like 

so many imperialists ever since the Romans. The Lytton Commission set 

up by the League of Nations reported that the Japanese had been badly 

treated in Manchuria but that they did not have a legal right to take 

the territory over. The British Foreign Secretary, Sir John Simon, 

probably leaned too far towards believing that the Japanese were 

ambassadors of progress, but Britain was not strong enough in the Far 
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East to oppose Japan, and no other country in the League could do much 

about it. The United Stated was willing not to recognize that Japan had 

acquired Manchuria, and to ignore the puppet government of Manchukuo, 

but this was not an adequate basis for a policy in the Far East. Through¬ 

out the 1930s the British government tried to look after British interests, 

and protect British traders there, with forces that were too weak. In ports 

like Shanghai the Japanese had the advantage of possessing a powerful 

force on the spot, and they were determined to use that advantage to 

squeeze out British commercial interests. 
Britain’s inability to intervene over Manchuria might have been 

taken as a sign that she had disarmed too much; the rule that the armed 

forces should not budget for a war within the next ten years was relaxed. 

But as the long-awaited Disarmament conference was beginning, 1932 

was no time to rearm. There had not been enough preparation for the 

conference, but by the normal standards of such meetings it began quite 

harmoniously. As was to be expected, the countries at the conference 

began by putting forward schemes that would enable them to keep all 

their own weapons while their neighbours disarmed—thus Britain, with 

a strong interest in aerial disarmament because so large a proportion of 

her population lived in one large city, added to her proposals for aerial 

disarmament the proviso that she could keep some aeroplanes to bomb 

rebellious tribesmen on the boundaries of empire. If countries had taken 

more time to discuss each other’s proposals, they might have been able 

to find some areas of compromise, but because they had not had much 

experience of disarmament negotiations, they too often took proposals at 

face value instead of trying to whittle them down to a reasonable form 

by discussion. In any case the situation inside Germany was deteriorating 

while the conference sat. Economic disintegration and the breakdown of 

law and order because of fierce party clashes were leading to a crisis 

which was resolved early in 1933 when the Nazi leader Adolf Hitler 

became Chancellor on a nationalist programme that included the 

destruction of the Versailles treaties. Slow negotiation was now impos¬ 

sible; Hitler was even more determined to gain military equality for 

Germany than his predecessors, and as France and her East European 

allies resisted his demands Germany withdrew from the conference in 

October. By this stage the warnings of the pessimists were beginning to be 

justified; governments were on the point of rearming if they could not 

reach an agreement on disarmament, and the breakdown of the con¬ 

ference made rearmament very hard to avoid. 

There had been considerable effort in England to arouse support for 

disarmament; Baldwin, the Lord President of the Council, had said in 



189 Foreign Policy Under MacDonald and Baldwin 

November 1932 that if attempts at disarmament failed it would be 

because young men were too enthusiastic about retaining aeroplanes, and 

that they should not blame the old men if the policy of disarmament was 

not successful. The young men at Oxford accepted this view: they were 

not certain whether the cause of peace should be defended by pure 

pacifism or by adherence to the League of Nations, but supporters of 

these two approaches voted together in February 1933 to pass a resolu¬ 

tion at the Oxford Union (the university debating society) that ‘this House 

would not fight for King and Country’. There was probably a consider¬ 

able amount of pacifist feeling behind this vote, for opposition to all war 

was still strong. But in the next few years this feeling turned into support 

for the League of Nations. 
When the Beaverbrook and Rothermere newspapers began arguing 

that public opinion had no use for the League of Nations, a great survey 

of opinion was organized by the League of Nations Union, a non- 

party group which contained a large number of Liberals, many people 

from the right wing and centre of the Labour party, and some pro-League 

Conservatives like Lord Robert Cecil. Just over eleven million sets of 

answers were collected: responses to the first four questions in the survey 

showed that opinion was overwhelmingly in favour of the League and of 

disarmament. Question 5 asked ‘Do you consider that, if one nation 

insists on attacking another, the other nations should combine to compel 

it to stop by (a) economic and non-military measures (b) if necessary, 

military measures?’ About 10 million people voted in favour of economic 

sanctions; 6,784,368 people voted in favour of combined military 

measures to restrain an aggressor, and 2,351,981 voted against. Historians 

have argued what the answer to question 5b proved; on the whole people 

anxious to justify the policy of the British government have written as 

though the minority opposed to military sanctions was too large to be 

ignored, and people anxious to condemn the policy of the British govern¬ 

ment have pointed out that over 70 per cent of the people answering were 

in favour of military sanctions. The problem is insoluble, because 

nobody knows in what spirit the minority voted against sanctions; a 

very small group recorded that they were Christian pacifists, but perhaps 

most of the minority were people who were ready to fight when Britain s 

interests were involved. The Cabinet showed during the Abyssinian crisis, 

later in 1935, that they were ready for economic sanctions but would not 

fight for the League unless they thought British interests were directly 

involved. 
In June 1935 MacDonald retired from the Premiership, in which he 

was becoming more and more a figurehead, and was succeeded by 
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Baldwin, and Sir Samuel Hoate replaced Simon at the Foreign Office. 

The rearranged govemmerit seemed to have a choice betw'een two foreign 

policies: it could work for an alliance between England, France, and Italy 

(the ‘Stresa Front’, as it became known) and rely on it to hold German 

expansionism in check. One argument in favour of this policy was that 

Mussolini had forced Hitler to draw back from his attempt to absorb 

Austria into Germany in 1934. The other approach was to rely on the 

League of Nations and use it as an alliance that would crush any attempt 

to use force to change the existing political situation. The twro policies 

were not reconcilable, because Mussolini made it clear at Stresa that his 

price for acting as a stabilizing force in Europe was that he should be 

allowed to take over Abyssinia. Public opinion, as shown by the survey 

by the League of Nations Union, supported the League; in September 

Hoare made a speech at Geneva, which was well received in England, in 

which he committed the country to support collective action by the 

League. This did not mean that England would be ready to act as a solitary 

policeman on behalf of the League, but it did mean that the policy of the 

Stresa Front had been abandoned. 
When Italy did invade Abyssinia the immediate effect on British 

politics was to disrupt the Labour party. Economic sanctions against the 

aggressor, in the form of partial restrictions on Italian trade, were 

imposed by the government, with the support of most of the Labour 

party. George Lansbury, the leader of the Labour party, felt he could not 

approve of this policy because it could easily lead to war and he believed 

all wars to be wrong. He tried, perhaps with insufficient determination, to 

resign but his followers would not let him go. Lansbury was one of the 

kindest men in politics and had led his small band of supporters in the 

House of Commons with considerable skill and great determination; the 

party’s attachment to him was no more than his due. But at the 1935 

Labour party conference Bevin set out to make sure that not only was a 

resolution passed in favour of sanctions but also that it was passed in 

circumstances which made it clear that Lansbury had got to go. Bevin 

possessed the talents and the inclination for this work of destruction and 

humiliation but, stripped of insults, Lansbury had to be told that ‘It is 

placing the movement in an absolutely false position, to be taking your 

conscience round from body to body asking what you ought to do with it.’1 

Lansbury was replaced as leader by Attlee, a quiet and modest man 

who, along with some less obvious talents, possessed the qualification of 

being the antithesis of MacDonald. He was the first of the men who had 

1 Bevin may have said ‘trailing’ or ‘hawking’ your conscience. A. Bullock, Life 
of Ernest Bevin (1960), i. 568. 
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fought in the First World War—apart from Churchill who had spent a few 

months in the front line—to achieve a leading position in politics; young 

men like Eden and Duff Cooper were making their way forward on the 

Conservative side, but the men who gained power when Lloyd George 

fell in 1922 still led the party. It was not certain that Attlee would remain 

leader of his party after the election; his position and Baldwin’s un¬ 

assertive manner meant that party leaders dominated the scene less when 

Parliament was dissolved in 1935 than in any other post-1832 election. 

The National government was never in any serious political danger. It 

still held most of the votes that used to go to the Liberals; as the Labour 

party’s share of the total vote continued to fluctuate between 30 per cent 

and 37 per cent, only a strong Liberal challenge could draw off enough 

votes to endanger the Conservative position. But the stability of the 

Labour vote which was so marked a feature of elections between the wars 

was not realized at the time. Governments and politicians expected swift 

reversals of fortune, and the top-heavy 1931 election result made them 

more apprehensive than usual. 
This mood of uneasiness had a considerable effect on foreign policy 

and rearmament. The Labour party had clearly intended to take 

advantage of pro-League feeling; the government, by steps like Hoare’s 

speech at Geneva, had made sure that it could not be out-flanked. An 

election in which both sides concentrated on claiming to be heartily in 

favour of the League was not likely to clarify policy much. The Labour 

party put forward its proposals for nationalization in more detail than 

before, but they did not attract much attention; the government’s conduct 

of the past four years of high unemployment did not arouse much 

enthusiasm. The Labour party gained a slightly larger proportion of the 

popular vote than in 1929, its best previous performance, but the Con¬ 

servatives held on to enough of the Liberal votes they had gained in 1931 

to have a large and secure majority. The Liberal party faded further 

from sight in a world in which everybody professed Gladstonian principles 

in foreign policy and nobody wanted Free Trade. Lloyd George formed 

Councils of Action, which urged candidates to support Keynesian 

economics and the League, but there is no sign that the Councils had 

more effect than any other pressure group at election-time. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 11,810,158 432 53 7 
Liberal 1,422,116 20 6 4 
Labour 8,325,491 154 37-9 
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After the election Hoare went to Switzerland for a holiday. On the way 

he was ill advised enough tb meet Laval, the French Prime Minister (and 

also Foreign Minister), in Paris and discuss a plan for ending the 

Abyssinian war by giving Italy a large slice of territory and compensating 

Abyssinia by giving her a small slice of Somaliland. This plan was hard 

to reconcile with a pro-League attitude but it made good sense to the 

French, who wanted to get back to the policy of the Stresa Front. The 

proposal leaked out in Paris before the details had been completely 

arranged; the House of Commons and the public were furious when they 

learned what had been planned. Hoare continued to think that it offered 

the best way out of the Abyssinian problem, and for a short time the 

government agreed. But as the storm grew it became clear that Hoare 

could not be supported, and his resignation was accepted. In the debate 

on the proposal Attlee, who had retained his position as leader, went so 

far as to say that Baldwin had been acting dishonourably during the 

election when he declared his support for the League. The dissident 

Conservatives decided that this was unjustified, and voted for the 

government. 
Sanctions were maintained for a time, not entirely without hope of 

success; it is not certain that Italy could have gone on if the Abyssinian war 

stretched into a second campaign. The League did not prevent oil going 

through the Suez canal to the Italian armies because the British govern¬ 

ment was afraid Mussolini would be driven to war by such a step and 

the Admiralty was not confident that it could hold the Mediterranean 

against him. As supplies were unimpeded, Italy went quickly forward 

to a brutal victory, and the British government had to disentangle itself 

from the policy of sanctions. The failure of collective action had under¬ 

mined faith in the League, and it was hard to find any other British 

foreign policy which could command united support in the country. The 

result of the Peace Ballot suggested that a policy based on the national 

interest, which would appeal to people on the right who were not ready to 

fight a League of Nations war, would have to be combined with support 

for the League to satisfy the large body of opinion that was ready to 

fight for the League. Abyssinia might have provided an opportunity for 

uniting the two strands of British opinion behind a firm policy; the next 

incidents in the deterioration of the international situation divided British 

opinion so sharply that a firm policy was not likely to be found. 

The left had always thought that the Treaty of Versailles was too harsh, 

and in the thirties the progressive wing of the Conservative party had 

accepted this view. In 1935 an Anglo-German naval agreement released 

Germany from some of the restrictions of the Treaty, and in particular 



193 
0 

Foreign Policy Under MacDonald and Baldwin 

allowed her to build as many submarines as England. In March 1936 

Hitler removed another of Germany’s grievances in the simplest possible 

way; his armies marched into the Rhineland, which had been demili¬ 

tarized by the Treaty. France was alarmed but would not do anything 

without British support. British opinion believed that keeping the Rhine¬ 

land demilitarized was a futile and unjustified interference with German 

sovereignty. This may have been a reasonable view, but the fact that he 

was able to make this unilateral change was bound to encourage Hitler 

to break other, more defensible parts of the Treaty. The British attitude 

also reduced French faith in the effectiveness of the entente. 

In July a revolt broke out in Spain. Most of the army mutinied against 

the recently elected government. For the sake of propaganda the army 

was called Fascist and the government was called Communist; but it was 

less a struggle between Fascists and Communists, and much more a 

struggle between clericals and anti-clericals, than people outside Spain 

realized. The Communists were not members of the government, and the 
Spanish Fascists were only a small part of the coalition gathered together 

behind General Franco. Both the British and the French governments 

realized that it would cause them trouble at home if they accepted the 

rule of international law that it was legal to help the established govern¬ 

ment and not legal to help the rebels. They proposed a policy of non¬ 

intervention, which meant that no country would help either side in the 

struggle. This was reasonable enough if it meant that Germany and Italy 

would be restrained from helping the rebels, and the French Socialist 

Prime Minister, Leon Blum, was able to persuade the Labour party to 

approve of non-intervention on this ground. Germany and Italy signed 

the Non-Intervention Agreement but soon showed they were not going 

to be restrained by it. When they saw that Franco was not going to sweep 

through all opposition to an easy victory they began to organize 

volunteers to come to his assistance and sent supplies and weapons to 

help him. By the time of its annual conference the Labour party was 

already beginning to regret its acceptance of non-intervention, and it 

asked the government to increase pressure on Germany and Italy to keep 

the Agreement. 

Life in the late 1930s 

The government had problems at home to worry it. Its control over 

the House of Commons was not secure, because many of its backbenchers 

distrusted it. The Chief Whip, Captain Margesson, has been blamed for 

taking an authoritarian approach, but this, after all, is what Whips usually 

do. The unusual thing was not that Margesson tried to keep the party 
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in order but that the party was so determined not to be kept in order. 

In April the government lost a division in the Commons and in the 

summer there were rumours that Baldwin was going to retire. His posi¬ 

tion became even weaker when he told the House, during a debate on 

rearmament in November, that the government had been convinced of 

the need for rearmament ever since 1933 but that since it saw no prospect 

of winning an election on rearmament at that time it had waited until 

1935. This announcement was received with what the Annual Register 

called ‘raised eyebrows’ and it has continued to be regarded as contro¬ 

versial ever since.1 
Some people spoke as though Baldwin had said he could not win an 

election on rearmament in 1935 and as a result had kept the issue out of 

the campaign. This misunderstanding was reasonable enough, because 

rearmament had not been discussed much in 1935 and the election had 

not been used as an opportunity to warn people why it was necessary. 

But all that Baldwin said to the Commons was that an election on 

rearmament in 1933 would have led to a Conservative defeat, which he 

quite reasonably felt would have done nothing to help rearmament. .For 

a man with a mandate—and a mandate that he had acquired two years 

later than he thought it was needed—Baldwin did not move very quickly 

in the direction of rearmament, perhaps because he was exhausted by 

a long term of office, and because he was not certain whether he really 

had a mandate at all. It has been suggested that one reason for the slow¬ 

ness of rearmament in the 1930s was fear of the Labour and Liberal 

opposition; this fear would not have weighed heavily with the govern¬ 

ment if it had really believed that it had put the case for rearmament to 

the people and convinced them in 1935. 
Baldwin redeemed his personal position a few weeks later. George V 

died early in 1936; he had represented very well one aspect of life in the 

first third of the century, with his Victorian virtues, his desire to do his 

best, and his anxiety that everybody should have fair play. His son 

Edward VIII did not possess the conscientiousness, the stamina, and the 

willingness to endure boredom that are so necessary for a constitutional 

monarch. In any case he was in love with Wallis Simpson, who was 

American and was married. She could get a divorce easily enough, but 

marriage to a divorced American woman was, for an English sovereign, 

rather a serious matter. The situation was known all over the United 

States, and in society in England; the newspapers thought it best that the 

public should not learn about this distressing problem. So it was for many 

people a complete surprise to learn that Edward and his ministers were 

1 The Annual Register of World Events for 1936, 93. 
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discussing what should happen to the King. The issue came into the open 

on 3 December; a little support for the King appeared, but when Members 

of Parliament went and talked to their constituents they thought better 

of it. Neither Baldwin nor any other conceivable Prime Minister would 

serve under Edward if he went ahead and married Mrs. Simpson after 

she had got her divorce, and Edward had no intention of being parted 

from her. On 10 December Baldwin presented Edward’s abdication to 

the House of Commons and gave his account of the way he had tried to 

persuade the King not to follow this course. It was agreed that Baldwin 

had behaved very well; the Church, the Dominions, and the Opposition 

all supported him, and the King’s few supporters in public life, such as 

Mosley, Beaverbrook, and Churchill, were regarded as irresponsible. 

This was unimportant in the case of Mosley and Beaverbrook, but the 

position of Churchill was more important. 
Once the Government of India Act had been passed there was no 

obvious reason why he should not be taken into the government, but 

there were still doubts about his reliability. In the course of 1936 he had 

been rebuilding his position; at one moment it had looked as though he 

might slip into support for Franco in Spain, but by November he had 

come to believe that a victory for the allies of Italy and Germany would 

harm British interests and should be resisted. In the organization ‘Arms 

and the Covenant’ in late 1936 he worked with members of the Liberal 

and Labour parties, putting the argument that the Covenant of the 

League of Nations must be supported by force. This did not appeal to 

the government, and it may not have been sorry that Churchill’s attitude 

over Edward VIII’s abdication reduced his political authority. 

On Abyssinia and on the Rhineland people had at least been able to 

agree that aggressive unilateral action had been wrong, though they 

could not agree whether England ought to do anything to stop it. Over 

the Spanish civil war a division of opinion in England matched the 

division in Spain; most Conservatives thought Franco was doing a useful 

job; some Conservatives and almost all the Liberal party and Labour 

party were convinced that the Spanish Republic had become the first line 

of defence for democracy. The policy of non-intervention enabled the 

government to stand between the two opinions, and probably most 

Englishmen who were not interested in politics would not have been 

willing to see the country take part on one side or the other. Englishmen 

who were interested in politics found that the Civil War was the moment 

of choice for the decade, and also that ‘the 1930s saw the last of the idea 

that the individual, accepting his responsibilities, could alter the history 

of the time. From now on, the individual could only conform to or protest 
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against events which were outs'ide his control’.1 Spender may have over¬ 

estimated the number of fortunate individuals who could affect the course 

of history, but there were certainly many people who felt it their duty 

to go out to Spain and fight. The left, organized in the International 

Brigade, attracted many more recruits from England than the right. On 

the whole the people who went to fight on the side of the Spanish govern¬ 

ment were committed to Marxist point of view, though this did not 

necessarily mean that they were members of the Communist party. The 

war reduced the appeal of pacifism; as Fenner Brockway asked: How 

could I regard myself as a pacifist when I desired so passionately that 

the workers should win the civil war?’2 Another effect was to provide a 

well-defined cause for a number of writers of the period who accepted the 

desirability of political commitment. 
Most of the authors who emerged between 1910 and 1930 were not 

interested in politics and tended either to support traditional values or to 

be opposed to the zeal for rationality found among writers at the beginning 

of the century. Most of those who appeared in the 1930s were affected by 

the slump and the rise of Fascism and Nazism; they were interested in 

politics and accepted a socialist point of view. A political framework of 

thought need not have done them any harm, but men like Spender and 

Auden were temperamentally better suited for an anarchist approach to 

socialism than for the Marxism that they adopted. Orwell, who spent 

more time fighting in Spain than most of the writers, decided that he 

preferred the Spanish anarchists to Communists. His English con¬ 

temporaries might have benefited if they had taken a little longer sampling 

the diversity of left-wing opinions available in Spain; all that they really 

knew was that the Fabour party was not whole-heartedly committed in 

the way they wanted. Early in 1937 the question arose of a United Front, 

to combine the Communist party, the Fabour party, and the I.F.P. Sir 

Stafford Cripps and his supporters in the Socialist Feague were told that 

if they continued to act as a pressure group for a United Front they would 

be expelled from the Fabour party. This probably made good sense for a 

party which had to appeal to an electorate which was not very interested 

in Spain, but it helps to explain why writers who were enthusiastic about 

politics felt that the Communist party was the genuine party of the left. 

Writers like this, and their readers, found Victor Gollancz’s Left Book 

Club, with a socialist book to read every month, ideally suited to their 

intellectual needs. 

1 S. Spender, World within World (1951), 290. He went on to mention ‘specifi¬ 
cally, the cause of Spanish democracy’. 

2 F. Brockway, Inside the Left (1942), 338. 
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By 1937 the pace of rearmament had become fast enough to affect the 

finances of the country. Chamberlain had been doubtful that England 

could afford a large armament programme, but as the government had 

committed itself to a £l,500m. programme, the money had to be found. 

His proposal for a £400m. defence loan was criticized on the grounds that 

defence spending in peacetime had always been met out of taxation. He 

replied that this defence spending was a long-term investment to make 

up the omissions of the past and to provide for the safety of the next 

generation. He also imposed a tax on increased profits, arguing that 

firms had done a good deal better in the last few years because of govern¬ 

ment spending; he proposed that they should be taxed on the amount that 

their profits had gone up from the 1933-5 level. Business men argued that 

this would penalize the active firms which were making a contribution to 

the economy and w'ould favour firms that were doing less. Chamberlain 

gave way, and substituted a direct tax on all profits. 
The Labour party reconsidered its position on defence, and decided 

to stop voting against the Estimates. Previously it had thought that 

because it disapproved of the government’s foreign policy it could not 

vote for the defence expenditure that followed from it. The Labour party 

was no happier about foreign policy in 1937 but it accepted the argument 

that a vote against the Estimates would look like opposition to all defence 

preparations, which would worry the electorate and encourage Germany 

and Italy. 
In May 1937 Baldwin retired. Perhaps of all the politicians of the 

century, he was the most successful in achieving the objectives he had 

set himself: the standard of personal integrity in politics had been main¬ 

tained; the Labour party had been absorbed into the general framework 

of politics and the danger of class war had been warded off; the possibility 

that politics would be dominated by men of talent concerned with 

getting things done rather than men of rigid principle had been averted, 

so that Churchill, Lloyd George, Beaverbrook, and Birkenhead had been 

kept out of power. Probably he overestimated the dangers from 

unprincipled men and from class war—he behaved as if he thought any 

sudden change must be bad and should be resisted. When he made 

mistakes it was out of a desire to keep in step with most of the people of 

the country. Low, the famous left-wing cartoonist of the Beaverbrook 

Evening Standard, drew a picture of Baldwin springing his rearmament 

policy on an unprepared population and saying ‘If I hadn t promised 

not to lead you here, you wouldn t have come. 1 But rearmament was 

not proceeding at unexpected speed when he retired, and subsequent 

1 David Low, The Years of Wrath (1949), 40: originally published 14 Nov. 1936. 



198 The National Government (1931-1939) 

criticism has always suggested that Baldwin’s mistakes were rather the 

result of too little than too rtiuch activity. 
Most people had become decidedly better off during the fifteen years 

since he first took office as Prime Minister, though it would be hard to 

show that his policies had done much to bring this about, and at the time 

commentators found it hard to discover that improvements had taken 

place. Social surveys showed that there was still a good deal of poverty in 

England in the 1930s. Seebohm Rowntree went back to York and 

repeated an investigation of living standards and the poverty line that he 

had first carried out in 1899. By the standards used in the first survey he 

found that just under 4 per cent of the population fell into the lowest 

category, which had included just under 10 per cent of the population in 

1899. Once it was accepted that standards in general had improved, a new 

definition of the poverty line was needed and about \1\ per cent of the 

population fell below the new line. The reasons for falling into poverty 

were not surprising: unemployment, old age, bad health, and large 

families brought up on low wages. The results of poverty were studied, 

about the same time, by Boyd Orr. His Food, Health and Income showed 

that at least half the population was ill fed, and this half included more 

than half the nation’s children. Some of this malnutrition was the result 

of ignorance, which led to deficiencies in minerals such as calcium. But 

the poorest 30 per cent of the population were suffering from a great many 

shortages, and even with the greatest care they would have found it 

almost impossible to afford a proper diet. These people were better off 

than the bottom 30 per cent at the beginning of the century; life at the 

bottom of Edwardian society was grimmer than people realized and it 

was only in the years between the wars that people began to know enough 

about the social structure of the country to be able to think about it as 

one united and interconnected nation. 

A fair amount of the increased prosperity took the form of a wider 

distribution of things that had previously been available only to a small, 

comfortably prosperous class. The rich had in the past spent their money 

on quite different things from the rest of the community; there was no 

substantial diminution of inequality of incomes between the wars, but 

the rich bought the same things as everybody else, in larger quantities or 

in better quality. Seen from on top, this meant that some of the best 

things in life were disappearing. The subsidized and highly literate 

evening newspapers like the Westminster Gazette did not survive the 

1920s. In the 1930s the total sales of newspapers increased, as the result 

of a fierce struggle for circulation between the Express, the Mail, and the 

Herald. The goal of the contest was to be able to offer advertisers a 
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guaranteed circulation of two million; this did mean that more people 

saw newspapers than before, and while the quality of news and comment 

provided by the mass-circulation press was not high, the years of the 

circulation war were also the years when The Times, following the 

tradition of Scott and Spender, was toning down or suppressing news from 

Germany in order to avoid embarrassing British foreign policy. The 

Express prophesied peace until the very eve of war, because Lord 

Beaverbrook believed that people ought to be kept happy, but it did print 

unedited accounts of what was happening in Germany under Hitler. 

The Express stood apart from one of the changes in the newspaper 

business between the wars. Beaverbrook did not try to build up pro¬ 

vincial chains of papers in the way that the Rothermere or Berry 

companies acquired local papers and ran them as parts of a newspaper 

empire. He dominated his three newspapers in London, though it was 

unreasonable for people to complain that he gave his editors too little 

freedom—he was the best editor available for the sort of papers he wanted 

to produce, and he knew it. He had no printing interests outside his 

newspapers. The Herald, on the other hand, was always being pushed 

forward by the printing interests of Odhams Press under J. S. Elias, which 

influenced its activity as much as the control that the T.U.C. had over 

editorial policy. Pressure from Odhams intensified the circulation war and 

in particular encouraged the practice of giving premiums such as books 

by Dickens, travelling clocks, and insurance policies to new readers. 

This undoubtedly induced people to take newspapers who had not 

previously done so, though readers of this sort were not the informed 

students of public affairs who were understood to read the quality papers. 

In 1936 an Act was passed to raise the school-leaving age to 15 in 

September 1939. The change was prevented by the war, but it was a part 

of the pattern of widened distribution. The same process could be seen 

in things like holidays and motor cars. Before 1914 and even into the 

1920s, motor cars had been treated as though they were just the same as 

the carriages kept by prosperous people in the nineteenth century. But 

horse-drawn carriages were practically impossible to mass-produce, and 

in any case they would have led to traffic chaos much sooner than an 

equal number of motor cars. In the 1920s lorries replaced most of the 

horse-drawn vans, and at the same time challenged the place of railways 

in long-distance transport. The railway workers found that lorry-drivers 

were rising into the aristocracy of labour; the railway companies found 

it hard to pay dividends. Private cars became less expensive, and were 

owned by a wider and wider section of the middle class. At least until the 

First World War the motor car was a rich man’s toy; as the cheapest 
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models cost as much in m^ney terms before 1914 as in the 1960s, they 

were far beyond the means of the ordinary man, and must have cost as 

much to keep up as a carriage. In 1915 there were 277,000 car licences 

current. The new, widely distributed cars made by Morris Motors and by 

the Ford Motor Company’s British subsidiary after the war were fairly 

cheap; the ‘baby Austin’ was in no sense meant for the comfortable 

classes. By 1938 there were 2,400,000 car licences current. 
The internal combustion engine provided for a few people the excite¬ 

ments of motor-racing and of air-racing; at the end of the 1920s Britain 

won the world air-racing championship, the Schneider Trophy, three 

times running, and there was also a good deal of public attention paid to 

events like Amy Johnson’s flight to Australia—the first solo flight over so 

long a distance by a woman. But these were special occasions, picked out 

by the newspapers because they provided headlines, rather than a normal 

interest of Englishmen concerned with sporting achievement. The division 

of sporting interest remained much as it had been before 1914; the upper 

class killed animals, though no longer with Edwardian profusion, the 

middle class watched and played cricket and rugby football, and ,the 

working class watched association football all over the country and rugby 

football in Wales. Cricket and rugger were for amateurs; soccer had 

become a game for professionals in the last years of the old century, 

when the Saturday afternoon holiday had spread enough for a wide 

demand for entertainment to exist. Somewhat later a professional, 

speeded-up version of rugger (Rugby League) gained ground in the north 

of England. 
One distinct change took place in the nation’s betting habits after the 

war. Previously the great medium for gambling had been horse-racing; 

it was a fairly popular sport in its own right, with an aristocratic class 

owning the horses and a working-class audience to watch the races— 

though, apart from the Derby, the crowds were not large by comparison 

with football crowds—but there was a much larger gambling interest, and 

thousands of men who never watched a race put their money on horses. 

This was legal for the upper classes, and usually illegal for the working 

class, because the working class could not bet on credit and according to 

the law cash betting was allowed only on the racecourse itself. The law was 

notoriously widely broken, and there was a very large weekly turnover 

of money through the hands of illegal bookmakers. 
In the 1920s the football pools rose quite quickly to become a major 

outlet for gambling. Because people paid for one week’s bet during the 

course of the next week (when they sent in the forecast for the next 

matches) it was a form of betting on credit, which was legal, and this 
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made it acceptable to many people who did not bet on horses. The 

nature of the winnings was different; the pools offered people an 

admittedly very small chance of winning an amount of money that would 

transform their whole lives, which was never possible with the relatively 

short odds offered in horse-racing—the Irish government made use of its 

freedom to set up a sweepstake with very large prizes, but the football 

pools offered similar opportunities every week. Another attraction of the 

pools was that they were honest; horse-racing was no longer nearly as 

crooked as it had been in the Victorian period, but betting was still a 

matter of inside information, whispers about w'hat the stable-boy had 

said, and the possibility that a bookmaker would welsh on his bets. Foot¬ 

ballers provided a more straightforward sort of betting; the success of 

the pools showed that the country was no longer divided as sharply into 

respectable people and unrespectable people as it had been at the 

beginning of the century. 
Other divisions were narrowing at the same time. Before 1914 the 

middle class took it for granted that they went away for holidays, and 

people in the working class who were lucky enough to have holidays 

never went far from home. In the 1930s holidays by charabanc became 

popular, and naturally the people who had grown used to substantial 

holidays before 1914 looked down on them. In the mid-1930s, holidays 

with pay became much more widespread. In April 1937 4 million manual 

workers had at least one week of holiday with pay; by June 1939 the 

number had risen to 11 million. To some extent this was just another 

type of wage increase, but more people went away, mainly to the seaside, 

than before. 
Before 1914 London had been a great city for public display, but it 

was display provided mainly by private people. After the war the great 

houses began to turn into hotels or company offices. The activities of the 

Bright Young Things were not an adequate substitute for pre-war 

displays like society weddings, but probably the post-war working class 

lived less dull lives and did not need the upper class to entertain them. 

The demolition and rebuilding of the period, which included assaults on 

the public taste like the destruction of the Quadrant of Regent Street, 

showed that private artistic taste would not satisfy London s needs any 

longer. 
The enthusiasm for such small steps as Lansbury’s Lido at the 

Serpentine showed how much people wanted something to be done. A 

great deal of the credit for improvement should go to Herbert Morrison. 

As Minister of Transport between 1929 and 1931 he introduced a Bill 

for nationalizing and co-ordinating the bus, tram, and underground 
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electric train system in London; the scheme made such good sense that 

the National government took it up and passed it into law after August 

1931. The London Passenger Transport Board managed to deal with 

London’s traffic problems and at the same time its architecture and 

furnishing made the capital more attractive than before. Morrison lost 

his seat in the 1931 election, and devoted his attention to improving the 

London Labour party; in 1934 it gained control of the London County 

Council and retained its position until after the L.C.C. was turned into 

the Greater London Council in 1964. The Labour success owed a good 

deal to the steady emigration of the middle class to Surrey and to Metro- 

land’—the area of Middlesex and Hertfordshire served by the Metro¬ 

politan railway. The policy of the new administration was symbolized by 

the handsome new Waterloo Bridge that it built despite the government s 

refusal to help pay for anything except a reconstruction of the old bridge. 

Compared to the other municipal governments in the country the L.C.C. 

was a distinguished patron of the arts, though the absence of crippling 

unemployment in London during the slump and also the pressure con¬ 

centrating so much of the cultural life of the country in London made 

its work easier. The B.B.C. had a centralizing effect, and the rapid expan¬ 

sion of cinemas in the 1920s drove theatres out of business in almost all 

towns outside London. This seemed to the prosperous classes another 

example of the way that standards were driven down to the level of the 

lower middle class though, as the English drama was slipping back from 

the level of Shaw and falling under the dominance of writers of the 

technical competence and triviality of Noel Coward and Frederick 

Lonsdale, perhaps the theatre was no longer a centre of intellectual and 

artistic activity. On the other hand, the films that did well were American; 

attempts to build a British industry by making cinemas show a quota of 

British films merely led to the production of cheap and shoddy ‘quota 

quickies’. Well-made and relatively inexpensive documentary films were 

produced by John Grierson, but this approach did not really come to 

fruition until the development of television after the war. The magazine 

Picture Post, which flourished in the late 1930s, had a distinguished 

staff, but they were people who would have done at least as well on 

television. In 1936 the B.B.C. did begin television broadcasts, though 

the audience was small and the programmes sometimes makeshift, but 

when war broke out they were brought to an end. The non-literary arts 

showed signs of promise for the future during the 1930s. Composers 

like Vaughan Williams made good use of medieval and folk-music 

models, and there were the first signs of the emergence of Benjamin 

Britten. English sculptors like Henry Moore and Barbara Hepworth and 
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painters such as Sutherland were laying the foundations of their fame 

in the 1930s. 
But it was the poets, with their concern about Spain and their fear that 

another general war was going to break out, who best expressed people s 

feelings about politics when Neville Chamberlain became Prime Minister. 

Of the men in politics who wanted to get things done, he was the only 

one who came up to the standard of integrity set by Baldwin. He was not 

an amiable man: Halifax, whom he made Foreign Secretary and in 1940 

wanted to make Prime Minister, said: ‘Chamberlain’s great fault was 

that he sneered at people; he sneered at the Labour Members and they 

never forgave him.’1 He did not come to power at a happy time. The 

recovery from the depression of the early thirties was beginning to taper 

off. The economy was so sluggish, and had such difficulty dealing with 

the increase in the working population that, even though demand was 

helped by rearmament, the proportion of the working population out of 

work was higher at the top of the 1937 trade cycle than at the unimpressive 

1929 peak m the trade cycle. Chamberlain as Chancellor of the Exchequer 

had not done much to help. He had been the most powerful personality 

in the Cabinet since 1931; he was devoted to orthodox economics and 
(except in 1932) had kept his budgets balanced. This had not stimulated 

demand, but it had kept the confidence of business men relatively high. 

In the United States large and persistent budget deficits weakened 

business confidence; government spending by itself was not enough, 
though Chamberlain may have overestimated the British fear of budget 

deficits. 
He would have preferred to concentrate on domestic problems as 

Prime Minister. Even in quieter times he would probably not have found 

any way to deal with the rising unemployment and falling production of 

1938 but the legislation of the period shows he was not inhibited by 

doctrinaire views about the virtues of laissez-faire. In 1938 a Coal Mines 

Act continued the cartelization of the industry begun by the 1930 Act; it 

gave the Commissioners for the industry the power to compel collieries 

to amalgamate, and it also nationalized the coal royalties: the govern¬ 

ment bought out the landlords who owned the coal under the ground, 

and the colliery owners, who were responsible for the work of digging 

it up, were freed from all the arguments about who owned a seam at a 
particular point under ground. The Labour party insisted that nationaliz¬ 

ing the entire industry would provide all these benefits, and would make 

it easier to amalgamate collieries. In 1939 the government bought out the 

two overseas airlines which it had been subsidizing for some time. 

H. Nicolson, op. cit. iii. 260. 1 
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Imperial Airways was designed to link the countries of the Empire, and 

to fulfil this duty, had to fl> a set of routes which would have been very 

hard to run profitably. British Airways flew a more reasonable set of 

routes to Europe but, despite its subsidy, was not making a profit. Long¬ 

distance aeroplanes were intended to compete with ocean liners in 

comfort and airlines expected that all their passengers would be rich; 

probably this was a reasonable assumption in the 1930s. After nationaliza¬ 

tion British Overseas Airways was set up to combine the two lines. Even 

if the new organization had wanted to change policy it could not have 

done much because almost all the resources of the aircraft industry were 

devoted to rearmament. 
Reorganization of the army went ahead under the new government. 

Hore-Belisha, the Secretary of State for War, was a thoroughly modern- 

minded man. He made life more comfortable for private soldiers, he 

hastened the leisurely pace of the conversion from cavalry to tanks, and 

he retired a number of generals: all these steps were necessary prepara¬ 

tions for the war, but they were bitterly resisted by army officers. Shortly 

after the war had begun Hore-Belisha was squeezed out of office partly 

out of anti-Semitism, partly because he neglected administrative routine 

but mainly because he and the generals could not work together. 

Foreign policy under Chamberlain 

Chamberlain was by nature an active and even an interfering Prime 

Minister; he had said in 1932: ‘It amuses me to find a new policy for 

each of my colleagues in turn.’1 The circumstances of the late thirties 

inevitably drew his attention to foreign affairs, and he showed great 

willingness to find a policy for the Foreign Office. The Foreign Secretary, 

Anthony Eden, resented this. He distrusted Chamberlain’s lack of 

experience in the field, and in addition disagreed on specific points of 

policy. Chamberlain accepted the view, which had been widely held in 

England ever since the Treaty of Versailles, that Germany had some just 

causes of complaint. He believed that discontent in Europe was a serious 

matter and should be dealt with, though his ideas were not precise. ‘In 

the absence of any powerful ally, and until our armaments are completed, 

we must adjust our foreign policy to our circumstances, and even bear 

with patience and good humour actions which we would like to treat in 

very different fashion. ... I am about to enter upon a fresh attempt to 

reach a reasonable understanding with Germany and Italy, and I am by 

no means unhopeful of getting results.’2 

1 I. Macleod, Neville Chamberlain (1961), 164. 
2 K. Feiling, Neville Chamberlain (1946), 324. 
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This ambiguity of approach could be dangerous. If he thought the 

dictators were prepared for a ‘reasonable understanding', then it made 

sense to satisfy their requests as soon as possible. If he thought that 

Britain needed to buy time to rearm, it was more prudent to give way 

slowly, obtaining as much time for each concession as could be managed. 

Chamberlain showed a tendency to force the pace in negotiation that 

suggests the process of buying time was not dominant in his mind. 

The Spanish Civil War was still the major international problem at 

the time he became Prime Minister. Eden combined a strong commitment 

to the policy of non-intervention with a considerable contempt for Italy. 

The government seemed to have accepted his attitude when it let him 

take a firm line at the Nyon conference and insist that Germany and 

Italy should take their commitment to non-intervention seriously, but 

Chamberlain was not convinced. He felt that Eden’s policy showed too 

little consideration for Italy, and he set out to conciliate Mussolini. This 

meant accepting Italy’s victory in Abyssinia and reducing British involve¬ 

ment in Spanish affairs to nothing. As Chamberlain could not convince 

Eden of the virtues of this policy, and would not give it up, England 

moved towards a dual policy. Eden’s temper was not improved when 

Chamberlain waved aside a suggestion by Roosevelt for a conference to 

discuss tensions in Europe: Eden hoped that, although Roosevelt could 

not commit his country to anything, the conference might begin the 

process of bringing the United States into European affairs, but Chamber- 

lain wanted to pursue private discussions with Hitler and Mussolini 

uninterrupted by the United States or anybody else. 
Eventually the dual policy went too far. Chamberlain and Eden had 

a conversation with Grandi, the Italian ambassador in London, which 

became in effect an argument between the two English ministers in which 

Chamberlain put the case that would normally have been put by Grandi. 

Eden resigned on 20 February at this sign that the Prime Minister 

had no confidence in him, and was replaced by Lord Halifax who 

was much more willing to let Chamberlain run foreign affairs. A 

good deal of influence passed from the Foreign Office to Sir Horace 

Wilson, a distinguished civil servant who was trusted by Chamberlain 

but had little experience outside labour and economic issues. The policy 

of appeasement could now be followed without opposition inside the 

government. 
A settlement with Italy did not mean that it was necessary to appease 

Germany. The Stresa Front had rested on friendly relations with Italy 

and firmness to Germany. The Times advocated conciliatory measures 

in each diplomatic conflict with Italy and Germany, but did not put 
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forward a coherent long-term policy. Chamberlain fairly certainly had a 

single unified policy that he wanted to apply in European affairs. The 

attitude of the government seems to have been affected by estimates 

given to it in 1937 that the next, war might began with sixty days of 

German bombing which would cause 600,000 deaths. This assumed that 

the Germans could drop more than 600 tons every 24 hours, and that 

every ton of explosive dropped would kill 16 people. The German air 

force was not designed for flying from Germany to England and even 

when it had acquired bases in France it was never able to attack in such 

force; on average a ton of high explosive in the Second World War 

killed one person. But if Chamberlain believed the figures, which seem 

to have been put together in the mood that once led Baldwin to prophesy 

that the bomber would always get through, it was natural for him to think 

in terms of gaining time. 
How much time his policy gained is another question. If Chamberlain 

intended to make friends with Hitler this objective was not pursued 

seriously. When Hitler took over Austria in March 1938, the British 

government might have tried to conciliate him by approving of the seizure, 

which was not impossible to justify on grounds of ethnic similarity, or 

on the other hand might have tried to rally opponents of German 

expansion by denouncing the seizure, but Chamberlain took an attitude 

of ungracious acceptance that was not likely to do anything except 

convince Hitler that England disliked his policy but was too weak to 

resist it. 
Once Austria had been absorbed the western end of Czechoslovakia 

was enclosed in German territory. Hitler could turn his attention to the 

next of the provisions of Versailles that he wanted to overthrow. The 

Sudetenland had been given to Czechoslovakia in 1919 partly to give 

the new country a defensible strategic frontier and partly because of the 

skill with which the Czech case was presented. A large number of 

Germans had been placed under Czech rule, which could not be justified 

on principles of self-determination. The claim that the Sudetenland ought 

to be given to Germany had some validity and a Sudeten German move¬ 

ment, led by Henlein and secretly financed from Berlin, began agitating 

in favour of the transfer. In May a flurry of rumours suggested that 

Germany was about to attack Czechoslovakia: the Czech and the British 

and French governments took a firm attitude and protested at the idea of 

changing the frontier settlement by force. Hitler had in fact not intended 

to attack at that time, and he was not pleased when advocates of 

resistance to German expansion said that he had been driven back by 

the firmness of the British and French. 
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The Sudeten agitation went on, and Chamberlain became convinced 

that it was a threat to the peace of Europe. In August he sent Runciman 

to carry out an investigation of the position; the Czech government did 

not want him to come, because it implied that there was some doubt 

about their position in the Sudetenland, but Chamberlain said that if the 

investigation could not be carried out England could not take much 

interest in Czechoslovakia’s problems. Runciman’s mission became a form 

of pressure on the Czech government to make concessions to the German 

population; this would have been reasonable if the Sudeten Germans 

had been negotiating in good faith, but as Hitler constantly encouraged 

them to raise their demands they could not be satisfied. By the time 

Runciman came back to England at the beginning of September the 

claims of the Sudeten Germans had risen so high that it was hard to see 

how they could be met by anything short of a ‘transfer of territory’ to 

Germany. When The Times said so, on 7 September, it seemed to be 

only the logical outcome of British policy. Chamberlain had not yet 

accepted this; he wanted to visit Germany and discuss the issues with 

Hitler in person. 
On 15 September he flew to Berchtesgaden to meet Hitler. He 

conceded the principle that Czech territory should be transferred to 

Germany. He returned to London, and then set about convincing the 

French government that nothing could be done to help the Czechs except 

persuade them to give up the German areas of the Sudetenland with as 

little fuss as possible. England had no treaty obligations to Czechoslovakia 

except a general commitment to the Treaty of Versailles, France had a 

treaty with Czechoslovakia, but the French government was willing to be 

argued out of taking it seriously. French diplomacy rested on a series of 

alliances with the new states in eastern Europe created by the Versailles 

Treaty, but French strategy depended on adopting a defensive position 

behind the heavily fortified Maginot line which meant that France made 

no preparations for helping her allies. 
Chamberlain went to Godesberg to meet Hitler on 22 and 23 September. 

The detailed German proposals showed that Czechoslovakia was to lose 

parts of the Sudetenland in which the population was mainly Czech, and 

the inhabitants of the areas to be transferred got no choice of staying or 

leaving. Chamberlain did not accept these proposals. When he went back 

to London from Godesberg it seemed possible that the British govern¬ 

ment would stand firm, would encourage the French government to 

honour its treaty obligations to Czechoslovakia and would promise to 

support the Czechs if they resisted. On 28 September the fleet was 

mobilized, and when Parliament was called together Chamberlain 
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explained the course of the negotiations in a way that seemed to point 

inexorably to war. But as he reached the last stage of his speech a 

message was passed to him; he read it; he announced that he would e 

flying once more to discuss the question with Hitler. His supporters burst 

into applause. 
At Munich on 30 September the British and French were interested only 

in finding some way of softening the blow that was to be dealt to 

Czechoslovakia. They made no attempt to resist the German claims, 

even though the fact that the meeting was being held at all showed that 

Hitler knew his position was not impregnable. Some of his generals were 

so convinced that it would not be possible to carry out a successful 

invasion of Czechoslovakia against opposition that they were apparently 

ready to overthrow Hitler if he went further on the path to war. Stories 

like this are always a little hard to evaluate, but it is true that the Czechs 

had built a powerful defensive system in the hills of Sudetenland which 

German tanks would have found hard to penetrate. However, the British 

and French leaders accepted most of the German claims, asking only for 

plebiscites in the most doubtful cases. They allowed the Germans to take 

over a wide belt of territory almost immediately, which meant that the 

Czechs lost their defensive system without being able to remove much of 

their equipment, and the population had very little time to leave the 

ceded area. The Czech representatives did not take part in the conference; 

they were told by the British and French representatives what terms had 

been arranged, and they received the terms in the spirit of Masaryk s 

earlier comment: ‘If you have sacrificed my nation to preserve the peace 

of the world, I will be the first to applaud you; but if not, gentleman, God 

help your souls.’1 But of course the Czechs gave way only because their 

allies would not fight. Even so, if the Czechs had resisted a German 

invasion, England and France might have found it hard to stay out of 

war. 
The Munich settlement has not been regarded kindly by posterity. The 

name has been applied—even by Germans—to policies thought to err in 

the direction of softness and compliance, and ‘appeasement’ has remained 

a term of abuse. Historians are more ready to see something to be said 

for Chamberlain. He could reasonably argue that if a war had started in 

1938 the English-speaking world would not have been ready to join in; 

the British Empire would have been divided, because men like Hertzog 

in South Africa and Mackenzie King in Canada would not have gone to 

war over the Sudetenland, and the United States would have felt less 

sympathy for England and France than she did a year later. Against this 

1 J. W. Wheeler Bennett, Munich, Prologue to Tragedy (1966), 171. 
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support from outside Europe must be set the fact that Czechoslovakia had 
a better-equipped army than any other eastern European country and a 
strong defensive position; if England and France were to fight for any of 
the states created at Versailles, Czechoslovakia was the best ally they 

could have had. 
Other supporters of the Munich settlement have pointed out that the 

Royal Air Force improved its strength so much between 1939 and 1940 
that it was eventually able to win the Battle of Britain and retain control 
of the air over England. This argument seems to assume that, whenever 
the date at which war broke out, France would have been defeated nine 
months later, so that if war had begun in 1938 the Battle of Britain would 
have been fought in the summer of 1939. Opponents of the Munich settle¬ 
ment say this was not bound to happen: if Britain and France had helped 
Czechoslovakia, Germany might not have been able to fight a war on 
two fronts and Hitler would have been defeated without bringing the 
United States and Russia into the middle of European affairs. In any 
case, Britain did not make full use of the extra time gained at Munich; 
for instance, the decision to increase the British wartime contribution to 
the Anglo-French alliance from five divisions to 32 was not taken until 

March 1939. 
Whatever effect the different rates of growth of military strength had on 

the military situation, it is hard to see what good the British government 
had done by taking an interest in the Sudeten question. If Czechoslovakia 
was indefensible, then it had to be abandoned, but in that case the British 
government only made things worse by taking part in the operation. 
Chamberlain seems to have thought Hitler was a reasonable man who 
could be persuaded to accept less than he really wanted. Hitler was not 
a reasonable man; he wanted his own way and while he did not at this 
stage want war for its own sake he did not care whether his diplomacy 
led to war or not. If Chamberlain could do nothing to stop him, it would 
have been more sensible to keep away and not expose England’s weakness. 
Chamberlain’s diplomacy encouraged Hitler to think England would not 
resist him, and it provoked taunts like the story that Haile Selassie of 
Abyssinia’had written to Benes: ‘I hear you are receiving the support of 
the British government. You have my profound sympathy.1 

Munich was the culmination of appeasement. After negotiating the 
Czechoslovakian agreement, Chamberlain and Hitler signed a separate 
declaration that their two countries would never go to war with each 

t F. L. Lucas, Journal under the Terror (1939) 287. The title is Reading; the 
author felt shame, as well as terror, at living under a government led by Neville 

Chamberlain. 
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other. Chamberlain’s policy of pacifying Hitler seemed to have reached a 

successful conclusion. There were scenes of wild enthusiasm when he got 

back to London, and he was so overcome by his reception that he said 

that he had brought back ‘peace with honour’, just as Disraeli had in 

1878. But this reaction from the immediate danger of war did not last 

long. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Duff Cooper, resigned from the 

government over the agreement. A number of Tory rebels abstained in 

the vote expressing approval of the Munich negotiations. Members of the 

Liberal and Labour parties began to work together. The leaders of the 

Labour party, who had discouraged the United Front in the mid 1930s, 

opposed Liberal and Labour co-operation in a Popular Front in late 1938. 

Despite this. Popular Front and independent candidates did well at by- 

elections in the last three months of the year. 
Chamberlain was not conviced that the settlement had really ensured 

the peace of Europe and went on with rearmament. Aircraft factories 

were not stretched to their full capacity but, despite the existence of 

1£ million unemployed, the rearmament programme was running into 

shortages of skilled labour. The unemployed might be a pool of redeploy- 

able workers, but one result of the high level of unemployment was that 

fewer people had been trained for skilled work than would otherwise 

have been the case. The government wanted to draw up a national service 

register, so that people in jobs that were vital for a wartime economy 

would not leave them and join the forces as in 1914. Trade unions were 

persuaded to co-operate with this scheme, partly by a government 

promise, repeated as late as March 1939, that there would be no conscrip¬ 

tion in peacetime. 
In the New Year some of the shock of Munich began to wear off. On 

10 March Sir Samuel Hoare hoped that a new era of peace and prosperity 

was about to begin. Hitler, who seems never to have been in the least 

affected by all the steps taken to appease him, seized what was left of 

Czechoslovakia five days later. He had applied the Munich agreements 

in such a way that he had gained almost everything he had asked for at 

Godesberg; he now went on io sweep up the defenceless remnants. At 

Munich England and France had promised the Czech representatives that 

they would defend what was left of Czechoslovakia; after Hitler’s coup 

they said, a little pedantically, that they could not carry out guarantees 

to a state that no longer existed. Chamberlain seems to have taken a 

few days to realize how completely he had been hoodwinked, but at 

Birmingham on the 17th he came forward with a forceful denunciation 

of what Germany had done, and this led on to a reversal of British policy. 

To guard against further German aggression, a guarantee was given to 
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Poland on 31 March, and Rumania and Greece were given guarantees in 

April. The question of making the guarantees effective was not con¬ 

sidered until too late. The natural way to defend the countries guaranteed 

was to make an alliance with Russia, but none of them were on good 

terms with her and the purge trials of 1936-8 suggested that she had her 

limitations as an ally. France had made an agreement with Russia in 

1935, but this did not guarantee the ‘little entente’ of post-Versailles 

states that France had built up. Russia and Germany were declared 

enemies, but this did not mean it was easy to arrange a collective system 

of alliances in eastern Europe. 
To implement the guarantee that had been given to Poland, Chamber- 

lain introduced on 26 April a measure of conscription to provide six 

months of military training for men aged 20 and 21. Conscription was 

never likely to be popular with the parties of the left; as it was brought 

forward without consultation with the Opposition leaders and only a 

month after the government had said conscription would not be imposed 

in peacetime, it was bound to be opposed. Chamberlain said in the 

debate: ‘Nobody can pretend that this is peacetime in any sense in which 

the term could fairly be used’, but the situation had not changed since he 

last gave his assurance against conscription in peacetime. Conscription 

was probably necessary, but it was introduced in a way that increased the 

feeling that the government was not concerned about the unity of the 

country. In foreign policy, and now in defence policy, the government 

had taken for granted the correctness of its own approach; the parties in 

opposition remained sceptical; the country was divided. 
Negotiations with Russia proceeded slowly. The Soviet Union claimed 

a very extensive right to resist ‘indirect aggression’, which probably meant 

that it would intervene in any country which set up a pro-German govern¬ 

ment. The British clearly felt that they had a fair amount of time for 

discussing the issues, but they found the Russians becoming increasingly 

dilatory. Partly because his army had been weakened by the great purges, 

partly because after Munich he had become doubtful about the willing¬ 

ness of the western powers to fight, Stalin was turning away from the 

policy of resisting the other dictators. If he had been offered recognition 

as the natural dominant power in eastern Europe, he might have 

completed an agreement with England, but as the British had already 

made an alliance with Poland, they did not have a free hand. At her most 

powerful, when she was ready to intervene almost anywhere in the world, 

England had left eastern Europe to Germany, Russia, and Austria- 

Hungary. She had now undertaken responsibilities in eastern Europe, and 

over-estimated her ability to fulfil these obligations without assistance. 
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Russia was not without diplomatic resources. It was clear, from the 

German complaints and protests and threats, that Poland was in danger 

of attack. The inhabitants of Danzig were German; why. Hitler demanded, 

were they not part of his Reich? Hast Prussia was cut off from the rest of 

Germany by the Polish Corridor; was not this a part of the Versailles 

Diktat that ought to be overthrown? In fact the Polish Corridor was 

inhabited mainly by Poles, and Danzig had been set up as a free city at 

Versailles so that Poland could have one port that was not ruled by 

Germany. But even if Hitler’s demands had been in themselves reason¬ 

able, they clearly implied that Poland was to become a satellite of 

Germany. This was a direct threat to Russia, and as the Russian govern¬ 

ment became increasingly convinced that England and France would not 

accept its claim to dominance in eastern Europe its thoughts turned to a 

fourth partition of Poland. So, in the last ten days of August the scum 

of the earth’ and ‘the bloody assassin of the workers’ came together:1 they 

announced that they had signed a non-aggression pact, and the treaty 

contained secret clauses for a partition of Poland. Germany could now 

intensify the pressure on Poland, and Hitler did so in language that made 

it clear that the risk of war would not stop his efforts to get his own way. 

He had not accepted the arguments of the Fascist visionaries who thought 

war was in itself better than peace; he intended to have Danzig and to 

turn Poland into his puppet, but probably he thought England and France 

would not fight on this issue. The Poles certainly would not give way and 

in the last few days of August German diplomacy concentrated on 

suggestions for a conference to work out acceptable terms for handing 

over Danzig and the Corridor. Then, if the Poles refused to put up with 

the terms, England and France would announce that their guarantees 

would lapse. This pattern was probably too much like Munich to have 

worked, and on 1 September Germany invaded Poland. Negotiations went 

on; Hitler was still ready to get his own way by a Polish Munich rather 

than war, if England and France would agree. 
He had in fact pressed them too far. The revolt inside the Conserva¬ 

tive party was on the verge of boiling over. When the House of Commons 

debated the issue, Chamberlain made a dull and non-committal speech; 

one Conservative M.P., clearly dissatisfied with the speech, shouted 

‘speak for England’ across the floor to Greenwood, the acting leader of 

the Labour party, as he began his speech.2 Greenwood expressed the 

general discontent when he asked why it was that, thirty-eight hours after 

1 David Low, op. cit. 90: originally published 20 Aug. 1939. 
2 Who said ‘Speak for England ? Amery, according to L. S. Amery, My 

Political Life (1953-5), iii. 324; Boothby, according to H. Nicolson, op. cit. i. 419. 
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the attack on Poland, England was still at peace. But the government 

already felt itself committed to fighting; Chamberlain later explained 

that he had been making sure that France came into the war at the same 

time as England, a discreet way of saying that the friends of appeasement 

had been more powerful at the last in Paris than in London. 



8. The military side of 

the war 1939-1945 

The first year 

Even when England and France had made up their minds to enter the 

war, there was nothing they could do for Poland; the French army had not 

prepared for a swift forward movement, and so was not able to take 

advantage of the fact that only about one-third of the German army'was 

in the west. The Polish campaign was soon over, with the Polish cavalry 

overwhelmed by tanks and aeroplanes. The country was partitioned 

between Russia and Germany, and the German army moved to the 

western front. No more fighting was possible before the winter and a 

period of calm followed. From the point of view of imperial relations, 

England may have been fortunate that the war came when it did: despite 

the 1936 Treaty Egypt was not yet in a position to stay effectively neutral, 

in India Congress had not tried to take up the powers of government and 

the Viceroy could commit the country to war on his own authority, in 

South Africa Smuts was able to overthrow the Prime Minister, Hertzog, 

who wanted to stay out of the war, and in Canada MacKenzie King knew 

that national sentiment would not allow him to listen to his isolationist 

advisers in the Department of External Affairs. In a few years’ time, the 

bonds of Empire might have frayed a little more in all these places. In 

1939 Ireland was the only Commonwealth country to stay out of the war, 

and many men from Ireland joined the British army. 

The British and French hoped that Hitler was going to fade away under 

the stress of blockade. A few naval actions took place; the defeat of the 

pocket-battleship Graf Spee by three British cruisers was a sign that 

British command of the sea had been established and Winston Churchill, 

brought back to the position of First Lord of the Admiralty that he had 

held in 1914, was soon seen to be the active man of the ministry. British 
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confidence rose so much that when Russia attacked Finland in November 

some people suggested that England should help Finland and fight both 

dictators at once. The Finns resisted the Russians bravely, but were 
defeated before anything could come of this idea. 

As England and France became more fully mobilized for war, Chamber- 

lain went so far as to say that Hitler had ‘missed the bus’. In April a 

sudden German attack took Denmark over before any resistance could 

be offered and captured most of the strategic points in Norway. England 

sent help, but it was hard to find a port to land supplies, hard to fight 

against the German aerial superiority and hard to resist the power of 

the German mechanized units. The British had to withdraw and abandon 

Norway. This defeat led to the replacement of Chamberlain by Churchill, 

who took up office on the day of the next German piece of aggression.1 

On 10 May an attack by tanks, bombers, and paratroops struck at 

Holland, Belgium, and Luxembourg. The three countries had been careful 

about maintaining their neutrality and had declined to have staff talks 

with Britain and France. Plans for advancing to their assistance had been 

worked out, because they could not be abandoned if they were invaded. 

On paper the British, French, Dutch, and Belgians had about the same 

number of divisions and the same number of tanks as the Germans; in 

practice they were not co-ordinated, the tanks were dispersed instead of 

being kept together as a concentrated force, and the morale of the French 

army was not good. It had become accustomed to the idea of staying in 

its Maginot line and waiting for German attacks to break against its 

impregnable defences; in this way the great disparity of numbers would 

be made up, and eventually the French could go forward to the attack. 

This was a pessimistic approach: the population of England and France 

put together was larger than that of Germany, and while the allocation of 

duties, by which England looked after the sea, air, and industrial produc¬ 

tion and France provided the army, had left France with the uncomfort¬ 

able basic tasks of war, the Germans had to do everything alone. 

Hitler had no intention of entering a long-drawn-out war. He had been 

in the trenches, and he was determined that Germany should not suffer as 

she had done in the First World War. He did his best to save the German 

civilian population from shortages and hardships, and he tried to win the 

war by a few decisive victories. The blitzkrieg (lightning-war) was meant 

to be over before any serious damage was done; it had to be won by 

tactical skill rather than hard pounding, and the invasion of Holland 

and Belgium showed exactly what he had in mind. 

1 The replacement of Chamberlain by Churchill, which was one of the turning- 

points of the war, is covered in detail on pp. 247-8 below. 
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The British and French forces moved forward into Belgium, and as 

they did so the real attack burst through the Ardennes and broke the 

front just above the north end of the Maginot line. Once this blow had 

been struck there was no recovery; within a fortnight the British and 

French armies that had gone into Belgium were cut off from the main 

body of the French army. For England the first concern was to get as many 

troops back across the Channel as possible. Almost all of the trained 

soldiers had gone to France, and the danger was that defeat would be 

followed by annihilation. Hitler held his tanks back from what could 

have been a decisive blow against the troops on the Dunkirk beaches, 

probably to avoid blunting their force before the final attack on the 

French, and on the other side of the Channel the Royal Navy, assisted by 

an amateur armada of small boats, began the work of evacuation. The 

beaches were bare of cover, R.A.F. fighters had to fly a long way to give 

protection, and the German air force was committed to preventing the 

embarkation and pinning down the troops assembled for departure. The 

losses among the British and French were heavy, but Operation Dynamo 

was far more successful than anyone in England had dared to hope; 

by 2 June about 335,000 men had been brought back and they were the 

nucleus of an army to continue the war. 

Dunkirk was the last stage of a great defeat, but it kept England in the 

war; the damage had been done long before the men were taken off the 

beaches, and the relief which Englishmen felt when the troops were saved 

was justified. Added to relief was an unquenchably optimistic feeling that 

things could not get any worse, and therefore were bound to improve. This 

showed little feeling for the position of the French. The blitzkrieg rolled 

on against them; Churchill flew several times to France to try to inspire 

the government with some of the hope and determination that he was 

giving to Englishmen, but the military situation was hopeless. The 

prolonged German attack was a model of organization, with controlled 

tactical air support breaking up defensive positions without permanently 

destroying the lines of communication, tanks forcing their way ahead and 

arriving long before they were expected by the French, and motorized 

infantry following up the attack and consolidating the gains. 

Churchill’s government offered France an Act of Union, to turn the 

two nations into one. But he had a short time earlier refused—on sensible 

strategic grounds—to commit the country’s last reserves of fighter planes 

to the air struggle over France; the Act of Union must have looked rather 

like an attempt to ensure that when France was overrun her fleet, her 

colonies, and her other assets remained in British hands. The French 

politicians were already wondering how to make the best peace they 
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could, and for this they needed some bargaining counters. When the 

Third Republic collapsed, and Marshal Petain signed an armistice on 

22 June, it looked as though the most that could be expected was that the 

French would be able to arrange for their overseas assets to remain 

neutral. Hitler agreed to this, probably because he did not expect that 

England would wait long before following France’s example. 

1940: Alone 

There were some (still ill-documented) peace feelers after the French 

surrender, but the British government does not appear at any time to have 

considered asking for an armistice. Its strategic analysis held out little 

realistic prospect of victory: it hoped that blockade, heavy bombing 

of Germany, and an eventual rebellion in the countries conquered by 

Germany would be followed by an invasion of the Continent which would 

not have to do much more than sweep up the pieces. On the other side 

of the Channel the Germans hoped that bombing, and the conviction that 

resistance was hopeless, would undermine British morale and lead to a 

request for peace. This would save them from the difficult task of mount¬ 

ing an invasion; in the first few weeks after Dunkirk a force might have 

been rushed across the Channel and established at some port like Dover, 

but by the time Germany had disentangled her forces from the pursuit 

of the French and had made peace, the worst of the shock was over and 

the British had strengthened their positions. A German invasion army 

was assembled and a fleet of barges collected between mid July and mid 

August, but by then it was clear that an assault would meet serious 

opposition, so a large force would be needed with a constant problem of 

supply. The problem could be solved only if Germany gained and kept 

naval control of the Channel, which was much better defended than 
the seas between Germany and Norway. A successful invasion of England 

was impossible unless Germany gained command of the air and bombed 

the British Navy out of the Channel before the ships sailed. 

German bombing did make life uncomfortable for British shipping in 

the Channel but it was soon clear that if the German air force was to gain 

command of the sky it would have to knock out the British air force. The 

Germans had considerably more aeroplanes, though not as crushing a 

superiority as was thought at the time. Because the struggle took place 

over England, R.A.F. planes that had been shot down could be restored 

to service, and pilots who got safely to the ground could fly again. The 

pilots were few; the reserves of aeroplanes were limited. Although the 

odds against them were less overwhelming than was thought at the time, 

the men of Fighter Command fully deserved Churchill’s eulogy: ‘Never 



218 The Military Side of the War (1939-1945) 

in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.’ 

If the fighters had been defeated, the Germans might have been able to 

gain command of the Channel, and could then have carried out an 

invasion which would almost certainly have been successful. Once 

unchallenged in western Europe, Hitler could have turned his full forces 

to the east, and Russia’s chances of surviving such an assault would have 

been slight. 
For some weeks in August and September there was a danger that the 

R.A.F. might be caught with all its resources committed to the battle, so 

that it could not protect its aeroplanes from being bombed while they 

were on the ground refuelling. In August the attack shifted from the ships 

in the Channel to the aerodromes and communication systems of Fighter 

Command. If this attack had been pressed home. Fighter Command 

might have been broken; the Germans had a considerable numerical 

superiority, and the British system depended on radar warning that an 

attack was coming, followed by prompt radio-telephone instructions to 

the defending aerodromes. The Germans had a reasonably good chance of 

breaking the communication system, after which the weight of numbers 

would have told much more than before. Early in September the Germans 

threw away their chance of winning the Battle of Britain, by changing to 

direct attack on London. This made much less sense; the attacking planes 

had to fly further to reach their targets and the defending planes could 

operate without any threat to their communication system. The British 

fighter pilots, who had been tested almost to the limit, now gained aerial 

superiority, and the Germans gave up the idea of invasion. The assump¬ 

tion behind the shift of attack was that bombing would destroy civilian 

morale and industrial production, but the German bombers suffered so 

heavily in daylight raids that they had to give up the attempt and switch 

to night-time bombing. This period became known in England as the 

blitz—an inaccurate use of the word because blitzkrieg meant a quick 

end to the war, and night-time bombing offered no hope of a quick end. 

From October till April German planes attacked towns all over the 

country, from Plymouth to Glasgow, but concentrating mainly on 

London. It was hard to ward off these attacks; radar provided some help 

and as the nights grew shorter, the raids died away. 

In the course of the attack the Germans had dropped something like 

the 36,000 tons of high explosive anticipated in the pre-war estimates 

which had been expected, before the war, to fall in the first two months 

of fighting. It had nothing like the destructive effect that had been 

expected; in reporting to the people on the attack Churchill said that it 

had been demonstrated by statistics that at their current rate of progress 
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the Germans would take ten years to knock down half of London, after 
which the rate of destruction would grow less (because they would be 

bombing areas that had already been devastated) and that one ton of 

high explosive killed about three-quarters of a person.1 The German air 

attack, and its failure, greatly strengthened England’s diplomatic position. 

In July 1940 neutral opinion, which meant primarily United States 

opinion, was beginning to think Germany would win. The daytime air 

fighting over England checked this opinion; Hitler had demonstrably 

fought and lost a battle. Americans who wanted England to win could see 

some hope of success; Americans such as Joseph Kennedy, the U.S. 

ambassador, who would not have been disappointed by a British defeat 

found it less easy to say that her defeat should be accepted as inevitable. 

The night-time bombing of London reinforced these attitudes. Bombing 

had been expected to destroy cities and to frighten civilians so much that 

they would surrender at once. The British people showed no signs of 

being frightened and went on calmly with their work without being too 

disturbed by bombs. As everybody had accepted the very exaggerated 

pre-war opinions of the effectiveness of bombing, it looked as if the 

English—the Londoners were reported in greatest detail—were doing 

something that nobody else could have done. Later events have shown 

that any ordinarily patriotic people will stand up to bombing about 

equally well, but in late 1940 this was not realized. The effect of the blitz 

was to convince many Americans that St. Paul’s Cathedral was a vital 

and defensible outpost of their own country. 
Around the close of the year a series of British victories helped to show 

that the war was by no means over. Italy had rushed to the help of the 

victor in June, and had then overrun British Somaliland and nibbled at 

the frontiers of Egypt and the Sudan. In December the British struck 

back in Egypt, and by the end of February the Italians had been driven 

out of Cyrenaica, the eastern province of their colony of Libya, losing 

130,000 prisoners in the course of their flight. In January attacks from 

Kenya and the Sudan were launched on the Italian position in East 

Africa, and by May the main Italian armies had surrendered, though a 

few groups held on until November.2 The Italians clearly had neither the 

equipment nor the determination needed for fighting. They had already 

exposed their weakness to the world when they attacked Greece, from 

their newly acquired possession of Albania, in October 1940; the Greeks 

1 Churchill's broadcast of 8 Oct. 1940. P. Fleming, Invasion 1940 (1957), 142. 
2 F. S. Playfair, The Mediterranean and Middle East (1954), pp. 362 and 447: 

the Italian army in East Africa numbered 350,000 men but many of them were 
natives of the region who disappeared without being captured. 
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had resisted, and then had begun to push the Italians back towards the 

Adriatic. The prestige of the Axis was reduced by Italy’s failures, and 

this made Churchill’s assertion, directed to the American people, ‘Give 

us the tools and we shall finish the job’, seem realistic.1 In this way he 

assured them that they would not be asked to send men, and by this time 

Americans were ready to pay for England to fight, though they would not 

willingly send men to be killed. 
The need for imports of food, raw materials, and weapons was forcing 

England to sell off her foreign investments, and the day when gold and 

foreign investments would run out was not impossibly distant. In March 

1941 the U.S. Congress passed the Lend-Lease Act giving the President 

the right to supply arms to other countries on any terms he chose. Lend- 

Lease did not end economic difficulty, but it allowed British production 

to go ahead without any fear that imports would be cut off by bankruptcy. 

England could make full use of her access to the world outside Europe, 

and could realistically hope that Germany would run short of materials 

before England. One use made of this flood of Lend-Lease material has 

been questioned: about half the total British production of war material 

went into making aeroplanes, and a great deal of this aircraft production 

was devoted to the bombing offensive against Germany. Before the war 

the Air Ministry had concentrated, just in time, on radar and on pro¬ 

ducing the newest types of fighter plane; this had been a wise and well- 

rewarded choice, but the concentration on bombing is hard to justify. The 

early bombing attacks were useful; when Churchill was asked how he pro¬ 

posed to win the war, he could tell the Americans that he would bomb 

Germany till she surrendered. On a smaller scale of propaganda, it was 

useful to bomb Berlin when Molotov, the Russian Foreign Minister, visited 

his German allies; he was able to fend off Ribbentrop’s assertion ‘England 

is finished’ by asking ‘Then why are we in this air-raid shelter?’2 But for 

anything more than propaganda a much larger effort would have to be 

made. During the air battles of the summer of 1940, Lord Beaverbrook 

had performed wonders in getting new planes produced and in having 

planes that had been shot down repaired and returned to service or can¬ 

nibalized to provide spare parts for planes less badly damaged. After the 

Battle of Britain his talents turned to producing a mighty fleet of bombers 

that would destroy Germany without a shot being fired on the ground. 

The air force had always believed that an independent aerial offen¬ 

sive could destroy an enemy. In the opening months of the war a few 

1 Churchill's broadcast of 9 Feb. 1941. Winston S. Churchill, The Second World 
War (1948-54), iii. 111. 

1 Churchill, op. cit. ii. 518. 
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important strategic targets had been bombed by daylight, but as Germany 

was too far away for fighter support to be provided, the losses soon 

became insupportable. No deliberate attacks on towns and civilians were 

made, partly because such attacks might lead the Germans to strike back 

equally devastatingly. So far as morality was concerned the Germans had 

made the first deliberate attacks on civilians, when attacking Warsaw 

and Rotterdam in order to help their advancing armies. In the British 

mood of 1940 it did not matter much that it was the Germans who started 

it. The object was to hit the enemy, and when France collapsed it looked 

as if there was no way to hit the enemy except by bombing him. The policy 

of the air force seemed to be forced on the government because there was 

no other way to attack Germany. As daylight bombing was not practicable, 

bombers were obliged to attack at night, just as the Germans had done in 

the winter of 1940. These attacks were directed against important points 

inside towns, and the leaders of Bomber Command were sure they could 

bomb accurately enough at night to hit selected targets, although 

incidental and unintended harm might be caused to civilians as well. 

Before this new approach could be properly tested, a set of defeats was 

followed by a new cause for hope. The Germans had been establishing 

their position in the Balkans by the methods of peaceful penetration that 

they had used before the war. Hungary, Rumania, and Bulgaria passed 

into their control without much trouble, but an anti-German revolt broke 

out in Yugoslavia. Hitler had to help Mussolini in any case: he sent 

troops to Libya, and on 6 April he attacked Yugoslavia and Greece. 

British forces were moved from the Middle East to help Greece, with the 

result that the forces left in Libya were in April forced back almost to 

where they started from, though they retained Tobruk as a stronghold 

behind the enemy line which could be supplied by sea. Sending troops to 

Greece was not very wise strategically, though it was probably politically 

necessary to show that England would support any country that would 

fight against Germany. The British were soon driven out of Greece and 

took up new positions on the island of Crete, and here the Germans 

enjoyed a more spectacular success. The conquest of Greece had after all 

been no more than an attack by a large force with overland communica¬ 

tions on a small army at the end of a long sea route. Crete looked harder. 

But the Germans established command of the air, and on 20 May launched 

a paratroop attack, rapidly followed by more troops in transport aircraft. 

The navy suffered heavy losses from the air—as many sailors were killed 

in the attempt to hold the sea as soldiers in the land fighting—and within 

ten days all was over: almost half the British force had to surrender. 

Hitler had made himself master of the Balkans and seemed to be well on 
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the way to making himself master of north Africa. Wavell, the British 

commander-in-chief in tfre Middle East, was dismissed; he may have 

been worn down by defeat and by Churchill’s constant urging to attack, 

and so have lost his usefulness,- but the generals who succeeded him 

would probably have done no better if they had had to cope with the 

lack of men and shortages of materials that handicapped him. 

The German attack on Russia 

Hitler was not concerned about north Africa, and regarded the 

Balkans as a tiresome diversion from his major enterprise, an attack on 

Russia. It seems as though war with Russia had always been the final 

object of his policy, and he may have thought the whole war with Britain 

and France was only a prelude to the real struggle. The historian of the 

British blockade of Germany does suggest that fear of future shortages 

of wheat and oil encouraged Hitler to make his attack,1 but it had 

certainly been in his mind since the time of the Hossbach Memorandum 

in November 1937 and, in vaguer form, since the writing of Mein Kampf. 

The British knew the attack was coming, and tried to warn Stalin.^ Not 

entirely unnaturally he regarded this as an attempt to stir up trouble 

between Germany and Russia. The invasion, on 22 June 1941, came as 

an almost complete surprise and German forces moved briskly eastwards, 

capturing large numbers of prisoners and in the Ukraine being welcomed 

as liberators from the tyranny of Moscow. They disabused the Ukrainians 

of this idea very quickly, killing them off and confiscating their grain as 

brutally as Stalin had ever done; a good deal of Hitler’s policy was aimed 

at providing living-space (lebensraum) for Germans in the east, and this 

involved clearing the Slav population out. Partly for this reason the war 

on the eastern front became much more ferocious than it had been else¬ 

where. The civilian populations under German rule seem to have suffered 

the more severely the less Nordic they could claim to be. Norway and 

Denmark were not too badly treated. France was partitioned; the Petain 

government retained most of south-east France, which it ruled from 

Vichy. The Free French government set up by General de Gaulle after 

his flight to London in June 1940 acted as a counter-magnet to Vichy. 

The area of France not left to Vichy was under German rule, and suffered 

more than Norway and Denmark. The Slav lands were far worse off: no 

east European intellectual could have written as relatively calmly about 

the Occupation as de Beauvoir in The Prime of Life, and the armies in the 

east could hardly have adopted an enemy song in the way that the British 

troops in the North African desert accepted Lili Marlene. 

1 W. N. Medlicott, The Economic Blockade (1959), ii, 646. 
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Quite apart from its ferocity, the scale of the war in the east was larger 

than that in all the other areas taken together. The Germans never had 

less than half of their divisions committed to the eastern front, and as 

these divisions were engaged in combat they had to be above the average 

in quality. For most of the war (1940-4) the divisions kept in France were 

a reserve army which included a number of units recovering from the 

strain of fighting in Russia. The Russians were assisted with equipment; 

as soon as he heard of the German attack Churchill expressed support 

for Russia (in accordance with his privately expressed readiness, if Hitler 

invaded Hell, to make at least a favourable reference to the Devil in the 

House of Commons) and England began sending material to Russia. In a 

short time Roosevelt extended Lend-Lease to assistance for Russia as 

well as England; by this stage the American government was not much 

concerned about the legal niceties of neutrality, and it provided several 

opportunities for Hitler to declare war on it if he chose. Measures like the 

‘shoot on sight’ instruction, which allowed American ships to attack 

German submarines in the Atlantic, were a very broad interpretation of 

the rights of neutrals to free passage over the seas. Shipping supplies to 

Russia was even harder than bringing supplies across the Atlantic to 

England. The northern convoys to Murmansk and Archangel ran through¬ 

out the war; they were a drain on shipping resources, and the conditions 

of cold and bad weather were far worse than the British met anywhere 

else in the war against Germany. The Russians never expressed as much 

gratitude for this equipment and its delivery as the British and Americans 

thought they should have done, nor did they co-operate effectively in 

running the convoys. They had their own overwhelming problems. The 

Germans by December 1941 had forced their way almost to the suburbs 

of Moscow. There they were held up by a desperate defence. As winter 

settled round them, a Russian counter-attack began and for the first time a 

German army was compelled to retreat. 

A World War 

By this time Churchill felt confident that the war, which had suddenly 

spread to cover the whole world, would be won. Japan in the 1930s had 

gone on from involvement with Manchuria to open war with China. The 

United States tried to restrain Japanese expansion in Asia by cutting off 

supplies of oil, and by 1941 Japan had to consider whether to withdraw 

from its Chinese involvement or seize territory to the south from which 

it could get raw materials to go on fighting. It chose the latter, and pre¬ 

pared to do this by striking a paralysing first blow at the American Pacific 

fleet at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. On 7 December an air attack on the 
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fleet was almost completely successful, and Japan could move forward on 

a career of expansion in Sduth-east Asia and the Pacific. 

Germany and Japan, and also Italy, were linked in a Tripartite 

Treaty. Hitler honoured this Treaty by declaring war on the United States 

when he heard of the attack on Pearl Harbor. This was as crucial as his 

earlier decision to attack Russia, and as little likely to do him good. He 

may have thought that once the United States was at war she would soon 

turn on Germany as well, or he may have felt the strain of the American 

moves away from neutrality, or he may simply have felt that treaties with 

allies should be taken seriously—his loyalty to Mussolini in later years 

shows that in some things he was a man of his word. If he had not declared 

war on the United States she might easily have concentrated her energies 

on the war in the Pacific. In 1941 British and American officers meeting 

for staff decisions on the policy to follow if the United States had found 

herself at war with both Germany and Japan had decided that the war 

with Germany should come first; this was probably wise, because the 

task of landing a force on the shores of Europe would have become much 

harder if Germany had eliminated Russia, but the American public 

might have refused to accept this line of reasoning if Germany had not 
declared war. 

While England could feel tolerably sure of success now that she had 

both Russia and the United States as her allies, it was still hard to find a 

way to attack Germany. In the summer of 1941 photographic surveys 

were demonstrating that night-bombing was far less accurate than anyone 

had thought. Attacking squadrons sometimes bombed the wrong town, 

and even when they got to the right place their chances of hitting any¬ 

thing important seemed very slight. The British high command did not 

care to give up the independent air offensive, although it was now 

becoming something quite different from what had been originally 

intended. The decision was taken to use aeroplanes for ‘area’ bombing, 

which meant that they would try to knock down German cities. This 

involved some questionable judgements: the air commanders believed 

that German morale was less good than British, so that an attack like the 

bombing of London would destroy the German will to fight. The calcula¬ 

tions also assumed that the German economy was already under heavy 

strain, so that it would be likely to crack if extra burdens were placed 

upon it, whether the additional demand was for consumer goods and 

houses to replace those destroyed or for fresh supplies of weapons. 

A quite separate assumption about bombing was illustrated by 

Churchill when he heard about the possibility of making an atomic bomb. 

The decisive step from the study of radioactivity to the making of a 
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bomb came on the British side when it was worked out in February 1940 

that if all the atoms of atomic weight 235 (U235 isotopes) were separated 

from the U238 isotopes in a piece of uranium, the pure U235 uranium 

would be much more fissile than ordinary uranium.1 In fact once a lump 

of U235 uranium had reached a certain size, the number of internal 

collisions would so far exceed the loss of energy escaping at the surface 

of the metal, because volume increases more rapidly than surface area, 

that it would explode. This part of the process was easy enough to work 

out; it was possible to calculate—though computers, whose development 

was encouraged by the war, had not yet come into use—that the critical 

size at which it would explode was so small that it could be carried in an 

aeroplane. When Churchill was told about these possibilities he said, 

‘Although personally I am quite content with the existing explosives, I 

feel that we must not stand in the path of improvement.’2 The atomic bomb 

turned out to be far more expensive than had been realized: to purify a 

piece of uranium and separate the U235 isotopes, of which there were 

seven or so in every thousand U238 isotopes, the uranium had to be 

turned into a gas and forced through a series of very fine membranes, sift¬ 

ing away a few U238 isotopes at each membrane. The gas itself, uranium 

hexafloride, was very hard to handle; the membrane was hard to manu¬ 

facture; the electricity required for the operation would have serviced a 

large town. The British had taken the Americans into their confidence, 

entrusting them with a number of British scientific secrets such as the 

development of radar, and among other information in the ‘black box’ 

delivered in the United States in the autumn of 1940 were notes on the 

development of an atomic bomb. The Americans were greatly impressed, 

and it seems that in 1941 the British might have been able to persuade 

them to establish a consortium which would have done all the work of 

making a bomb on a basis of equality. But the opportunity was missed 

and once the Americans were aware that an atomic bomb was a possibility 

they could devote far more resources to the project; by mid-1942 the 

British wanted to set up a consortium to handle the entire operation and 

found the Americans unwilling to consider the suggestion. 

Churchill may not have been serious when he said he was satisfied with 

the existing explosives. But the point was of great importance to the 

bomber offensive. In the First World War high explosive turned out to 

be less destructive than expected when it was used to shell enemy 

trenches. High explosive bombs were never as deadly as strategists 

expected, and it took a great deal of time and labour to get the bombs to 

1 See above, p. 30. 
2 W. S. Churchill, The Second World War, iii (1950), 730. 
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the target. When working out his calculations for area bombing, 

Churchill’s scientific adviser Lord Cherwell reckoned that an aeroplane 

could on the average drop about 40 tons of bombs in its working life 

before it was shot down, but in the whole argument about the bomber 

offensive the considerable cost of building the bombers, manning the 

aircrews, and providing aviation fuel was not seriously considered, and it 

seems that Cherwell and a number of other people considerably over¬ 

estimated the damage that bombing would do to Germany.1 With the 

appointment in February 1942 of Sir Arthur Harris to be head of Bomber 

Command the ‘area’ offensive became accepted as part of British strategy. 

The Japanese plan for expansion in Asia which had begun with Pearl 

Harbor included a swift attack on British possessions east of India. 

Hong Kong was captured after a week, but it was known to be indefen¬ 

sible. A far worse shock came when air attacks sank the Repulse and the 

Prince of Wales, the two British capital ships sent to guard sea com¬ 

munications in the region. The pattern of the whole naval war with Japan 

had been set; the heaviest ships were at the mercy of aeroplanes, and the 

victory would go to the side which could bring up its aircraft-carriers% and 

deploy a crushing aerial attack. On land the Japanese advanced down the 

Malayan peninsula against troops much less well trained for jungle war¬ 

fare and much too heavily equipped to keep up with the speed of the 

Japanese assault. By 31 January the whole of Malaya was conquered, 

and only Singapore remained. It was primarily a naval base, never 

intended to resist an attack from the land because no one had imagined 

that an invading army would be able to sweep through Malaya. 

Singapore held out for about a week of siege and a week of assault. The 

garrison then had to surrender because their water supply had been 

destroyed. This was the blow that did most damage to England’s imperial 

position in the whole war. Her power depended on prestige, on the idea 

that one Englishman could defeat ten Asians and could rule a province 

single-handed. British control of India did not give way immediately, but 

the fall of Singapore showed that an Asian army could defeat the British. 

The direct consequence in India was that the Congress opposition to 

British rule, which had been entirely passive, became more visible; the 

loss of Singapore marked a decisive change for the Empire in India, and 

also for relations with Australia. In the years between the wars Australia 

and New Zealand had been readier than Canada or South Africa to 

think in terms of a closely united Empire, partly because their popula¬ 

tions had been almost entirely of British descent but also because they 

trusted in Singapore as a pledge that the Japanese fleet would never be 

1 Lord Birkenhead, The Prof in two Worlds (1961), 249. 
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allowed to endanger them. When Singapore fell the complaints of the 

Australians sounded a little as though they considered England had 

betrayed them by allowing the base to be taken. These reproaches were 

not very reasonable, but it was natural that after this they thought of 

the United States as their chief defence against Japan. The British found 

themselves being driven back out of Burma, and by early 1942 the whole 

of south-east Asia was under Japanese control. Whatever strategic 

demands might be made for giving priority to the war against Germany, 

it was not possible to ignore the way that Japan was threatening India 

and Australia. 

Difficulties for Britain and for her allies multiplied in 1942. Auchinleck, 

who had replaced Wavell in north Africa, was able to advance from his 

position on the old Libyan-Egyptian frontier and relieve Tobruk, but he 

was not able to do any better than Waved. An advance in the western 

desert merely increased difficulties of supply while the Germans still had 

a foothold in North Africa. The little island of Malta, which held out 

against very severe bombing, was vital for restricting German control of 

the Mediterranean. It was in constant danger of running out of food or 

munitions and could be restocked only with difficulty. For the vital March 

convoy to the island there was no stronger escort than a force of light 

cruisers, which held off a battleship and two heavy cruisers. As the 

Mediterranean was virtually closed, the army in Egypt could be supplied 

only by ships that went round the Cape of Good Hope or across the 

Indian Ocean from the United States and any advance from the Suez 

Canal area added to the distance that supplies had to travel. Despite an 

inferiority of numbers Rommel struck back and the British withdrew. 

This would not have worried people much, but on 21 June Tobruk fell. 

Because it had held out with such determination after Rommel’s earlier 

counter-attack it had become a place of symbolic significance and its loss 

depressed people unduly. The British armies withdrew in more or less 

good order to El Alamein, closer to Cairo than they had ever retired 

previously. The position was strong and could be regarded as the equiva¬ 

lent of the lines of Torres Vedras, to which Wellington had retired as his 

final defensive position in the Peninsular War. The British had already, 

in February, installed a reliable Egyptian government, by threatening to 

depose King Farouk if he did not accept their nominees. The Germans 

were now at the end of long supply lines, their control of the Mediter¬ 

ranean was uncertain, their harbour facilities were not good and Hitler 

was not interested in the North African campaign. 
For the Germans the serious fighting was in Russia, and an offensive 

was launched in south Russia to gain control of the Caucasian oilfields. 
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This attack thrust into a deep but slender salient which almost reached 

the Volga at Stalingrad.^ From July till November the Russian and 

German armies were locked in a struggle over the ruins of the city. If the 

Germans could reach the Volga and break this line of communication, the 

Russians might be cut in two; and while the attack on Stalingrad was 

kept up, the northern flank of the German armies advancing on the 

Caucasus would be protected. In November the Russian counter-attack 

began. As the winter came on, the flanks of the salient were crushed. 

Hitler had previously had considerable success when he intervened in 

military affairs, but this time he blundered and ordered his forces not to 

retreat. Even after they had been surrounded they might have been able 

to break out, but Hitler refused to let them escape from the Stalingrad 

area. This turned defeat into catastrophe. About a quarter of a million 

men were lost. The Russians had proved they could defeat a German 

army; the German lines fell back, and the hope of reaching the oil of the 

Caucasus passed away. 

The counter-attack begins 

While the armies were struggling for the banks of the Volga, a British 

offensive began in north Africa. The new British commander in the 

Middle East, Alexander, took his time piling up superiority in material; 

at last, the British war economy and the immense industrial power of the 

United States were to be applied to a military situation with no excuse 

for lack of success. Montgomery, the new commander of the Eighth 

Army, was one of the most cautious generals of the war; he remembered 

his days on the western front in the First World War. The battle of 

El Alamein started on 23 October with an artillery bombardment that 

would have gladdened the heart of Haig, and this was followed by a 

steady concentration of armour and eventually a tank battle on the grand 

scale. This sober approach was justified by its results: the German line 

was broken at the northern end, and the rest of the line was left stranded 

in the desert so that very little of it could escape. This time the pursuit 

into and across Libya was not interrupted: the desert army chased 

Rommel out of the arena that he had graced for so long and on 23 January 
Tripoli was captured. 

The battle in the desert, 1940-2, was for many Englishmen their 

happiest memory of the war. The soldiers of the Eighth Army who fought 

the desert campaigns remembered it as a struggle between professionals, 

with no civilians getting in the way, gentlemanly behaviour on both sides, 

and a victory that the British did not have to share with the Americans. 

Whatever later critics might say about Montgomery his soldiers admired 
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him and knew that he would see that they were better equipped and 

better prepared than their enemies. 

In November British and American troops had landed on the Atlantic 

and on the Mediterranean coast of French North Africa. This was the 

first Anglo-American operation of the war, and at the military level the 

two nationalities worked together harmoniously enough to suggest that 

they would be able to combine their strength better than had ever before 

been possible for forces of different nationalities. Despite occasional 

difficulties, the complicated mechanism of military co-operation worked 

successfully throughout (he war. At the political level there was a little 

more trouble both in French North Africa and later on. The invading 

force accepted Admiral Darlan as ruler of the region though he had been 

anti-British in the past and was regarded as dangerously close to being a 

Fascist. When he was, to the general relief, assassinated by a somewhat 

out-of-touch monarchist, the Americans wanted to deal with General 

Giraud rather than accept the more intransigent General de Gaulle as the 

French leader. This did Giraud little good, for de Gaulle had too much 

support and too strong a personality to be displaced, but it was a precursor 

of other political difficulties. 
Churchill and Roosevelt met at Casablanca in Morocco in January, 

against the background of success in north Africa and even greater 

Russian success at Stalingrad. They declared that they would accept 

nothing short of an unconditional surrender. This decision has been 

criticized on the grounds that it made the Germans more ready to fight 

to the last when the war was clearly lost. It would have been difficult for 

anyone to snatch power from Hitler, even to negotiate peace; in any case 

Churchill and Roosevelt seem to have been concerned more with the need 

to give the Soviet Union, which was bearing the weight of the struggle, 

an assurance that Britain and the United States would not make a 

separate peace. At the same time Churchill and Roosevelt agreed to 

increase the intensity of the one form of direct attack they could launch 

upon Germany, the strategic bombing offensive. 
The landings in French North Africa and the pursuit across Libya after 

Alamein had gone so well that the Axis powers almost found themselves 

shut out of the south side of the Mediterranean. But they got forces 

across the Mediterranean, rallied the desert army, and by February they 

were established in Tunisia strongly enough to mean that a long siege 

operation had to be conducted. When it was all over, in May, a quarter of 

a million Germans and Italians had to surrender for lack of transport 

back across the Mediterranean. Their resistance made it impossible for 

the British and Americans to think of invading France that year. There 
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was a division of opinion, with the Americans pressing for a Channel 

invasion as soon as possible, and the British saying that it would have to 

wait until 1944. If north Africa had been cleared without a struggle 

early in the year, and if a great many landing craft had been available, the 

choice of invading France might still have remained open, but by May 

Britain and America had to follow the policy described by Churchill as 

‘striking at the soft underbelly of-the Axis’, if they wanted to fight 

Germans anywhere in 1943. 
In July they invaded Sicily, and by August they had conquered it. 

Under the stress of this attack on Italian soil Mussolini’s government 

turned against him. A new government was formed and it began secret 

negotiations for an armistice. On 3 September troops landed on the 

mainland of Italy, and on the same day the Italian government announced 

that it had arranged an armistice and had changed sides. Neither of these 

dramatic events led to very much. The Germans promptly disarmed the 

Italian army, and for the rest of the war treated Italy as an occupied 

country; the forces landed at the south end of Italy made slow progress 

because the series of mountain ranges splaying off the central line of the 

Apennines like ribs were ideally suited to defence and were very 

inconvenient for attackers. If the planners needed an anatomical analogy 

Churchill’s remark was less apposite than Aneurin Bevan’s question ‘Is 

that the soft underbelly of the Axis? We are climbing up the backbone.’ 

In August Churchill and Roosevelt met again, this time in Quebec. 

Among other things they settled the arrangements for the use of atomic 

research. It was decided that British scientists were to be taken into the 

work of research on a basis of equality wherever they could help, and 

that atomic weapons would be used only after the British and American 

governments had agreed about using them. The costs were turning out to 

be very large. The Maud committee, the body that had decided it would be 

worth while to go ahead with the attempt to make an atomic bomb, had 

spoken of costs of the order of £5m.; the Manhattan Project, which 

finally made the bomb, cost fifty or a hundred times as much. Possibly 

British scientists, accustomed to making do on less lavish resources, could 

have done the job for less, but as the American Treasury was paying the 

whole cost of development it had a strong interest in what was going 

on—especially as the Manhattan Project expenditure was kept secret till 

the end of the war—and wanted to secure any financial return there 

might be. It was agreed that the President of the U.S. should decide how 

much of the information of commercial value gained while making the 

bomb should be released to England at the end of the war. When this was 

settled the Project was ready to employ British scientists, and naturally 
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they learnt about the processes while they were on the job. In terms of 

mutual aid their services were of considerable use to the United States, 

and at the end of the war they could return to England with a fund of 

knowledge about the way atomic installations worked. 

The bombing offensive under Harris, which began in earnest with the 

‘thousand-bomber’ raid on Cologne in May 1942, showed the limitations 

of bombing with conventional high explosive. Changes in Germany at 

about this time make it particularly difficult to assess the effect of 

the attack. Until the winter of 1941 Hitler had expected the war 

against Russia to end as quickly as his other wars, and this calcula¬ 

tion was reasonable: Germany did come close to complete success in 

the first few months. As a quick victory was expected, austerity and a 

reduction in the civilian standard of living still seemed unnecessary. 

As a result the German economy was not organized for war in the way 

that England was running a war economy by 1941. By this time it was 

too late for the Germans to transform their economy to the same extent 

by building up new industries, but from 1942 to 1945 Albert Speer, 

building on the organization left by Dr. Todt, achieved a great deal, 

mainly by rationalizing production of the existing weapons. Military 

output rose steadily to a level which showed that in 1941 Germany had 

not been treating the war seriously. Any material shortages from which 

the Germans suffered in 1942 were entirely the result of their own over- 

confidence. 
Because of this change the bomber offensive fell on an economy whose 

military section was growing rapidly. Bombing had no noticeable effect 

on this development in 1942; partly because the weight of bombs dropped 

was very small by comparison with the last nine or twelve months of the 

war. ‘Area’ bombing involved attacks on women and children which 

would once have been condemned as ‘methods of barbarism’, though this 

moral judgement may be a relic of a bygone age. At a non-moral level the 

test of the effectiveness of the bomber offensive is to ask what else could 

have been done with the resources devoted to it. If less industrial 

capacity had been used for building bombers, other aircraft might have 

been available for more immediately useful purposes: it was command 

of the air that enabled the Germans to capture Crete and it was command 

of the air that enabled the Japanese to sink the Prince of Wales and the 

Repulse and subsequently to advance so quickly over Malaya and Burma. 

In February 1942 the German battleships Scharnhorst and Gneisenau 

were able to sail up the Channel from Brest to German waters; ‘they 

were at sea for twelve hours, four of them in daylight, before they were 

discovered. And it was undoubtedly the failure of [British] air patrols 
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which brought that about’.1 Command of the air was most immediately 

useful in a battle zone, ant^ the concentration of the aircraft industry on 

long-range bombers was accompanied by a failure to ensure tactical 

superiority on occasions when it was vital. 
The Battle of the Atlantic was linked to the bomber offensive. As in 

the First World War England’s ability to keep her industries going 

depended on a flow of goods from North America. In addition an 

American army had to be brought across, provided with a base in 

England and then equipped to invade Europe. Atlantic convoys did not 

suffer nearly as high a proportion of losses as convoys to Russia, and 

crews of ships torpedoed in the Atlantic had a better chance of survival 

than men in the icy waters of the Arctic Ocean, but it was still a desperate 

battle. In 1942 just over a thousand ships, totalling over five million tons, 

were sunk; at times in early 1943 things were even worse—in the first 

twenty days of March 97 ships, totalling over half-a-million tons, were 

sunk.2 It was always possible in these months that the link with the world 

outside Europe would be cut, rations would have to be reduced or the 

industrial side of the war effort diminished. But in the first half of 1943 

as many German submarines were sunk as in the whole of 1942, and they 

had to slacken the attack; much more powerful submarines were being 

developed, which would have been a serious threat because of their 

greater speed and their ability to take in air while under water by means 

of a schnorkel, but they did not appear in combat until the war was almost 

over. 

In the 1942-3 struggle the air force was not able to help as much as 

might have been hoped. Bombing raids on the submarine bases were not 

successful; bombs were dropped off the target, or when they fell in the 

right place the bases were too well protected to be much damaged. The 

aircraft of Coastal Command which swept the millions of square miles 

of the Atlantic were far more useful, spotting and sometimes bombing 

submarines and intercepting the flights of the German Condors which 

acted as convoy-spotters for the submarines. But Coastal Command did 

not really have enough planes for the job, and could have used more if 

long-range patrol planes had been built instead of bombers. Apart from 

this, the bomber offensive aggravated some of the shortages; aeroplanes 

flying deep into Germany consumed enormous quantities of aviation 

fuel, at a time when bringing oil into England was difficult. The offensive 

was sometimes in danger of being closed down for lack of fuel; if this had 

1 S. W. Roskill, The War at Sea (1960, ii. 159. Pari. Papers. Cmd. 6775, makes 
it clear that Bomber Command was not suited to retaining control of the seas. 

1 Roskill, op. cit. ii. 367 and iii, pt. 2, appendix ZZ. 
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happened, it would have been caused by concentrating on attacks which 

could not produce results in the immediate future and neglecting the 

problems of protecting the supply routes. 
Air power had much more effect in the war against Japan. At first it 

was directed at specific objectives: in the summer of 1942, Japanese 

expansion was checked decisively in the battles of the Coral Sea and 

Midway. Carrier-based aeroplanes of the opposing fleets sought out the 

opposing carriers and endeavoured to sink them by bombing. The 

Americans were successful, and without air support the Japanese found 

it hard to advance any further. To some extent their strategy had allowed 

for this. They had intended to gain a wide screen of captured territory 

that would take a long time to reconquer, and then wait behind this screen 

until peace could be negotiated. The American response was to advance 

by concentrating on a few selected islands, leaving most of them cut off 

and unable to obtain fresh supplies after the Japanese had lost command 

of the sea and air. The Americans could choose which island in a group 

they would pick out, land on it, and establish an airbase from which they 

could command the skies around. Advances of this sort were not relevant 

to the situation in Europe, but they did display a sensible use of'air power. 

The United States had decided at Casablanca to join in the bomber 

offensive in Europe. Their air force was designed for daytime bombing, 

and this seemed to offer some hope of hitting the small but important 

targets which might have a direct effect on the German war effort. The 

ball-bearing production factories at Schweinfurt were an obvious 

objective. Daytime raids were made, and some damage was done to the 

factories. However, too many bombers were lost for the attacks to go on. 

If daytime bombing was to be carried out, the bombers would have to be 

escorted by fighters, so a fighter which could fly long distances had to be 

provided. Fighter production had always been thought of as a matter of 

producing for home defence; the British Spitfire was an example of a 

plane superbly designed for attacking bombers which flew over England, 

and most other countries made fighters along the same lines. The 

American Mustang (P-51), originally designed for the R.A.F., was adapted 

to accompany bombers to their targets and then, while they were making 

their attack, take on the defending fighters.1 Partly because the R.A.F. 

was already committed to night-bombing before the Mustang came into 

production, it never showed much interest in the new aeroplane. It fitted 

the needs of American daytime bombing very well and after December 

1943 German fighters had to penetrate a defensive screen in order to 

1 W. L. Craven and J. F. Gate, The [C/.5.) Army Air Force in World War Two 

(Chicago, 1955), 217-19. 



234 The Military Side of the War (1939-1945) 

intercept the bombers. Once they were opposed in the air the German 

fighters were steadily driven out of the sky. 
This success was not due entirely to American skill. The limiting factor 

in the German economy was the supply of raw materials. At times people 
in England compared the British mobilization of labour with that of 
Germany and concluded that, because British mobilization was even 
more complete, the British system was superior to that of Germany but 
this assumed that the two countries had the same problems, which 
was not the case. Speer might have produced even larger numbers of 
tanks, guns, and aircraft, but this would have been of little use if the 
German economy had run out of the petrol needed to move them about 
or the nitrogen needed to make explosives for them to fight with. As long 
as the sea routes remained open Britain could import all the raw materials 
she wanted, and under Lend-Lease she had no trouble about paying for 
them. On the other hand, though Germany naturally suffered from the 
shortages of skilled labour that affect all countries fighting modem war, 
and could not obtain many surplus raw materials or factory capacity 
from occupied Europe, a constant supply of forced labour could^ be 
dragged to German factories from the occupied countries. Hitler had 
ideological objections to women going out and working in factories and, 
in a grisly perversion of belief, he insisted that a considerable amount of 
the resources of the Reich should be devoted to the extermination of the 
Jews in Europe. This was a monstrous crime; it was also a wasteful 
blunder, and the whole concentration camp system tended to weaken 
military production by locking up resources of labour where Speer could 
not get at them. Even so, it is hard to see that running the Reich on more 
humane and rational lines would have solved the problems of the actual 
shortages that arose. The shortage of oil, and more particularly of 
aviation spirit, as much as the Mustang, crippled the German air force by 
making it impossible to give adequate training to new pilots and at times 
forcing the air force to leave the sky open while it accumulated new stocks. 
The British and Americans could then bomb the synthetic oil refineries 
on which future supplies depended. 

Harris, the head of Bomber Command, spoke of all suggestions that 
bombing should concentrate on knocking out German oil production as 
‘panaceas’, designed to win the war by a short cut. Later study has shown 
that the strategic analysis in the original Royal Air Force approach was 
correct in indicating that oil was the weak point to attack; while England 
did not at the beginning of the war have the strength needed to carry out 
the ‘oil plan’, it would have been a useful guide for future development. 
Instead bombs fell wholesale on German cities. Many of them fell on or 
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near steel foundries, but as the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey pointed 

out after the war, a steel foundry undergoes stresses and strains equal to 

heavy bombing during the normal processes of manufacture and a blast 

furnace is built rather like an air-raid shelter. German production went 

up in 1943 by over 50 per cent. 
Towards the end of 1943 Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin met at 

Teheran to discuss the future conduct of the war. When dealing with 

Roosevelt, Churchill had taken it for granted that England and the United 

States were equals and that their relationship was closer than that of any 

of the other nations united against Germany. This was a sensible attitude 

to take, and the one that held out the best prospect of equality for 

England. Roosevelt was ready to accept it to some extent, but he did not 
intend to let himself be put in a position where England and the United 

States were automatically united against Russia. He shared a widespread 

American fear that Britain was going to use American help to increase 

the power of the British Empire; his own opinion was that the British 

Empire ought to relax its power and perhaps come to an end. In the 

negotiations for Lend-Lease the United States had listed conditions that 

were intended to end the system of Imperial Preference. Roosevelt 

pressed Churchill to grant independence to India, and Churchill’s pro¬ 

nouncement that he had not become His Majesty’s first minister in order 

to preside over the dissolution of the British Empire implied some 

measure of resistance to Roosevelt as well as to Hitler. 
At Teheran Roosevelt was anxious to show Stalin that there was no 

English-speaking alliance against him. As Churchill was eager to create 

such an alliance, Roosevelt and Stalin found themselves drawn together 

by a feeling that they did not intend to let themselves be outmanoeuvred 

by perfidious Albion. Neither Roosevelt nor Stalin believed that any 

country except his own was fit to rule an empire, and both of them 

spoke the language of anti-imperialism. In any case, 1943 was no time to 

think of any alignment against Russia; the cardinal fact of the military 

situation was the Russian army, which was fighting the best part of the 

German army and driving it back. Stalin’s concern at Teheran was to 

make quite sure that there would be a Second Front, an Anglo-American 

landing in France which would divert a sizeable portion of the German 

army away from the east. Russia had only a slight numerical superiority 

at this stage, and had still to cover a good deal of ground before her own 

soil was free of the invader. 
By the beginning of 1944 the invasion of France was in sight. The 

operation was difficult, difficult enough to show the sort of obstacles in 

Hitler’s way if he had tried invading England any time after the 
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immediate shock of Dunkirk. An exploratory raid on Dieppe in 1942 had 

shown that the ports were strongly defended. Capturing a port in working 

order w ould be difficult, capturing a devastated port would be useless and 

landing supplies without a port would be almost impossible. The 

answer was to build the ‘Mulberry harbour’, an artificial port made of 

steel and reinforced concrete, which could be taken across the Channel 

and set up where it was needed. ‘This gave the invading force great 

freedom of choice. A crossing from around Dover to Calais seemed the 

obvious route to take, because the sea journey was shorter than anywhere 

else. In addition, the Germans were just about to start firing their V-ls, 

pilotless aeroplanes flown off a ramp and directed to London; the first 

one was launched about a week after the landing in France. In September 

the attack was reinforced by the V-2, a rocket fired against London. Both 

of them carried about a ton of high explosive. The V-l could be shot 

down or intercepted by the balloon barrage; the V-2 was harder to stop, 

though as it arrived without warning it caused less nervous strain. These 

new weapons were rather an expensive way of delivering high explosive 

because, unlike an ordinary aeroplane, they could be used only once.1 

But it was disturbing for Londoners, who thought the blitz was over for 

good. Too few of these weapons were fired to have a serious effect on 

people’s morale, but they destroyed a good deal of housing and reminded 

people in England that the war was not over yet. 
As the V-weapons were launched from near Calais, they looked like an 

additional reason for landing there and putting them out of action. 

General Eisenhower, the American commander of the combined invading 

force, reckoned that the Germans would think along these lines and 

would concentrate their forces near Calais. A certain amount of mis¬ 

information was manufactured to encourage them in this belief, and the 

attack was prepared for a section of the Normandy beach which, although 

further from England, did have the advantage of being a little less 

heavily defended. If attempt at an invasion was made, and was driven 

back into the sea, it would be hard to launch another attack; the war on 

land would virtually be left to the Germans and the Russians, with the 

British and Americans doing what they could in Italy. The preparations 

for D-Day included sealing England off from almost all communication 

with the outside world, so that no word of the direction of the attack 

should leak out, turning most of the south of England into a transit camp, 

giving up strategic bombing and directing the weight of the aerial attack 

against railways in France to cut the German lines of communication. 

1 Birkenhead, op. cit. 258-61 and appendix II. The V-2s were particularly 
expensive. 
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The whole expedition was nearly put off by gales that blew up at the 

beginning of June, but in the event they only convinced the Germans 

that no attack would come at that time. On 5 June Eisenhower took his 

decision, and the next day the invasion began. 

From D-Day to the end of the war 

One limiting factor was the supply of landing-craft. The Americans 

needed landing-craft in the Pacific to fight the Japanese effectively, and 

in fact had more there than in Europe. A secondary attack on the south 

of France, which was carried out in August, also required landing-craft. 

There were only just enough to go round in Normandy; an invasion 

attempted in 1943, as suggested by the Americans, would have been 

possible only if resources had been diverted from other forms of produc¬ 

tion. Despite all that had been done to mislead the Germans and cut their 
communications, the beaches were still held strongly. Progress was slow, 

and on the American beaches casualties were heavy, partly through bad 

luck, partly because they had not provided as many specialized landing 

devices as the British. D-Day was a splendid opportunity to produce a 

great range of gadgets. Apart from the artificial harbours there were 

tanks adapted for going through minefields, tanks adapted for going over 

soft sand, tanks to act as ramps for other tanks to run up, and an under¬ 

water pipeline to pump oil under the Channel to France. 
The Germans brought up reinforcements, and established a strong 

position around Caen at the eastern end of the invasion area. They were 

not able to block the western end as effectively and the Americans began 

to advance, slowly at first, towards Avranches and the border between 

Normandy and Brittany. When, in early August, the Americans broke 

the last counter-attack and forced their way into open country, there was 

no second line of defence on which they could be resisted. They swung 

round to the north-east, so that the powerful force facing the British at the 

east end of the invasion area was taken in the rear and surrounded at 

Falaise. The army surrendered in detachments by 21 August, and it 

seemed for a time as though there was little left to do. German divisions in 

several parts of France were cut off and stranded with no way of getting 

home. Paris rose and liberated herself just before the advancing armies 

could arrive, and the main German force had difficulty finding bridges 

across the Seine for its retreat; France was freed as rapidly as she had 

originally been overrun and was cleared of Germans by the end of 

September. But the pace could not be kept up. Cherbourg was the 

nearest port that had been captured in reasonable working order and 

the advance was running ahead of its supplies. A shortage of oil forced 
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the leading formations to go slowly, and eventually brought them to a 

halt. The Germans had tinle to reorganize. 
On 1 September Eisenhower decided that the forces in France were 

spread over too wide an area to be treated as a single strategic unit any 

longer, and he took over field command from Montgomery. At this point 

Montgomery asked for a single thrust, on a fairly narrow front, by one of 

the armies, which could be given all the transport it needed. The others 

would follow up slowly on its flank. His suggestion was that the British 

army, which held the northern flank, should advance swiftly to try to get 

to Berlin and if possible strike a decisive blow that would immediately 

end the war. Eisenhower’s American generals were not in favour of a 

plan which gave the star role to Montgomery, and in addition his talents 

had never seemed best suited to the war of movement he now proposed 

to undertake. Although his attempt later in the month to penetrate deep 

into Holland by landing paratroops at the Arnhem bridges came close 

enough to success to suggest that he could work out plans for a bold 

strategy, his victories were won by a judicious massing of force until the 

enemy was overwhelmed rather than by quick advances into the unknown. 

The American General Patton had more of the temperament needed for 

a single bold attack; Eisenhower declined to commit a force to an 

advance on a narrow front, and ordered his armies to move forward 

together. 

After the wartime alliance with Russia had dissolved, this decision was 

criticized on the grounds that an advance on a single front would have 

enabled England and the United States to go a long way east into 

Germany, and impose a settlement of European frontiers which guarded 

their interests better than the arrangements finally reached in 1945. This 

view—the ‘how we won the war and lost the peace’ theory—rests on a 

complete misunderstanding of the situation in 1944. In September 

American anti-German feeling reached its peak with the formulation of 

the Morgenthau Plan, which would have stripped Germany of her heavy 

industry and turned her back into an agricultural economy. In October 

Churchill met Stalin in Moscow and they discussed the post-war settle¬ 

ment of eastern Europe. Russia’s position had not changed since the 

summer of 1939; she wanted to be dominant in eastern Europe, and 

Churchill accepted this. Greece was placed in the British sphere of 

influence, Hungary and Yugoslavia were to be treated as areas in which 

both countries had an interest, and Rumania and Bulgaria were to be 

assigned to Russia. A couple of months later the first test of the agree¬ 

ment came up; the British suppressed the Greek Communists without a 

protest from Russia. Eastern Europe could hardly have been partitioned 
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on terms more favourable to England (which was assumed to be acting for 

the United States); when the agreement was made, Russian armies had 

already established themselves in much of the area that was being 

parcelled out. England and the United States would not have claimed they 

had ‘won the war’; they knew how much of the victory had been gained 

by the Russian army. The plans for dividing Germany into occupation 

zones were being worked out during 1944, and probably no change in 

the military situation after September would have affected them. 

The bombing offensive against Germany was resumed in the second half 

of 1944, and rose to its final intensity. Over half the total weight of bombs 

dropped on Germany fell after D-Day—a little under one megaton had 

been dropped before D-Day, and a little over one megaton was dropped 

after. An attack of this magnitude began to show results; German war 

production began to decline, and fell away steadily, though it never 

dropped back to the pre-1942 level. Undoubtedly no economy is benefited 

by suffering a one-megaton attack, but the resources and energy devoted 

to bombing might have been more usefully spent on defeating the German 

army in the field. 
Inside his besieged Fortress Europa Hitler was coming to the end of 

his reserves of oil and of military manpower. He decided to gamble on a 

counter-attack in the west. Just before Christmas the American section of 

the line near the Ardennes was pushed back some distance. The Germans 

had so little petrol by this stage that they relied on capturing adequate 

supplies for a breakthrough. They failed to do so, and had to fall back. 

Perhaps feeling confident that this attack had made sufficient impression 

to prevent any further pressure in the west, the Germans now switched 

more and more forces to the east. When the three leaders met at Yalta 

to discuss the closing stages of the war, the Russians were facing the 

sternest opposition and could still claim to be playing the major part in 

the war. 
At Yalta the leaders agreed on the plan for dividing Germany into 

zones of occupation that had been worked out during the previous year, 

a scheme for a United Nations Organization was devised which accepted 

the facts of the situation and did not try to reduce the sovereignty of the 

great powers, and Russia agreed to join the war against Japan within 

three months of the end of the war against Germany. After the war it was 

suggested that Russia had done altogether better at the conference than 

she deserved, but it is hard to see how the English or the Americans 

could have taken up a different position at the tune. Public opinion in 

both countries would have been upset and puzzled at the idea of a breach 

in the alliance, and military opinion would not have encouraged it either. 
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The east European successor-states created at Versailles could not be 

entirely free agents except^ by keeping a balance between Germany and 

Russia; in 1919 both Germany and Russia had been removed from the 

effective balance of power, but in 1945 it was only Germany that had 

been struck down. Yalta recognized this situation. But there were already 

signs of trouble: the Soviet Union wanted to impose on Poland an 

exclusively pro-Russian government, England was committed to the 

government that had been set up in exile immediately after the German 

and Russian invasions in 1939. The Soviet Union had the stronger posi¬ 

tion, which it exploited as fully as possible. 
By the end it was little more than Hitler’s own will that kept the 

German people fighting; he had spent many years drumming his message 

of national defiance into his audiences, and the spell was never quite 

broken. On 12 April Roosevelt died, and Hitler thought for a moment 

that the alliance might disintegrate. But by the end of the month the 

Russians were forcing their way into Berlin; there was a last Wagnerian 

scene of multiple suicide in the Fiihrerbunker, and the driving force 

of the Third Reich was destroyed. Once Hitler was dead there was a little 

futile squabbling about the succession, but the doctrine of unconditional 

surrender did not prevent the German leaders from trying to end the war 

as soon as possible. The British and American armies had come further 

east than had been anticipated, and had to withdraw a little to the zones 

that had been agreed on. The last phases of the war had been relatively 

simple, with supplies abundant, reinforcements available if ever they 

were required, and a constant German shortage of everything their 

armies needed. The attack on Germany failed to find some decisive weak¬ 

ness which could be exploited to destroy the German position, and so 

resistance went on until the whole war effort collapsed at several points 

at once, like the wonderful one-hoss-shay.1 The British took charge of 

the northern flank throughout the advance and, to some extent because 

of this, took north-western Germany as the British occupation zone. 

Churchill had insisted, during the later stages of planning the war in 

Europe, that England should play her part in the wax against Japan. 

Fighting was expected to go on for another eighteen months, so the com¬ 

mitment was serious, but one that had to be undertaken to re-establish 

the British position in the Fax East. After the shock of the sudden defeats 

of the first few months of the war against Japan, British prestige would 

have suffered if the English position was restored by American victories. 

1 The wonderful one-hoss shay ‘went to pieces all at once; All at once and 
nothing first’ in O. W. Holmes’s The Deacon’s Masterpiece. Sound strategy tries to 
find one weak point and make it break down first. 
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In Burma British forces had been successful in very difficult country; in 

the summer of 1944 they had eventually won a long-drawn-out battle of 

Kohima, and they continued to advance slowly against resolute opposi¬ 

tion. It took another year, until the fall of Rangoon in May 1945, for 

Burma to be cleared of Japanese forces: the British had overwhelming 

superiority in the air, which was vital for transport and for bringing up 

support when needed, as well as for tactical bombing, and the slow rate 

of advance shows that reducing the Japanese Empire by seeking out the 

Japanese armies would have taken a very long time. 

In this part of the war the doctrine of strategic bombing came much 

closer to being justified. Once the Americans had command of the air 

their bomber attacks on the islands of Japan steadily destroyed its cities 

and their industrial capacity. The Japanese industrial base was smaller 

than that of Germany, the area of the country was much smaller and the 

weight of the attack was comparable to the bomber attack of the last 

nine months of the war against Germany. The Japanese had begun to 

consider the possibility of surrender by July but they had not got far 

towards taking a decision before the situation was changed. 
The scientists in the New Mexico desert had exploded the first atomic 

bomb on 17 July. It seems to have been taken for granted that the bomb 

would be used; nobody appears to have thought of trying to keep the 

whole thing secret, though it is true that this might have been constitution¬ 

ally impossible. But if it was to be used, it would be known to the Russians 

that such a device existed; the British and the Americans wanted to tell 

the Russians as little as possible about the atomic bomb—Churchill con¬ 

sidered locking up Niels Bohr, one of the world’s greatest nuclear 

physicists, for security purposes1—and yet the most important secret was 

simply that the bomb worked. All the rest was engineering; pro- 
Communist scientists saved the Russians a little money by revealing the 

details of processes to the Soviet Union, but the British and American 
governments behaved as though the processes of making a bomb were 

some modem abracadabra that could be kept secret. The governments 

imagined that the Russians would take an indefinitely long time to learn 

how to make a bomb, though the scientists knew that it would take only 

about four years. 
The decision to drop the atomic bomb was in a sense not made at all. 

Refraining from dropping the bomb would have involved a deliberate 

decision and as nobody made this decision, people argued about how to 

use it. If a demonstration test was announced in advance, but it did not 

work, the Japanese would be more stubborn than ever. They were not 

1 M. Gowing, op. cit. 358. 
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people who would give in lightly; their treatment of prisoners of war 

showed their poor opinion of people who had surrendered rather than 

dying in battle. It may have been quite certain that Japan had lost, but 

then Germany had clearly lost- the war some months before she 

surrendered. A decision not to drop the bomb would have been hard to 

make, and hard to justify. On 6 August the first atomic bomb was released, 

on Hiroshima; its impact was in the'same range as an exceptionally heavy 

attack with conventional bombs—two thousand planes, each carrying a 

ten-ton bomb which was the heaviest conventional bomb used in the war, 

would have had about the same explosive effect, though the incendiary 

effect would have been rather less. The Russians, who had been acting 

as negotiators and putting the Anglo-American terms to Japan, promptly 

entered the war, just three months after the end of the war with Germany. 

On the ninth another bomb was dropped, on Nagasaki. On the tenth the 

Japanese peace party prevailed in the Cabinet, and began arranging to 

bring the war to an end. This part of the war was of relatively little 

concern to England; the British government had been consulted, as was 

required by the Quebec agreement, before the bomb was dropped, byt it 

was not at all certain that a refusal to give permission would have been 

taken seriously. 

People in England, except for those directly concerned with the 

operations against Japan, had lost interest in the fighting. The war had 

not caused nearly as many casualties as the First War. It was suggested 

that British soldiers would not have stood up to the long wearing struggle 

in the trenches, and it was part of British strategy to see that nothing like 

that happened again. Some sectors of the war were nevertheless 

extremely dangerous: out of 800 Merchant Navy ships that set out on 

the Russian run to Archangel, 58 were sunk on the way out and another 

27 on the way back; the Atlantic was not as perilous, but many good ships 

were lost; and Bomber Command used up men quickly—there is a grim 

note in the Official History about the way the ‘Dambusters’ were selected 

for a precision raid from among those reaching the end of their second 

tour of duty, ‘since it was rare to survive two tours of operations’.1 The 

airmen of Bomber Command were picked men, like the junior officers 

who died in the Flanders mud in the First War, and they died as bravely. 

But very few men in uniform were as exposed to danger as the soldiers 

of the First War, though civilians were much more involved than civilians 

in the earlier war. In 1940 and 1941 England might have been defeated 

and destroyed, and the whole country was involved in a great struggle, 

1 Roskill, op. cit. iii, pt. 2, appendix R; C. Webster and N. Frankland, The 
Strategic Air Offensive against Germany (1961), ii. 175. 
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but there was a much longer period of fighting after the danger of defeat 

was over than there had been in the First War. In 1918 the issue did not 

seem to be decided until three or four months before Germany sur¬ 

rendered; the Second World War had ceased to be a matter of doubt by 

1943, and all that remained was to finish it off. At just about the same 

time, England was losing her place as a dominant member of the alliance. 

Russia and the United States had much larger resources, and could wage 

war on a vaster scale. In 1940 England had saved Europe by her example, 
and if Europe had been subjugated Germany might have been able to 

use it as the base for a wider empire. But England could not save Europe 

by her exertions; it was not certain that she could save herself without 

assistance from the United States. With this decline in the country’s 

importance, and the loss of the drama of uncertainty about the result, 

people in England were naturally more interested in thinking about the 

country after the war. From 1943 onwards the Army Bureau of Current 

Affairs had been telling soldiers to prepare for the new post-war world 

that they were fighting for. In the First War people fought to get back to 

1914; in the Second War people were more enthusiastic about the country 

they saw developing during the war itself than in any idea of getting back 

to the thirties. War propaganda had been almost entirely in terms of the 

brave new world to come, and little had been said about what had been 

happening in Hitler’s Europe. Hitler’s diplomacy had been a reversion to 

the morality of Bismarck, but in his treatment of Jews and east Europeans 

he went back much further, to the habits of Attila and Genghiz Khan. 

When the concentration camps were discovered, people at first thought 

of them in terms of Germany’s economic collapse at the end of the war, 

or individual sadism among the camp staff; the idea that it had been 

government policy to make corpses, much as other governments might 

make tanks or houses, took a little time to sink in. One aspect of the 

thirties survived: England was still not very interested in the outside world, 

and at the end of the war she felt she had done enough for it recently. 
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9. The domestic side oj 

the war 

Gingerly into war 

The outbreak of war did not make much immediate difference inside 

England. The government had been moving slowly towards a wartime 

system of organization, and the outbreak of war did not make it move 

much faster. It had been arranged that children should be evacuated from 

towns when war broke out; one unforeseen result was that the comfortable 

classes in the countryside discovered that there were poor and ill-clothed 

children in England. They could have found this out quite easily by look¬ 

ing at the rural poor, who were very little better off than the children of the 

unemployed, though they may not have been verminous—one thing that 

made the comfortable classes realize the plight of the poor was the lice 

on the ‘evacuees’. 
The government’s domestic policy, launched at the beginning of the 

war, remained unchanged in principle during the war though it became 

applied more intensively. The economy was to be controlled, rather than 

entrusted to the free play of the market as in 1914, and it was run on more 

egalitarian lines than the German economy, in which there was a 

complicated system of allocations of priority. 

The first instrument for control was the Emergency Powers Act, passed 

as soon as the war began, which allowed the government to do almost 

anything it thought was necessary for running the war effectively. The 

Home Secretary, for instance, could imprison people without trial if he 

thought they might be a danger to the State; these powers were used to 

arrest members of pro-Nazi and pro-German societies, and also to arrest 

refugees who had come to England in the years before the war. A few 

refugees were German agents and some members of pro-German 

organizations had transferred their allegiance from England to Germany, 
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but many of the arrests made no sense. They were an early sign of the 

way that the country was run during the war as a democratic form of 

totalitarian state. It was accepted that everybody (except for the I.L.P., 

and the Communists when they had adjusted themselves to the Nazi- 

Soviet Pact) stood together and the State had unlimited power, just as in 

an orthodox totalitarian State. But it was also accepted that people had a 

right to complain and that Parliament had a right to challenge the 

government; there were regulations against spreading alarm and despon¬ 

dency, but they were amended to ‘deliberately’ lowing morale, and then 

fell out of use. 
The black-out was something of an example of democratic totalitarian¬ 

ism at work. The exaggerated idea of the effectiveness of bombing that 

led to the great evacuation at the beginning of the war was accompanied 

by a belief that the slightest chink of light at night was of immense 
assistance to German bombers, and so the Air Raid Precautions forces, 

assisted by crowds of local busybodies, pounced on every flicker of light 

that they saw. There is remarkably little evidence that careless lighting 

helped German bombers even at the peak of the night-bombing offensive 

in the winter of 1940-1, but deaths in road accidents went up by several 

thousands. The justification for the black-out lay in the field of morale; 

a great many people felt that by taking care about lighting they were 

doing something for the war effort, and Chamberlain’s government would 

have done better if it had provided people with more opportunities to feel 

involved in their country’s efforts. 
At a more technical level, Chamberlain’s government laid down the 

lines on which the economy was to be organized. It took the decision 

that money was to be borrowed for the war at 3 per cent. Investors had 

to be convinced that the rate would never be allowed to slip upwards, and 

the market had to be controlled to prevent private borrowers from bidding 

against the government for money. As a result steps had to be taken to 

prevent people moving their money to other countries, and a formal 

organization had to be provided for countries whose money was based 

on sterling. The Sterling Area came into existence at the beginning of the 

war to make sure that residents in sterling countries (the Commonwealth 
except Canada, and a number of closely connected states like Iraq) did 

not rush to buy dollars and deprive the British government of the money 

it was looking forward to borrowing. 
The government realized that rationing would become necessary, 

though its preparations for this were not as far advanced as its arrange¬ 

ments for controlling the money market. It was not until January 1940 

that bacon, butter, and cheese were rationed, and meat was not rationed 
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for another two months. ^On 3 April Chamberlain, in one of his best 

appointments, made Lord Woolton Minister of Food. The rationing 

system ran on the assumption that equal supplies of basic food should 

be available for everybody, and there was less allocation of special 

allowances than in the more elaborate German system. When a food was 

rationed the government felt committed to making sure that enough of it 

would be in the shops to meet the ration. This objective was attained 

almost all the time, but unrationed foods were in short enough supply to 

make housewives spend a great deal of time in queues waiting their turn 

for whatever they could buy off the ration. The queue became the symbol 

of wartime Britain, and its implicit values—fair shares, peaceful and 

patient waiting, and no advantages for the rich—were part of what the 

country was fighting for. The queues were so long because some people 

could afford to buy more than before the war. As the unemployed began 

to be reabsorbed into the economy, they were naturally better off, though 

this took some time to have an effect; early in 1940 there were still over 

a million people out of work. As a result of the depression very few 

skilled workers had been trained in the early 1930s. More people, had 

been trained in the late 1930s, but of course they were men of just the 

right age to join the army. There was bound to be a shortage of skilled 

workers, and they could insist that their wages must rise to keep pace 

with any increase in the cost of living. The government may have been 

prepared to see a certain amount of inflation as a form of forced saving, 

but it realized that prices could go up indefinitely if wages were going to 

rise to keep in step. In November 1939 the government decided to 

subsidize some food prices on a temporary basis to keep them steady, 

and for about a dozen years afterwards the government made payments 

to importers to reduce the shock of rising prices. At the same time it 

subsidized British farmers to produce as much as possible inside the 

country. Because prices were held down in this way wages rose less than 

might have been expected with full employment, and the policy of 

subsidies also meant that people could afford to buy what was in the 

shops. 

The organization of the domestic side of the war economy was accom¬ 

panied by a steady increase in war production. The government was 

planning for a long war, and had no strategic plans for making it into a 

short war. This meant keeping imports of war materials within bounds, 

establishing new factories, training workers, and building up machinery 

that would be producing at full capacity by 1943. In the long run this 

approach was justified; by 1943 a higher proportion of British resources 

was committed to war than any other country had ever achieved and 
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British war production was eight and a half times as large as it had been 

in the first three months of the war.1 But for this to be effective it was 

necessary to survive until production had reached its peak, and the 

1939-40 programme certainly had not solved the bulk of its supply 

problems. Chamberlain’s government had set out on the right road, but 

it was travelling very slowly. 
The defeat in Norway was the first sign, since the overrunning of 

Poland, that anything was happening in the war. It showed a good many 

solid members of the community—including Conservative backbenchers 

—that the war was not proceeding as smoothly as they had thought. The 

difficulties of helping Norway, across the expanse of the North Sea, were 

perhaps underestimated, but only a very limited amount of comfort could 

be extracted from the fact that Hitler took care to fight only when he was 

at an advantage. On 7 May the Commons discussed the question, on the 

motion to adjourn for the Whitsun recess. There was a good deal of doubt 
and unhappiness among Conservatives, but no certainty that they would 

vote against the government. After the first day’s debate the Labour party 

decided to divide against the motion, despite the risk that this would 

drive the uneasy Conservatives back to supporting Chamberlain; and if 

the government majority remained unbroken the opposition would be 

accused of trying to gain a party advantage by dividing the House. 
Several Conservatives had clearly been shaken when Amery, who had 

been a Cabinet Minister under Baldwin, applied to the government the 

words with which Cromwell dismissed the Rump Parliament: ‘You have 

sat here too long for any good you have been doing ... in the name of 

God, go.’ Chamberlain made the ill-judged remark ‘I appeal to my 

friends’, which left him open to the reply that the crisis was more 

important than friendship; Lloyd George demanded that Chamberlain 

should set the example of sacrifice by giving up the seals of office, and 

added a plea that Churchill should not allow himself to be made into an 

air-raid shelter to protect his colleagues. When the division came, about 

40 Conservatives voted against the government and about 60 others 

abstained; the government majority, normally over 200, fell to 81. 
At first Chamberlain hoped to rearrange his government by bringing 

in the Liberal and Labour parties, but in case he could not win fresh 

support he summoned to his office on 9 May his two potential successors, 

Churchill and Halifax, and asked which of them it should be. Churchill 

1 Central Statistical Office, Statistical Digest of the War (1951), 139. This 
aggregate table is made up of the whole wide diversity of things used in modern 
war, bullets, tanks, radar sets, ships, and so on. But production reached a peak in 
a sufficient number of items in 1943 to show that this was not just a statistical 

curiosity. 
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had previously declared that he would serve under Halifax but—urged by 

friends beforehand—he I'emained silent when the question was asked. 

There was a very long pause, and then Halifax accepted the situation and 

said Churchill should be Prime Minister. Chamberlain, the King, most 

Conservatives, and a section of the Labour party would have preferred 

Halifax, but there was really no choice. Churchill could rule without 

Halifax; Halifax could be Prime Minister only if Churchill was at the 

head of a war committee, holding something of the position Lloyd 

George had asked for at the beginning of the December 1916 struggle for 

power. Some Conservatives had thought Churchill would not be accept¬ 

able to the Labour party because of his attitude in the General Strike and 

on India, but by 1939 the Labour party had come round to regarding him 

as an enemy of the dictators and a man who would have liked to save the 

League. On 10 May the Labour party announced that it was not prepared 

to serve under Chamberlain, but would serve under his successor. This 

settled Chamberlain’s fate. 

Churchill 

Churchill’s whole life seemed to have been dedicated to preparing him 

for this moment. Thirty years previously. Sir Edward Grey had said that 

his activity of mind would disqualify him for any Cabinet post except that 

of Prime Minister. He had held almost all the important government 

offices, he knew more about war than any other British Prime Minister, 

and he possessed the eloquence to summon the people to a task which 

looked, for some months to come, increasingly difficult and almost hope¬ 

less. When he said ‘Let us so bear ourselves that, though the British 

Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men shall still 

say “This was their finest hour”’,1 he had compressed the whole historical 

situation into a single sentence. England had on other occasions stood 

decisively against an attempt to bring the whole continent of Europe 

under the domination of a single power, but never before had the 

dominant power been as unrelievedly evil as Hitler’s Reich, nor perhaps 

had any other power come so close to success. The strain was immense: 

the British Empire had been losing its central cohesion under the effect 

of nationalism, but British dominance within it was accepted until the 

great efforts of the Second World War sapped her strength. If its strength 

had to go, it could not have gone in a better cause than resistance in 1940. 

During the Second World War there was very little of the vulgar 

jingoism and petty spitefulness that had appeared at times in the First 

War. But in the first nine months of the war there was an absence of 

‘•Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War (1948-54), i. 597. 
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enthusiasm and a feeling that the government was detached from the 

people and even from the war itself. Churchill changed all this; to use a 

phrase put in his mouth in another context, he ‘put some humanizing 

ginger’ into the conduct of the war.1 The country now had some idea 

what it was fighting for, and it knew that the government was whole¬ 

heartedly committed to the war and at the same time could understand 
what the people wanted. 

In the debate on Norway a number of speakers had suggested that a 

small War Cabinet like Lloyd George’s would save the situation. 

Churchill himself had doubts about this, but he set up a Cabinet of five: 

under his chairmanship Attlee and Greenwood represented the Labour 

party and Halifax and Chamberlain represented the orthodox Conserva¬ 

tives. The Labour party wanted a much more thorough-going purge of 

the supporters of Munich, but Churchill knew that he could not unite the 

country by opening up fresh divisions, and he had no intention of 

damaging his party in the way Lloyd George had damaged the Liberals. 

Because Chamberlain resisted the temptation to go away and sulk as 

Asquith had done, it was fairly easy for Churchill to hold the Conserva¬ 

tives together. Chamberlain had been overthrown in a more open way 

than Asquith, but he still had a majority of the Commons behind him 

and if he had appealed to the loyalty of his party he might have caused 

Churchill some embarrassment. In fact he served with unbroken loyalty 

until the onset of cancer forced him to retire in October and led to his 

death a month later. Churchill then took up the leadership of the 

Conservative party, partly because power would have been inconveniently 

divided if anybody else had been Conservative leader and partly because 

it strengthened his position in dealing with his Labour colleagues. 

At the time of Chamberlain’s retirement the Labour representation in 

the War Cabinet was strengthened by the promotion of Ernest Bevin. 

Churchill had brought Bevin, the General Secretary of the Transport and 

General Workers’ Union, into the government as Minister of Labour, and 

he had quickly seen that Bevin was ideally suited for the job of helping 

run a war. Until 1940 the job of the Ministry of Labour was to make sure 

that strikes did not happen; Bevin interpreted his job as one in which he 

treated the entire population as a reservoir of manpower, some of which 

should flow into the armed forces, some into war production, and some 

into replacing workers who had moved from peacetime jobs into the war 

effort. At first it was suggested that he should use the widespread powers 

of compulsion given to him and compel people to go to jobs for which 

1 Beerbohm’s cartoon, facing p. 306 in Randolph Churchill, Winston Churchill, 

vol. ii. 
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they were required. Bevin’s response was perfectly logical; he pointed out 

that the factories had no\ yet been built and there was no difficulty in 

finding workers for the work to be done. But under this rational reply lay 

Bevin’s determination to avoid industrial conscription if possible and to 

place labour on the same footing as capital. Eventually he used industrial 

conscription to sort out a few residual problems, but long before that he 

had shown that workers and their trade unions were to be taken seriously 

and had to be regarded as a part of the community. This was something 

of a new departure: the government had negotiated with trade unions in 

the First World War, but Lloyd George’s tricky habits in negotiation and 

the unions’ conviction that a number of pledges had been broken, com¬ 

bined with the employers’ refusal to deal with them as equals, had 

prevented negotiating habits from changing much. In the Second World 

War the government was again anxious that work should go ahead 

without interruption. Striking before using arbitration was declared illegal, 

and arbitration meant that employers had to accept unions. Bevin insisted 

that working conditions in factories should be made as tolerable as 

possible by providing canteens and personnel departments and by 

enforcing factory legislation; apart from the satisfaction of advancing 

causes that he had upheld throughout his union career, he knew that 

making the fullest possible use of manpower demanded a high level of 

labour mobility, and this could be achieved by making people feel they 

were being cared for at work. 
Bevin’s great triumphs were still some way in the future,'and in the 

summer of 1940 Lord Beaverbrook, who joined the War Cabinet at the 

same time as Bevin, had played the most prominent part in the war effort. 

The switch from the slow production of bombers to the hurried con¬ 

struction of squadrons of fighters, and his exploits in seizing men and 

material and diverting them to aircraft production, convinced everybody 

that here was a Minister who got things done. It was no way to run a 

long-term war, because it put everybody else’s production plans out of 

order; but in the summer of 1940 the important thing to do was to 

survive the next few weeks of air fighting. 

Churchill had come to power just as disaster began to descend. In his 

first five weeks of office he made several visits to France to try to 

encourage the French government to resist, to take its fleet and leave for 

North Africa, and to merge England and France into one nation. It was 

no use, and by mid-June the English knew that theirs was the only 

country left in Europe to resist Hitler. By this time they felt distinctly 

more cheerful about the wax; Churchill made many contributions to the 

war effort, but his most obvious contribution was that he clearly enjoyed 
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what was going on, and the British people very soon accepted this and 

they too began to enjoy it. The Germans were supposed to be committed 

to a philosophy that valued war and struggle but they did not enjoy the 

war, although they did not allow this to affect their morale. At least until 

boredom set in during the last year or two of fighting, the English found 

that the war released them from all sorts of constraints and provided them 

with challenges—opportunities to change jobs, travel, drop some of the 

habits of respectability, and to treat everybody else as equal. This 

exhilaration might not have survived large casualty figures but, as things 
went, people found the Second War more fun than the First. 

Churchill was the man to encourage this mood. He satisfied the need 

to feel that everybody was doing something worth while, and this was as 

important as making everybody feel that they were going to win. Very 

few people seem to have considered the possibility of defeat, and so it 

was quite easy for Churchill to lay it down, without any real discussion, 

that the war would go on. People took it for granted that it was entirely 

reasonable for him to declare that his war aim was ‘Victory—victory at 

all costs’. His behaviour on taking office, when ‘he was conscious of a 

profound sense of relief’ because affairs were in safe hands, was 

reminiscent of Chatham’s conviction that he could save the country and 

nobody else could;1 in the next few months he seemed more like the 

younger Pitt with his commitment to war without end and, as Bevan 

pointed out, with his oratorical triumphs followed by military defeats.2 

But the defeats were—granted the initial collapse in France—more or less 

inevitable. It was Churchill’s task to make them bearable, and in this he 
was successful. 

The ‘spirit of Dunkirk’ followed logically from what he had to say. 

The dominant feeling at the time of Dunkirk was that England was a 

community, in which everybody had to stand or fall together. The English 

upper class may have believed that fighting would mean the end of its 

privileged position, but it had no doubt that its duty was to fight—and 

no other upper class in Europe showed the same simple patriotic readiness 

to resist Germany.3 The working class had gone through two very 

uncomfortable decades after the glowing promises of the First World 

War, and some of its discomfort had been caused by Churchill himself; it 

too had no doubt that in 1940 it had to fight for England and the men 

1 Winston Churchill, op. cit. ii. 24 and i. 601. Churchill’s speeches were designed 
for the House of Commons; however, his wireless speeches (sometimes repetitions 
of what he had said in the House) were what really cheered the public up. 

2 ‘If speeches could win a war, then we have as good as won.’ M. Foot, Aneurin 

Bevan (1962), 341. 
3 H. Nicolson, Diaries (1966-8), ii. 23-4 and references given there. 
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and women who worked seven days a week in their factories in the summer 

of' crisis, when it was necessary to turn out arms so that the armies 

retrieved from Dunkirk could have a fair chance of resisting invaders, 

were also responding with an enthusiasm not seen elsewhere in Europe. 

The spirit of Dunkirk has sometimes been invoked to deal with later crises, 

and people in England have never been very interested, because no later 

crisis has been as dangerous as Dunkirk and the summer of 1940. But the 

spirit of community that emerged around the time Churchill became 

Prime Minister and lasted more or less throughout the war was something 

valuable. This spirit would have been hard to keep up in peacetime; it 

rested too much on the democratic totalitarianism mentioned earlier to 

be an entirely comfortable basis for society. Undoubtedly it helped people 

put up with the bombing of the winter of 1940-1, though less democratic 

systems of government turned out to be just as good at nerving Germans 

and Russians to put up with heavy wartime suffering. 

Social demands of the war 

The upper class was quite right to think that, at least for the duration 

of the war, it would have to pay for the British contribution. Real wages 

remained fairly steady, and there was not much transfer from working- 

class expenditure to the war effort. But the most spectacular gains were 

made by using machinery more efficiently and by developing the economy; 

war production took a steadily rising share of the national income, more 

because the national income was rising than because civilian expenditure 

was falling. There were social changes; the mobilization of manpower 

led to a reduction in the number of servants, which fell from 12m. to 

05m. as girls left for the factories. This decline was sharper than the 

fall during the First World War, and it was more permanent. Money was 

extracted from the taxpayer in a more sophisticated way as the Treasury 

realized that it had to deal in real resources to keep the economy from 

succumbing to inflation. The 1941 budget was intended to make financial 

adjustments to meet the demand for real resources, and was entitled to 

be considered the first budget which really accepted Keynes’s general 

ideas about the effect on the economy produced by the government’s 

financial policy. Previous attempts to explain budget deficits in Keynesian 

terms had not shown much willingness to consider the economy as a 

whole. In 1941 Sir Kingsley Wood took the items of government expendi¬ 

ture, showed what would be covered by existing taxes and by borrowing 

and what would be covered by foreign credits, and treated the difference 

as the gap that had to be filled up by taxation. Otherwise, as he pointed 

out, it would be filled up by forced saving accompanied by inflation and 
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rising prices. Once the budget was seen in these terms it was easier for 

the government to work out what it could really do to expand the war 

effort and what attempts at expansion would be unrealistic because they 

would not correspond to any resources that existed. Once it had been 

established that the United States would give unlimited credit for the pur¬ 

chase of raw materials and food, there were not many limits on resources. 

Nevertheless, on the financial side the Treasury had to raise taxes as much 

as possible, in order to keep the inflationary gap under control, and to 

help with this gave tax credits to be paid after the war. 

An earlier innovation in taxation had slightly limited working-class 

spending: the graduated purchase-tax introduced in 1940 had affected a 

number of working-class purchases, but they tended to come at the lower 

levels of the tax. The really heavy incidence of purchase-tax fell on the 

luxuries of the upper class, just as income-tax combined with surtax raised 

the marginal rate on the highest incomes to 97£p in the pound. Equality 

of sacrifice tended to take the form of bringing everyone towards a 

uniform subsistence level, and as the working class was already quite 

close to this level, it had much less to lose. Wartime fiscal policy was 

egalitarian enough for any socialist: Excess Profits Tax, levied on the 

extent to which profits rose above a peacetime base, went up to 100 per 

cent, so that people worried much less about war profiteers than in the 

First World War—some manufacturers could expand their businesses by 

building factories which would help them prepare for the post-war world, 

but their activities had none of the socially disruptive effects of the First 

War profiteers. Wartime economic policy transferred about 10 per cent 

of the national income from rent and dividends which were usually 

received by the upper class to wages and salaries, which went mainly to 

the middle and lower class. The less wealthy also benefited from the 

Rent Restriction Act, which froze rents at the 1939 level. Changes in 

income-tax and the increase in money wages brought more wage- 

earners up to the level at which they had to pay income-tax though, 

because of the allowances and rebates, it was unusual for a manual 

worker to pay at the standard rate unless he was married and his wife 

was also at work. In September 1943 a scheme for Pay As You Earn was 

introduced, which made tax demands more convenient. 
Most of these egalitarian financial measures had been put into effect 

before it was apparent that political opinion was moving to the left. In 

the opening stages of the war there were no visible movements of 

opinion. Between early 1941 and late 1942 there were several parliamen¬ 

tary attacks on Churchill, but they did not come from any particular 

section of the House of Commons. About a couple of dozen Members 
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were willing to vote against the government’s conduct of military affairs, 

and a rather larger number thought it did no harm for the government 

to be kept on its toes. The simultaneous defeats in Greece and in the 

Libyan campaign were bound to lead to criticism; later on the fall of 

Tobruk caused alarm; and the loss of Singapore, with all its overtones of 

imperial dissolution, was the worst moment of the war for Churchill. He 

controlled British war planning so obviously that he was the natural 

centre of attack. Some of the attackers said that he was trying to do too 

much, and suggested in particular that he should stop being Minister of 

Defence so that he had enough time to supervise all the activities of the 

government. Churchill defended himself by saying that he was in charge 

and that he would decide the structure of the government for as long as 

he was Prime Minister. As Minister of Defence he had frequent discus¬ 

sions with the Chiefs of Staff; the three Service Ministers became steadily 

less important and after Eden became Foreign Secretary when Halifax 
went to Washington as Ambassador in December 1940, they sank to the 

powerless position of Kitchener after he had surrendered his control over 

strategy to Robertson in the First World War. These discussions with 

the Chiefs of Staff enabled Churchill to keep in touch with strategy; he 

provided a stream of military suggestions and insisted on being given 

reasons when they were not accepted, but did not override military 

decisions except when wider political reasons—which usually meant 

diplomatic pressure—made it necessary. Lord Alanbrooke’s Diaries show 

that Churchill could sometimes be very irritating when pressing his 

suggestions on the chiefs of staff, but probably it did the chiefs of staff 

no harm to have an outside force obliging them to think about what they 

were doing. Churchill was at first a link between the War Cabinet and the 

Chiefs of Staff, but as the war went on the War Cabinet dropped further 

and further out of sight. Though it had been a useful shock absorber 

when the war was going badly, it became less relevant when all was going 

well. In the second half of the war Churchill spent more and more time 

in conferences with the American and Russian leaders, and the British 

chiefs of staff had to discuss questions with the American chiefs of staff. 

On the military side the American structure followed the British system, 

but Roosevelt saw no need to consult his Cabinet on strategy and 

Churchill may have found this political arrangement attractive. His 

relations with his generals were far better than Lloyd George’s, but since 

he always had much more control over what they did, he had to take the 

responsibility for it; he could not say, as Lloyd George did in his War 

Memoirs, that he had known better than his generals but they would not 

listen. 
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Military relations with the United States were inevitably closer than 

with Russia, and the social structure may have been affected by having so 

many American servicemen in England during the two years before 

D-Day, but people inside England were conscious that the Russian army 

was bearing more of the strain of the war than anybody else. Churchill, 

while not underestimating the great military effort of the Russians, 

never doubted that Communists were dangerous people who wanted to 

undermine the British Empire, but the movement of public opinion 

towards the left owed something to the Russian army. The British 

Communist party denounced the war that broke out in 1939 as an 

imperialist war, but when Russia was dragged into it the party line 

promptly switched to approval of the war. Communists devoted then- 

energies to helping the work of war production and are sometimes given 

a lot of credit for checking strikes, though the increase in production in 

the previous year shows that their contribution was by no means 

indispensable. A certain amount of the pressure of the 1942 and 

1943 campaign for a Second Front was worked up by the Communist 

party, but many other amateur strategists, some enlisted under Lord 

Beaverbrook, also asked for an attack across the Channel as soon as 

possible. 

Japan’s attack in the East endangered the British position in India. 

Although Congress had not been consulted about the declaration of war 

in 1939, Hitler’s Germany was so racialist in its attitudes that Indians 

were bound to support the British government. But no such considera¬ 

tions applied in the case of Japan: an Asian people was triumphing over 

European domination, and supporters of Congress became much more 

ready than before to demand that the British should ‘Quit India’. Sir 

Stafford Cripps who had gained, from the accident of being the British 

ambassador in Moscow at the time of the German attack, some of 

the credit for Russia’s resistance, was sent to India to negotiate with the 

leaders of Congress on the basis of promising them independence at the 

end of the war. Gandhi called the offer ‘a post-dated cheque on a crash¬ 

ing bank’1 and it was rejected; perhaps it was already too late, but this 

may have been the last moment at which Congress could have negotiated 

independence for a united India. Civil disobedience began, and the 

government acted briskly to stop it; by the end of 1942 over 15,000 

Indians were under arrest for political reasons. The British government 

was able to hold its ground after the rejection of the Cripps mission, 

because the Japanese offensive was checked and the military situation 

improved. But in 1943 the elements of British control were shaken by a 

1 This is the version given in Annual Register of World Events for 1942, 145. 
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famine in Bengal on a scale not previously seen in this century, during 

which 1,200,000 people died; it was accompanied by rioting between 

Hindus and Moslems. 

Looking forward to the post-war world 

Independence for India followed logically enough from the British war 

aims of freedom and democracy, though when Churchill and Roosevelt 

drew up the Atlantic Charter in their first meeting, before the United 

States entered the war, they used terms which (at least in Churchill’s 

opinion) did not give away any of the British Empire. The people of 

England had to wait till December 1942 and the publication of the 

Beveridge Report for a statement of war aims that meant much to them. 

In 1941 Greenwood, the deputy Leader of the Labour party, had been 

assigned to planning for the post-war world, a fairly conclusive form of 

demotion. He asked Sir William Beveridge to produce a plan for social 

welfare, and Beveridge responded with a scheme that set the pattern for 

all subsequent British thinking about welfare. 
The first principle was the single insurance stamp: people would buy 

a single government stamp for their government insurance card every 

week, and this would cover them for all the disasters that cause poverty. 

Inevitably, after the experience of the thirties, provision for people out 

of work was Beveridge’s first preoccupation; he estimated that on 

average about 8^ per cent of the working population would be 

unemployed and he wanted them covered on a permanent basis, with 

none of the exhaustion of insurance benefits followed by reliance on 

poor relief that had caused the bitterness of the Means Test. The aspect 

of the Report that caused most interest after the war was the proposal 

for a national health service to place everyone in an insurance scheme 

for medical treatment. The pre-war system had insured wage-earners, 

but not their wives and families, and had left salary-earners to make 

their own insurance arrangements. Beveridge’s plan also included the old 

age, widows’ and orphans’ pension schemes which were already in 

existence, and proposed a family allowance for children, because large 

families had been found in the surveys in the 1930s to be one of the 

causes of poverty. The finances of the Report were hard to work out, 

because wartime inflation was changing all the wage and price levels, but 

Beveridge suggested that some benefits should increase by stages, perhaps 

not reaching their final value until twenty years after the war ended. He 

also said that an agency would have to be set up to give assistance to 

people whose pensions had not yet reached the level needed for an 
adequate standard of living. 
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The Report was received with immense enthusiasm in England, the 

United States, and in Commonwealth countries. The German govern¬ 

ment paid it the compliment of denouncing it as fraudulent. The response 

to the Report made it clear that one of the things for which the ordinary 

man was fighting was economic security, and he believed that Beveridge 

opened the way to freedom from want. Against this background the 

government might have been expected to welcome the Report, if only 

because of its value as war propaganda. But the government was not eager 

to arrange a debate in the Commons, and when one was held Members 

had to insist very strenuously before they could obtain a third day for 

discussion. This failure early in 1943 to understand the enthusiasm of the 

Commons and the people for the Report probably marks the point at 

which Churchill began to lose touch with the feeling of the country; his 

parliamentary position was becoming unchallengable as the Germans 

were obviously beginning to lose the war, but he was thinking only about 

the war and showed signs of forgetting what people were fighting for. In 

the debate the Tory knights from Croydon and from Kensington rose to 

say that their constituents did not think money should be spent on all 

these welfare schemes, though the debate also showed the truth of the 

generalization that all Conservatives under 40 approved of the Report 

and all Conservatives over 40 disapproved of it. The Labour party was 

whole-heartedly committed to the Report, and most of the Labour 

Members who did not hold office voted for an amendment pressing the 

government to act quickly upon the Report. During the debate the 

government accepted family allowances, and expressed general sympathy 

for the rest of the Report, but this came as rather a grudging concession. 

Beveridge’s Report was not the only sign of interest in the post-war 

world. The Barlow Report in 1940 tried to find some way of enabling the 

community to get the benefit of increases in land values and the Uthwatt 

Report in 1941 outlined a scheme for more attractive town planning. The 

Abercromby proposals for the post-war rebuilding and development of 

London were welcomed by town planners and by people who believed it 

would solve traffic problems more or less for ever. The government began 

to have difficulty in reminding people that the war was still on, and was 

far from won. In 1943, when the Reports were appearing and were being 

discussed, the British war effort reached the limit: no more manpower 

was available to expand the armed forces or the labour force in factories 

producing for military purposes. Bevin pushed his powers to their 

furthest point and conscripted women for some jobs, but this did lead to 

some suggestions that he was going almost too far. One slight weakness 

in the allocation of manpower was that too many miners had been 
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accepted for military service. Efforts were made to get them back from 

the army, but this was noi enough. Some young men had to be ordered 

to go into coalmining rather than the armed forces when they reached 

military age; the ‘Bevin boys’ did their best, and the immediate crisis 

was avoided, but it could be seen that the country was stretching all her 

resources as far as they would go, and after 1943 the overall level of war 

production declined. Until the summer of 1944 the British military forces 

in Europe were larger than the American, but it was becoming clear that 

future weight of numbers was going to determine weight of influence. 

In 1943 the British government had to face the problem of whether to 

gamble on the war ending in 1944, in which case the British war effort 

could go on unchecked, or whether a longer war and a restricted British 

contribution were to be expected. In these calculations manpower was 

the limiting factor. People were undoubtedly under heavy strain, which 

may explain why they thought about the post-war world so much. When 

the V-ls and V-2s began to fall in 1944, morale was not as good as it 

had been during the bombing of 1940 and 1941, even though it seemed 

fairly certain that the V-raids would soon be brought to an end by the 

military advance through France and Belgium; apart from the shock*and 

disappointment of finding that the Germans still had ways of making life 

unpleasant, part of this weakness of morale may have been due to the 

difficulty of life in wartime England. 

As has been explained, the general standard of living was brought to 

something like that of a skilled workman. Food rationing was handled 

with great understanding by Lord Woolton, who left the mark of his 

personality on the food policy of the whole war; in fact he was in charge 

only during the years of military crisis, and in November 1943 he left 

to become Minister of Reconstruction, but his policy was remembered 

by his successors. The Ministry of Food had to give housewives advice 

that would be accepted; the size of the rations went up and went down, 

but manipulating the ration system was not always practicable, and 

delicate guidance was needed—for instance people were nudged towards 

buying carrots, which like other vegetables were never rationed, by being 

told that carrots would help them see in the dark (which, to a very limited 

extent, was true). The Ministry composed recipes which looked as 

though they might be interesting, encouraged people to try stinging- 

nettles as a substitute for spinach and did its best to get them to put jam 

on bread and butter straight from the jar without putting it on the plate, 

where some of it was bound to be wasted. But although there was never a 

dull moment while Woolton was around, wartime.food was not interest¬ 

ing. There is a frequently quoted passage about England in the 1930s, 
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about the way the unemployed wanted ‘something a little bit “tasty”’ 
without worrying too much about whether it was properly nutritious.1 
Wartime food was just the opposite: it was carefully balanced to give a 
healthy diet, but it was not tasty (partly because fat for frying, which was 
what the unemployed meant by tasty, was in short supply). Agricultural 
production was increased, as in the First World War. There was much 
less meat because land was ploughed up for com which provided more 
food from the same area. Many people ‘dug for victory’ by growing 
vegetables on little allotments of their own. The health of the population 
improved, perhaps because almost everybody could afford a reasonable 
basic diet, and perhaps because the Ministry of Food took care that 
rations provided vitamins and calories that people would not have 
worried about for themselves. On the other hand, the improvement in the 
nation’s health included a drop in suicide figures, which suggests that 
people may simply have found life more interesting than in the years 
before the war. A neat blend of rationing ‘and variety was applied to 
tinned food, almost all of which was sold on ‘points’, which meant that 
people could choose what tinned food they wanted (and could find in the 
shops) and pay for it with the designated number of ‘points’. Clothing 
w'as sold in the same way. Chocolate and sweets were sold on another 
set of ‘points’, labelled ‘personal points’ in the ration books to show that 
this was some sort of treat. 

The extension of rationing made British society still more egalitarian, 
and the ‘points’ system encouraged this approach in a way; the points 
operated as an extra currency, issued to everybody on an equal footing. 
This egalitarian tendency may have encouraged one form of political 
protest in the last years of the war. The three major parties refrained 
from fighting by-elections and did not oppose the candidate put forward 
by the party that had previously held the seat. Just as in the First World 
War, this led to the appearance of independent candidates and to the 
emergence of a new minor party. But in the First War the newcomer had 
been the Page Croft-Bottomley National Party on the right; in the 
Second War it was the Common Wealth party, led by Sir Richard Acland, 
an ex-Liberal, which campaigned mainly on the platform that nobody 
should have an income of over £1,000 a year. Some people voted Common 
Wealth because it gave them a chance to vote against the government, 
but its serious political appeal was to the left wing of the Labour party 
and to voters who thought wartime egalitarianism ought to be maintained 
in peacetime. It won a number of by-elections, and did well in others, to 
the fury of the Conservatives who thought it was simply a shadow 

1 G. Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier (1937), 95. 
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organization representing the Labour party. The Labour leadership was 

not much happier aboutx the prospect, foreseeing another round of 

struggle between the right and the left of the party. The political truce, 

kept up at a time when politics and the shaping of the post-war world 

were in the air, inevitably transferred the work of shaping opinion about 

the future to unofficial hands. Beveridge campaigned on behalf of his 

Report. Victor Gollancz, the pre-war publisher of the Left Book Club, 

brought out more books attacking the Conservatives record. Guilty Men, 

published in the summer of 1940, had blamed the government of Baldwin 

and MacDonald and Chamberlain for the plight of the men who had to 

be evacuated from the Dunkirk beaches; Tory MP reminded everyone 

that there had been Conservatives who had been in favour of a policy of 

friendship with Germany. J. B. Priestley spoke and wrote for a community 

in which everybody had a fair and equal chance and nobody used this 

to cut himself off from his fellows. Bevan's magazine Tribune asked, in 

the words of Colonel Rainborough during the Civil War, ‘whether the 

poorest he that is in England has not as great a right to live as the richest 

he’, and clearly did not think the Coalition government—and perhaps not 

even the official leaders of the Labour party—were concerned with1 the 

poorest he.1 
The government was willing to carry out some social reform. Churchill 

and Eden, the two leading Conservatives, were primarily concerned with 

military and foreign affairs. The domestic side of the war effort was 

co-ordinated by Sir John Anderson, who was at one stage considered by 

Churchill to be the man to become Prime Minister if he and Eden were to 

be killed; as Lord President of the Council, Anderson acted as chairman 

of a committee which had central control of the war effort because it 

allocated supplies of men, material, shipping space, and finance. Three 

Labour politicians, Attlee (Deputy Prime Minister), Morrison (Home 

Secretary), and Bevin (Minister of Labour), were probably the most 

important ministers concerned with domestic affairs under Anderson’s 

direction, and they were ready to look for opportunities of carrying out 

changes during the war. But the rule of the Coalition was that no 

controversial legislation should be passed; the Ministry of Fuel clearly 

thought that nationalization would improve morale in the mines, but this 

was not acceptable to the Conservative Party. Bevin had a certain amount 

of difficulty with his Catering Wages Bill, which set up a wages board 

for the industry. Working conditions were bad, pay was low or non¬ 

existent for some waiters who were expected to live on their tips. About 

a third of the Conservative party voted against the Bill as an unnecessary 

1 V. Brome, Aneurin Bevan (1953), 135. 
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extension of government activity, but Bevin was able to insist that it was 

essential for running the industry in wartime and so the government 

supported it. Nothing on a larger scale could be passed if one party was 
strongly opposed to it. 

The concern for unity appeared on an even wider scale in the 1944 

Education Act. This was the only really large-scale piece of legislation 

passed during the war, apart from legislation concerned with war powers, 

and it was meant to end all the old struggles. Very few English Acts of 

Parliament are known by the name of the Minister responsible, but the 

1944 Act has been ‘the Butler Act’ for many years, and the compliment 

is deserved. The Act took up the school-leaving age problem where it 

had been left before the war, and gave the Minister powers to raise the 

age of leaving first to 15 and then to 16, when he thought the expansion 

could be managed; it was understood that the first step would be taken 

almost immediately after the war. This extended education was to be 

secondary education for all. There were to be no more schools which 

educated children at all ages. All children would change schools at 

about 11; that was the age at which children who had passed the scholar¬ 

ship examination went on to grammar schools, and it was accepted that 

probably the examination would still be used to assign each child to a 

secondary school. Nothing was said about this in the Act or in the debate 

on the Act because, although the process of selection for secondary 

education became the leading issue in political discussion about education 

in the 1950s, it seems to have been taken for granted in the 1940s that 

things would go on as before, except that more children would take part 

—that is, nobody had really thought what difference it would make if 

the country tried to educate every child to the level of a skilled worker. 

The debate on the Second Reading showed how important religion 

still was in educational politics. Butler had made great efforts to bring 

together the three religious groups—Church of England, Nonconformist, 

and Roman Catholic—which any policy had to take into account. One 

step could be taken that would unite all religious bodies in a mood of 

common approval: the Act laid down for the first time that each day at 

every school in the state system must start with an act of collective 

worship, though parents could ask for their children to be excused 

attendance if they chose. The rest of the religious question was purely a 

matter of finance, and Butler’s grants to the Church of England and the 

Roman Catholics were generous enough to satisfy their official leaders. 

When the Bill came up for debate, some Roman Catholic Members were 

not satisfied, and wanted 100 per cent of the costs paid by the govern¬ 

ment. They obtained no more than the 50 per cent previously agreed in 
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the Bill, but the argument over religion in education took up almost the 

entire debate. A few Labobr Members did say how glad they were that 

children were to get more of a chance to be educated, but there was still 

an air of nineteenth-century idealism over the discussion a few years 

later the argument would have moved from religion to the importance of 

education for maximizing the gross national product. One minor conflict 

over the Bill disturbed the government for a few days; an amendment 

laying down that women teachers were entitled to equal pay was added 

to the Bill. Churchill announced that he would not allow this, and stated 

that the government would resign if the amendment was not reversed. 

The government got its way, with only a couple of dozen Labour 

Members voting against the removal of the amendment. 
The Act was not the only sign of interest in education in the closing 

years of the war. The Fleming committee suggested that the sharp class, 

division between the public schools and the rest of the country should be 

reduced by giving at least 25 per cent of public-school places to children 

selected and paid for by the county councils. The scheme would for some 

purposes have placed the public schools on the same footing as those 

grammar schools which had not entered entirely into the scheme of the 

1944 Act, but had accepted direct grants from the Ministry of Education 

and undertaken to admit half their pupils on the basis of the recom¬ 

mendations of their county councils. The Fleming recommendation 

was not taken up, mainly because paying boarding-school fees for so 

many children would have cost a lot of money at a time when county 

councils foresaw much larger general expenditures on education. The 

ideal that education should be carried on in a gentlemanly way still 

remained: it was realized that universities would have to show more 

hospitality to merit, and demand money and social background less than 

before the war, but when it was suggested that students entering on 

government scholarships should receive grants which would enable them 

to live on an equal footing with the average student without any need to 

work for money in the summer or to repay the grant afterwards, the idea 

was accepted without much discussion. 

The people and their government 

Education did interest a lot of people at the time, but probably even 

more people were interested in the question of unemployment. In 1944 

the government published a White Paper on the subject which represented 

a considerable step forward in official thinking. It is illuminating to 

compare the approach of the White Paper with Beveridge’s book Full 

Employment in a Free Society and to see which was the better guide to 
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post-war policy. The White Paper committed the government to maintain¬ 

ing a high and stable level of employment; this presumably meant a lower 

level of unemployment than the per cent assumed for the purposes of 

the Beveridge Report. But in his book, published just after the White 

Paper, Beveridge asked for ‘full employment’, which he defined as ‘always 

having more vacant jobs than unemployed men, not slightly fewer jobs’.1 

He admitted that this would leave a margin of frictional unemployment, 

but he said that government policy ought to make sure that there was 

no structural unemployment. The White Paper declared that a budget 

deficit to avoid unemployment was undesirable, but said national 

insurance contributions might be varied according to the state of the 

economy, so that if there was a danger of unemployment the insurance 

funds could run at a deficit and thus restore the level of demand in the 

economy. Beveridge said that this would be inadequate, would be 

administratively inconvenient, and might lead governments to try to cut 

down on benefits later on. He was wholeheartedly in favour of budget 

deficits as the way to restore demand, and suggested that the idea of a 

reserve supply of public works, recommended in the White Paper, 

amounted to saying that the government should neglect development 

work, however necessary until it fitted conveniently into the state of the 

economy. Beveridge stated that the White Paper did no more than 

pretend to follow Keynes’s principles. In this, and in other points, he 

may have been unfair to the White Paper; public works were recom¬ 

mended in the text of Keynes’s General Theory, and it was not unreason¬ 

able to say that they should wait until the level of demand in the economy 

justified introducing them. But whatever there may have been to say for 

the White Paper, post-war practice followed Beveridge. Full employment, 

in his sense of the term, was regarded as one of the most important objects 

of economic policy, schedules of public works were not drawn up in 

times of expansion and then put into effect in time of recession, and a 

deficit on the current budget was regarded as the most effective way of 

restoring demand to the economy. Beveridge cannot be said to have 

shaped employment policy in the same direct way as he shaped social 

welfare policy for the post-war world, because the influence of his book 

cannot be estimated as easily as the influence of his Report, but the great 

majority of the population seems to have shared his view that unemploy¬ 

ment was the main economic evil to be resisted. 
At the end of 1944 the Labour party moved somewhat to the left. The 

leaders of the party realized that an election would soon be held, and 

were preparing to fight on a programme of retaining a good deal of the 

1 W. H. Beveridge, Full Employment in a Free Society (1944), 18. 
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wartime government controls on the economy but not doing much m the 
way of nationalization. Th& party conference was not satisfied with this, 

and asked for a programme of nationalization on the lines of t e 

programmes drawn up in the 1930s, and this the party leaders accepted. 

The shadow of the end of the First World War still hung over the 

political scene, and its effect was increased by the first faint suggestions 

that some people wanted to get back to ‘before the war’. Churchill con¬ 

sidered that the Coalition government could go on after the war, and at 

one stage in the negotiations suggested that a referendum could be held 

to find out whether this was acceptable to the electorate. But the Labour 

party disliked coalitions, and in any case the coalition would have had 

more difficulty agreeing about policy if it went on after the war. The 

Labour half of the coalition had no desire to get back to the days before 

the war; on the other hand Woolton, one of the greatest practitioners of 

‘war socialism’, was quite certain that conditions in peacetime were so 

different that the country ought to return as far as possible to the free 

play of the market.1 The democratic totalitarianism of the war years was 

wearing thin by the time Germany surrendered. For good or ill it left 

relatively little mark on British life. 
The government spent a larger proportion of the national income than 

ever before, just as it had done in the First World War, and although the 

government’s share fell after the war, it never sank to the pre-war level. 

The lesson that the government could run the economy without 

unemployment was learnt again, and this time was not forgotten. But the 

government’s relation to the people changed rather less: the spirit of 

intense national unity, combined with a willingness to allow the govern¬ 

ment a very free hand, did not survive the war for long. 
Just before the war, there had been some early attempts to examine 

the social habits of Englishmen. Mass-Observation, the organization that 

carried out these inquiries, was not popular. During the war the govern¬ 

ment tried similar methods to find out what people were thinking and 

how their morale was standing up to the war: this again was not popular, 

and the inquirers were named Cooper’s Snoopers, after the Minister of 

Information. No doubt a government which had to conduct a total war 

needed such methods, but there was some idea that the government ought 

not to concern itself so closely with what its subjects were doing. In 1940 

the Gallup Poll began to ask people which party they would vote for, 

but nobody treated their findings seriously for some years. Before the 

war people had had a highly developed sense of keeping themselves to 

themselves; this was given up to some extent for the war and when it did 

1 Lord Woolton, Memoirs (1959), 295, 304. 
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return after the war, it was less intense than in the past. Concern with 

respectability never returned to the height it had reached before the war. 

Before 1914 neither the upper class, nor the working class below the 

chapel-going ‘aristocracy of labour’, were concerned about being respect¬ 

able; between the wars this habit spread from the middle class to the 

whole country. It did not survive the war undamaged. Fighting a war is 

not a respectable activity, and on the underside of society there were 

people who ran a black market in food or other things in short supply. 

The black market was never very large, and people did not treat the war 

as an opportunity for a great display of dishonesty. But it did mark a 

turning-point for some things: drinking and drunkenness, which were 

obvious signs of lack of respectability, had been going steadily down¬ 
wards for over half a century, but after the war they began to rise again.1 

On the whole the largest changes which followed the war were changes 

in the way that individual Englishmen behaved rather than in the rela¬ 

tions between them and the government. With the passage of time, polls 

and sample surveys were accepted as a reasonable way to find out what 

people were thinking, but an official government opinion poll would 

probably not have been well received. Willingness to be polled and 

surveyed was one small sign of people’s willingness not to keep themselves 

to themselves so much; absence of enthusiasm for government surveys 

went with a feeling that, except in some moment of emergency, the 

government and the people were two separate things, and it might be just 

as well to keep them separate. People expected the government to be 

helpful, and had more ideas about what the government could do, but 

they did not propose to be drowned in a flood of gratitude. 

One step was taken towards carrying out the Beveridge Report: a 

Bill setting up Family Allowances, at the rate of 25p per week for each 

child after the first, was introduced in February 1945. Beveridge had 

originally suggested that allowances should be at the level of 40p per 

week, but the government had already said that it intended to give 

allowances at the lower rate and to provide free meals at school as a 

1 D. E. Butler and J. Freeman, British Political Facts 1900-1960 (1963), 236 lists: 

convictions mns. of barrels 
for drunkenness of beer drunk 

1910 161,992 35 
1920 95,763 35 
1930 53,080 24 
1940 44,699 27 
1950 45,533 26 
1960 65,170 27 
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substitute for the extra money. School meals had been provided on a 

much larger scale during Mhe war than ever before, partly to enable 

mothers to go out and work in factories, and the government was quite 

ready to continue the scheme, particularly because it made sure that 

children got one cooked meal a day. As judicious planning of the loca¬ 

tion of industry was believed to be a line of defence against the 

re-emergence of areas of high unemployment, another piece of social 

legislation provided assistance for ‘special’, or depressed, areas to 

attract new factories. 
This Bill passed the Commons in the last days of the coalition. As the 

war in Germany was clearly coming to an end, Churchill felt it was time 

to decide what would happen next. He wanted the coalition to go on; 

his party and the Labour party wanted an election fairly soon. On the 

one hand, the war against Japan had still to be won; on the other hand 

it was ten years since the last election, and people had never felt as much 

interest in the war against Japan as in the war against Germany. 

Churchill on 18 May asked the Labour party to continue the Coalition 

government until the war against Japan had been brought to a successful 

conclusion. He implied that, if it did not agree to this, the coalition would 

be brought to an end and there would be an election in July. The Labour 

party said on 20 May that it did not want to remain in the coalition for 

long, but it asked for the election to be put off until October. Churchill 

did not accept this suggestion, and on 23 May the great ministry, which 

had saved the country and had laid solid foundations for social reform, 

was brought to an end. A ‘caretaker’ government was formed to run the 

country for the period until the election result was known. Except for 

Churchill and Eden, the ‘caretaker’ ministers were not a very inspiring 

group, and the contrast between them and the Labour alternative did 

not help the Conservatives as much as Churchill might have hoped. 

The voting in the election took place on 5 July, but to allow time for 

soldiers’ votes from all over the world to be brought back to England for 

counting, the ballot-boxes were not opened until 26 July. During the 

curious weeks of suspense in July Churchill led the British delegation to 

the Potsdam conference, and Attlee came as an observer so that if he were 

to become Prime Minister he could pick up the threads of policy with as 

little difficulty as possible. Churchill seems to have been quite confident 

that the Conservatives would win, though in retrospect it appears that 

they suffered from a number of crushing handicaps, some of them inflicted 

by Churchill himself, who was ill advised by Beaverbrook and Brendan 

Bracken and failed to understand how serious-minded the electorate had 

become. 
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To some extent the election was about Conservative pre-war policy. 

By this time it was taken for granted by everybody that Chamberlain’s 

foreign policy had been ill advised, and some people voted on this basis. 

The Conservatives were supposed to know about foreign policy, and 

had failed. Many more people must have voted against the pre-war 

unemployment; at the time, as had been seen in the 1935 election, it was 

accepted that nobody could do much about unemployment, but by 1945 

people had come to expect full employment, and to associate the 

Conservatives with the lack of it. To set against these heavy dis¬ 

advantages the Conservatives had Churchill. He made a great procession 

around the country, and everywhere he went enormous crowds came out 

to cheer him. The people felt a debt of gratitude to him, and discharged 

it by the enthusiasm with which they welcomed him. Churchill thought 

that their cheering meant that they believed they ought to vote for him, 

but this did not follow at all—politics cannot be run on a basis of 

gratitude for what is past, but have to be conducted in the way that will 
meet the demands of the future. 

Churchill did not convince people that he had any clear idea of what 

to do with the future. The B.B.C. allowed ten broadcast talks by the 

major parties; Churchill did not have anything positive to say, so his 

remark that if the Labour party was returned it would set up a Gestapo 

to run the country was given even more attention than it deserved. The 

public had never been quite certain how to take his free-flowing 

denunciations of Hitler and Mussolini during the war, which at times 

seemed a little undignified, but to suggest that Attlee and Bevin and 

Morrison were going to set up a Gestapo was silly enough to do him some 

harm; the Labour leaders were, in their different ways, not men to suffer 

fools gladly, but they were no more supporters of dictatorship than 

Churchill himself. They had the advantage, very rarely enjoyed by the 

opposition at an election, of having been ministers in high repute until a 

few weeks previously; during the war they had established themselves as 

men who could be trusted, and presumably Churchill had trusted them. 

Churchill also did himself no good by getting into an argument about the 

constitution of the Labour party. The party chairman, who holds the 

position for one year only, was the effervescent Professor Laski; during 

the election Laski reminded Attlee of his responsibilities to the party, 

and Churchill claimed that this proved that the Labour party was 

dominated by its National Executive Committee, made up of men who 

had never been elected by the people. Again, nobody believed in this 

story of Attlee being a helpless puppet—Attlee may well have been, as 

Churchill said later, a modest little man with a great deal to be modest 
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about, but during the election- Churchill seemed fated to pick out the 

points at which Attlee’s armour was invulnerable. 
In any case, the election was not to be settled by a popularity contest 

between the leaders, and Churchill’s approach allowed little opportunity 

for the Conservatives to say what they thought the post-war should be 

like. In their brief references to the subject the Conservatives said they 

did accept the Beveridge Report, but from the nature of the two parties, 

they had to be more explicit than the Labour party if they were to 

persuade the electorate to believe them on this point. Instead they seemed 

content to leave the issue as one that all men of good will agreed about, 

so there was no need to discuss it any more. But it is generally agreed 

that the electorate was in a serious mood, and would have put up with a 

great many detailed speeches on the subject. In 1918 people had thought 

the Germans were going to pay for everything; in 1945 nobody imagined 

that this would be possible, and it was all the more important to make 

sure that politicians intended to press ahead with the things they had 

promised, even if there were some financial obstacles. Because the 

Conservatives did not stress their determination the electorate may have 

suspected that the schemes for social welfare might be laid aside if they 

turned out to be hard to pay for. 
As in 1918, the most important single domestic issue was housing. The 

stock of houses which had been just about adequate in 1939 had suffered 

losses from German bombing and from the natural passage of time, and 

new building during the war had sunk almost to nothing. The Labour 

party could point to the great increases in arms production achieved 

during the war by government planning of the economy, and could say 

that a similar approach would solve the housing problem; the Conserva¬ 

tives had nothing distinctive to say in reply. 
The only issue on which there was an open difference between the 

parties was nationalization, and while there is no sign that it aroused 

enthusiasm for the Labour party among the electorate at large, it did no 

harm: at least it showed that the Labour party was anxious to get away 

from the bad old days of the years between the wars, and as the main 

industries on the nationalization list had been under state control during 

the war people could see that private owners were not essential for 

running coal or the railways. Including nationalization in the programme 

probably raised the enthusiasm of the Labour organization, without 

provoking any corresponding enthusiasm to resist on the Conservative 

side. 
When the ballot boxes were opened it was soon clear that the Labour 

party had won. 
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Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 9,988,306 213 39-6 
Liberal 2,248,226 12 9 
Labour 11,995,152 393 47-6 
Other 854,294 22 2-8 

Conservatives said that it was because Labour men had stayed in 

England, working in factories, and built up their party organization in 

the trade unions while Conservatives were away fighting, but they had 

certainly not thought this before the election or they would presumably 

have agreed with the Labour party's request that the election should be 

put off until October. The army was in fact predominantly Labour, which 

was not surprising because men between 21 and 30 had leaned more to 

the Labour party than most other age-groups before the war, and 

organizations like the ABCA had kept soldiers in touch with movements 

of opinion at home. Although Conservative organization may have 

suffered, there was really no need for such explanations; from 1942 or 

1943 the Conservatives had had a number of warnings that they needed 

to adapt to a changed world, and the election showed that voters did not 

believe the warnings had been taken seriously enough. 
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England’s place in the world 

The Labour government came to office in a world that had changed 

much more than people in England realized. A good deal of its time was 

spent on trying to adjust to the new world, and measures which were 

attributed to its socialist principles were often the result of the external 

pressures upon it. The most fundamental change was that America and 

Russia decided to take a full part in international affairs. If they had done 

this earlier, the affairs of Europe would have run on different lines; their 

willingness to intervene in 1945 meant that they were the two dominant 

powers in the world. Compared with the other countries of Europe, which 

had been invaded, fought over, and defeated, England was in a position 

that might be envied and admired, and could still be thought of as the 

equal of America and Russia rather than of France and Germany. 

People realized that maintaining her wartime position as one of the three 

dominant powers would be an immense strain, but in 1945 nobody in 

the country thought it impossible or doubted that it should be undertaken. 

The task was all the harder because the bonds of Empire had loosened 

during the war. The problem of India had to be faced, and other, less 

obvious tensions had to be dealt with. The commercial aspects of the 

Commonwealth were bound to be affected by the change in England’s 

position in international trade. Compared with the external difficulties, 

the situation inside England was relatively easy to understand: the middle 

class wanted to get back to the pre-war world of low taxes, servants, and 

an ordered society in which people knew their place, and the working 

class wanted to keep the full employment, the adequate wages, and the 

prospect of increased social services that had opened up during the war. 

There had been a considerable transfer of income from the middle class 
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to the working class during the war, but it had not yet been settled whether 
this was to become permanent or not. 

When the war with Japan came to an end the American government 

brought the Lend-Lease arrangements to an end, as had been provided 

in the legislation, and made no alternative provision for England’s 

imports. The British economy could not be adapted for peacetime activity 

without a longer pause for reconstruction. It had been expected that the 

war with Japan would go on for some time, which would be a breathing- 

space for converting the economy back to a peacetime basis because 

England would not be as fully involved as in the war against Germany. 

The swift end of the war with Japan meant that there was no breathing- 

space. So far as the government could see, the only way of dealing with 

the transition to peace was to negotiate a large loan from the United 

States. For the negotiations a short statement of the country’s financial 

position was drawn up which gave an outline of the difficulties that the 

British government faced as a result of the war. Foreign investments 

worth £1,118m. had been sold off to pay for imports. 15 9m. tons of 

shipping, worth about £700m., had been sunk. Damage to housing, caused 

by bombs and rockets, came to about £l,500m. Machinery and equipment 

had not been repaired adequately during the war, and almost £900m. of 

depreciation had to be covered by new investment. England still had 

large foreign investments, yielding a return of about £170m. a year, but 

on the other hand external liabilities had been run up: British forces in 

Egypt and India had been financed by loans raised on the spot, and the 

debts which had arisen in this way amounted to £3,355m. The interest on 

the debts, at the low rates of the time, was estimated at £73m. a year. 

Repayment of the debts—or sterling balances, as they were called— 

would obviously be a long-delayed process. 

Before the war, when prices were lower, England had imported about 

£800m. a year, of which about half was covered by visible exports and 

the other half by receipts from shipping and by dividends from previous 

investments. During the thirties the balance of payments had been more 

or less neutral; the level of foreign investment ceased to rise. It was 

estimated that England needed to raise her exports to about 175 per cent 

of the pre-war volume in order to meet the deficit that had been covered 

by invisible exports, and that this could be achieved in three or four years. 

To pay for imports during this period about £l,250m. would have to be 

borrowed.1 
This sketch of England’s position was masterly. Exports did reach 

175 per cent of pre-war volume by 1950. The amount received from the 

1 Pari. Papers, Cmd. 6707. 
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United States was slightly more than the estimate of money required, 

but any difference on this point was due to inflation and the state of the 

sterling balances rather than to mistaken estimates of the trading 

position. In 1945 the American negotiators thought the British were being 

slightly pessimistic about their prospects, and they issued a loan tor 

£l,100m. of which something over £100m. was allocated to paying for 

Lend-Lease goods which had been on their way to England and had 

arrived after the ending of Lend-Lease. Repayment did not start until 

1951 and the true rate of interest on the loan was L6 per cent, which was 

quite low even at that time. The British negotiators had hoped at first 

for an interest-free loan, and the government may have concentrated on 

keeping the interest rate low at the expense of accepting one or two other 

clauses which had uncomfortable implications for England. They agreed 

that owners of sterling outside England should be allowed to convert their 

money into dollars a year after the loan came into effect, and that Britain 

and America would not discriminate against each other in trade, which 

meant that the Ottawa system of Imperial Preference would not be 

expanded, because there were no other areas in which the two countries 

were likely to discriminate. As part of the terms of the loan England 

accepted the Bretton Woods Agreement which had been worked out in 

1944 in an attempt to avert any return to the trade dislocation of the 

1930s, and thus returned to a fixed exchange rate. There was some 

argument whether this meant a return to the Gold Standard. Nobody 

wanted to return to gold, which was blamed for the unemployment of the 

1930s; defenders of Bretton Woods pointed out that chronic unemploy¬ 

ment was specifically laid down as one of the conditions that would justify 

devaluation, and argued as though exchange rates might be expected to 

change without much difficulty, but opponents of Bretton Woods (or of 

the American loan) pointed out that a government did not have the right 

to change its exchange rate by more than 10 per cent without a great deal 

of international consultation. They also pointed out that it was hard to 

tell, in the immediate aftermath of war, what would be a good permanent 

rate. At the beginning of the war the exchange rate for the pound had 

floated down to $4.03 to £1, and was held at this level. In 1945 this parity 

was accepted for post-war purposes, more because nobody could see a 

basis for another rate than for any positive reason. 
The active and distinctive work of the Labour government was con¬ 

ducted with the pound at $4.03. The loan flowed out rather faster than 

had been expected, mainly because prices rose rapidly all over the world 

just after the war. Conversion to civilian life, and the work of making 

up for wartime neglect, as well as the spending of wartime savings. 
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provided a strong demand both for investment and for consumption, and 

this demand could not be met. The rise in American prices reduced the 

value in real terms of the loan, and while of course it also reduced the 

real cost of repayment, this consolation was by its nature distant. The 

strong post-war demand was entirely familiar to men in government; 

they had seen it in 1919 and 1920, and there was a distinct feeling that 

unemployment and depression could easily return. Critics of the Labour 

government suggested that it should stabilize prices in England with a 

deflationary policy, and undoubtedly price rises reduced the popularity 

of the government. But as import prices were going up so rapidly, 

deflation might not have had much effect. The Conservative opposition 

at first seemed not to understand the need for exports, and said the 

government was paying too much attention to exports and not enough to 

the home market. Because Germany and Japan were too shattered by 

the war to compete, England had an excellent opportunity to secure new 

export markets. Pushed on by the government, British exporters made 

great efforts and were successful at least for a time. It has been suggested 

that the demand for their goods was so strong in these post-war years 

that they fell into bad habits and assumed—much as shopkeepers in 

England did during the years of scarcity—that the customer would put 

up with anything. As a result, when the Germans and the Japanese 

returned to world markets, they did not find it too hard to win customers 

away from the British. 
There was another reason why the British export drive began well, and 

faded later. A great deal of British trade was still with the commodity- 

producing countries, which were doing well in the late 1940s. People in 

England grumbled at the rising prices of imports, but the commodity- 

producing countries could take large quantities of British exports in 

exchange: when the boom in commodity prices broke, costs fell in 

England, but export markets weakened at the same time. 
As the American loan began to run out the Opposition shifted its 

ground and complained that too much of the loan was being spent on 

imports of tobacco, which absorbed 10 per cent of the loan, and films, 

which took about 4 per cent. The government knew that there were limits 

to the austerity of life that it could ask of people, but in August 1947 it 

imposed a prohibitive duty on American films. The consumption of 

tobacco had gone up considerably during the war and the tax on it was 

raised sharply, mainly for foreign exchange reasons. But the/eal drain on 

the loan was the convertibility clause: by the beginning of 1947 many 

countries selling to Britain were insisting on payment in convertible 

currency (money which could be turned into dollars) and in July, when all 
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sterling outside England could be turned into dollars, the loan flowed out 

faster than ever. The agreement said the loan was not to be used to pay 

sterling debts from wartime, but the sterling debts were not stationary 

and easily identifiable. As a trading currency sterling passed freely round 

the non-dollar world, and when the barrier between the sterling and 

dollar world came down, a certain amount of sterling debt was turned 

into dollars. In the loan negotiations it had been assumed, at least on the 

American side, that England would recover her commercial position as 

quickly as she had done after the First World War. This had not 

happened: after five weeks of convertibility the exchange controls had to 

be restored on 20 August, sterling ceased to be convertible, and the 

government looked for ways of cutting its expenditure. 
Fortunately for England the U.S. Secretary of State, George Marshall, 

had a few weeks previously suggested that perhaps America should 

provide financial aid to Europe. Ernest Bevin, as Foreign Secretary, had 

taken up the suggestion very quickly, and the Marshall Plan was set up 

to help England and the rest of Europe. England received about £700m. 

under the Plan, with no obligation to repay. Marshall Aid caused some 

trouble to the government because it seemed to give every American 

congressman power over British financial resources. When British 

politicians suggested that the country was recovering from the war satis¬ 

factorily, American politicians would suggest that it was time to save 

money for the American taxpayer by ending aid to England. By the time 

Marshall Aid began to arrive, the exchange value of the pound was under 

some pressure, and this was intensified by a slight recession in the United 

States. For most of 1949 there was a struggle to avoid devaluation. The 

balance of payments showed a steady deficit and every business man who 

could keep out of sterling held his money in some other currency. Sir 

Stafford Cripps, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, asserted boldly that 

England would not devalue, and the government seemed to treat the battle 

to preserve the exchange rate as an affair of national honour rather than 

a humdrum matter of economic convenience. But by September the 

pressure was too great, and the pound was devalued to a level of $2.80. 

Most other currencies were devalued, in terms of dollars, at the same time; 

the operation was as much a general revision of the exchange rates that 

had been fixed at the end of the war as an incident in British history, but 

the British took it much more seriously than anybody else. 

Cripps felt guilty because he had said there would be no devaluation; 

the government had been shown to be unable to control the financial 

situation; a feeling developed in the country that it was discreditable to 

devalue and that the existing exchange rate was in some way bound up 
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with national prestige. What devaluation really meant was that there 

could be no attempt to return to the financial position of the years before 

the war; the fall was too great, and the dominance of the United States 

had been too obvious. Devaluation did not affect public opinion much 

and in fact the government gained ground in the opinion polls in the next 

few months, but politicians felt that it was bound to lead to electorate 

disaster. The economic effects were beneficial on the whole, but it was a 

step that took some of the confidence out of the Labour government and 
encouraged its opponents. 

It might also have been expected to show the government that the 

world really had changed since 1939 and that England would not be able 

to regain her pre-war position. When Attlee formed his government he 

initially thought of making Bevin Chancellor of the Exchequer and 

Dalton Foreign Secretary. A number of people advised him to change 

the two appointments round; among them was George VI, and it has 

been suggested that it was wrong for the King to influence such decisions, 

or alternatively that he did not in fact have any effect on the choice. 

Undoubtedly the King was only one among a number of people putting 

arguments to Attlee, but it was within his right to give advice, and it 

would be hard to say that the Prime Minister ought never to take the 

King’s advice. One reason for appointing Bevin was that he was thought 

likely to ‘stand up to the Russians’. In the summer of 1945 the Americans 

were intent on withdrawing from Europe, and the Russians were intent on 

consolidating the fruits of victory. The diplomacy of the period is not yet 

disentangled from the archives, but the Russians were clearly determined 

to establish themselves in all the countries assigned to them in wartime 

discussions, and in addition to set up a Polish government which would 

be subservient to them. This post-war acquisition of a sphere of influence 

was not a morally elevated proceeding, but most of it rested on wartime 

agreements, and in any case very little could be done about it. The 

opening months of the peace were embittered by the efforts of England and 

the United States to persuade the Russians that the three countries ought 

to decide their foreign policies by voting among themselves. The 

Russians, who foresaw that England and the United States would 

always vote together, were not in the least interested and went on 

building up a defensive belt on Russia’s western frontier. The Russians 

used some very undiplomatic language in this period, but at least they 

were never unkind enough to call it a cordon sanitaire, in memory of the 

belt of states designed to put Russia in quarantine after the First World 

War. 
If it had been simply a matter of Anglo-American complaints about 
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the way the Russians had annexed territory and established police states, 

nothing might have happened. The United States would not, and England 

could not, do anything about what was happening in eastern Europe, so 

that moralizing and Churchill’s references in August to an ‘iron curtain’ 

coming down over Europe might not have led to anything more than 

diplomatic irritation.1 But behind the complaints about the way the 

Russians were behaving as conquerors lay a fear that they intended to 

advance further into Europe and acquire still more territory. This idea 

seems less convincing in retrospect than it did at the time. Russian 

aloofness when the Communist party was gaining control of China in 

the civil war in 1949, and during the Italian general election of 1948, in 

which the United States government took a keen and active interest, 

suggest that Stalin was much more concerned to establish a strong 

defensive position in eastern Europe than to launch a grand assault to 

carry the revolution to western Europe. 
In 1946, the British government found that it had troops in Germany, 

in Greece, in Persia, in India, in Egypt, in Palestine, and in the Far East, 

where British rule was re-established. There was some concern in the 

United States that the war might turn out to have been fought to rebuild 

the British Empire. But all of this overseas activity had to be paid for in 

foreign exchange, and the state of the British balance of payments 

would not allow it to go on for long. Occupying Germany turned out to 

be expensive; in the winter of 1945-6 the world was moving towards a 

disastrous wheat shortage, and bread rationing, which had been avoided 

throughout the war, had to be imposed in order to provide enough wheat 

to prevent famine in Germany and India. England accepted this, just as 

she had accepted a good many other things in the past six years, but the 

strain was growing. Inside the Cabinet Dalton as Chancellor became 

almost Gladstonian in his enthusiasm for British withdrawal. Bevin 

resisted this and, as he was politically more powerful, was able to stretch 

British resources to the limit. Attlee professed not to be directly con¬ 

cerned with foreign affairs, but this amounted to tacit support for Bevin. 

Attlee was not directly concerned with economic affairs either, and his 

thoughts (at least as recorded in A Prime Minister Remembers) seem to 

have been directed to foreign policy rather than economic affairs. The 

economic judgments that he did express showed very little understanding 

of the problems. 
Attlee and Bevin were not militarists or imperialists, but under their 

rule England, which had spent so little on defence before the war, 

began spending a distinctly larger proportion of the national income on 

1 16 Aug. 1945; Commons Debates, ccccxiii. 84. 
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armaments than any other country in Europe. England was much more 

of a world power than any other European country after the war, but 

nobody explained why she should spend more money on military affairs 

than other countries of comparable strength and size. The government 

probably thought England could still play a decisive role in any future war. 

The Conservatives supported higher military expenditure enthusiastically; 

they welcomed the National Service Bill in 1947 which imposed 18 months 

of military service in peacetime and when, under pressure from the left 

wing of the Labour party, the period was reduced to 12 months, they 

expressed regret at this sacrifice of military power. Nobody considered 

the question on economic grounds, for the left wing of the Labour party 

concentrated on arguing that Russia was not aggressive in her intentions 

and that conscription in peacetime was an unjustified restriction of 

liberty. 
The government also felt the country had to enter the race for atomic 

weapons. This was announced as discreetly as possible: the Minister of 

Defence slipped it in as a subordinate clause when referring to a Defence 

White Paper which laid heavy stress on research in aviation and avoided 

any reference to atomic weapons. The remark passed quite unnoticed and 

while the government frequently referred to peaceful uses of atomic 

energy it said nothing more about atomic weapons.1 The decision to 

enter this very expensive activity was almost inevitable. The announce¬ 

ment that atomic bombs had been dropped on Japan was accompanied 

by predictions that atomic energy would provide almost unlimited 

electric power at cheap rates, and England had been so closely concerned 

with wartime development that she naturally wanted to go into the com¬ 

mercial aspects of atomic energy. In the months after the war the United 

States exploited the Quebec Agreement at least as fully as it was entitled 

to. The British government might have been content not to make its own 

bombs if it had been taken into the confidence of the United States. 

Instead a policy of exclusion was followed in Washington culminating 

in the passage of the McMahon Act which prohibited any sharing of 

American information on atomic matters. Because the British govern¬ 

ment entered the field of independent atomic research as a reaction 

against this, British atomic weapons were always in a sense a diplomatic 

weapon against the United States, which might be used to trigger off a 

war or to provide other countries with knowledge about nuclear weapons. 

Attlee and Bevin were convinced that the American alliance was the 

most important part of the British diplomatic position, and they were 

supported in this by Churchill, but it was clear that America was not 

1 12 May 1948; Commons Debates, ccccl. 2117; Cmd. 7327, especially p. 7. 
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going to be a perfect ally from the British point of view. British politicians 

wanted to be treated as fequals by the Americans, and the Americans 

were by this stage conscious that they were more prosperous and more 

powerful. At the same time the Americans were often unready to see 

the difficulties of the British position, and expected complete British 

agreement with American policy. 

Withdrawal from empire 

This could be seen in the process of imperial withdrawal. The govern¬ 

ment made some useful and uncontroversial preparations for withdrawal 

in the not-too-distant future from West Africa, but the issues that 

attracted attention were India and Palestine. Over India British and 

American policy was in agreement: Britain should leave as soon as was 

practicable. Churchill growled at the way the British Empire was 

clattering down, but after the war it was impossible to fight a colonial war 

to hold India. On the whole the Labour party sympathized with the 

Hindus and the Congress party, and the Conservatives preferred 

the Moslems. The government did not want to concede Partition to the 

Moslems, but by the end of the war the Moslem position was so strong, 

and their determination to obtain Partition so unshakeable, that it 

seemed unlikely that it could be resisted. In any case Wavell, the Viceroy 

at the end of the war, was not the man to bring the politicians together in 

India. He was a taciturn man, well suited to the military requirements 

of his post, but not able to negotiate with political leaders once the war 

was over. At the end of 1946 the government decided to replace Waved 

and appointed Mountbatten, a naval commander with royal connections, 

a well-developed political sense, and more sympathy for Congress than 

anyone of comparable prestige. At the same time the government 

announced that England would leave on 1 June 1948 whatever the situa¬ 

tion might be. This declaration checked American anti-imperialism, and it 

also confronted politicians in India with a more definite problem than 

before. Whether people realized it or not, the announcement of a dead¬ 

line made Partition inevitable. A11 that the Moslem League had to do 

was to sit still until the British left; its power among the Moslems was 

large enough to ensure that a united India could not be created without 

its consent. Mountbatten saw this quickly enough when he reached India 

in March 1947, and he also saw that the structure of government was 

dissolving. Civil servants were worried about their new masters, police 

forces were beginning to divide themselves into Moslems and Hindus and 

were showing religious favouritism in the maintenance of law and order, 

rioting inspired by religious hatred was becoming more frequent, and it 



Withdrawal from Empire 279 

was possible that the army would begin to divide on religious lines. 

Mountbatten decided not only to accept Partition but to advance the date 

of independence. He hoped to get the Congress leaders to accept Partition 

by offering independence sooner than previously suggested, and he also 

foresaw difficulty in maintaining British authority for a whole year. The 

decision to accelerate the move to independence caused many difficulties, 

and may have been responsible for a great deal of bloodshed, but it could 

perfectly well be defended at the time. It was accepted by the British 

Cabinet and the Indian leaders in May. Early in June Mountbatten 

announced that independence would come on 15 August, and he then 

plunged into the work of drawing boundary lines and dividing up the 

assets of the Indian Empire. Pakistan, two large areas of land separated 

by an even larger area of India, looked a most improbable country, and 

it was made even less plausible by ethnic and linguistic differences 

between the inhabitants of east and west. India was also an assemblage 

of different people, divided in language and united in religion only in the 

sense that Nehru’s secularist socialism and Gandhi’s syncretism—at 

Gandhi’s funeral the hymn ‘Abide with Me’ was played—had roots in a 
very sophisticated Hindu faith. 

Independence came on 15 August. ‘Long years ago’, Nehru said at the 

celebrations, ‘we made a tryst with destiny’; now India was going to meet 

her destiny and the greatest of all the movements for national inde¬ 

pendence had triumphed. From the British point of view the story had 

ended happily; England remained on good terms with both of the new 

countries and Mountbatten stayed on, the last Viceroy turning into the 

first Governor-General of independent India. Nehru became Prime 

Minister; Gandhi did not enter the government, but his political influence 

remained immense. But, while the British withdrew, the Partition lines 

were crumbling; they had not been established long enough to enable 

Hindus and Moslems to decide what they were going to do. Possibly 

British control would have broken down if independence had not been 

granted so swiftly, but the massacres of the weeks after Partition show 

that there was a heavy price to pay for this abrupt departure. Moslems 

fled to Pakistan, Hindus to India; many of them never reached their 

destination. In the east a fragile peace was established, partly because of 

Gandhi’s presence; on the western frontier fighting went on for weeks. 

Probably the deaths were under 200,000, but they cannot have been 

much lower.1 Nobody can be blamed for this collapse into butchery in 

the way that Hitler and Stalin can be blamed for taking their bloody 

decisions, but it was an unhappy way to end the Indian Empire. 

1 E. P. Moon, Divide and Quit (1961), 293. 
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The Palestine Mandate came to an equally unsatisfactory end in some 

ways it was worse, because the British government did not emerge on 

good terms with any of the contestants. This result was perhaps unavoid¬ 

able. In November 1917 the British government had declared that 

Palestine should become a national home for the Jewish people. As 

Palestine was inhabited mainly by Arabs, the Balfour Declaration sowed 

the seeds of trouble, though the harvest took some years to ripen. England 

secured Palestine as part of her extensive gains in the Middle East in 

1919. As there was no marked Jewish enthusiasm for immigration in the 

1920s, no conflicts occurred, but in the early 1930s British policy 

encouraged a more rapid rate of immigration, and after Hitler came to 

power in 1933 there was a flood of Jewish refugees. By 1936 the Arabs 

had become aware of the change in circumstances and began to resist it. 

In 1922 11 per cent of the population of Palestine was Jewish; by 1939 

the figure had risen to 29 per cent. Arab opposition was becoming more 

desperate and more violent, and in 1939 the British government gave 

way to it by announcing strict limits on Jewish immigration. 
The Labour party had committed itself to the Zionist point of view in 

its 1945 election programme, and the American government was also 

Zionist. Once in office Bevin became more and more impressed by the 

argument that making Palestine into an independent country for Jewish 

immigrants would mean dispossessing the Arab inhabitants and annoying 

England’s Arab allies all over the Middle East. The oil of the Middle East 

was not yet established as one of the dominant economic facts of the post¬ 

war world, but the Suez Canal and the remains of the Middle East 

hegemony established after the First World War were powerful reasons 

why the British should want to avoid offending the Arabs. The United 

States pressed for permission to be given for 100,000 Jewish immigrants 

to be admitted; and if this permission had been granted, it would have 

come close to acceptance of the principle of letting in a practically 

unrestricted flow of immigrants. The government showed no desire to 

admit the 100,000 Jewish immigrants, and illegal immigration became 

an ever-increasing problem. Boats were chartered to smuggle refugees 

into Palestine, and when they w'ere intercepted by the Royal Navy 

immigrants tried to swim ashore. Inside Palestine Jewish guerrilla forces 

took up arms against the British and the country slid towards the 

condition of Ireland under the Black and Tans. British troops were kept 

under better control than they had been in Ireland, but Jewish ‘terrorist’ 

activity rapidly reduced British sympathy for Zionism. In America, and 

to some extent in other countries, there was a feeling of guilt for allowing 

the Jews to be massacred by Hitler; people in England felt quite satisfied 
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that they had done their best to defeat Hitler, and so were less ready to 

admit that Jewish displaced persons in the refugee camps of Europe had 

a special claim to be allowed to go to a new country and settle. 

During the course of 1946 it became clear that no conceivable settle¬ 

ment would please either side in the struggle. Anti-Jewish feeling was 

growing in England, as a result of Jewish efforts to establish their position 

by force. The Arabs were showing no readiness to make concessions to 

the Jewish desire to set up a state of their own and in fact felt that the 

British were pursuing an anti-Arab policy by allowing Jews in at all. 

The government prudently referred the Mandate for Palestine to the 

United Nations in February 1947 and invited it to settle the issue. In 

November the United Nations issued its plan for partitioning Palestine and 

setting up an independent state of Israel and invited the British govern¬ 

ment to administer the plan. The government refused, and prepared to 

withdraw all British forces from Palestine. The Mandate came to an end in 

May 1948 and the newly created state of Israel was immediately attacked 

by the neighbouring Arab countries, but proved quite capable of defending 

itself. The Arabs tended to blame England and America for the creation of 

Israel, and the Israelis had no reason to feel grateful to England. This was 

one of the least successful disengagements from Empire since Yorktovvn. 

The British tended to blame the United States, and in particular attributed 

an exaggerated influence to the Jewish section of the American electorate. 

In other, less inflammable, areas problems were handled quite skilfully. 

Burma became independent, and left the Commonwealth, but this was 

more to show that she really was independent than to express a dislike 

for England. Ireland became a Republic in April 1949, and left the 

Commonwealth. This was partly out of irritation that the British govern¬ 

ment did not end Partition by handing Ulster over to Ireland; Parliament 

passed an Act, at the time of the Irish departure, declaring that Partition 

would be ended only with the consent of the Parliament of Northern 

Ireland. Canada abolished the right of appeal to the Privy Council, and 

acquired the right to amend her own constitution except for the vital 

clauses defining federal and provincial powers; the French-Canadians 

felt it might be safer to keep the right to change this section far away in 
London instead of trusting it anywhere near the English-Canadians. 

Newfoundland, which had relapsed from its self-governing status and 

become a Crown Colony during the thirties because of financial diffi¬ 

culties, voted in 1949 to join Canada. In 1950 a conference of Common¬ 

wealth foreign ministers at Colombo decided to set up a plan for mutual 

financial assistance, which provided the framework for aid for the newly 

independent Asian members. 
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A more important question for the continuance of the Commonwealth 

arose when India wantedMo become a Republic. In constitutional theory 

the Commonwealth was a unity because the King was the Head of State 

of all the member-nations and the Governors-General acted as his 

representatives. The Indian decision awakened some emotional opposi¬ 

tion in England, but the serious question was whether India wanted to 

remain a member of the Commonwealth. The Commonwealth Prime 

Ministers at the 1949 conference assured Nehru that remaining a member 

would not compromise India’s independence of action and would provide 

her with useful diplomatic contacts. India became a Republic and stayed 

in the Commonwealth; the King gave up his title of Emperor of India 

but took up the new title of Head of the Commonwealth. 
India’s presence in the Commonwealth was among other things a 

source of steady pressure on England not to become too committed in 

the Cold War. Throughout the period of greatest tension between Russia 

and America the Commonwealth had to consider the feelings of India as 

a non-aligned country, and this helped to explain the moderating role 

which England and Canada tried to play. On the other hand Pakistan was 

led by her dispute with India over Kashmir to align herself for a time with 

the West, in the hope of receiving diplomatic support. 

The Cold War 

But although the Commonwealth had a moderating effect, there was no 

doubt about England’s position between America and Russia. Marshall 

Aid had no specific political conditions, but the recipients were clearly 

under some sort of obligation to the United States. In February 1948 the 

Communist ministers in Czechoslovakia carried out a coup d’etat and 

dragged the country into alliance with Russia. The coup demonstrated 

that it was unwise to give Communists control of the police, but it was 

not conclusive proof that Russia intended to march west, just as England’s 

intervention in Greece did not mean that she had aggressive intentions 

in the Balkans. Nevertheless, people were afraid that Russian armies were 

going to advance to the west. Attlee believed that the United States did 

not take the Russian threat seriously until free access through East 

Germany to the American, British, and French sectors of Berlin was 

blocked in 1948.1 England and the United States responded by flying in 

supplies, and after 10 months the Russians gave way and allowed free 

access again. This conflict was managed skilfully by England and the 

United States, and it encouraged the western countries to come together. 

Agreements were made in 1949 which set up the North Atlantic Treaty 

1 Francis Williams, A Prime Minister Remembers (1961), 172. 
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Organization for an initial period of twenty years, which could be 

renewed; all the signatories gave mutual guarantees of each other’s 

territory, though not of their colonial possessions. The Treaty contained 

provisions for economic co-operation, but in the event the nations of the 

alliance worked through the Organization for European Economic 

Co-operation when they wanted to co-ordinate their economic policies. 

The government responded to the military needs of the alliance by 

starting a programme of rearmament and increasing the period of national 

service to 18 months. This stretched the British economy even further, 

but was not beyond the country’s powers. The ideal of a united Europe 

had emerged as an important force on the other side of the Channel, but 

the government did not believe that Englishmen really wanted to surrender 

any of their sovereignty to a European Parliament and showed practically 

no interest in the meetings of the Council of Europe at Strasbourg. The 

Opposition was more willing to take an interest; Churchill went to 

Strasbourg and was given the applause due to the greatest living 

European. He had spoken of England at the centre of three circles, the 

English-speaking world, the Commonwealth, and Europe, by which he 

meant that England would mediate between the United States and the 

countries of Europe and the Commonwealth. The post-war government 

continued to be America’s closest ally, and paid considerable attention 

to changes in the Commonwealth, but while it took some interest in 
Europe the interest was that of an outsider. 

It seems unlikely that foreign policy could have been any different 

under a Conservative government. An even more active foreign policy 

would have strained the economy too far, and it seems unlikely that the 

Conservatives would have pursued a less active policy. Churchill said 

fierce things about the granting of independence to India, and possibly 

he would have involved England in an attempt—almost certainly hopeless 

—to resist the change. The Conservatives at times suggested that they 

would get on better than the Socialists with the Americans. It was true 

that American Congressmen complained from time to time at paying for 

the excesses of the Welfare State, but if the Conservatives had been in 

power the Americans would have complained at paying for the British 

Empire—if anything, relations were less likely to go wrong because the 

Labour government understood why Americans were suspicious of it; 

Americans found British imperialists particularly irritating because they 

never understood what American anti-imperialism was all about. At a 

more personal level, Churchill was for most people, a more attractive 

person than Attlee, but whoever was Prime Minister of England in the 

late 1940s had to establish good relations with Truman and Nehru, and 
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it is at least possible that Churchill would have failed disastrously with 
both of them. Attlee wa^ ideally suited for getting on with them. Under 
Bevin the Foreign Office emerged from the obscurity into which it had 
fallen after Eden’s resignation ffi 1938, but it was greatly helped by the 
good relations Attlee had with a number of heads of government. 

Domestic policy of the Labour government 

In domestic affairs the difference between government and Opposition 
was sharp—perhaps all the sharper because on issues of foreign policy 
the Labour Front Bench seemed to Conservatives to be such reasonable 
and moderate people. The Opposition thought of the Parliamentary 
Labour party as an uneasy alliance of sound men like Bevin and wild 
men like Bevan. On foreign policy Bevin and Attlee defied the left wing 
of their party; on domestic affairs, so it seemed, they were dragged at the 
chariot wheels of the Labour left. This picture was not accurate. The 
Labour party was, measured by the normal standards of parties of the 
left, unusually united on domestic affairs. However much the men of the 
left might feel that Bevin was playing the American or the Arab game, 
they had no doubt that he was a good Socialist. One of the things that 
kept the Labour parly together was the great mass of legislation placed 
before the Commons. In the 1940s Labour M.P.s never had as much time 
for internecine quarrels as in the 1950s. 

The mass of legislation passed by the Labour government has been 
called a social revolution. It seems more useful to call it legislation against 
a counter-revolution. In the First World War a good many of the 
developments which became permanent in the 1940s were foreshadowed, 
but after the war most of this was swept away. Governments in the 1920s 
wanted to get back to ‘before the war’ and, if they did not succeed in this 
impossible aim, at least they reduced the power of the trade unions, 
made sure that the State would not go very far in providing welfare 
services and forced the government to retire from the central role in the 
economy which it had played during the war years. Between 1945 and 
1951 the temporary developments of the Second World War were estab¬ 
lished as normal parts of English life. There was some reaction against 
this in the 1950s, but by then very few people really thought it was possible 
or desirable to go back to ‘before the war’. In 1945 there was a good 
deal of enthusiasm for a brave new world, but one of the most clearly 
defined features of the brave new world was that it should avoid the evils 
of the 1930s. 

The most controversial legislation of the Labour government was the 
nationalization programme, but even here the political resistance was 
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slight. The Conservatives did not find it easy to understand what had 

happened in the election, and were desperately afraid that strenuous 

opposition would only make them more unpopular. The Bank of England 

was taken over with no trouble at all; most capitalist countries already had 

state-run central banks, and Churchill fairly clearly thought there were 

good arguments for nationalization. In fact, there was so little debate 

that nobody asked what difference nationalization would make. It was 

hard to see what would be altered by changing the way in which the 

Governor of the Bank was chosen, if the Governor was always to be a 

banker with a banker’s concern for the soundness and international 

standing of sterling. A dominant Chancellor of the Exchequer with a 

policy of his own could impose it on the Bank as Cripps asserted when he 

said The Bank is my creature’,1 but then a Chancellor with a policy might 

have imposed it on Norman between the wars. Keeping the airlines 

nationalized was even less controversial: nobody thought a private 

company could run them without a subsidy, and if the government chose 

to run them itself nobody would object and the aircraft manufacturers 
would probably feel safer financially. 

The two classic issues of nationalization were coal and the railways. 

They had been in Labour party programmes for many years, the workers 

in the two industries were strongly in favour of the step, and the owners 

were not really in a position to resist. Both industries had done badly 

between the wars, and had not been able to spend much money on 

development during the war. The railway lines and the rolling stock were 

worn down, the mines were running into difficult seams and needed new 

equipment. Large-scale capital investment was required in both cases, 

but both industries were declining and offered unattractive prospects to 

private industry. Really far-sighted men might see that in ten or twenty 

years’ time both industries would be sinking back into their inter-war 

state of depression. But until that happened coal-mining and rail transport 

were two of the most vital parts of the economy. There was a good case for 

nationalizing these industries that owed nothing to the general case for 

socialism. 
Yet it was the performance of these two industries that did more than 

anything else to reduce enthusiasm for public ownership, and this played 

its part in weakening the Labour government. Vesting day for the coal 

industry was 1 January 1947. The flag of the National Coal Board went up 

1 A. Shonfield, British Economic Policy since the War (1958), 213. But Shonfield 
went on: ‘More to the point is the remark made to me subsequently by a Conserva¬ 
tive politician with more exact knowledge of the inner workings of the institution: 
“Somebody may have to nationalise the Bank of England one of these days; the 
Socialists don’t know how.” ’ 
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at the pitheads; the miners’ long fight against the owners was over. But 

the first few months of 1.947 were the coldest the country had had for 

over sixty years. The government estimated that only another 2m. tons of 

coal (in a national production of 200m. tons) were needed to avoid 

disaster, but the coal did not come; trains could not run, factories had 

to close down and for a few weeks unemployment returned to the levels 

of the 1930s and housewives found gas and electricity flowing at such 

low pressure that a simple meal took hours to cook. Obviously the Coal 

Board could not have transformed the situation within six weeks of taking 

office, but equally obviously the public was looking for someone to blame. 

As a result public opinion was hostile to the nationalized industry ever 

afterwards. Supporters of the free play of the market must have been 

amused by the way the Coal Board’s attempts to keep down prices added 

to its troubles. Although coal prices had gone up faster than most during 

the war, prices could certainly have been raised again after nationaliza¬ 

tion because there was a large unsatisfied demand. Prices were kept down 

to check inflation and to provide assistance to British manufacturers so 

demand continued to be high: there were complaints that the coal-miners 

were betraying the country, and there were also complaints that thevCoal 

Board was not running at a profit. Small coal was sold at a high price 

which was used to subsidize the sales of large coal, and people complained 

that the mines produced too much small and dirty coal and not enough 

large clean lumps. The miners had enjoyed wage rises during the war 

which brought them back to something like their pre-1914 position as 

aristocrats of labour; it was not surprising, particularly when there was 

so little they could buy with their high wages, that they took more time 

off than before. The five-day week, with no work on Saturday mornings, 

was one of the aims of trade unionists at the time and was becoming 

established in a number of industries. The Coal Board accepted it for the 

mines. So great was the demand for coal that this concession was with¬ 

drawn; union leaders went round their men persuading them that their 

union and their government depended on them to give up their Saturday 

mornings. This was a fair enough account of the state of the balance of 

payments, and the miners went back to a five-and-a-half day week, but 

there was an understandable increase in absenteeism and in unofficial 

strikes, and a sharp fall in the miners’ initial feeling that the National 

Coal Board was on their side in a way the owners could never be. 

On the railways the story was much the same. There had been com¬ 

plaints before the war about the way they ran, and they had been having 

difficulty making a profit, mainly because road transport was providing 

formidable competition in almost every field of operation—the transport 
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of heavy loads of coal was work for the railways, but almost everything 

else could be done by lorries, by cars, or by buses. The growth of the 

Transport Workers’ Union and the decline of the National Union 

of Railwaymen reflected this change. During the war the petrol 

shortage and the need to move great quantities of troops and weapons 

round the country restored the position of the railways. The Transport 

Act took over everything that ran on wheels for profit except for short- 

distance road haulage, lorries used by companies for their own products, 

and municipal bus companies. This allowed the Transport Commission 

to think in terms of subsidizing rail traffic from road profits, but 

passengers noticed that trains ran late, were dirty, and sometimes were 

cancelled. The railways received no credit for the fact that fares had 

risen rather less than most other things, and any increase in fares drove 

customers away. As a result the railways had no financial room for 
manoeuvre. 

Both coal and the railways gave the critics of nationalization plenty of 

opportunity to complain and to blame the principle for the failures of 

these two industries to provide the quality of service that people wanted. 

The weaknesses that had made nationalization a necessary step also made 

it certain that customers would be dissatisfied. Capital was provided for 

making up arrears of maintenance work, and probably this could not 

have been done by anyone except the government. Coal production went 
up, though not as fast as had been hoped. The difficulty was that older 

miners were retiring and young men felt no great desire to go down the 

mines. The government assured them that there would be no return to the 

1930s and that this time employment in the mines would be secure, but 

even this did not tempt enough people into mining. 

Electricity and gas were taken over with much less trouble in the course 

of 1948. This did not require any great changes: electricity was already 

integrated into a single system by the government-operated central grid, 

and both gas and electricity were in many cases produced by municipal 

authorities. Gas was at the time a declining industry, and electricity 

required capital on a very large scale. In industries like this the case for 

nationalization was admitted to be strong. The Opposition pointed to the 

failure of nationalization to produce any dramatic improvement in coal 

or the railways, but did not seem completely confident that private enter¬ 

prise could run either of the public utility industries. 

The only intense struggle in Parliament over the principle of nationaliza¬ 

tion came over the steel industry. The fight was all the more bitter because 

there were disputes inside the government about the need for nationaliza¬ 

tion and about the form it should take. The Bill was not introduced early 
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enough to pass the House of Gommons in three successive sessions, but 

in the 1947-8 session a BiH amending the 1911 Parliament Act was intro¬ 

duced instead: this Bill reduced the length of the Lords’ veto by a year, 

and as it was made applicable from the date of its introduction into the 

Commons, the iron and steel nationalization Bill which was introduced 

in the 1948-9 session could be passed into law, despite the Lords, before 

the 1945 Parliament dissolved. The.Lords had not previously done much 

to hinder the Labour legislative programme; Lord Beaverbrook had 

rallied some opposition against the American loan, but on most issues 

they had followed the leadership of Lord Salisbury and accepted the 

Bills sent to them from the Commons without any attempt at drastic 

amendment. On the iron and steel Bill they did, as had been foreseen, 

take a more active line, though even on it they were mainly concerned to 

make sure that the Bill did not come into effect until after the general 

election which would have to be held in 1950. The steel Bill was not a 

drastic piece of legislation. It took over the shares of the companies in 

the steel business, and set up a unifying central board, but this was not 

accompanied by changes in the organizational structure of the industry. 

No doubt when new plant had to be installed the board would have taken 

decisions that reflected some approach to central planning, but it was a 

form of public ownership which could very easily be reversed. 

The nationalization Acts were regarded by many people as the 

distinctively Socialist part of the government’s programme, though of 

course the way in which it ran the economy might also be included in that 

category, and the repeal of the 1927 Trade Disputes Act in 1946, one of 

the first pieces of legislation of the new Parliament, was a symbolic gesture 

of good will that the trade union leaders valued. But there was in addition 

a considerable amount of legislation based on wartime reports and recom¬ 

mendations. Most of it lay in the areas of reforms to which the pre-1914 

Liberal party had been moving before it disintegrated into internecine 

struggles. 

By 1949 it was accepted that Britain was a ‘Welfare State’. The phrase 

was widely used, outside Britain as well as inside, and inside Britain it 

was always used in tones of approval; Liberals and Conservatives pointed 

out that their parties had also played a part in building the Welfare State. 

The contribution of the Labour party was the 1946 National Insurance 

Act and the accompanying National Health Service Act, which was in 

fact the enactment of the Beveridge Report. There were one or two small 

changes; Beveridge’s idea that old-age pensions should rise slowly for a 

period of twenty years was abandoned, and the pensions began at a level 

intended to enable men over 65 and women over 60 to manage without 
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going to the National Assistance Board unless special circumstances 

arose. The scheme of a single unified payment for flat-rate benefits assured 
everybody of a right to a subsistence income without any means test. It 

also assured people of support in time of unemployment: though 

unemployment did not return to anything like the level of the 1920s and 

1930s the fear of it hung in the air for some years, and everybody was 
anxious to guard against it. 

The distinctive feature of the British Welfare State was the health 

service. The basic principle was that no money was to be paid for any¬ 

thing to do with medicine. Hospitals were given grants by the govern¬ 

ment, and this almost eliminated the tiresome practice of flag-days for 

collecting money from passers-by in the street. Some hospital governors 

complained that the voluntary principle was being removed, but this 

aroused very little response. False teeth, spectacles, and medical prescrip¬ 

tions were provided free of charge, and there was an immense immediate 

demand for them. Critics of the health service suggested that this was 

wasteful and that people were getting things they did not need. It seems 

more likely that these patients had not previously been able to afford 

them: the working-class budgets of the 1930s contain little allowance 

for medical expenses apart from the cost of insurance for medical 
consultation. 

The serious resistance to the health service came from the doctors. The 

hospital consultants on the whole felt their interests had been looked 

after, and they were not sorry to see the fund-raising side of hospital 

activity become less important. The general practitioners were more 

unhappy. They were asked, under the scheme, to form practices of 1,000 

to 3,000 patients each, for which they received from the Ministry of 

Health a basic fee and a payment for each patient. Most doctors received 

a higher income under this arrangement than they had earned previously, 

but they were afraid that the system might later be converted into a 

salaried service or that they might lose their right to remain in private 

practice or that the Minister of Health might use his financial position 

to dictate on medical issues, such as telling them what drugs to use for 

particular diseases. The dispute was ludicrously like that of 1911. On 

the one hand a Welsh minister in charge of the scheme, with a gift for 

organizing things smoothly and easily but a taste for victory rather than 

conciliation in debate. On the other hand doctors uneasy about the future, 

led by medical politicians who were much more intransigent than the men 

they led. The same votes, in December 1946 and February 1948, to refuse 

to act inside the service; the same realization that, whatever the votes 

might say, a doctors’ strike was not practicable. Assurances were given 
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on the detailed points in dispute, and doctors were allowed to keep private 

patients; the patients coulti arrange to be treated outside the service or 

be given a private bed in a hospital by paying for it. The health service 

started work on 5 July 1948. 
Critics of the service attacked the great amount of money being spent 

on it. Some of their points were understandable; the service was free to 

everybody from all over the world, and this internationalism seemed over- 

generous. Some of their criticism simply ignored the steady rise in all 

prices, and judged the health service as though it ought to run on a 

constant amount in money terms. The politicians tacitly agreed that the 

health service should year by year receive just under 4 per cent of the 

national income. More expensive and more effective drugs such as 

penicillin and the antibiotics were coming into use and in other coun¬ 
tries the proportion of national income devoted to medical expenses 

showed a tendency to go up. The national health service may have 

provided the same real services at a lower cost than elsewhere, but on 

the other hand the fear of asking for a larger share of the national income 

to be spent on the service at a time when medical costs and medical 

salaries were going up may have had a bad effect on the nation s medical 

system. 
The pre-1939 foundations of the Welfare State were not always easy 

to trace, but the 1948 Criminal Justice Act was clearly related to earlier 

discussions, for it was based on the draft Bill that had been prepared 

before the war but not discussed. The Act moved towards greater leniency 

for criminals; flogging was virtually abolished, the probation service was 

extended and an attempt was made to reduce the danger that conviction 

and imprisonment for young offenders would simply initiate them into 

the world of crime. The Opposition in Parliament accepted this without 

too much discussion, but at Conservative party conferences for some 

years afterwards ferocious women delegates would rise to ask for flogging 

to be brought back. On a free vote in the Commons an amendment was 

passed to abolish capital punishment; as was the case throughout the 

struggle over capital punishment in the next twenty years, the bulk of 

the abolitionists were Labour M.P.s, the bulk of the retentionists were 

Conservative. When the Bill came to the House of Lords the capital 

punishment amendment was defeated, and the original Bill was then 

accepted. At this stage, the bishops were strongly retentionist; probably 

the view of the bench of bishops changed more completely during the 

years of discussion than that of any other parliamentary group. Other 

changes in the law allowed citizens to sue the government as of right, 

instead of having to ask the government for permission to sue, and 
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extended the system of legal aid to cover civil cases. This helped increase 

the divorce rate.1 Undoubtedly there would have been an increase after 

the war because wartime marriages were sometimes hasty, and some 

marriages had broken down under the stress of wartime separation; 

people’s way of looking at life and marriage had been changed, but legal 

aid made it easier to give recognition to this change. 

The old question of the land reappeared, though in a less controversial 

form than in the 1910s or the 1960s. The Agriculture Act of 1947 put the 

marketing boards and subsidies for farmers, which had been developing 

over the past ten or fifteen years and had grown so important during the 

war, into a permanent form. It allowed eventual dispossession of a 

farmer for bad husbandry, but in every other way it was designed to make 

the position gained by the farmers during the war secure; there is an 

argument whether the working class actually became better off during the 

war, but farmers undoubtedly had become better off and the 1947 Act 

stabilized their gains. It was said that only after the Act had been passed 

did they become rich enough to pay their Conservative party membership 

fees. Dalton, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, strengthened the National 

Trust and made it easy to give property of historical or artistic importance 

to the nation in lieu of death duties. In 1947 the Town and Country 

Planning Act tried to deal with the old problem of increment in land 

values that Lloyd George and Snowden had tried to tackle. The Act 

declared that all future increment in land value caused by development 

was the property of the State, and set up a fund of £300m. to compensate 

landowners whose land might go up in price as a result of development, 

if this potential increase had not yet been realized. 

Quite apart from this massive legislative programme, the Labour 

government had to run the country, and in the circumstances of 1945 

the first task was to make the economy work efficiently on a peacetime 

basis. Dalton was convinced of the virtues of low interest rates. He had 

praised cheap money in his pre-war book on public finance, and when 

he took office he was determined to carry his policy into effect. For 

eighteen months or so he was fairly successful. The war had been 

financed with loans at 3 per cent; in 1946 Dalton issued irredeemable 

government stock paying 2\ per cent, the rate offered by Goschen in the 

1 D. E. Butler and A. Sloman, British Political Facts 1900-1975 (1975) gives figures 

for divorces on p. 266: 

1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 

801 3,747 3,944 8,396 32,516 25,672 62,010 
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1890s. This could be managed only by allowing a larger and larger pro¬ 

portion of the government’s debts to take the form of short-term 

obligations. Dalton was not particularly worried by this, because it built 

up a high level of demand, which was what he wanted. The cold weather 

and fuel crisis early in 1947 brought the extreme version of this policy to 

an end, but the nationalization compensation was paid in 3 per cent 

stock and the combination of a high level of demand and a very liquid 

government debt was maintained throughout the Labour government s 

period of office. Dalton’s budgets began by reducing taxes because military 

expenditure was diminishing. But while the general level of income-tax 

went down, the level of supertax went up, so that rich people were no 

better off. Dalton wanted to restore the death duties to something of their 

former importance. They had contributed about 10 per cent of the 

national revenue ever since the beginning of the century, but during the 

Second World War they had fallen to 3 per cent of national revenue. 

Dalton’s increase of the rate of duty did for a short time raise its con¬ 

tribution. The improvement did not last for long; mainly because of the 

increasing ingenuity of property-owners in handing on their money before 

death, the yield of the duties slipped back to the level of 3 per cent of 

total revenue. 
Dalton’s boisterous personality made people think he was deliberately 

following an inflationist policy. A remark he made about allotting money 

to help depressed areas ‘with a song in his heart’ was misapplied to 

suggest that he was spending money light-heartedly in all directions.1 

There was a great deal of suppressed demand in the system from war 

savings, and he was only concerned that it should push the economy 

forward without worrying too much about its effect on prices. His budgets 

were much less inflationary than those produced just after 1918, and he 

knew that the country’s foreign exchange position had to be protected. 

Probably he underestimated the dangers of convertibility, though he may 

simply have felt that it was a necessary condition of the loan which was 

generally recognized to be indispensable. After convertibility had to be 

abandoned in the summer of 1947, deflationary measures were prepared, 

and Dalton introduced a budget in the autumn. This had been done only 

once before in peacetime, in 1931, and the comparison underlined the 

fact that a real crisis existed. Dalton genially told a reporter just before 

he went into the Commons that the budget increased the profits-tax and 

the purchase-tax; this was printed in the evening papers, and Dalton had 

to resign on account of his indiscretion. 

1 H. Dalton, Memoirs, 1945-1960 (1962), 110. 



Domestic Policy of the Labour Government 293 

His successor Cripps was more austere in personality, and had a more 

dominant position in the Cabinet. The contrast in personality led people 

to overemphasize the differences in policy. Dalton’s view that things were 

going well and the economy could be encouraged to move forward had 

been shared by the Cabinet, and in 1947 he had been prepared to increase 

taxes to improve the balance of payments. Cripps came to the Treasury 

at a time when the need for restraint was generally accepted. He did not 

remove excess demand from the economy completely, and to some 

extent he accepted the Daltonian approach of allowing demand to be 

high and relying on strict control of the supply side of the account. His 

1948 budget increased the tax on tobacco to a height that was intended 

to reduce consumption and thus save foreign exchange. He also imposed 

a special levy on unearned income that rose at the highest level to 

£T40 per pound received, which amounted to a small-scale capital levy. 

Cripps’s puritanism of manner was ideally suited for the task of calling 

people for self-sacrifice and greater effort, and he obtained a considerable 

response. Manufacturers felt it was their duty to go out into export 

markets. For about thirty months from early in 1948 trade union 

leaders persuaded their followers not to press for wage increases, and 

real wages fell a little. Nobody enjoyed this period, and the word 

‘austerity’ clung to it and the Labour party for some time to come; 

Cripps was not a man to make people enjoy things, but it is doubtful 

whether anyone could have made a struggle to maintain a sound balance- 

of-payments as exhilarating as 1940. Churchill was often witty at Cripps’s 

expense—‘there, but for the grace of God, goes God’ caught Cripps’s 

sense of mission rather well. But while people made jokes about 

Cripps, they were the jokes that schoolboys made about a headmaster 

behind his back.1 
Under Dalton the process of planning had not been kept up in all its 

wartime rigour though individual items in short supply were controlled 

by allocation and licensing. Under Cripps planning was undertaken in 

an ambitious mood but it was not successful: the forecasts and targets 

were not reached, or sometimes were exceeded in a way which disturbed 

the general pattern of the plan. As the years went by, the forecasts 

became less sweeping and planning lost its high prestige. Devaluation 

released the economy from some overstrain but, whether an economy can 

be fully planned by using more modem techniques or not, the resources 

available in the late forties were probably not adequate for the problem 

of planning in peacetime. Planning in war was not so difficult, because 

the object was to produce a large but finite variety of products for the 

1 M. Sissons and P. French, editors, The Age of Austerity (1961), 179. 
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fighting forces by reducing supplies for civilian consumption. In peace¬ 

time the number of different products was much closer to being infinite, 

and no overriding objective could be set in the way that higher arms 

production had been the wartime objective. Nevertheless the Crippsian 

economy did produce more exports, a more controlled increase in prices 

than had been seen previously in the forties, and a relatively high rate of 

economic growth. 

Opposition to the Labour government 

The Labour government, with all this long list of achievements, was 

increasingly unpopular with some sections of the public. This unpopu¬ 

larity was not primarily a matter of grumbling about rationing; un¬ 

doubtedly people found rationing a tiresome restriction and queuing an 

annoying way to spend their time, but this was not the source of the 

deepest bitterness. Food rationing continued throughout the Labour 

government’s tenure of office. The trivial concessions given by Ministers 

of Food at Christmastime—an ounce of butter extra, or the right to buy 

another twopence worth of meat—would have tested the patience of any 

population by reminding them of the possibility of plenty, and the fact 

that it was clearly not coming yet. Woolton had a gift for good public 

relations; his Labour successors had a gift for upsetting their public. Dr. 

Summerskill may have been perfectly correct when she pointed out that 

very few people could tell the difference between butter and margarine, 

but it gave the impression that she was not really interested in making 

sure that people would be able to indulge their preference for buying 

butter. Odd food, such as whalemeat, and odd food with odder names, 

such as snoek, were offered to the public; and were rejected. Such things, 

it was felt, might be expected of a government dominated by the image 

of the vegetarian Cripps. 
But annoying though all this was, there is little sign that it affected many 

votes. The strident emotions of the period were felt by the people who 

had voted Conservative in 1945 and felt, as Evelyn Waugh the novelist 

put it, that living under a Socialist government was like living under an 

army of occupation. Insult, it should be remembered, was not a one-sided 

matter: paladins of the left, like Bevan who said the Tory party which 

imposed the Means Test was lower than vermin, or Shinwell who said 

that the rest of the country apart from the working class wasn't worth a 

tinker’s cuss, caused quite understandable alarm, and some people were 

even more upset when they were told that Sir Hartley Shawcross had 

said: ‘We are the masters now.’ Members of the middle class, whose 

political judgement had perhaps been dulled by the war, mistook Sir 
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Hartley (who had been slightly misquoted) for the leader of a rebellious 

working class swarming forward to wipe out civilization in England.1 

The opposition to the Labour government drew its strength from two 

rather different sources, which would have had some difficulty in working 

out a common policy if they had had to go into details. A great many 

people simply wanted to get back to before the war. At one level this 

meant having servants again; they had left for other jobs to an even 

greater extent than in the First World War, and had shown much less 

sign of coming back. People spoke as if they had all gone off to factories, 

a comment which suggests that servants were generally underrated; 

conscientious and tidy girls, who could have got the better jobs (and 

nobody ever complained about the servant problem without explaining 

that service in her house was one of the better jobs), went in for typing 

instead.2 Members of the middle class who were really determined to get 

back to ‘before the war’ emigrated. At first they went to South Africa, 

and when Smuts’s pro-British government was defeated by the Nationalist 

party in 1948 they went to Kenya or sometimes to Rhodesia instead. In 

any case Africa seemed to offer the prospect of servants, no income-tax 

to speak of and no rationing, and they shook the dust of Britain off their 

feet. This was a drastic answer, though to some extent it was only a 

re-emergence of the normal British habit of emigration, which had been 

in decline in the 1930s and during the war. Many people were worse off 

than they had been before the war, though their position did not 

deteriorate under the Labour government and their complaints about 

their financial problems were an assertion that the government ought to 

be doing something to restore their previous position. 

In aggregate terms, the shape of income distribution in the country had 

not altered much: before the war the top 10 per cent of the population 

had enjoyed 38 per cent of the national income (post-tax), and after the 

war the top 10 per cent enjoyed 30 per cent. The next 40 per cent had 

gained an extra 5 per cent of national income, and the rest had gained an 

extra 3 per cent. As the actual income to be distributed in the years just 

after the war was about the same as in 1938, the discontent of the top 

10 per cent follows naturally enough from these figures.3 But discontent 

was more widespread than this. Aggregate figures do not show how many 

people were worse off than before the war, because the people filling 

places in the top 10 or the top 50 per cent were not necessarily the 

people who had occupied these places before the war. Salaries in old- 

1 V. Brome, Aneurin Bevan (1953), 189; H. Hopkins, The New Look (1963), 154. 
2 Guy Routh, Occupation and Pay in Great Britain 1906-60 (1965), 25 and 33. 
3 Dudley Seers, The Levelling of Incomes since 1938 (1951), 39. 
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established occupations stayed more or less stationary, and did not keep 

up with the rising cost of living, nor did they increase enough to meet the 

additional income-tax demands. These people were likely to find they 

now earned less than skilled manual workers or people in new middle- 

class jobs, and they resented the change as well as disliking the actual 

limitation of their resources. The middle class apparently assumed that 

anybody who worked with his hands should get less than anybody who 

worked in a bank or an office; the rapid increase in the wages of, for 

instance, coal-miners during the war contradicted this assumption and 

led to discontent. 
The other main body of opposition to the Labour government sup¬ 

ported the free play of the market and untrammelled private enterprise 

and should have welcomed this development: coal-miners and coal were 

in short supply, and high wages might be the best way to produce more. 

In more general terms, the middle class had been overtaken by the laws 

of supply and demand. For about a century punctuality, literacy, and 

honesty with money had been in relatively short supply, and clerical 

salaries had reflected the fact. The demand for people to keep the books 

for firms and banks after industrialization had created a clerical middle 

class, but the qualities required were no longer in such short supply. The 

traditional middle-class occupations lost ground under Conservative as 

well as Labour governments, but of course just after the war the middle 

class did not see the problem in that way: it was assumed that the change 

was all the fault of socialism. The Economist put the view of this section 

of society concisely when it wrote that the middle class should have ‘more 

than its numerical weight in British politics—instead of less, as at present’.1 

People outside politics could afford to sound the trumpets for class 

warfare in this way, but the opposition in Parliament had decided not to 

resist the Labour legislation with any great determination, lest worse 

befall. As a result, while the rancour among some of the supporters of 

the Conservative party was as intense as at any time in the century except 

for the height of the Ulster crisis, resistance in the Commons was not 

as strenuous as in the 1906 Parliament. Finding out whether the middle 

class was in fact being neglected by the Labour government is more 

complicated. A Labour government could not devote itself to reversing 

the great relative improvement of the position of the working classes that 

had taken place under the wartime coalition, and to this extent the middle 

class was bound to feel ill treated. The prices of items for living in a 

specifically middle-class way went up faster than the working-class cost- 

1 The Economist, 14 Feb. 1948, quoted in W. G. Runciman, Relative Deprivation 
and Social Justice (1966), 130. 
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of-living index during the war and rose slower after the war, and apart 

from this slight relative gain, the middle classes did unexpectedly well 

out of the social welfare legislation of the Labour government.1 A fair 

amount of this advantage came simply because they knew how to handle 

the machinery rather better than the working class, so they got all they 

were entitled to. But in addition the 1911 Insurance Act had been 

designed to help the manual worker and had assumed that the non- 

manual worker could look after himself; a good many salaried workers 

gained by entering the national scheme for health insurance, though this 

varied according to their previous arrangements. Probably the social 

changes of the 1940s affected the middle classes most sharply when the 

1944 Education Act came into force, and here again people found their 

circumstances differed from case to case. 

The Act carried into effect the proposals of the Hadow Report of 1926, 

which had laid down that children were divided into academically skilled, 

technically skilled, and practically minded groups. This happy discovery, 

which was in accordance both with Plato’s theories and the existing 

organization of schools for education after 11, was accepted without too 

much argument. The examination by which poor boys had won scholar¬ 

ships to grammar schools was brought up to date by including intelligence 

tests, and became the universal examination on which everybody was 

classified. At the same time fees for secondary education were abolished. 

It might have seemed that this development was bound to help the middle 

classes, because they had been providing most of the children who went 

on to secondary education, and had usually been paying fees for this. But 

one reason why they had been paying fees was to make sure that their 

children did not go to the same schools as the mass of the population. 

So the abolition of fees brought very little comfort to them; parents who 

had been able to guarantee a little social exclusiveness for their children 

by paying fees and sending them to a grammar school had now to deal 

with a world in which the grammar school was less exclusive than before 

and in which their children might be consigned on their examination 

results to a secondary modern school. And there was never any doubt 

that this was not a happy fate. People talked about parity of esteem, and 

the 11+ examination was said to assess children’s aptitude, but every¬ 

body knew that the examination was just the old examination for grammar 

school scholarships, and that going to a secondary modern school was a 

sign of failure. Some of the more thinly populated counties of Wales and 

some Labour councils with strong views about equality established com¬ 

prehensive secondary schools to which all the children of the area went 

Dudley Seers, op. cit. 11-14. i 
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without an examination. The middle class found even the limited 

egalitarianism of the 11 + examination, combined with abolition of fees, 

quite distasteful enough. Those who could afford it sent their children to 

private fee-paying schools, which led to a boom in public-school applica¬ 

tions for entrance, and a great many new fee-paying schools were 

opened. Those who could not afford this way out were not likely to feel 

in any way reconciled to the Labour government. 
There was a second main line of attack on the government, made by 

people who had no particular desire to get back to the past. Demands for 

economic liberalism and for a return to the free play of the market were 

made at both a theoretical and a practical level; at both levels they were 

sometimes reinforced by appeals to the lessons of the past, though this 

was not a necessary part of the argument. The theoretical case was that 

British industry was being tramelled and held back by controls and 

restrictions, and that if market considerations were allowed greater 

weight, everything would go much better. There is no evidence to prove 

this case. The British economy expanded rather faster under the Labour 

government’s system of controls than it had done for any equally long 

peacetime period since 1873 at least. This does not show conclusively that 

the government was running the economy in the best possible way; the 

post-war period was an exceptional one, and rigidly committed sup¬ 

porters of the free market approach might say that the rate of growth 

fell in the 1950s, after the controls had been removed, because new and 

subtler problems had appeared that did not have to be faced in the late 

1940s. 
The relatively rapid expansion of the economy was in one sense the 

cause of the other, more general discontent with Labour’s conduct of the 

economy. Any business man, contemplating his individual position in 

the late 1940s, realized that he could sell much more and increase his 

profits. The obstacle to this was the government: by restrictions on raw 

materials, by refusals to grant building licences when requested, and by 

insisting on detailed explanations of why a piece of development was 

desirable, the government stopped business men from going ahead and 

doing their job of making and selling things. The government’s attitude 

was presented in its most unattractive light by Douglas Jay, who asked 

people to believe that the man from Whitehall knew best what should 

be done. This did not go down well. People had had enough of Whitehall; 

they wanted to be free to manage, or even to mismanage, their own 

affairs. Well-meant attempts to help, such as the government’s proposal 

of Industrial Development Councils for each industry, were rejected. 

But although any one business man, given a free hand, could have 



Opposition to the “Labour Government 299 

expanded his business very rapidly in the late 1940s, the government had 

to consider what would happen if all business men were allowed to 

expand at the same time. In the existing state of more-or-less repressed 

demand, the natural result would have been a brisk inflation which would 

have been brought to a speedly end either by shortage of materials or by 

government action to cause a deflation; the sequence of events of 1919-21 

would have been repeated, and the government was determined not to 

have another slump like the one after the First World War. Imports were 

restricted, and were allocated by the government, but even if there had 

not been this limitation on production, there was the question of finding 

labour. The government, in its attempts to plan the economy, sometimes 

referred to ‘bottlenecks’, by which it meant items which were in short 

supply and were holding up the efforts of other producers. The shortage 

of steel, which was one of the materials which was in short enough supply 

to be handled by allocation, was a ‘bottleneck’ but the term could hardly 

be used to describe the fact that the whole of the labour force was 

employed and that in this sense there was a shortage of labour. 

The pre-war unemployed had found jobs, though this did not ease the 

general situation as much as might have been expected. There were about 

a million fewer unemployed in 1948 than in 1938, but the government 

was employing about a million more people; about 400,000 more people 

in the armed forces, which were twice as large as in the year before the 

war, and about 600,000 more in the civil service, which was about 75 per 

cent larger than just before the war. The Opposition said the civil service 

should be cut, and Labour backbenchers said the armed forces should 

be cut, but until one or other of these steps was taken, employers had to 

make do with what there was. In the 1930s the labour force (taking 

employed and unemployed together) rose by about 10 per cent; in the 

1940s it increased by about 3 per cent. There was not even the possibility 

of finding people anxious to leave declining trades, because no trades 

were declining. Agriculture had been placed on a sounder footing than 

before, and coal, textiles, and the railways, which contracted and supplied 

a good deal of additional labour for new industries in the 1950s, were all 

being encouraged in the late 1940s. 
The government possessed some residual powers to direct labour, and 

could influence the flow through the Labour Exchanges, but this authority 

could not be used in a sweeping way. The system of controls and licences 

that limited the activity of business men was negative: it consisted of 

prohibitions. Positive commands to ‘make this’ or ‘sell that’ were harder 

to use, though some licences (particularly for steel) were given to firms 

on condition that they increased their exports. Positive commands to 
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workers to go into particular jobs were equally hard to apply. Even so, 

the overall shortage of labour would have held back some industries. 

Business men in the 1930s had grown accustomed to a situation m 

which all the factors of production were readily available, but profits were 

hard to obtain, and had now been plunged into a different situation, in 

which profits were easy to obtain but the factors of production were in 

short supply. They wanted the best of both worlds, and blamed the 

government because this was not possible. 
The business men and the people who wanted to get back to the pre¬ 

war world might be united in their detestation of the government, but 

turning their feelings into coherent political action presented some 

problems. The Conservative party had been badly shaken by the 1945 

result, but applied itself with more resilience than most defeated parties 

to the work of reorganization. A good deal of its activity was really 

intended to ease the ‘back to pre-war’ section out of this frame of mind. 

Candidates’ contributions to constituency funds were stnctly limited, to 

eliminate the practice by which some of the safest Conservative seats had 

gone to men which could promise a thousand pounds a year to con¬ 

stituency funds. Policy documents like ‘The Industrial Charter’ were 

intended to show both the general public and the reactionary party 

members that industrial workers had rights which must be respected. 

Lord Woolton launched a public appeal, which was successful, for a 

million pounds; this freed the party from the fear of being controlled 

by a few wealthy contributors, or of having to depend on the generosity 

of people who hoped for honours, and it also showed the general public 

that the Conservative party was not an immensely wealthy organization. 

The Central Office now became distinctly richer than Transport House, 

and acquired a talented staff, quite a number of whom went forward to 

provide the more promising new recruits for the Conservative parliamen¬ 

tary party in the 1950s. The Conservatives accepted the Welfare State, 

though they disagreed with some items of the social policy of the Labour 

party: they would not have taken so firm a line with the doctors over the 

health service, and at the time of the harsh 1946-7 winter they suggested 

that the raising of the school-leaving age to 15, in September 1947, ought 

to be delayed. Nothing came of the suggestion, though the winter of 1947 

was probably the moment at which the Conservatives began to feel they 

might win the next election. 
They took more interest in local government elections than in the past. 

The electorate had become much more stable in its voting habits in 

parliamentary by-elections than in the past, and as a result the govern¬ 

ment lost no seats although in the opinion polls, which were beginning to 
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be published regularly but were not yet taken seriously, the Conserva¬ 

tives were ahead from 1947 onwards. The Opposition had to build up its 

confidence by gaining ground in municipal elections, and had several 

successes, of which the most conspicuous was in London in 1949, when it 

won as many seats as the Labour party though the Labour party retained 

control, because it had a majority among the aldermen. 

The press also attacked the government. The Mail, the Express and the 

Telegraph were strongly committed to the opposition, and the problems 

of the government were easier to attack in the press than anywhere else. 

The ‘groundnuts’ scheme was the best example of this. The government 

had decided to open up an area of East Africa to cultivation, for planting 

groundnuts. This would raise the economic level of the region and would 

provide a supply of vegetable fat for England—the policy of aid to under¬ 

developed countries was not yet really accepted, and the government had 

to show that the scheme would benefit people in England as well as raise 

the standard of living in East Africa. But while the principle of the scheme 

might be commendable, the area chosen was quite unsuitable and the 

undertaking eventually had to be closed down as an almost total loss. 

People were not yet accustomed to the idea of a peacetime government 

undertaking large-scale operations on which large-scale losses might be 

suffered, and it was an issue on which the government could be attacked 

effectively—the memory of it sank so deep into the minds of enthusiastic 

Conservatives that almost twenty years later, in the 1964 election, a 

Conservative heckler shouted ‘groundnuts’ at the leader of the Labour 

party. 
The Labour government was disturbed by newspaper attacks, and set 

up a Royal Commission to inquire into the state of the press. It is hard 

to see what this Commission was intended to do; at the time the press was 

flourishing, and the papers that attacked the government were really doing 

no more than their readers and their proprietors wanted. No doubt the 

government would have preferred newspapers to be run by calm and 

impartial editors who found that there was always a great deal to be said 

for what the government was doing, but this was not what readers wanted 

at the time. They wanted denunciation. The Labour press was weak by 

comparison with the Labour vote; the Liberal press probably somewhat 

stronger than the Liberal vote. 

The threat of novelty 

Some of the feeling of hostility to the innovations of the Labour 

government may have been part of a general mood of hostility to novelty. 

There was a sharp fall from the high level of interest in literature and the 
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arts that had developed during the war. Opposition to novelty and 

resurgent hostility were strikingly demonstrated at the time of the 

Picasso-Matisse exhibition at the end of 1945. By this time Picasso was 

the world’s leading painter, and it would have been hard to name anyone 
else who unquestionably stood above Matisse. Nevertheless their 

exhibition was greeted with tirades of abuse which sounded exactly like 

the attacks on Roger Fry’s exhibition in 1911. British artists were, at 

just about this time, beginning to emerge from the obscurity, not to say 

mediocrity, into which they had slipped from the time of Turner. It was 

only after the war that artists like Graham Sutherland began to win an 

established position and, in particular, to be accepted on the continent of 

Europe—the award to Moore of the prize for non-Italian sculptors at 

the 1948 Venice Biennale was a recognition that there was a British 

artist whose work was considered important outside the country. The 

enemies of Picasso and Matisse were not inspired by mere chauvinism: 

they disapproved of British art as well, and attempts by municipal 

authorities to beautify their towns by putting up sculpture often provoked 

objections—it was clear that a large number of people thought statues 

should be portraits, of a strictly representational type, and the idea of 

statues as art was still not universally acceptable. When Reg Butler won 

a competition for The Unknown Political Prisoner with an entry in wire, 

there were complaints from people who clearly thought that marble or 

bronze were the only materials worthy of a sculptor. 
None of this resistance to modem art was new. The enemies of novelty 

obviously wanted to get back to the days before the war when, they 

imagined, there was no modern art, and their resistance was the last 

determined stand against artistic novelty. By the 1950s it was much harder 

to make public protests about something just because it was new, and 

enemies of innovation were no longer able to say ‘I don’t know much 

about art but I know what I like’ without being laughed at. The war did, 

at least for a time, do something to elevate taste; whether this was through 

any real change or simply because the better writers and musicians were 

given facilities for publishing and performing that were not available to 

everybody is harder to say. It was during the war and particularly with 

the publication of Four Quartets that T. S. Eliot extended his reputation 

beyond the circle of the specialists and became nationally accepted as a 

leading poet. He went on to write verse plays and there was a short time, 

just after the war, when the success of his Cocktail Party and plays of 

Christopher Fry like The Lady’s Not for Burning led critics to think that 

the revival of the English theatre might lie in the direction of verse drama 

with religious overtones. The rest of the theatre certainly needed some- 
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thing to make it more interesting, for it had firmly turned its back on all 

the changes since Ibsen and was devoting itself to ‘well-made’ plays in 

the tradition of Scribe and Sardou. The most talented of these commercial 

playwrights, Terence Rattigan, who later explicitly acknowledged his 

debt by writing a modernized version of Dumas’s La Dame aux Cornelias, 

exposed himself a little too frankly in the preface to his collected plays by 

announcing that he wrote his plays to appeal to the tastes and habits of 

Aunt Edna, a lady of great respectability and limited enthusiasm for new 

ideas. The confession did him no good, perhaps because it explained the 
situation too honestly for people to like it. 

The theatre was firmly fixed as a minority entertainment, and an 

entertainment in which American musicals like Oklahoma and Annie 

Get Your Gun dominated the stage. In the years immediately after the 

war cinemas were doing wonderful business, and drew upon an almost 

universal audience. Cinemas primarily meant American films, and when 

the drain on currency led to the prohibitive duty imposed in 1947, the 

American companies protested; in March 1948 it was agreed that they 

could take out $17m. a year of their profits, but that anything more 

would have to stay in England. The government tried to encourage 

British film-making by laying down a quota: 45 per cent of films shown 

were to be British. The quota was too large for the existing Rank 

companies to fill satisfactorily. They were afraid of controversial and 

contemporary subjects and were rather too ready to take refuge in 

expensive historical productions. The film-making success of the late 

1940s were the Ealing comedies produced by an independent company, 

which pleased everybody by showing English people to be kind-hearted, 

eccentric, and inefficient. The government tried to encourage film 

production by setting up a National Film Finance Corporation, drawn 

on mainly by Sir Alexander Korda’s British Lion, but even at the height 

of the post-war cinema boom it was never very successful. Nobody 

seems to have thought it would change the pattern of entertainment much 

when the B.B.C. in 1946 resumed the television services which it had 

begun in a small way before the war. 

The all-pervasive use of television was one feature of Orwell’s night¬ 

mare of the future, 1984. Orwell was an anarchist with a considerable gift 

for saying things that dominant intellectual opinion would be saying in 

two or three years’ time; in the 1930s he had fought in the Civil War, 

and had returned with a dislike for both Communists and Fascists. He 

said, rather misleadingly, that he was a supporter of the Labour party. 

In the conditions of the 1940s socialism meant rationing and controls, 

and Orwell disliked this approach to life. In Animal Farm at the end of 
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the war he had attacked the Communist rulers of Russia for betraying 

the ideals of the Revolution; Orwell was himself deeply attached to the 

ideals of the Revolution and his dislike for the methods of Stalinism was 

strengthened by this feeling of betrayal. But his book appealed to people 

who had no sympathy for the ideals of the Russian or any other Revolu¬ 

tion, and was used to show that governments are all the same and there 

is no point in trying to change things. 1984, his other really successful 

book, was also used to teach a lesson rather different from the om Orwell 

had in mind. The book was written on the assumption, for which Orwell 

himself had condemned James Burnham a few years earlier, that things 

would go much as they were at present, only worse. That meant con¬ 

tinued rationing, shortages, and a perpetual state of war or preparation 

for war in which governments insisted on absolute obedience on the 

grounds that it was demanded by the needs of the struggle. The portrayal 

of the methods of ‘thought-control’ was particularly admired. In the 

diplomatic background of the story there was no sign that Orwell thought 

the capitalist powers in any way less bad than the Communist; the 

England in which Winston Smith was brainwashed was Airstrip One of 

an American Empire. However, the book was treated as an attack on 

Russia and on the shortages in England at the time, and so it was 

regarded by most people as an attack upon the left. Orwell’s picture of the 

future turned out to be inaccurate, and Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), 

which presented a good account of an affluent society, was a much better 

prediction of the future. But in terms of his political effect Orwell was 

much more important; any supporter of the Labour government who 

heard that Orwell was a Socialist must have asked to be saved from such 

friends. People were looking for an attack on the way of life into which 

people seemed to be settling in thel940s; Orwell satisfied that need, and 

he also seemed in Animal Farm to justify the Cold War, although a good 

deal of 1984 argues that living in the conditions of the Cold War would 

be dangerous to freedom. 
Orwell did not look at the English middle class, and while he disliked 

the sort of people who gave Animal Farm and 1984 an enthusiastic 

welcome, he did not write about them. The opposition to the Labour 

government was at its most intense in the levels of society written about 

by Angus Wilson; some of the short stories in The Wrong Set and his 

novel Hemlock and After give some idea of what life under ‘the army of 

occupation’ was like. Neither Wilson nor Orwell could be called 

innovators in novel-writing, but after the 1930s innovation ceased to be 

so predominant a concern of writers. It was not necessarily a sign of 

failure of talent, though it might be asserted that after 1930 or so there 
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were no literary giants of the sort that had been flourishing in the first 

three decades of the century. Writers seemed relatively content with the 

techniques at their disposal, and this could perhaps be said in a more 

general sense. Among artists and writers innovation had been fashionable 

and not too difficult for most of the period from the turn of the century to 

the 1940s. Even though the innovations had not always been used to any 

great extent the artists and writers had been left rather exhausted by the 

process and now wanted a pause to rest and reconsider their position, at 

just about the time that their audience was preparing to accept novelty 

willingly. 



11. The afterglow i949—i9^6 

The last years of the Labour government 

The first results of devaluation seemed highly satisfactory. British trade 

figures improved rapidly, and there were suggestions that the rate chosen 

had been too low and that a revaluation might be appropriate. The 

‘bonfire of controls’ in November 1948 and March 1949 in which Harold 

Wilson, the President of the Board of Trade, cancelled a large number 

of economic restrictions, the ending of clothes rationing in 1949, and the 

steady reduction in the proportion of imports that came in under govern¬ 

ment bulk-purchasing schemes all showed that the Labour government 

was prepared to allow the economy to run more freely, while regulating 

the general level of demand and encouraging specific areas of expansion. 

Planning was immensely difficult, and in any case there was no real 

reason why planning had to be part of socialism—it would, after all, be 

possible to have a society in which all industry had been nationalized and 

all the rewards of industry were shared out in a socialist manner, and yet 

the different nationalized industries could compete or use their economic 

bargaining power against each other. 
The Labour party did not look as if it was moving in this direction 

consciously, but by the end of the 1940s it was hard to see where it did 

intend to go next. Morrison argued strongly in favour of a policy which 

would appeal to the middle classes, but did not explain what positive 

proposals this policy would include. The left wing of the party wanted 

more nationalization, but apart from making sure that the steel Bill 

survived the Lords they could not find any industries whose nationaliza¬ 

tion would arouse any enthusiasm; sugar, water, and cement were on the 

list to be taken over, and it was hard to think of any of them as ‘command¬ 

ing heights of the economy’. Insurance was considered, but under pressure 

from the large army of collectors employed by the companies and by 

the co-operative societies, this was changed to a proposal for making all 
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insurance companies into mutual companies, in which there were no 

shareholders and the policy-holders kept all the profits. This was not 

very exciting, but nobody had any better suggestions; Attlee never seems 

to have been very interested in ideas, and while Bevin was ready to take 

up new ideas, he was always too autocratic to give other people a chance 

to discuss proposals that he disapproved of. By 1950 the Labour party 

was becalmed, though unwillingness to change things may have suited 

the mood of the electorate very well. Attlee, Bevin, Cripps, and Morrison 

had been in high office for about ten years and were showing signs of 
strain. 

An election had to be held by July 1950. Cripps thought that any 

budget produced just before an election would look like an attempt to 

influence the vote, and he carried Attlee with him. So an election was 

briskly called and held in February. A slightly later election, held at a 

pleasanter time of year when people had had a little longer to see that 

devaluation was working out rather well, would have been tactically 

wiser for the government. The 1950 election was held in a mood of looking 

back to the past, back to the immediate past but also back to the 1930s. 

The Conservatives reminded everyone how unpleasant the post-war years 

had been, with rationing, drabness, shortages in all directions, and restric¬ 

tions that left people feeling they were not allowed to do their best to 

help themselves. Their tactics were to accept the whole of the Welfare 

State and to suggest that the way forward must now be to set the people 

free to work out their own salvation. The Labour reply did not place 

much reliance on new policy proposals; they pointed to the complete and 

continued disappearance of the grinding unemployment of the 1930s, to 

the establishment of the Welfare State, and to the reorganization of 

British industry. To the complaints about rationing they replied with the 

slogan ‘Fair Shares for AH’. 

This defence was fairly successful; despite the efforts of Woolton and 

the modernizers, the Conservatives attracted only 4 per cent more of the 

electorate than in 1945. The Liberals made a great effort, and put up 475 

candidates, but so many of them lost their deposits that the chief effect 

was to make the party look silly. The Labour party held its ground with 

relatively little loss of votes, and might in normal circumstances have 

claimed that it had received enough popular support to show that its 

policy had been accepted. However, the electoral system made the answer 

more complicated. The 1948 Representation of the People Act had 

brought plural voting to an end, by abolishing the twelve university seats 

and the business franchise, which affected about ten seats. This helped 

the Labour party. On the other hand the redistribution of seats told 
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against it: a large proportion of'the Labour votes came from impregnable 

mining areas where they \&re in a sense wasted. In 1945 this had been 

compensated for by the over-representation of slum areas which were 

safe Labour seats with small electorates. The 1948 Act redistributed these 

seats out of existence, and so created the situation, which held good 

throughout the 1950s, that if the Labour party polled 2 per cent more of 

the total vote than the Conservatives, the two parties would emerge with 

equal numbers of seats in the Commons. In 1950 the Labour party was 

2 6 per cent ahead, but it was also hampered by Communist opposition 

in marginal seats. The Communist party has never, before or since, had as 

much effect on the electoral situation; its intervention presented the 

Conservatives with up to four seats. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 12,502,567 298 43-5 

Liberal 2,621,548 9 91 

Labour 13,266,592 315 461 

Other 381,964 3 1-3 

The government had an effective majority of 6, and it was ill placed for 

passing contentious legislation, but in fact it was more concerned to build 

itself a position on which it could fight the next election by steps like 

ending petrol rationing. These preparations had to be laid aside in June 

when war broke out in Korea. Because the Soviet Union was at that time 

boycotting meetings of the U.N. Security Council, the United States and 

her allies were able to pass a resolution enabling the U.N. to come to the 

assistance of South Korea when it was invaded by North Korea. Here, it 

seemed, was the conclusive proof of the aggressive intentions of the Soviet 

Union, and it was the duty of the United States and her allies to resist. 

The British government did not hesitate, and committed troops to the 

U.N. force. Throughout the war the American contribution was much 

larger than that of any of her allies and although the British was the next 

largest it was not really comparable; this sometimes led to misunder¬ 

standings because the British did not always realize the depth of the 

American commitment or the extent to which the Americans thought 

the war was the most important of the world's problems. 

Apart from the direct cost of the British military contribution, the war 

also meant that prices of raw materials went up. Importers were at the 

time running down stocks as the government was reducing its role in 

purchasing. Bulk-purchasing had meant that the government always held, 

or was committed to holding, large stocks of commodities. Private traders 
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were confident they did not need such large stocks, or perhaps could not 
afford to hold them. For most of the 1940s and 1950s British bulk¬ 
purchasing policy fitted the trading conditions very well. Long-term 
contracts made by a single purchaser on a rising market were the 
best way to hold back the rise as much as possible, and if individual 
purchasers had gone into the market they would probably have been 
played off against each other by the sellers. The Canadian wheat agree¬ 
ment of 1946, by which the British bought on favourable terms on the 
grounds that the price of wheat might suffer from a post-war slump, was 
so advantageous that as the market price went up and up the Canadian 
government became less and less inclined to enter another agreement. 
When the Korean war was over, prices of food and raw materials slid 
steadily downwards, and in these new conditions it was probably easier 
to drive the price down quickly for British consumers when the purchasing 
for them was being done by individual purchasers buying on a relatively 
small scale. 

The experience of the Korean War suggests that bulk-purchasing was 
given up a year or two earlier than was wise. The decline in stocks in 
1950, because the government was buying less and traders were ready to 
work with smaller reserves, led to a large surplus in the balance of pay¬ 
ments. But stocks had to be built up again in 1951 and by then prices 
were even higher, so the money ran out even faster than it had come in. 
The large 1950 surplus seemed to show that the government had been 
justified in giving up Marshall Aid at the end of the year and saying 
that the British economy could stand on its own feet. The experience of 
1951 was a nasty reminder that the problems had not all been solved. 
Some commentators added to the gloom by saying the price of raw 
materials would go on rising, so that the terms of trade would steadily 
move against exporters of industrial goods, which would be more 
unpleasant for England than for almost any other country. As it turned 
out, the Korean war price-rise was the last stage in the advance of the 
1940s, and it would not have been nearly so severe if the United States 
had not begun an immense stockpiling programme at the same time as 
she was preparing for war. The programme stimulated producers of raw 
materials but after the war they were left with their new mines that had 
just come into production when war demand was falling, the market was 
overshadowed by the U.S. stockpile, and prices fell sharply. 

Bulk-purchase or no bulk-purchase, there was not much that the 
British could do about the increase in commodity prices. Wage stability, 
which had been maintained by co-operation between trade union leaders 
and the government since mid-1947, came to an end late in 1950. The 
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balance of payments was bound to come under some pressure as a result. 

But the government had undertaken in addition a large rearmament 

programme. About 7 per cent of the national income was already being 

spent on armaments before the Korean war began, which was by pre- 

1939 standards a high peacetime level. In the first rearmament discus¬ 

sions, in August, the government agreed to a three-year plan to spend 

£3,400m. which would raise the proportion to 10 per cent. Quite apart 

from a general fear of Russian aggression, European countries were 

afraid that the United States was going to become so interested in the war 

in Korea and the problems of the Far East that she might lose interest in 

Europe; American representatives at the negotiations reminded the 

various European countries about the dangers of a relapse into isola¬ 

tionism which, however unwelcome to the Administration, might be 

forced on it by the pressure of opinion. If Europe was to be helped, ran the 

argument, she must show that she was ready to help herself. France, with 

a large Communist party and a shaky currency, could not take the lead; 

Germany was still distrusted after the war. If any country was to prove 

to the American people that Europe was a worthwhile investment, it 

had to be England. The United States felt able at this stage to pledge 

additional aid to assist with the rearmament programmes of her Euro¬ 

pean allies. 
Willingness to co-operate with the United States carried with it a 

certain amount of power to influence the policy of the United States. The 

U.N. force pressed forward into North Korea and advanced towards the 

Chinese border. When the Chinese moved to help the North Koreans, 

General MacArthur, the American commander of the U.N. force, sugges¬ 

ted widening the scope of the war by bombing China. This alarmed people 

in England, and in America’s other European allies. Attlee flew to Wash¬ 

ington early in December 1950, and put to Truman the arguments against 

widening the war. It is impossible to tell how important this was: Truman 

implied in his memoirs that he had already decided what to do, and when 

reminiscing Attlee suggested that his own intervention was decisive. 

Truman went on to dismiss MacArthur and make it clear that the war 

was to be limited to the defence of South Korea. When the Chinese army 

threatened to engulf the U.N. forces, the question of military effort came 

up for discussion again. The European countries were once more asked 

to show that they were whole-hearted in their desire to save themselves 

from Communist expansionism, and once more England was asked to 

play the leading role. The government agreed, and in February 1951 under¬ 

took a three-year plan which would involve military expenditure of 

£4,700m., which came to 14 per cent of the national income. 
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The government that faced this new and heavy task looked rather 

different from the one that had gained so slender a majority in February 

1950. Cripps had broken down under the strain, and had resigned in 

October, to be succeeded by Hugh Gaitskell, a professional economist 

who was disliked both by the Conservatives and by the left wing of the 

Labour party for his public school and academic background. By early 

1951 Bevin was too ill to run the Foreign Office, and was succeeded by 

Morrison. The effect of the changes was to make the government slightly 

more middle class, slightly less imaginative, and slightly more right wing, 

and to leave Bevan feeling ignored because he had been given neither of 

these important posts. The Conservative opposition became fiercer, and 

tried to wear the government out by keeping the House of Commons 

sitting late at night. 

Gaitskell approached the task of drawing up his budget for 1951 with 

great technical skill. Dalton and Cripps had gone a long way to taking 

the excess demand out of the economy by running budget surpluses on 

current account, but it was never completely demonstrated that they 

understood the relationship between real resources and the money 

accounts of the budget. Gaitskell did understand and, if the military 

preparations were to be made, his budget was the best possible way to 

provide the money without generating inflation inside the country. Prices 

had already begun to go up, because import prices were going up so 

quickly, and the Chancellor declined to increase the food subsidies 

because this would have meant additional taxation; he had raised the 

standard rate of income-tax by 2ip to 47gp in the pound and felt that 

this was as much as people would stand. He also limited government 

expenditure on the health service by imposing charges on prescriptions, 

on spectacles, and on false teeth. This was too much for Bevan, who 

resigned at the sight of his creation being put on a cash basis. In his 

resignation speech he referred not only to the health charges, but also to 

the possibility that the strain of rearmament was going to make it difficult 

for western countries to continue to run their affairs democratically. 

Harold Wilson, who followed him out of the government, gave as his 

reason for resignation his fear that the new £4,700m. rearmament pro¬ 

gramme was going to be too much of a strain on the economy. 

On the economic point at issue Wilson was right. The budget was a 

skilful exercise in providing the financial conditions for a transfer of real 

resources, but in some areas the resources could not be moved quickly 

and in others—supply of raw materials, supply of skilled engineers, supply 

of plans 4o work on—they were simply not available. The American 

government, with its immensely superior purchasing power, had priced 
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the other countries out of the market. Rearmament primarily affected 

a single sector of the economy, engineering and metal-working, and 

doubling the national expenditure on defence meant that this sector was 

being subjected to a great strain. At the same time the labour market 

was made less flexible by the extension of national service to a two-year 

period, which reduced the number of young men available at the time 

of their lives when they would be readiest to move to new jobs. 
The economy creaked and groaned under the pressure of the shift to 

military production and, as it turned out, away from the export trades. 

To some extent the balance of payments could be improved by cutting 

down on imports, but the country was not importing so many luxury 

goods that this could be done at all easily. A cut in imports meant a cut 

in food rations. From the summer of 1951 onwards the general balance- 

of-payments position was made worse by the other countries in the 

Sterling Area who ran deficits on their trade. They were perfectly entitled 

to do this, but it made life harder for the British government which, as 

banker for the whole Sterling Area, had to meet the deficits out of the 

pool of the Area’s assets. 
The government had not quite run out of ideas. Wage restraint was 

urged once more, and after appeals to companies to practice a correspond¬ 

ing restraint in dividend increases, legislation to freeze dividends was 

prepared. Measures were also prepared for abolishing the practice of 

resale price maintenance by which manufacturers and wholesalers pre¬ 

vented retailers from reducing prices. A further difficulty had arisen in 

the Middle East; at the end of April 1951 the government of Iran 

nationalized the oil refinery that the Anglo-Iranian Company, most of 

whose shares were owned by the British government, had built at 

Abadan. The Iranian Prime Minister, Dr. Mossadeq, was at least by 

British standards emotional and unstable, and it was suggested that the 

government was being weak-kneed in not sending troops to recapture the 

refinery. Morrison, the Foreign Secretary, appears to have been in favour 

of such a step. The Opposition taunted the government for its weakness. 

In normal circumstances a government has a clear legal right to 

nationalize, as long as it pays compensation, but in 1933 the Iranian 

government had renounced the right to nationalize the refinery. On the 

other hand, landing a force would be a great military strain and might 

merely lead to the destruction of the refinery. Action, relying on the 1933 

agreement, would have looked like a return to imperialism for 

undisguised financial motives; inaction was felt to be humiliating, and 

the loss of the refinery meant that expensive western hemisphere oil had 
to be imported instead. 
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By November the government was practically exhausted. There was no 

sign that things would improve soon, and the majority of six was finding 

it hard to maintain control of the Commons. An election would clear the 

air and, if it left the government in office, give an opportunity for repair¬ 

ing divisions in the party. The Conservative party continued to say it 

would set the people free, a line of approach designed to appeal to 

Liberals who had given up the struggle or had no candidate to vote for. 

It declared that a Conservative government would give people ‘more red 

meat’ as one of the incentives to work harder, which was undoubtedly 

attractive at a time when the meat ration was eightpenny worth of meat 

a week per person. It also promised to build 300,000 houses in a year 

and to refrain from interfering with the Welfare State; Lord Woolton 

went so far as to say that the food subsidies would not be cut.1 The 

Labour party continued to stand on its record in office, but it could now 

point to Attlee’s flight to Washington, and ask ‘Whose finger on the 

trigger?’, to suggest that when a war was going on Churchill might be too 

impulsive to be really safe. 
It is hard to tell how accurate an impression of public opinion was at 

that time given by the opinion polls. The surveys taken in the ten months 

before the election suggest that the Conservatives had a lead of about 

9 per cent of the popular vote. Whether it was because the Labour party 

made a great defensive effort, or because people at the last minute felt 

nervous about changing governments, or simply that the surveys had 

over-represented the prosperous classes, the Labour party polled slightly 

more of the total vote than the Conservatives. Not enough to outweigh 

the geographical advantage enjoyed by the Conservatives, but enough to 

remind the new government that it could not behave as though it had a 

strong mandate for its policies. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 13,717,538 321 48 
Liberal 730,556 6 2-5 
Labour 13,948,605 295 48-8 

Overseas policy under Churchill 

Churchill as Prime Minister did not intend to try to keep an eye on all 

departments. At first he tried to run the government by appointing 

‘overlords’, members of the House of Lords each of whom would co¬ 

ordinate the work of a number of departments. This was never very 

1 Lord Woolton, Memoirs (1959), 367-9. 
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effective, and power in domestic affairs tended to drift into the hands of 

Butler, the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Churchill had a poor opinion 

of Butler, but as he also had a low opinion of the importance of economic 

affairs, he accepted the situation with a fairly good grace. His mam 

interest was in foreign policy and defence, and even in this field he 

conserved his flagging energies by leaving to Eden as Foreign Secretary 

a good deal of freedom of action in the smaller issues which he regarded 

as specialized questions. Eden could deal with Egypt, Iran, and the Far 

East without much intervention by the Prime Minister. Of these problems 

Iran solved itself, or at least was solved without the British government 

doing much about it. The international oil companies set up a blockade 

of Iranian oil, and their control of shipping and the sales system enabled 

them to stop the Iranian government selling any of the oil it had taken. 

Eventually a coup, encouraged by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, 

overthrew the Iranian Prime Minister, and a new arrangement for the 

oil was worked out. As the new arrangement transferred a portion of 

the British concession to American firms, the whole transaction left the 

British government feeling that it would have to take care not to be 

extruded from the Middle East by its American ally. 
The Labour government had been troubled in its last months of office 

by the desire of the Egyptian government to revoke the 1936 Treaty 

which gave the British the right to occupy bases in the Canal Zone. 

Entangled as it was in Abadan, the government could not afford to look 

as if it was giving way. The new government had to face the problem, 

which was complicated by the overthrow of King Farouk and the 

emergence of a military government, first under General Neguib and 

then under Colonel Nasser. For a couple of years England resisted the 

efforts to drive her out, but the government was beginning to realize 

that this could not go on. In 1954 a withdrawal from the Canal Zone 

was accepted, the Sudan became an independent country, and the 

temporary occupation begun under Gladstone in 1882 was at an end. 

The Canal still remained an international waterway under the Treaty of 

1888, and the Suez Canal Company continued to run it under the series 

of agreements made between 1854 and 1866. 

The withdrawal was not popular with Conservatives, many of whom 

were sensitive when taunted about their bellicosity over Abadan when in 

opposition in 1951. But in 1954 Eden’s reputation rose to new heights 

because of his handling of Indo-China and European rearmament. 

France had never fully re-established her position in Indo-China after the 

war. A Communist-inspired rebellion under Ho Chi Minh challenged the 

colonial government, and began to gain ground. The United States 
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considered intervening on the French side, but would do so only if 

England was prepared to help as well. The British government did not 

think the French had much chance of holding on to Indo-China, and cer¬ 

tainly was not willing to join in the war. British influence in Washington 

was exerted to strengthen the opposition to American intervention. 

The situation became easier when Mendes-France became Premier in 

France on a policy of ending the war. At the Geneva conference in 1954 

Eden played a considerable part in persuading the representatives of the 

Communist powers to be content with slightly less than they might have 

expected. Negotiations were complicated by the refusal of the United 

States to take part in the conference; technically it stayed away in order 

to avoid meeting representatives of the Chinese government, which it had 

not recognized, but in fact it seems to have thought that the conference 

was bound to be a disaster for the western powers and wanted to 

dissociate itself from the debacle. Eden and Mendes-France emerged with 

terms which surprised the Americans, who had expected something 

much worse. The United States had anticipated that the whole of Indo- 

China would be dominated by the Viet Minh; when it discovered how 

much had been saved, it began negotiations to set up the South-east Asia 

Treaty Organization to defend Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam 
against any renewal of the war. 

Success at Geneva strengthened Eden’s position for his next diplo¬ 

matic achievement. Almost immediately after NATO had been set up it 

became clear that the member nations were not providing all the forces 

they had promised. Pressure from the United States built up in favour 

of arming West German troops and adding them to the NATO forces in 

some w'ay. European sentiment was not enthusiastic about this: it was 

felt that arming Germans would only provoke the Russians to become 

more hostile, and enough Europeans had lived under German occupation 

to have some sympathy with the Russians. At first it was suggested that 

a European Defence Community should be set up to organize a supra¬ 

national force; in its army the forces contributed by the member nations 

would be so completely integrated that they could not be used inde¬ 

pendently by their own governments. The whole German contribution 

to NATO defence would be controlled by the E.D.C., and thus the 

German government would not acquire any forces of its own. The British 

government thought that this was a good arrangement, for other people. 

It explained that, whatever Churchill might have said at The Hague and 

Strasbourg while in opposition, it was not going to join organizations 

designed to set up federal institutions for western Europe. It declined to 

join Euratom or the Coal and Steel Community, and it declined to con- 
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tribute its forces to the E.D.C. This made E.D.C. seem unattractive to 

France; if England had been willing to make a permanent contribution of 

troops to the continent of Europe within the E.D.C., that would have 

acted as a counter-weight to Germany, and German rearmament could 

be accepted. But, as it stood, E.D.C. looked like another way to create a 

dominant Germany in Europe. The French government was badly divided, 

and when the E.D.C. Treaties came Up for debate it left the issue to a free 

vote. The opponents of E.D.C., who were more frightened of Germany 

than of Russia, prevailed. 
American opinion was divided between withdrawal from European 

affairs and commitment to Germany without regard for France. In the 

United States France was in any case not regarded as important; in 

England the Prime Minister and seme of his personal friends shared this 

view. Eden had disliked Churchill’s European pronouncements in 

opposition but his pro-French views made him more eager than other 

British or American politicians to make sure that German rearmament 

should be brought about in a way that was not offensive to France. His 

proposal was that England should soothe French fears by promising to 

keep four divisions on the continent of Europe for the next fifty years, 

and by promising that these forces could be withdrawn only with the 

permission of the W.E.U. countries.1 This commitment caused a lot of 

trouble later; when Germany stopped being an occupied territory she 

ceased paying for the British troops on her soil, and the four divisions 

became a large and steady drain on foreign exchange which led to un¬ 

comfortable pleas that someone should do something to help England pay 

the cost of' the commitment. But at the time the proposal worked. France 

was reassured by the British promise to stay on the Continent, and 

German rearmament could go ahead. The British troops were not to be 

given to a federal authority, and the idea of a supra-national structure for 

European defence was not revived, but Europe could emerge with a 

stronger defensive position than before. 
Whether because of the increase in European strength or because of 

the death of Stalin, the attitude of Russia had become more conciliatory. 

During the 1950 election campaign Churchill had launched the idea of a 

meeting at the summit, though this had been proposed as a drastic step 

to escape from a clouded situation which was growing worse, and he 

remained devoted to the idea of a summit conference. He knew that he 

had first to convince the United States government that it would be 

useful, and here he was fortunate; about twelve months after his return 

to office his old wartime friend General Eisenhower became President of 

1 Belgium, England, France, Germany, Italy, Luxemburg, and the Netherlands. 
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the United States. In some ways the two men found themselves in 

curiously similar positions: they used their prestige to bring unprofitable 

foreign ventures to an end, in the Korean War and in the Suez Canal base, 

and they persuaded their political supporters to accept the expansion of 

social welfare carried out in both countries in the previous decade or two. 

Churchill could reasonably hope to revive the wartime association and 

ensure that he had a special role of influence at Washington, which 

he proposed to use to persuade the United States government to agree to 

a summit conference. On the whole Eisenhower was doubtful about the 

usefulness of the idea, though he was always ready to listen to arguments 

in favour of it. In the summer of 1953 Churchill suffered a stroke; this was 

kept more or less a secret, and very few people realized how seriously 

ill he was.1 He might have retired at this point if Anthony Eden, who was 

universally accepted as his heir-apparent, had not been ill at the same 

time. Churchill’s pressure for a conference revived when he returned to 

work in the autumn, and Stalin’s successors, who were much more eager 

to visit the world outside Russia than he had been, showed some willing¬ 

ness for a conference. Churchill had retired before it took place but the 

meeting of Eisenhower, Eden, Faure, and Bulganin at Geneva in the 

summer of 1955 owed a good deal to his patience and enthusiasm. The 

meeting did not lead to a permanent relaxation of tension, and relations 

between Russia and the West deteriorated soon afterwards. Diplomats 

drew the conclusion that it was wiser to start with preliminary negotia¬ 

tions before a summit conference, instead of leaving all the difficult 

questions to Foreign Ministers to deal with after the conference, but the 

idea of a summit conference remained in circulation, and was taken up 

again when relations between Russia and the West had improved. 
The Conservatives had been pleased to find, when they came to office, 

that the Labour government had made a good deal of progress towards 

the construction of a British atomic bomb under conditions of strict 

secrecy. If the new government wanted to continue to claim that England 

was for some purposes the equal of America and Russia, it had to con¬ 

sider whether to make a British hydrogen bomb. In 1954 Churchill 

announced that a decision to make the H-bomb had been taken. There 

were protests from many of the people who would have protested if they 

had known the atomic bomb was being made in the late 1940s. The 

reasons for making the hydrogen bomb contradicted too many public 

attitudes to be discussed completely openly. Anglo-American bombing 

plans had to be co-ordinated, which implied military consultation between 

the two countries. The government probably never imagined that the 

1 Lord Moran, Winston Churchill, the Struggle for Survival (1968), 431-501. 
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balance of strength at the H-bomb level between Russia and America was 

so neatly balanced that the British contribution would be decisive. No 

doubt some people thought that England could be the equal of Russia and 

the United States if only she had the bomb—in terms of military tech¬ 

nology this did not look so difficult, because the delivery of the bomb was 

to be entrusted to aeroplanes, and by the end of the Korean rearmament 

period the British government had.enough aeroplanes in its V-bomber 

force of Valiants, Vulcans, and Victors to be able to deliver the bomb. 

The successful American and Russian tests had shown that an H-bomb 

could be made, which had previously been thought unlikely by physicists 

as respected as Oppenheimer, and once it was known that the device 

would work it was fairly simple to discover how to make an H-bomb, in 

which an A-bomb would trigger off a fusion process. 
Undoubtedly those who wanted the H-bomb to place England on a 

footing of equality with America and Russia had failed to understand 

how the world had changed. In trying to convince the more imperialist of 

his followers that Suez was no longer useful, Churchill had shown how 

one H-bomb could devastate the whole Suez area; England was not so 

much bigger than the Suez area, and was in fact particularly vulnerable 

to hydrogen bombs. From a strategic point of view the bomb was a 

weapon that people in England would find very hard to use. But so far 

as relations with the United States were concerned, the bomb made good 

sense. Anyone who thought the United States might withdraw from 

Europe or in some other way ignore British interests would find some 

consolation in the thought that England could exact a heavy price from 

anyone who attacked her, and could touch off a general war. 

All this depended on taking a slightly unfavourable view of the 

Americans. Churchill, for whom the Anglo-American alliance was the 

most important factor in diplomacy, was not the man to suggest such 

a view. But anti-Americanism in England was more widespread than 

anyone cared to say openly. Because it occurred in so many different 

parts of the political spectrum it could not acquire a policy, and the 

men of the centre could continue to follow a pro-American line. On the 

Conservative right were people who felt that the United States was 

always chipping away at the British Empire, at British oil, and at British 

prestige; these people were often supporters in domestic policy of moves 

to get back to ‘before the war’, and they disliked the American way of 

life which they found vulgar and egalitarian and altogether too ready to 

think the business man more important than the gentleman. Inside the 

government there were a good many people who, while possibly sympa¬ 

thetic to some of America’s long-term aims, thought the Americans were 
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not very competent at running policy. People who felt like this might 

adopt Macmillan’s philosophical view that they were ‘Greeks in the 

American Empire’ and must run it ‘as the Greek slaves ran the operations 

of the Emperor Claudius’,1 or they might share Eden’s slightly too obvious 

feeling that the American Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, was an 

international disaster looking for a place to happen. Partly because of the 

pressures of the situation, partly because Churchill did not propose to 

lose touch with Eisenhower, these feelings did not affect government 

policy much. Foreign policy was reasonably successful—in one respect 

too successful: people were able to slip into the habit of forgetting how 
much the world had changed in the last dozen years. 

This view could survive in colonial as well as in foreign affairs. After 

the rapid changes of the 1940s, relatively little seemed to happen. In the 

Gold Coast, elections were held in 1951; as the Convention People’s Party 

won a majority its leader. Dr. Nkrumah, was released from prison, where 

he had been serving a sentence for political offences, and was made Leader 

of Government Business in the new legislature. In Nigeria developments 

were more complicated: the country was divided into three regions, each 

with a political party of its own, and the British government felt it had 

to try to reconcile them before independence to make sure that the country 

did not dissolve on regional lines. The British government also had a 

direct interest in delay. The leaders of the northern region opposed rapid 

moves to independence, because their region was short of educated people. 

They were afraid that, if independence was granted before they had time 

to organize, the two southern regions might be able to establish themselves 

in a dominant position. As the northern group was pro-British in senti¬ 

ment and would form a majority after independence, it was worth support¬ 

ing. In the Gold Coast the tribes of the north were also backward and in 

favour of a longer British stay, but as they were a minority there was not 

much point in supporting them and offending the section that was bound 

to come to power after independence. 

In West Africa independence could be accepted without much difficulty 

as the objective of policy, because there were no white settlers and the 

large commercial companies could be expected to look after themselves. 

In Kenya and Rhodesia there were communities of white settlers. Opinion 

in England certainly would not have allowed them to be abandoned; a 

section of British opinion would have opposed steps reducing their 

political power, and in the early 1950s no such steps were taken. In 1952 a 

revolt broke out in Kenya, organized by the Mau Mau movement. It 

blended Kikuyu tribalism and anti-colonialism in a mixture dominated by 

1 Anthony Sampson, Macmillan (1967), 61. 
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the former. Apart from alj questions of political control, there was the 

issue of the Highlands, the best farming land in Kenya, which was mono¬ 

polized by British settlers. The British government sent troops to protect 

the settlers, and after a fairly difficult struggle in 1953 and 1954 the revolt 

was defeated. People in England were prepared to support the use of troops 

because of the primitive and savage nature of the revolt, but British troops 

could not be used to stop the majority in Kenya from getting political 

power in a peaceful way, and Mau Mau had shown that the settlers, 

outnumbered a hundred to one, could not protect their own position. 

In its last months of office the Labour government had shown some 

interest in the idea of federating the two Rhodesias and Nyasaland as a 

step towards independence. Such African opinion as could be consulted 

was hostile to the idea, but when the Conservatives came to power they 

decided to ignore this. The Central African Federation could bring 

together the mineral wealth of Northern Rhodesia, the large white popula¬ 

tion of Southern Rhodesia, and the overcrowded African population of 

Nyasaland. The Federation would have a large enough financial base to 

raise development loans, and in particular to finance the building of the 

Kariba Dam which would provide supplies of electricity and of water for 

farmers and for miners on the Copperbelt in Northern Rhodesia. The 

new Federation was presented to the world as an exercise in partnership 

—a difficult word, which could be presented to people in England as a 

synonym for equality and could be explained to white inhabitants of the 

Federation as the partnership between horse and rider. The British 

government watched to see how it would develop before deciding about 

progress towards independence. 
In Malaya independence in the immediate future seemed much more 

possible. Communist guerrillas tried to take the country over; the British 

response to this was among the most intelligent operations in the field of 

counter-insurgency undertaken by any government in the period, though 

the task was not as hard as in some other countries. The Communists 

were almost all Chinese, so that it was not too difficult to enlist the support 

of the Malayan section of the population by pursuing a sensible policy. 

The British authorities made it clear that they did not expect to stay in 

Malaya for ever, and would grant independence as soon as the emergency 

was over and the Communists had been defeated. With a certain amount 

of goodwill gained in this way, it was possible to move the population 

into strategic villages which could be defended against infiltration, and in 

this way the Communists were cut off from their supporters in the country. 

The whole operation lasted from 1948 to 1957, but it was successful 

enough to convince the government that it knew what to do about 
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Communist revolts; it felt sure that granting independence was a neces¬ 

sary part of resistance to revolt, and this made it more ready to consider 
independence for other colonies. 

Financial policy under Butler 

This success in external policy rested on a fairly sound economic base. 

The situation in 1951 had left the government relatively little freedom of 

action. Butler had to begin his period of office as Chancellor of the 

Exchequer by taking further steps to deal with the balance-of-payments 

crisis. To show that the government wanted to use monetary policy as 

one way to influence the economy, he raised the Bank Rate to 2\ per 

cent from the 2 per cent at which it had been kept, except for a few weeks 

in September 1939, ever since 1932. But the main line of defence had to 

be physical controls: licences for imports were required, and were given 

with a sparing hand. This short-term reaction to a foreign exchange 

problem was about the only occasion on which Butler adopted much the 

same policy as Gaitskell would have done, but a legendary figure called 

Mr. Butskell was invented by The Economist, and denounced by the Labour 

left as the symbol of a supposed similarity of purpose. Butler accepted 

the doctrine of setting the economy free, and followed it in an almost 

dogmatic way. The Conservative party was behind him; the modernizers 

were convinced by their experience of controls that this was no way to run 

an economy, and the people who wanted to get back to the past were 

certain that there had been no planning before the war. Those who could 

remember that in the 1930s there had been considerable enthusiasm for 

planning kept quiet, partly because the Conservative party at the time 

felt that its conduct in the 1930s—and more particularly the policy of 

appeasement—had not been creditable. 

Butler’s most extreme venture in setting the economy free did not come 

to fruition; the ROBOT scheme, to Jet the exchange value of the pound 

float freely, with no support from the foreign exchange reserves, was 

discussed in February and in June 1952. Largely because of Lord 

Chenvell’s influence with Churchill, the plan was dropped; Gaitskell took 

the opportunity later to say how sound he considered Cherwell’s stand 

to have been.1 Enemies of the scheme seem to have assumed that, although 

the foreign exchange reserves would not be used to support the value of 

the pound, the Bank of England would raise interest rates to support it. 

This would have taken the economy back to the late 1920s, when high 

interest rates checked the development of the economy to defend the 

pound. If interest rates had not been used in this way, the pound would 

1 Lord Birkenhead, The Prof in two Worlds (1961), 284-9. 
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have fluctuated in terms of Other currencies, which would have been 

confusing for people conducting trade in terms of sterling, though it would 

have removed the need for high interest rates. 
The Conservative government took a number of steps between 1952 

and the end of 1954 which fulfilled its election promise to set the economy 

free. It reduced the allocating and licensing needed to build anything, it 

reduced income-tax, it released the sterling balances and encouraged 

overseas investment, it ended restrictions on hire-purchase sales and 

restrictions on the right to strike, and it ended rationing. Presumably a 

Labour government would have ended rationing and brought income-tax 

down from the Korean War level as soon as it felt safe in doing so, 

though of course it might have been more timid about these steps than 

the Conservatives. On the other hand a Labour government would have 

been much more worried by the slight rise in unemployment in 1952. The 

steps taken to defend the foreign exchange reserves caused a slight reces¬ 

sion. The textile industry suffered most, as foreign competition began to 

be a serious threat. Manufacturers showed that in general they did not 

expect the recession to be serious; they had had difficulty obtaining 

workers in the last dozen years, and in 1952 they kept workers on even 

though they could have run their factories for a time with fewer men. 

The economy soon recovered. The increase in import prices caused by 

the Korean War was short-lived, but England was able to go on exporting 

at the old prices. This improvement in the terms of trade, which enabled 

a larger amount of imports to be purchased for the same amount of 

exports, was a considerable stroke of good fortune, and it helped relax 

some of the tensions in the economy. 
Once the shock of Korea was over, the balance of payments began to 

show a steady surplus for the first time since before the war. The govern¬ 

ment laid down the policy that the country needed a surplus of 

£300-350m. a year for overseas investment and to pay off the sterling 

debts (or ‘sterling balances’) left over by the war. The current trade 

surplus, including invisible exports, ran at something like the £300m. a 

year that was needed, though military expenditure overseas, from 

Germany to Hong Kong, reduced it to about half the desired amount. 

The remainder was invested overseas on a long-term basis; in this sense 

England had returned to the conditions of the 1920s. But almost all the 

investment was in the Sterling Area or in Canada, and elsewhere it was 
restricted as severely as in the 1940s. 

This British urge to make long-term investments helped international 

trade. If the surpluses had simply been accumulated year by year0in 

England, the British reserves of gold would have gone up, but other 
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countries would have found themselves running short of reserves and 
unable to trade. On the other hand, if the surpluses had been used to pay 

off the wartime debts with sterling countries, this would also have reduced 

the amount of money available for international trade, and thus reduced 

the amount of trading that could be carried on. The Labour government 

had ‘blocked' the debts, which meant the creditors could draw their 

money only in the quantities and at the times that the British government 

allowed; naturally it discouraged its creditors from drawing money 

except to buy British goods. In 1952 the debts were ‘unblocked’, which 

meant they could pass from one country to another and be used as money 

for international trading purposes. India and Egypt could now keep their 

economies going by transferring their claims on England to other countries, 

and thus they could survive the economic strain when their exports went 

down in price in the post-Korea slump in raw materials. The holders of 

these sterling debts, if they chose, could present them in London and ask 

for dollars (or gold) in exchange. It would do them no good if they all 

asked at once, because England’s supply of gold and dollars was about a 

quarter the size of the debts. But if they were patient they could hope for 

eventual repayment, or if they wanted to import from other countries they 

could use the sterling balances for payment. 

The government allowed Sterling Area countries to borrow money in 

London, and hoped that in return they would not press for repayment of 

the wartime debts. When the debts passed into the hands of countries 

which did not belong to the Sterling Area the British government could 

not impress them by pointing out the advantages to sterling countries of 

being allowed to borrow in London. The Chancellor of the Exchequer 

could harangue Commonwealth Finance Ministers and ask them not to 

disturb things by running up deficits with the outside world, and this 

probably had some effect. The independent members of the Common¬ 

wealth did habitually run deficits with the outside world, financed to some 

extent by British investment. The colonies tended to run deficits with 

England, but to run surpluses with the rest of the world that were larger 

than their deficits with her, which meant that their sterling balances 

increased steadily until independence. Almost every colony embarked on 

a drive for investment at home when it became independent, which meant 

that it spent its sterling balances, and the balances spent in this way 

usually passed into the hands of countries outside the Sterling Area. 
The government’s financial figures depended on obtaining correct 

returns from importers and exporters, investors and tourists, and every¬ 

body else who had anything to do with foreign exchange. This did not 

always happen; at the foot of the annual balance-of-payments statement 
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a large balancing item always had to be put in to make the sums add up 
right Estimating the levelvof overseas investment was also difficult, and 

became harder after 1945. In the nineteenth century and the early 

twentieth century a good deal of foreign investment took the form of sales 

of bonds by public subscription. The sale, and the later fate of the bonds, 

could be traced. After the Second World War investment was mainly 

‘direct’, with companies setting up subsidiaries in foreign countries and 

reinvesting the profits there. These activities were almost impossible to 

trace accurately. 
Undoubtedly the largest single field of foreign investment in the post¬ 

war world was oil. Anglo-Iranian (later British Petroleum) and Shell 

(40 per cent British owned) invested about as large a proportion of the 

national income as the railway companies in the mid-nineteenth century, 

but as most of it took the form of ploughing back profits and depreciation 

reserves, it was hard to tell how much they put into the business. This 

concentration of investment on oil was matched by the increase in British 

consumption; it rose at a rate of about 40 per cent a year from 2 million 

tons a year just after the war to 28 million tons a year nine years later. 

Consumption all over the world was rising, and was met mainly by a sharp 

increase in Middle East production. Oil there was much cheaper than in 

the traditional areas such as the United States, and profits were accord¬ 

ingly high. The oil companies, and the governments that stood behind 

them, pointed out that one of the reasons for this was the low level of 

government services provided in the Middle East, which meant that the 

companies had to spend money on activities that would be undertaken by 

governments elsewhere. 

Emerging from austerity 

One result of this foreign investment, which was so much larger than in 

the 1930s and 1940s, was that England never had large enough reserves to 

deal with the crises that followed any loss of confidence on the part of the 

owners of the sterling balances; these crises were all the more likely to 

find the government unprepared because of the difficulty of finding out 

the exact state of the balance of payments. Another result of heavy foreign 

investment was to restrict the amount of resources available for invest¬ 

ment inside England. Under the Labour government the level of non¬ 

housing investment had been high, but housing was neglected. Bevan, the 

Minister responsible, was preoccupied with setting up the health service 

and had to ask for large sums of money from the Exchequer for it. 

Labour principles indicated that housing should mainly be built by local 

councils for letting to the less prosperous at subsidized rents, and because 
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Bevan was not in a strong position to ask the Exchequer to lend money 

to local councils, all building was held back; this reduced the mobility of 

labour and forced many people to live in uncomfortable and inadequate 

homes. The only justification that could be offered was that it was 
impossible to do everything at once. 

In 1950 Churchill argued that the government had got its priorities wrong. 

He condemned the ambitious school-building programme and asked for 

‘bedrooms before schoolrooms’.1 The 1950 Conservative conference asked 

for 300,000 houses a year, and this aim was accepted by the party leader¬ 

ship. Macmillan was made Minister of Housing in 1951 with the task of 

increasing production about 50 per cent above the level reached under the 

Labour government and building the 300,000 houses. By 1953 the target 

had been reached and the performance was sustained in 1954. The housing 

problem was nearer to being under control than at any time since 1939. 

The pressure of concentration on housing, combined with the relaxa¬ 

tion of the system of building licences and the repeal of the 1947 Act 

giving development rights to the government, launched a property boom; 

new office blocks were built, houses which could be changed from con¬ 

trolled to uncontrolled tenancies produced large profits, and the price of 

land went up. The relaxation of controls on the economy produced a good 

many cases where assets could be bought for less than their market value, 

and the property boom was only one aspect of this; most of the mergers 

and takeovers of the 1950s were financial operations by which assets were 

bought cheaply rather than industrial operations to make firms more 

efficient. The increase in building was at first matched by a decline in 

other forms of investment inside England. Until 1955 the amount of non¬ 

building investment was lower, after allowing for rising prices, than the 

1951 level. A higher rate of overall British investment, at home and abroad, 

would fairly certainly have led to inflationary pressure or an adverse 

balance of payments. 
Part of the difficulty lay in a certain complacency about what the 

Labour government had done. This complacency was not restricted to 

matters of investment, nor confined to one party alone. Life after the war 

had been so much less comfortable than everybody had expected that it 

was assumed that investment and the social services had been making 

tremendous strides. The Welfare State, it was felt, had been built and 

would stand to be the admiration of the world. To some extent this was 

true. A good many other countries did feel they should follow England in 

extending their social services, and they spent money fairly lavishly in 

1 6 Nov. 1950; Commons Debates, cccclxxx. 705. Churchill was taking up a 
remark made earlier in the debate by a Labour back-bencher. 
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paying for old-age pensions, family allowances, and other cash benefits. 

In general they did not venture to fight the doctors to set up health 

services. One of the possible disadvantages of making health expenditure 

an item of government spending was illustrated by the Guillebaud 

Report, which showed that the proportion of the British national income 

spent on health services was constant in the 1950s, when many other 

prosperous countries were spending more and more on health. In general 

terms, the Labour party was quite certain that there was nothing to 

improve about the Welfare State it had built, and the Conservatives 

thought that welfare benefits were almost too luxurious. This led to a 

truce on the welfare front, and nobody suggested improvements. In the 

same way a great many people were convinced that the level of invest¬ 

ment in the late 1940s was so high that nothing more needed to be done. 

Defence expenditure, it was conceded, was too high. The £4,700m. 

programme was abandoned, and expenditure began to fall back from the 

12 or 13 per cent of the national income that it had reached at one point. 

More money was spent on consumer goods, because other things were 

making smaller demands on the national income: defence and the social 

services were receiving a declining proportion of it, investment was not 

increasing very much, and the terms of trade were improving, so that a 

smaller proportion of the national income went to pay for any given 

amount of imports. People were better off: the national income, after 

remaining stable in 1952, went up steadily for the next three years. 

Although production and average income had reached pre-war levels by 

1948 or 1949, the habit of referring to production as ‘a post-war peak’, 

with the implication that before the war people had had real peaks, 

persisted until the mid 1950s. 
The aspect of Conservative policy which showed most clearly how 

completely the supporters of ‘setting the people free’ had triumphed over 

the ‘back to before the war’ group was in trade union affairs. The repeal 

of the Trade Disputes Act was left undisturbed. The right to strike was 

accepted and the wartime and post-war system of compulsory arbitration 

was wound up. Sir Walter Monckton was appointed Minister of Labour 

and fairly clearly he was told not to disturb good relations between the 

government and the unions. The trade unions had won during the 1940s 

the right to be consulted on questions that affected them, and it was 

accepted that Royal Commissions on most issues had to contain a trade 

unionist; on committees concerned with economic issues trade unionists 

and business men usually came in equal numbers, an arrangement that 

would have surprised business men in most countries outside Scandinavia. 

By the time of the Korean War most of the excess demand had been 
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squeezed out of the economy, and as prices of imports rapidly fell back 

to the 1950 level there was no longer much demand-inflation. On the other 

hand real wages had not increased since 1947. Pressure built up for wage 

increases, and the unions’ successes were resented by people who felt the 

government was being too soft with the working classes. A pattern of 

giving wage-increases, voluntarily or under the threat of a strike, every 

year seemed to have developed. As the money value of the increases came 

to rather more than the real increase in production, the result was to 

encourage a cost-inflation in which prices rose slightly more slowly than 

money wages. In a world of philosophers this might have been accepted 

as one of the disadvantages of setting the people free. In the England of 

the early 1950s it was regarded as shocking that the unions should use 
their recently recovered freedom. 

The discussion was embittered by the belief of the press and many 

non-specialist commentators that the strikes and the pressure for increases 

in pay were all the result of Communist infiltration. Communists, it was 

assumed, had worked their way into positions of influence in trade unions 

and used these positions to mislead workers into asking for more money. 

This was not a very useful line of analysis; men of influence in trade 

unions who supported the Communist party were likely to do so because 

it approved of a militant policy rather than out of a desire to sabotage 

the economy, and the idea that only a desire to sabotage the economy 

could lead people to ask for more money was a very non-materialist way 

of looking at life. The government avoided taking an anti-Communist 
line on strikes. The number of days lost owing to strikes in the conditions 

of full employment in the 1950s was about the same as the loss in the 

depressed 1930s, and was much less than in the twenties. Strikes caused 

a much smaller loss of working days than the common cold. 

The 1952 budget, which still had to face the Korean War balance-of- 

payments problems, was inevitably deflationary. The cuts in food sub¬ 

sidies probably made trade unions a little more willing to ask for pay 

increases, but because of the improvement in the terms of trade prices 

did not go up. In 1953 the food subsidies were again reduced, and at the 

same time the standard rate of income-tax was cut by 2£p. This was a step 
away from the pattern of the 1940s, in which direct taxation had increased 

sharply and the goverment had acted deliberately to hold down prices, 

thus benefiting the poor at the expense of the rich. Within the framework 

of ‘setting the people free’, which clearly included reducing the process of 

redistributing income, the end of the subsidies meant that people would 

pay the full market price for what they wanted, and would not be guided 

by the government into spending their money on food. 
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Some people saw the ending of rationing as another great struggle 

between socialism and capitalism; the more extreme members of the 

Conservative party spoke as though the Labour party positively enjoyed 

running the rationing system, and the more extreme members of the 

Labour party said that ending rationing would lead to economic disaster. 

The reopening of the commodity markets in London was also seen by 

some people in these terms of high principle. For a time it seemed as 

though sterling crises had been a special problem of the years immediately 

after the war. In 1953, for the first odd-numbered year since the war, 

there was no sterling crisis—convertibility in 1947, devaluation in 1949, 

and Korea in 1951 showed how weak sterling had been. The 1953 budget 

gave investment allowances for firms spending money on new equipment, 

and this checked the drop in non-housing investment and helped 

encourage the ‘investment boom’ of 1954 and 1955. Butler was sufficiently 

pleased by its success to say in 1954 that if things went ahead as they had 

been doing, people in Britain could double their standard of living in the 

next twenty-five years.1 
At the time this prediction was regarded as bold and daring, and some 

people even regarded it as wild and impracticable. It amounted to a rate 

of growth of just under 3 per cent a year, which was distinctly smaller 

than the rate of growth between 1945 and the Korean War. Nobody had 

fully appreciated the 4 per cent rate of growth immediately after the war, 

partly because living conditions were so miserable, and partly because 

most of the growth went to defence, social services, and the less consumer- 

oriented forms of investment. Butler’s predicted rate of growth was lower 

than that of the late 1940s for a number of reasons. The Labour govern¬ 

ment had been able to run a large deficit on its balance of payments 

because of the American loan and Marshall Aid. In the years just after 

the war there was a great hunger for goods, and relatively few sellers; the 

United States had things to sell, but the world shortage of dollars made it 

hard for customers to buy from her. By ‘blocking’ sterling the Labour 

government had created a slightly artificial market in countries which 

held sterling and could not do anything with it except buy British goods. 

Germany and Japan had come back to world export trade early in the 

1950s; it was bad luck for British exporters that they returned during the 

Korean War, when Britain was unusually ill placed for resisting new 

competitors. As the competition increased, foreign customers who had 

been ready to take anything in the years just after the war became more 

selective. They had often been sold goods they would buy only in a 

sellers’ market, and some of them started the 1950s in a mood of suspicion 

1 The Annual Register of World Events for 1954, 45, called it ‘a daring forecast’. 
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about British products. The improvement in the terms of trade, although 

it made the balance-of-payments position easier, was not an unmixed 

blessing; a good deal of British exports went to countries that produced 

the raw materials that were going down in price, and as these countries 

became less prosperous they became less good markets for British 
exporters. 

In the 1940s the Labour government had been running an economy in 

which no sections were declining. By the time Butler made his prediction 

it was already clear that cotton textiles were going into a long-term decline. 

They had done well just after the war, with Japanese competition elimi¬ 

nated for the time being, and countries like India not yet fully organized to 

export much. By the 1950s this foreign competition, paying lower wages 

and equipped with newly installed machinery, was driving Lancashire out 

of the textile business in which she had been supreme for almost two 

centuries. In 1906 England had been selling cotton goods all over the 

world, and the cotton industry was devoted to Free Trade. By 1955 

England was a net importer of cotton goods, and Lancashire was demand¬ 

ing Protection. The change was inevitable, but it was a nasty shock for 

the economy. No other industries were in quite the same position, though 

there were warning signs that coal and the railways might go the same way. 

The Conservative government accepted the general principle of 

nationalization of some industries and never tried to alter the position of 

coal or the railways—it was most unlikely that any purchasers could have 

been found if they had tried to sell them back. Denationalization of steel 

and of road transport had been part of the election programme: steel was 

sold off successfully, on a basis that gave a preference to the original 

owners; and only one company, Richard Thomas and Baldwin, could not 

be disposed of. Road transport was rather harder, and it became clear 

that a good many of the previous owners had no desire to get back into 

the business. In the end British Rail was left with a distinctly larger 

share of the road haulage trade than the government had intended. 

By the beginning of 1955 the investment boom, and the accompanying 

increase in consumption, had gone so far that Butler considered some 

check would have to be placed on expansion. There were two increases 

in Bank Rate in quick succession, and restrictions were reimposed on 

hire-purchase sales by laying down requirements about the size of 

deposits. Even this slight intervention in the economy was objectionable 

to the more doctrinaire supporters of the free play of the market, but on 

the whole they could feel that Conservative freedom had worked, and 

perhaps had worked all the better because there had been so little attempt 

to get back to before the war. 
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There were other examples of the determination of the government not 

to give any impression that they were putting the clock back. They 
decided not to restore parliamentary seats to the universities. But the 

most clear-cut example of unwillingness to listen to the traditionalist 

wing of the Conservative party came in the struggle over commercial, or 

independent, television. The television service of the B.B.C. had started 

again in 1946, but it was a small section of the Corporation’s work. Sound 

broadcasting stood at the peak of its influence; during the war the 

B.B.C.’s introductory ‘This is London calling’ had been the voice of truth 

and of hope to a captive continent, and it owed that position to its refusal 

to be associated with anything that looked like propaganda. Or, the more 

sophisticated would say, to its realization that good propaganda rests on a 

reputation for truthfulness. Its success in the war confirmed all the 

Reithian principles about setting high and elevating standards. At the 

time television was returning to action, the Corporation was much more 

interested in another minority service it was launching the Third 

Programme, designed specially for people who wanted modern poetry, 

classical music, and discussion of scholarly issues. The small audience 

for television could and did grow; the audience for the Third Programme 

did not expand, partly because the Programme steadily raised its standard. 

It did useful things, such as encouraging Dylan Thomas, the last poet to 

be both popular and taken seriously by other poets, but the Third Pro¬ 

gramme absorbed too much of the energy of the Corporation and led it to 

neglect television or think of it as something that should be regarded as 

subordinate to sound broadcasting. 
The combination of the spirit of Reith with this neglect meant that 

B.B.C. television emerged as a dull and limited service. It may have been 

suited to the years of austerity, but after that it was remarkably vulnerable. 

By the time of the 1951 election a group of people with considerable 

influence inside the Conservative party organization was ready with 

suggestions for setting up an alternative television system which would 

run on a profit-making basis. They captured the Cabinet and got their 

plan accepted. It was of course opposed by the Labour party, who 

believed in the B.B.C. and had no desire to see another medium of com¬ 

munication in the hands of people who could be assumed to oppose any 

sort of socialism. The more significant division came inside the Conserva¬ 

tive party, where a considerable number of the traditionalists declared 

their opposition to the scheme. In the House of Lords the government 

had some difficulty rallying support and defending its television proposals. 

It was denounced for being like the American system, and the 

opponents of the proposal made it clear that they believed ‘American’ 
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and ‘vulgar’ meant the same thing. Technically the British and American 

arrangements differed: in the United States the advertisers supported 

individual programmes by advertising on them, and could force a change 

°f programme by withdrawing their support if they were not satisfied 
they w'ere getting a large enough audience. In England the organizing 

companies were responsible for producing the programmes shown, but 

all they provided for the advertiser was the right to buy a few moments 

of time in which he could present his advertising message. The news 

programmes were produced by a separate company. Independent Tele¬ 

vision News, and were supplied to all the organizing companies. These 

provisions did reduce the power of the advertisers over the producing 
companies, but the difference was not all that important. 

The introduction of commercial television was a poor reward for the 

newspapers support for the Conservatives when they w'ere in opposition. 

When it was launched late in 1955 the advertisers hung back until they 

could see what sort of audience they were being offered, and for about a 

year the producing companies ran up debts. But when the advertisers 

found they were being offered a reasonable size of audience they began 

to buy television time and the troubles of the producing companies were 

over. Advertisers became more selective about the newspapers in which 

they bought space, concentrating on the papers with the largest circula¬ 

tions, which provided more customers per pound spent. The other news¬ 

papers lost ground financially as a result, and all newspapers lost some 

of their authority. By the end of the war almost everybody in the country 

saw a newspaper, a scale of circulation which had never existed before 

and seems unlikely ever to exist in any other country. The Express, the 

paper for the people who felt they were getting ahead, and the Mirror, the 

paper for the working class, had sales of over 4 million each. The Express 

was probably of some help to the business men against the traditionalists 

inside the Conservative party, but it did not affect people’s political views 

much. The Mirror seems to have increased the Labour vote in 1945 and 

in 1951. Newspapers tended to have a hint of the pulpit about them and 

while the Mirror and the Express were more successful than their rivals 

at popularizing and secularizing this approach, there was always a note 

of earnest exhortation, well suited to the serious-minded 1940s. Tele¬ 

vision had a hint of the university lecture about it, and while I.T.V. was 

more successful than the B.B.C. at popularizing and de-intellectualizing 

this approach, the cool, not completely committed and slightly cynical 

approach of the lecturer suited the mood of the 1950s. No doubt tele¬ 

vision w’ould have been popular at any time, but it emerged at a time 

when its characteristic approach suited the spirit of the age particularly 
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well. Newspapers had been something that people talked about, in the 

1950s they talked about television programmes instead. And television 

captured the universal audience that had watched films in the 1940s. 

The British film industry contracted sharply, as the size of its audience 

diminished. Television, and in particular commercial television, had a 

good effect on mass-communication. B.B.C. television became distinctly 

livelier, and the Corporation realized that it would have to interest an 

audience if it was to have any effect on it. British films also became more 

interesting, and began to attract audiences in other countries. 
The traditionalists had calculated the situation fairly accurately when 

they tried to resist commercial television. It promoted a view of society 

which was much more like a market-place than the orderly system of 

deference to one’s betters which the traditionalists had hoped to see 

re-established, and it challenged the idea that some affairs of State were 

too important to be discussed in public which had been one of the 

strengths of the system of deference. The supporters of the market-place 

could feel more confident that their view of the world would be accepted. 

But although opposition to the values of the market-place and opposition 

to American influence did not affect government policy much, they were 

still strong in the country, and have to be remembered when considering 

the political situation at this time. 

The 1955 General Election 

At the time of the defeat in 1951 the Labour party did not seem at all 

badly placed. It had polled more votes than the Conservatives, it had a 

front bench of ex-ministers who were known to the public, and it had a 

government with a weak majority in front of it. But nothing went as 

might have been expected. The party had no policy available: it had 

carried out all the measures about which people felt widespread 

enthusiasm, and it had no new ideas to unite it. The price of its leaders’ 

intellectual sterility was paid during the 1950s when the party fell to 

quarrelling over old issues. 
Quite early in the new Parliament it was clear that Bevan and his 

followers had been right about the level of rearmament which was 

economically tolerable. This might have provided an opportunity for him 

to return to some high position within the leadership of the party, but a 

fresh issue had arisen; German rearmament, in one form or another, was 

accepted by the leadership of the party and was condemned by Bevan. 

He believed that rearmament would alarm the Russians, and would 

commit the West to trying to solve issues by military means. He was 

confident that the only real answer to Communism was to find a social 
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system that was economically and culturally more attractive than it. 

Militarism, he argued with an echo of Orwell’s 1984, led to McCarthyism 

—the hunt for anyone with disturbing or subversive ideas which was 

going on in the United States at the time. And of course a fair amount of 

the driving-force behind Bevanism came from the belief that the United 

States was not a satisfactory type of society and England should take care 

not to develop in the same way. Anti-German feeling entered into it, and 

Bevan’s position was also strengthened by the fact that there was no real 

hatred of Russia in England. In emotional terms people were balanced 

between Russia and America: they felt much more positive liking for the 

United States, but on the other hand they often felt a strong irritation 

with her, and this irritation found its most overt political expression in 
the Bevanite struggle. 

Bevan was better placed to fight against the party leadership than 

almost any other party rebel. In 1952 six out of the seven seats on the 

Labour party’s National Executive Committee filled by the votes of the 

local constituency parties were won by Bevanites, which led the Bevanites 

to claim that the leadership controlled the party only by careful lobbying 

among a small group of leaders of large trade unions. In 1954, when the 

issue of German rearmament came up for discussion, the opponents of 

rearmament polled about 75 per cent of the votes of the constituency 

parties. The leadership’s majority at the conference was small enough 

and sufficiently dependent on trade union strength to show that, if the 

constituency party votes reflected the views of the unpaid party workers, 

the Labour party machine was going to be disorganized at the next 

election. 
Among Labour Members of Parliament Bevan had too few supporters 

to threaten Attlee’s position, but too many for the party leadership to be 

able to crush him. Attlee supported the American alliance, and believed 

in a bi-partisan foreign policy; Bevan thought a bi-partisan policy took 

control of foreign affairs out of the hands of the people and gave it to the 

supporters of special interests. Attlee did not support an extreme policy 

of opposition to Bevan: Morrison, as the exponent of the policy of a 

Labour party which could appeal to the lower middle class, and Gaitskell, 

as the victim of Bevan’s attacks in 1951, were the chief spokesmen for the 

party leadership. As Deputy Leader and because of his years of service 

in organizing the party, Morrison had a good claim to succeed Attlee. On 

the other hand, Bevan and Gaitskell would be stronger candidates for the 

post if the cry went up for a young leader. 

At the beginning of 1955 Churchill decided to retire, and in April he 

did at long last hand over power to Eden. The long wait, and the perpetual 
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subordination to a man with whom he was not on very close terms, had 
done Eden no good. But 'lie entered on a satisfactory inheritance: an 
election could reasonably be called in a short time, and then he could rule 
as his own master. For the election he had splendid prospects, with a 
divided Opposition that had produced no new ideas, success in housing, 
the end of rationing, his own diplomatic prestige, and Butler’s budget. 
The Chancellor of the Exchequer, despite his doubts earlier in the year 
that the country might be running the risk of balance-of-payments diffi¬ 
culties, felt able to cut income-tax by another 2£p, and the government 
asked for a general election. Public interest was lower than it had been 
for some time past, and there was a distinct drop in the number of votes 

cast. 

% of all 
Votes Seats votes cast 

Conservative 13,286,569 344 49-7 

Liberal 702,405 6 2-7 
Labour 12,404,970 277 46-4 

The Conservative majority was now large enough to give the govern¬ 
ment some freedom of action politically, but it was restricted by economic 
circumstances. During the summer the disadvantages of investing abroad 
rather than building up the reserves became clear. There was a deficit on 
the balance of payments which, although not large, was enough to make 
many holders of sterling feel they would be safer if they sold their 
holdings. Butler convinced the September meeting of the International 
Monetary Fund that England would not adopt a floating exchange rate, 
which would have been followed by a sharp fall in the value of sterling, 
but foreign confidence in the British economy had to be restored. 
Deflationary measures to reduce the pressure on resources caused by the 
investment boom were the obvious step. In October a second budget was 
introduced in which all rates of purchase-tax were increased by one-fifth, 
and in addition purchase-tax was imposed on a number of household 
goods such as saucepans which had been exempt. The amount of extra 
revenue raised was about the same as the amount remitted by the reduc¬ 
tions in income-tax in the spring: taken together, the two budgets 
transferred some of the weight of taxation from the rich to the poor and, 
whatever the case for an open adjustment of taxation in this direction, the 
way in which it was done led to the view that ‘The only rational explana¬ 
tion of the reduction in income-tax is that it was an exclusively political 
move made with an eye on the forthcoming general election.’1 

1 G. D. N. Worswick and P. H. Ady, The British Economy 1950-1959 (1962), 34. 
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Butler’s prestige fell when the boom had to be stopped. He became 

Lord Privy Seal and was replaced at the Treasury by Macmillan; in the 

party the modernizers and business men began to lose ground, and the 

people w'ho wanted to get back to ‘before the war’ made their opinions 

heard more loudly than they had done for some time. They may have felt 

this was electorally safer once the 1955 election was won, and they were 

also encouraged by the signs that Butler’s power was less than it had 

been and that modem Conservatism was on the retreat. In a by-election 

in the normally safe Conservative seat of Tonbridge the government’s 

share of the vote dropped sharply. A campaign in Conservative news¬ 

papers suggested that the Prime Minister was not firmly in command of 
the situation, and within six months of the election Eden thought it 

necessary to deny that he was thinking of resigning. 

The impatience with Eden was not easy to justify; the balance of 

payments was improving and he could hardly be blamed for the 

deterioration in relations between Russia and the West. But the more 

traditionally minded of the Conservatives felt that it was time to reassert 

old values. Under Churchill they had not ventured to criticize; now they 

wanted to see policies that would restore the position of the traditional 

middle classes and revive the strength of Britain’s imperial position. The 

middle class, taken as a whole, had in fact been gaining ground relative 

to the working class almost all the time in the 1950s, and Butler’s two 

1955 Budgets had reinforced the tendency of salaries to increase faster 

than wages. But the middle classes could not be treated as a single unit; 

the rising level of average salaries reflected the appearance of new and 

rather well-paid salaried jobs rather than an increase in the incomes of 

the traditional middle class. The emergence of airline pilots, programme 

directors for television, and market research consultants meant that there 

was a prosperous middle class holding jobs that often had not existed 

before the war, but this was no consolation for solicitors, clergymen, or 

middle-class gentlefolk living on income from investments—often from 

gilt-edged stock, on which the income had lost a good deal of its purchas¬ 

ing power in the steady rise in prices since 1939. The assumption that a 

manual job should not pay as well as a non-manual job was not very 

reasonable, because there had always been a fair amount of overlapping 

between skilled workers and clerks or small shopkeepers, but the middle 

class complained as though the high wages obtained by miners in the late 

1940s or by car workers in the 1950s were some infringement of a pre¬ 

ordained order of society. The declining section of the middle class blamed 

the working class, and also blamed the government for not resisting the 

working class. The government could hardly convince them that really 
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they had lost ground to members of other sections of the middle class, but 

a government which tried to reinstate all members of the middlec'ass 
their pre-war position, as they fondly remembered it, was gotng to have a 

difficult job on its hands. 
The confused state of the Conservatives was presumably some con¬ 

solation for Attlee when he retired from the leadership of the Labour 

party in November 1955. He had been chosen as the man who divided 

the party least, and had run it on that basis, with an awareness that many 
members of the party would be suspicious of anything that looked li e a 

return to the personal dominance exercised by MacDonald. Attlee was 

never a commanding figure in the party at large, though he kept his 

Cabinet firmly under control when he was Prime Minister. His form of 

leadership, which in effect left it to other people to put forward ideas, 
followed the same lines as Asquith’s or Baldwin’s, and did not involve 

constant intervention in the manner of Lloyd George or Neville Chamber¬ 

lain. For his successor the Parliamentary Labour party elected Gaitskell, 

who polled more votes than Morrison and Bevan put together; Attlee 

had indicated one of Gaitskell’s claims by saying the party needed to be 

led by someone born in the twentieth century. As a man who was 

interested in ideas Gaitskell could be expected to give his party something 

new to talk about, but it was far from certain that the country at that 

moment wanted—whatever its needs may have been—a leader who had 

been born in the twentieth century. 
Early in 1956 a curious light was thrown on British attitudes by the 

success of the play Look Back in Anger. Artistically and intellectually 

it was the first of a number of plays that revived the moribund London 

theatre and was also the first of a series of attacks on the way British life 

was developing. In 1956 the dominant note in the play which seemed to 

catch people’s political feelings was the hero’s complaint ‘people of our 

generation aren’t able to die for good causes any more. We had all that 

done for us, in the thirties and the forties, when we were still kids. There 

aren’t any good brave causes left.’ There was also an older man’s note of 

nostalgia. 

The England I remembered was the one I left in 1914, and I was happy to 
go on remembering it that way. . . . Those long cool evenings in the [Indian] 
hills, everything purple and golden. Your mother and I were so happy then. 
It seemed as if we had everything we could ever want. I think the last day the 
sun shone was when that dirty little train steamed out of that crowded 
suffocating Indian station, and the battalion band playing for all it was worth.1 

England had come to a position where it was possible to set up a Welfare 

1 J. Osborne, Look Back in Anger (1960), 66 and 84; first performed May 1956. 
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State running with capitalist efficiency, like West Germany, or a Welfare 

State running with experimental and socialist overtones, like Sweden; the 

emotions awakened by Osborne’s play did not belong to the real world. 
But all the signs are that the country turned away from the choice, and 

decided that the future prospects were too unexciting to be faced willingly. 

This attitude could do no good in the long run; it was particularly 

dangerous that it was in the ascendant when the problem of Suez arose. 

The Suez crisis of 1956 

In July 1956 the American government decided that after all it would 

not be able to help the Egyptian government to build a dam at Aswan on 

the Nile for irrigation and hydro-electricity. This may have been because 

opposition in Congress to foreign aid in general was unexpectedly strong, 

or it may have been because President Nasser of Egypt was regarded as 

too ready to negotiate with Russia. As a result the British government 

also withdrew its offer to help with the costs of the dam. Nasser then 

determined to acquire money for the dam by nationalizing the Suez 

Canal Company, paying compensation at the market price of the shares. 

His right to do so was much clearer than the right of Iran to nationalize 

the Abadan oil refinery, for Egypt had made no comparable renunciation 

of the right to nationalize. Nevertheless, British opinion regarded Nasser’s 

action as a blow that had to be parried. The Canal had been the route to 

India; it was still the route to Australia; it was the route for the growing 

imports of oil. Besides, the Canal Company had always charged low 

passage rates, and Nasser might be expected to increase them to help pay 

for the dam. 
When the Commons debated the issue on 2 August, Eden was uncom¬ 

promising in denying Nasser’s right to act as he had. Gaitskell said in his 

speech that Egypt had done nothing to England that would justify the 

use of force, but he also compared Nasser to Hitler and to Mussolini. 

These were dangerous names to use; they encouraged people to think 

that the nationalization of the Canal was comparable to the occupation 

of the Rhineland in 1936, and the implication was that it should be 

resisted. The French government was concerned, for the Canal Company 

was a French company, and in addition they wanted to see Nasser 

crushed because they believed he was the main support of the revolt 

which had broken out in Algeria in 1954 and that it might collapse if he 

were overthrown. So British and French military planners began putting 

together forces for the operation known as Musketeer, which involved 

landing a force in Egypt and occupying the Canal (and presumably over¬ 

throwing Nasser, though this was not so clear). The force was mainly 
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-c British, and the bombers needed to knock 

nationalized: the governments whose subjects used the Canal would set 

up a committee to take the place of the Canal Company and run the 

Canal, and make sure that it was kept open in accordance with the Treaty 

of 1888 The Canal Company ordered all its pilots to leave their jobs; it 

was widely believed in England and France that the Egyptians were not 

technically capable of running the Canal or finding new pilots, but the 

Egyptian government proved quite capable of running the Canal, and new 

pilots were recruited quite easily. Egypt also declined to accept the inter¬ 

nationalization proposed by the 18 nations in London and by early 

September the initial shock of nationalization was dying and the use of 

force was becoming less acceptable to world opinion; the British and 

French governments were left feeling that they were not getting anywhere. 

Eden did not want to lose touch with the United States at this stage. 

When Dulles suggested a Suez Canal Users’ Association, Eden agreed to 

discuss it. But he made it clear that he welcomed it only because it meant 

that the United States would remain in touch with England and France, 

and he seems to have thought that if Egypt would not recognize the 

authority of the S.C.U.A., then the United States would co-operate in 

imposing it upon Nasser by force. Dulles had no intention of allowing 

this to happen; he stated that the United States did not intend to shoot its 

way through the Canal, and later on he said that there were no teeth in 

the plan’.1 But Eden had been interested in it only because he had thought 

there were teeth in it. 
From early August the French government had been supplying 

military equipment to Israel, with at least a suggestion of co-operation 

against Nasser. Israel could defend her own frontiers against Egypt, but 

an advance forward across the Sinai desert was possible only if she had 

command of the air. France could not provide this, so perhaps late in 

September and certainly by mid-October the French government sug¬ 

gested to Eden that the Musketeer plan (which had all along been kept 

at a few weeks’ readiness) should be adapted to synchronize with an 

Israeli advance against Egypt. For Israel the attack on the Egyptian air 

force was what mattered; the fact that an Anglo-French force would also 

be attacking Egypt was gratifying but less important. For France, the 

more people who attacked Nasser the merrier. So far as England was 

concerned, the outbreak of fighting caused by an Israeli attack provided 

1 H. Thomas, The Suez Affair (1967), 94. 
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an opportunity to claim that she was only going into the struggle to 

separate the combatants. Of course, co-operation with Israel was con¬ 

trary to the whole line of British policy since at least 1948. England had 

tried to get on to good terms with the Arab countries, partly because of 

the growing importance of oil, partly because the Middle East had been a 

British sphere of influence since the First World War and there was a 

risk that Russia might begin to take an interest in it. But the sentimental 

supporters of the Arabs saw them as splendid desert horsemen having 

nothing in common with the corrupt or downtrodden Egyptians: this 
view seems to have prevailed in London, though so far as Arabs were 

concerned Egypt was in many ways the country to which they looked 
for guidance and leadership. 

By mid October the British and Egyptian Foreign Secretaries had 

worked out six principles on which the Canal could be run. S.C.U.A., 

teeth or no teeth, was accepted by the Egyptians as a body with a 

legitimate interest in the level of tolls. France was not in the least eager 

for the success of these negotiations, but failed to frustrate them. Eden 

declined to show any interest in the Foreign Secretary’s negotiations, and 

instead took him on a number of more or less well-concealed visits to 

French ministers in the second half of October. The timing of the plan 

seems to have been decided by the British belief that the United States 

would not act in a way that would be hostile to Israel before the American 

Presidential election in November. This calculation exaggerated the 

importance of the Jewish vote in New York; the financial support of the 

Jewish community may have been important to Truman in the months 

before the 1948 election but no Republican candidate expected to get 

Jewish money or votes in any great numbers, whatever foreign policy he 
followed. 

On 29 October Israel attacked Egypt. On the 30th England and France 

called on both sides to withdraw to positions ten miles from the Canal 

and allow British and French troops to come in and occupy the Canal. 

Israel could occupy almost the whole Sinai peninsula, Egypt had to give 

up Sinai and the Canal. Egypt did not accept this ultimatum, and 

Musketeer was put into operation. At the same time England and France 

vetoed a resolution in the Security Council asking for all nations to refrain 

from using force in the Middle East. On the 31st the bombing of Egyptian 

airfields began, and the invasion fleet set sail. But as it had to come all 

the way from Malta—Cyprus could be used as an air base, but had no 

harbours large enough for an expedition on this scale—it could not reach 

Port Said, at the north end of the Canal, until November 6. Once the 

Egyptian air force was paralysed there was not much for England and 
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France to do. Israeli forces advanced through the Sinai peninsula, and 

arrived at about the ten-mile line. But there was little comfort elsewhere 

for the government. The Egyptians sank 47 blockships in the Canal.1 

Eisenhower made it clear, in an angry telephone conversation with Eden, 

that he disapproved of the British action and would do his best to stop it. 

The Opposition objected so strenuously and violently to government 

policy that one sitting of the House had to be suspended for tempers to 

calm down. At the United Nations the General Assembly voted by 64 to 5 

(England, France, Israel, Australia, and New Zealand) that there should 

be a ceasefire; when Israeli forces reached the 10-mile line they were 

ready to accept the ceasefire, which would have left England and France 

more stranded than ever. For the invasion fleet was still on its way from 

Malta, and it could hardly come ashore to keep the peace if both sides 

had already accepted the U.N. ceasefire. On 5 November paratroops were 

dropped near Port Said, and on the 6th the fleet arrived. Port Said was 

taken later in the day, and troops set off on the hundred miles to Suez, 

at the south end of the Canal. 
But before they had got very far they heard that England and France 

had accepted the ceasefire. To some extent the pressure of the United 

Nations and of the Opposition in Parliament had weakened the govern¬ 

ment’s position; two resignations by junior ministers, the knowledge that 

a dozen Conservative Members were about to present a formal protest, 

and the possibility that dissatisfied Cabinet ministers like Macleod or 

Monckton might resign meant that the government could no longer be 

completely sure of its own survival; pressure on the gold reserves, which 

had had to meet sales of £100m. of sterling, and the knowledge that oil 

would be in short supply and could only be obtained from the United 

States all combined to convince the British government that the operation 

would have to stop. In Paris the franc was steady, the government had no 

doubts about its parliamentary support, and was not particularly con¬ 

cerned about the United Nations. The British decision to stop came as a 

most unwelcome surprise, but as the expedition was completely integrated 

and was under British command the French had to accept the decision. 

The military operations had been successful—only 21 British soldiers 

were killed in the whole undertaking—but the political situation made 

this success useless. 
Eden’s health was already poor, and it has been suggested that the 

medical treatment he received may have affected his judgement. At this 

point he was obliged to go to Jamaica to rest. While he was away the 

government, temporarily led by Butler, was forced step by step to with- 

1 Thomas, op. cit. 130. 
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draw from Egypt and to leave the task of peace-keeping to the U.N. 

Emergency Force, and the work of clearing the Canal to the U.N. and 

Egypt. Inside England the popularity of the government seems to have 

been almost unaffected by the whole performance: a fairly vocal section of 

middle-class opinion which had supported the Conservatives turned to 

the Labour party, but the opinion polls at the time suggested that a 

slightly larger section of pro-Labour working-class opinion felt that the 

operation had been justified. The government’s attempts to explain what 

it had been doing were not impressive: at first of course it said it had 

intervened to separate the combatants; then it congratulated itself on 

bringing the U.N.E.F. into existence which, as Healey commented from 

the Labour side during the debate, was rather as though A1 Capone 

expected to be thanked for bringing about improvements in the Chicago 

police force; and then it said it had found stacks of Russian arms in 

Egypt which showed that a Communist plot was afoot. In reality the 

discovery only showed that Nasser took weapons from both sides in the 

Cold War, because larger stocks of British arms had been found. The 

French government admitted straight-forwardly that it had co-operated 

with Israel, but the British government stuck to its story that it had not 

even known that Israel was going to attack Egypt. This shows what was 

really to be condemned about the British government’s attitude to Suez: 

it knew that what it was in fact doing—going back into Egypt to recover 

control of the Canal—could not be defended in public but nevertheless it 

went ahead. As nobody outside the country believed its story anyway, it 

gained the discredit of being dishonest as well as imperialist. England’s 

allies in the Middle East, particularly Nuri es-Said in Iraq, were weakened 

by the episode, and Nasser was greatly strengthened; he refused to have 

anything to do with the compromise terms worked out in mid October 

for the Canal, and kept control of it in Egyptian hands. 
While the Suez operations did not affect the feelings of the general 

public much, they did affect people closer to the centre of politics. Some 

people on the Conservative side thought the operation might have come 

off if the Labour party had not protested so loudly; it is most unlikely 

that the fierceness of Labour’s opposition really made much difference, 

and in any case it is hard to see why the Labour party should have been 

expected to approve of a policy about which they had never been con¬ 

sulted. A more direct and personal bitterness was felt against Gaitskell, 

partly because in a broadcast he asked Conservatives to overthrow Eden 

and, in effect, to set up someone like Butler as a sort of Ramsay 

MacDonald in reverse, and partly because people thought that in August 

he had committed himself to the use of force. In addition, he seemed to 
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be pro-American in his attitude; Bevan was less vehement in his con¬ 

demnation of the operations and, while it was good tactics for the 

Conservatives to play on any division there might be between Gaitskell 

and Bevan, it was probably also true that Bevan disliked the way the 

United States had come to assert control over British policy. This was 

part of the Conservative reaction: the latent anti-Americanism of the 

people who felt the United States' was working to destroy the British 

Empire led to a series of protests. A resolution condemning the attitude 

of the United States was put on the Order Paper and was signed by about 

120 Conservative back-benchers who were presumably not made any less 

hostile to the United States by the Labour party’s general willingness to 

welcome American anti-imperialism. 
Suez also had an embittering effect on the Labour party. In terms of 

policy it suggested that the Conservative party had not turned its back 

on the past as much as had appeared during the early 1950s. In terms of 

the conduct of politics Suez seemed to be a piece of imperialism and 

deception which, although it had not succeeded, had been presented to 

the public in an untruthful way that concealed the size of the defeat. The 

result was that the Opposition remained constantly suspicious of the 

government. Consultation between government and Opposition was not 

necessary for the conduct of foreign policy, as had been seen at the out¬ 

break of the Boer War and the two World Wars, but some degree of trust 

was needed. The general public was not normally told all that was going 

on, but from the early 1920s, when Baldwin and MacDonald estab¬ 

lished fairly friendly relations, down to 1956, Prime Ministers and 

Leaders of the Opposition were almost all the time on close enough terms 

to discuss things in an amiable way. After 1956 this was no longer the 

case; the doubt and bitterness remained at the highest levels in England 

long after it had been forgotten by everybody else except the Arabs who 

felt that England was still imperialist at heart. 
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19^7-1961 

Rebuilding after Suez 

Eden’s health never recovered from the strain of Suez. He came back 

from Jamaica and tried to carry on, but the recurring fever that had 

attacked him from time to time in the past three years returned, and he 

had to resign. His career was like that of Neville Chamberlain’s in its 

masterful ascent to the Prime Ministership, followed by excessive 

activity in office and then a dramatic loss of power. His departure eased 

the shock of Suez for the country. For some years Butler had been build¬ 

ing up his claim to lead the party, and people outside the centre of power 

expected him to succeed Eden. But he had not given the impression of 

being totally committed to Suez, and he was blamed for the decision to 
withdraw taken while he was Deputy Prime Minister. People with long 

memories remembered that he had been one of the defenders of Munich 

and appeasement. Macmillan was known to have been one of the keenest 

supporters of Suez; it has been suggested more recently that he brought 

the whole operation to a stop by his insistence that he could not any longer 

defend the exchange value of the pound, but this was not discussed at the 

time. Opinion in the Conservative party was assessed by private con¬ 

sultations, and not by a vote of the parliamentary party, but there is no 

reason to doubt that Macmillan was the man the Conservatives wanted. 

Between 1924 and 1939 Macmillan had habitually disagreed with the 

party leadership, first on domestic policy, where he thought much more 

could be done to reduce unemployment, and then on foreign policy, where 

he thought Hitler should be resisted. By 1956 both of these views were 

party orthodoxy, and in any case Macmillan did not look unorthodox; he 

gave a well-cultivated impression of an Edwardian gentleman of leisure 

with a great fondness for the past and its customs. The Conservative 
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back-benchers may easily have thought that Macmillan was less favour¬ 

able to change than Butler, though on this point they were probably 

wrong. Macmillan had one rather traditionalist habit of mind; he had a 

low opinion of people who had not served in the armed forces when the 

need arose. He had been badly wounded in the First World War; he had 

a poor opinion of Gaitskell, who had been a civil servant during the 

Second World War. Like Macmillan, Gaitskell was a very intelligent, 

rather shy man with no fear of originality or independence of thought. 

Apart from the natural party difference that Gaitskell believed in equality 

and Macmillan thought people should be able to amass and hold their own 

fortunes, there was a personal difference between them: Gaitskell was a 

man of rigid principle who thought Macmillan was a crook, and Mac¬ 

millan was a man of flexible techniques who thought Gaitskell was a 

Pri8- . . , 
Probably Macmillan was the best man to lead the Conservatives in the 

circumstances of 1957. The Prime Minister had to thread his way through 

many difficulties, and he did it very well; he looked more impressive on 

other, later occasions, but perhaps he never again solved problems as 

skilfully as in the first eighteen months of his term as Prime Minister. One 

early and important decision was to treat the alliance with the United 

States as England’s principal diplomatic concern. Like Churchill he had 

known Eisenhower during the war, and he was able to build a close 

political relationship upon this personal friendship. In Macmillan’s 

opinion, England should never embark on positive action in foreign affairs 

without the approval of the United States. This meant he had to cut him¬ 

self off from France, but the position of the French government seemed 

unimpressive as it plunged further into the problem of holding Algeria. 

The Conservative party was in an anti-American mood, so England had 

to be seen to have a position of her own. The British H-bomb was on the 

point of completion, and Macmillan ordered it to be tested. Shortly 

afterwards the Minister of Defence, Duncan Sandys—the seventh since 

1951—announced that National Service would come to an end, on the 

grounds that England could reduce her forces equipped with conventional 

weapons and rely to a much greater extent on nuclear weapons. In years 

to come, this doctrine became less fashionable and people argued that 

conventional strength was needed for wars fought at something below the 

H-bomb level, but at the time Sandys’s line of argument was very attrac¬ 

tive for political and financial reasons. After the switch to reliance on 

nuclear weapons the government not only ended conscription but also 

claimed it was justified in withdrawing troops from Germany despite the 

1954 agreements: it was argued that the general strength of Europe would 
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be increased by the existence of a British nuclear force close at hand. This 

was a fairly clear statement that the British bomb was built out of a fear 

that the United States might not be willing to commit its nuclear forces 

to the defence of Europe in all circumstances, but European opinion was 

not won over by the thought of a British bomb to back up the American 

bomb. The troops were withdrawn from Germany because keeping them 

there cost more foreign exchange than expected. The Sandys strategy 

looked attractive to anyone who considered how much was spent on 

defence. In 1953 expenditure reached a peace-time peak of just over 
£ 1,500m., over 12 per cent of the national income. Spending was held 

at this level in cash terms, and as prices went upwards steadily it declined 

in real terms. Dependence on nuclear bombs, which were relatively cheap 

to make once the initial plant had been built, helped the government to 

keep defence spending at the same level in cash terms, and thus bring 

down the proportion of national income devoted to defence quite con¬ 

siderably. And such was the importance attached to building the H-bomb 

that only a small minority pointed out that in fact military spending was 
being cut. 

The newly-formed government adopted a more conciliatory attitude 

over Cyprus than its predecessor had done. The Greek majority in Cyprus 

wanted Enosis, or union with Greece. Archbishop Makarios, the effective 

leader of the community, because Greek bishops are elected by their 

flocks, supported the demand and when its more violent supporters turned 

to guerrilla activity he did not denounce their attacks on British troops. 

Eden’s government arrested the Archbishop and sent him to the 

Seychelles; Macmillan’s government released him, though he was not at 

first allowed to return to Cyprus. A change of Governors from Lord 

Harding to Sir Hugh Foot suggested that negotiations might begin. 

Two-ninths of the population of Cyprus was Turkish, and had a natural 

dislike for Enosis. Most Conservatives valued Turkey’s friendship more 

than that of Greece, and felt that as England had kept the problem under 

control while her rule was unchallenged she might as well go on ruling 

the island. Partition was considered but rejected, mainly because there 

was no region in the island where the Turks were in a comfortable 

majority. The government fairly certainly wanted to get out of the island, 

but its back-benchers had no such desire, and Lord Salisbury resigned 

from the Cabinet when the Archbishop was released. Decolonization in 

Ghana and Malaya went ahead with less controversy; both countries 

became independent in 1957, and both of them followed the Indian 

example and remained members of the Commonwealth. The numerical 

balance in conferences of Commonwealth Prime Ministers was moving 
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towards the underdeveloped countries, and this in turn encouraged the 

British government to think harder about providing aid for the under¬ 

developed members of the Commonwealth. 
On his return to Canada from the July 1957 Commonwealth Prime 

Ministers’ conference Diefenbaker, the recently elected Conservative 

Prime Minister, raised an awkward problem for the British government 

by saying that Canada should take another 15 per cent of her imports 

from England and cut imports from the United States accordingly. He 

seems not to have thought out what it would involve, but the British 

government could not neglect the suggestion. In September Thomeycroft, 

who had succeeded Macmillan at the Exchequer, put forward a proposal 

for a customs union between Canada and England which would eliminate 

tariff barriers between the two countries and allow British manufacturers 

to sell more easily in Canada than before, and thus carry out Diefen- 

baker’s suggestion. The 1947 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

permitted a customs union, though it did not allow preferences based on 

reductions in duties along the lines of the 1932 Ottawa agreements. But 

the Canadian government had no appetite for a customs union and^ the 

idea was dropped. 
The British government had wanted to explore the Canadian suggestion 

quickly because of its effect on European trade negotiations. In March 

1957 France, West Germany, Italy, Holland, Belgium, and Luxemburg 

had signed the Treaty of Rome and formed a Common Market, a form 

of customs union in which the members not only have no tariffs between 

one another but also have a single uniform tariff against all other 

countries’ products. A uniform tariff required, almost inevitably, a unified 

policy for agriculture and taxation. If England joined, she might find 

that the Common Market was going to develop into a political union, 

and under its tariff proposals she would have to end Commonwealth 

preferences and change the method of giving financial support to British 

farmers from one of subsidies paid by the taxpayer to one of customs 

duties that would raise the price of food to the purchaser. As the govern¬ 

ment did not want to be excluded from the advantages of the wider 

industrial market that would be opened up by the abolition of tariff 

barriers, it proposed that the whole of western Europe should form a 

Free Trade Area, with no customs duties on manufactured products, but 

with all the members free to set their own tariffs on imports from outside 

the Area. This would have been in accordance with the GATT, would 

allow the six-nation Common Market to maintain its unified system and 

would also allow England to import food cheaply and continue to give 

preferences to Commonwealth countries. The proposal was discussed for 
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about eighteen months after the signing of the Treaty of Rome, but 

eventually it was brought to an end by the French government which felt 

that England had found an ingenious arrangement for getting the best of 

both worlds, and in particular for preventing French agriculture from 
getting any benefit from the scheme. 

In the first half of 1957 England’s international credit seemed to be 

recovering in both a political and an economic sense from the shock of 

Suez. The political recovery went on; Macmillan sturdily ignored any 

coolness there might be, and set himself the task of finding ways to reduce 

the tension between Russia and the NATO countries. The economic task 

was harder. The money kept in London on a short-term basis which had 

left at the time of Suez returned in the spring and, while Thorneycroft’s 

budget maintained the check on investment and domestic spending that 

had been in effect since the autumn of 1955, he was able by July to speak 

with some confidence of expansion of the economy. He was then the 

victim of misfortune; the French franc had been kept steady in inter¬ 

national terms since 1949, but prices had been going up so fast that its 

value had been undermined. In August it was in effect devalued, and 

people thought that other currencies might change their values. The 

short-term money that had come in during the spring left London again, 

and the Chancellor of the Exchequer had to face a crisis of confidence. 

His immediate reaction was to raise the Bank Rate to 7 per cent, thus 

making London more attractive for short-term money, which was the 

orthodox way to deal with this sort of problem. 

At the same time he carried to an extreme the efforts to restrain the 

economy which had begun with Butler’s second 1955 budget. In domestic 

politics this represented the greatest degree of concession to people who 

wanted to get back to ‘before the war’ that any government had cared to 

offer. Price stability was taken as the government’s main objective, and 

linked with this was maintenance of the exchange value of sterling at 

$2.80. The Opposition agreed that maintaining sterling should be a 

paramount objective, perhaps out of a fear of being regarded as the party 

of devaluation; it was coming to believe that devaluation in 1949 had 

caused the set-back in the 1950 election, and even to imagine that it had 

led to the increase in prices which had helped cause defeat in 1951. This 

bi-partisan acceptance of maintaining sterling at the current rate was a 

sharp reversal of Butler’s readiness to think of going on to a floating rate 

but, once accepted, the new attitude became firmly fixed. 

In order to restrain the economy investment was reduced in the 

nationalized industries, where spending was directly under govern¬ 

ment control, and lending by banks or hire-purchase firms was again 
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discouraged. The Opposition protested that this would increase unemploy¬ 

ment and it argued that, if the economy was planned properly, useful 

investment could be carried out and the value of the pound could be 

maintained. This did not suit the mood of the government at all; many 

of its supporters had felt that Churchill, Butler, and Monckton had been 

too soft on the trade unions in the early 1950s, and that the time had 

now come to hold them in check. 'Thorneycroft’s economic theory was 

that, if the amount of money in circulation was kept strictly limited, wages 

could not rise faster than production: if a particular group of workers 

got a wage-increase, there would simply be less money for everybody 

else unless enough goods had been produced to meet the wage-increase. 

At a less sophisticated level it was natural enough that Lord Hailsham, 

who had been one of the leaders of Conservative anti-Americanism just 

after Suez, should by the end of the year be one of the men most vocal in 

saying that trade unions were betraying the country: Suez and the 

worsening of industrial relations were symptoms of a feeling that the post¬ 

war world was less pleasant than had been thought. Naturally enough 

strikes increased, though they did not rise above the relatively low levels 

of the years immediately after the General Strike. 
Keeping the purchasing power of money stable mattered most to people 

whose incomes were more or less fixed, and this mainly meant people 

outside industry. But the other industrial countries were also concerned 

to keep prices steady, and France was always regarded as an awful warn¬ 

ing because of the startling rise in prices there in the fifties. The United 

States and Britain placed more emphasis than France on stable prices, but 

all three countries spent comparable proportions of their national 

income on defence. The United States economy in the fifties was if 

anything even more sluggish than the British was becoming after 1955. 

Only in Germany, where defence expenditures were low, was price 

stability reconciled with economic growth. 
International comparisons of this sort were becoming more common, 

not so much out of a greater willingness to look at the outside world as 

because the figures were available. Macmillan as Chancellor had put the 

situation quite well when he said that economic forecasting on the figures 

available was rather like looking up trains in last year’s Bradshaw, the 

very comprehensive railway time-table of the period, but figures for 

previous years were available and figures issued by the Organization for 

European Economic Co-operation1 enabled British politicians to compare 

their country’s performance with others, and select the appropriate items 

1 Several functions of the O.E.E.C., including that of issuing figures, were later 
taken over by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
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for their speeches. Labour party leaders pointed out that England was 

devoting less of her national income to new investment than most 

European countries, that economic growth at least since 1955 was slower, 

and that it was likely to continue to be slower under the Thomeycroft 

policy. The economists who advised Thomeycroft, whose views were best 

expressed by Robbins and Paish, tended not to be interested in problems 

of growth and to be more concerned w'ith price-stability. They seem also 

to have been enthusiastic about maintaining a high level of investment 

overseas. Thus, Paish, after discussing the way that in the years just after 

the war England had in effect borrowed from the United States to be able 

to invest in Commonwealth countries, went on: ‘It is probably a pity that 

means could not have been found to continue the process, for the United 

Kingdom has all the qualifications for a successful exporter of capital— 

specialized institutions, financial connections, long experience: all the 

qualifications, that is, except one, the availability of adequate resources 

to invest.’1 The City of London went on with its investment operations, 

adequate resources or not, and this was one reason why the reserves were 

so low that they were vulnerable to fluctuations like those of August and 

September 1957. Cutting down foreign investment seemed to be impossible 

because of the need to remain on good terms with countries in the 

sterling area. 
While the economists advising Thomeycroft were concerned with the 

problem of checking inflation after Keynesian methods had removed the 

restraints of large-scale unemployment, the interest of a significant part 

of the profession was turning to the post-Keynesian question of getting 

the economy to grow as fast as possible. In 1957 the Labour party 

conference in effect gave up thinking about further nationalization and 

began to commit itself to economic growth as an objective. Six years in 

opposition worrying about nationalization had not convinced people that 

any industries were as obviously appropriate for nationalization as coal 

and the railways had been in the past, partly because no other industries 

could be so easily defined as single units to be taken over. The programme 

referred to the 500 powerful companies which dominated the economy, 

and implied that they would be nationalized if they ‘failed the nation’, 

but this was really no more than an additional means to control the 

economy as a whole. Planning, combined with a more expansive economic 

policy than the Conservatives’, would mean that there would be more for 

everybody. 
This change of tack did not go unopposed but it was not the most 

fiercely contested part of the conference agenda. The Labour party had 

1 F. W. Paish, Studies in an Inflationary Economy (1962), 158. 
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to face the question of the British attitude to the hydrogen bomb, and the 

result dismayed the left wing of the party. On the whole the people who 

thought that the country should act according to higher moral standards 

than other nations were opposed to her possessing hydrogen bombs, and 

claimed that if, now she had them, the government was to give them up, 

this would have a great effect on world opinion. The left wing had hoped 

that Bevan would lead them in the attack on British retention of the 

bomb; instead he argued on 3 October that Britain needed the bomb to 

be an important country, and asked the conference not to send the British 

Foreign Secretary naked into the conference chamber’. The supporters of 

moral force were more surprised than they should have been, their 

alliance with Bevan from 1951 to 1955 had rested on a common belief 

that the United States was not behaving as she should, but in 1957 the 

moralizers wanted to have an effect on the United States by example, 

while Bevan recognized that the British H-bomb was for most purposes 

an anti-American bargaining counter, and showed no desire to give it up. 

Both sides took it for granted that England was a great power, less 

important than the United States and the Soviet Union, but still tQ be 

compared with them rather than with any other country when forming 

policy. A few students of strategy pointed out that England was not a great 

power in this sense, and that her possession of the bomb would have an 

unsettling effect on the world, by making a lot of countries which con¬ 

sidered themselves to be her equal want to have nuclear weapons also 

as Crossman put it, ‘the right to distrust the Americans cannot remain a 

British monopoly’.1 Views of this sort were not popular, especially when 

accompanied as in Crossman’s case by a suggestion that conscription 

might be needed to keep the army at an adequate level. 
If people had fully understood the implications of the success of the 

Soviet Union and, just a few weeks later, of the United States in launching 

inter-continental ballistic missiles, they would have seen that the British 

position was being eroded. While the United States and the Soviet Union 

depended on aeroplanes to deliver the H-bomb, England was techno¬ 

logically on equal terms with them, though her air force was smaller. But 

a rocket attack, which could not be fended off, was altogether more 

dangerous, especially if it was accompanied by an improved rocket 

defence against aeroplanes. The cost of keeping a nuclear force in 

being was slight, but building up a rocket delivery system was likely to 

be much more expensive. Attempts were made to develop British rockets, 

but they cost too much to be politically practicable. The discussions on 

conduct of defence became even more difficult because the public 

1 27 Feb. 1958; Commons Debates, dlxxxiii, 634. 
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found it hard to understand that expenditure on developing new weapons 

was bound to be high, and that almost equally inevitably many of them 

had to be scrapped before they came into production. England did not 

have the resources needed for this expensive form of competition. The 

cancellation of a weapon in the United States was an inconvenience; in 

England the cancellation of Blue Streak in 1960 was a step which was 

likely to change the whole structure of foreign policy. 

It could have been argued that England should withdraw from great 

power politics simply on the grounds that she could no longer afford to 

take part, but most of the campaign for renunciation of nuclear weapons 

was based on moral arguments, and assumed that England ought to con¬ 

tinue to exercise considerable influence in the world. The moralizers began 

to organize themselves in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, which 

asked for unilateral British disarmament. Some of its success in attracting 

support was due to the absence of any force in politics which could really 

inspire any enthusiasm; its emergence was one of the first signs that 

people were beginning to take an interest in political change again after 

the apathy and tranquillity of the early 1950s. In this way the Campaign 

had an effect on the world outside England; its marches and the interest 
taken in civil disobedience by some of its members foreshadowed the 

methods used by politically active people in several other countries for 

years to come. The organizing strength of the Campaign came mainly 

from the left wing of the Labour party, so that it inherited most of the 

force of Bevanism. Its appeal was distinctly wider than that, because it 

seemed to be the pressure-group through which people could express a 

general desire for peace. The Campaign caused problems inside the 

Labour party, but it was also a strong hint to Macmillan that he should 

do something about the world situation. 

The ascendancy of Macmillan 

In 1957 there was little enough that he could do. He had first to make 

sure that his government held together. He was a more skilful debater 

than the Leader of the Opposition, and could occasionally play off the 

Labour left against him. As a result the Conservatives in parliament, 

many of whom felt that it could not have been right both to go to Suez 

and to leave so ignominiously, recovered their composure. They survived 

the strain of passing a Rent Act that, so far as more expensive property 

was concerned, ended the limitations of rent imposed by the 1939 Act and, 

in some cases, the 1915 Act. The Labour party said this would lead to 

evictions and widespread rent increases; the government said it would 

loosen up the housing market, provide the landlords with a rate of return 
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that would enable them to carry out repairs and might even lead people 

to resume building houses for rent. Very little came of these predictions, 

the government amended the Act to restrain evictions; rents did not rise 

as sharply as had been forecast—in a good deal of the country there was 

no acute housing shortage, and in London rents had been going up for 

some time in any case; repairs continued to be neglected and the govern¬ 

ment was left looking for new ways'of persuading landlords to save their 

houses from turning into slums; and nobody built houses for rent. Small- 

scale landlords, who in the past had built a house or two for rent, could 

now invest their money in shares or in building societies, which had not 

been so easily available previously, and these ways of investing savings 

were more convenient than owning a house. Before the First World War 

large-scale developers built for rent because there was not much of a 

market for selling; they greatly preferred to build and sell, thus turning 

their money over quickly. By the 1950s many more people could afford 

to buy a house on a mortgage. On the other hand a new house still could 

not be built at a price that low-paid workers could rent, so they had to 

rely on subsidized council building to increase the stock of cheap houses. 

The Rent Act did not change any of this, and outside London made 

very little difference. But putting it through the Commons had been a 

hard battle, in which the Conservatives were afraid they might become 

unpopular. When it was over they felt much more confident. 

By the time of the 1957 Conservative conference party morale was 

higher than it had been since just after the 1955 election. Lord Hailsham 

was the hero of the occasion, as the man who had stated most forth¬ 

rightly the feelings of the party on such issues as the United States and 

the trade unions. While the party traditionalists were happy, the govern¬ 

ment was becoming unpopular, because by the winter unemployment 

was rising to a higher level than at any time since the war, and the rate 

of production was no higher than in 1955. Macmillan began to shift his 

ground a little, and to remind people that he had been Member for 

Stockton between the wars and was determined that unemployment 

should not return. The Chancellor of the Exchequer was less ready to 

change; to carry out his policy of limiting the total amount of money in 

circulation, he said that budget estimates must not exceed those of the 

previous year. As prices had, despite all the Chancellor’s efforts, crept 

forward during the year, this would reduce the real value of government 

spending, which would be deflationary. When the issue, arose Macmillan 

decided that estimates could go £50m. over the rate for the previous year. 

He then accepted the resignations of the Chancellor and the two Secre¬ 

taries to the Treasury, dismissed this as ‘a little local difficulty’ and set 
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off on a tour of the Commonwealth to India and Australia. The tour 

greatly increased his confidence; as he remarked in Australia ‘at home 

you always have to be a politician, but when you are abroad you almost 

feel yourself a statesman’.1 The tour may have taken some of the fine 

edge off his instinct for noticing danger ahead, which had been very 

strong since he became Prime Minister, but he undoubtedly returned with 
a public reputation in England that was more impressive than before. 

Thomeycroft’s resignation made it politically difficult to produce an 

expansionist budget in 1958. The ex-Chancellor had been regarded as 

the defender of the stable price-index, and the government could not 

endanger its reputation in this area. On the other hand a good deal of 

investment had been carried out since 1955, and there was no extra 

production to show for it. There was some unemployment and idle 

industrial plant, so expanding the economy was the obvious thing to do 

and would not necessarily lead to increased prices. As taxes could not be 

altered, the government worked on the situation by relaxing credit. Bank 

Rate was brought down by steps quite quickly from 7 to 4 per cent. Hire- 

purchase restrictions were made less and less severe. Banks were 

encouraged to lend, and opened a number of new schemes for encouraging 

people to borrow. The 1958 budget had ended the tax system by which 

companies were charged a higher rate on their profits if they paid them 

to shareholders as dividends, and although to some extent this merely 

recognized that companies were distributing a larger share of profits than 

in the early 1950s, it did encourage further distribution of dividends. The 

Stock Exchange boom that followed helped to put holders of capital into 

a good mood. The government successfully resisted a strike by London 

bus drivers, which established its reputation for firmness and discouraged 

other strikes. At the same time levels of consumption began to rise quite 

rapidly. Import prices, which had gone up for a short period after Suez, 

fell once more. Production rose from the low level to which it had fallen 

by the end of 1957. By the end of the year Macmillan and his new 

Chancellor, Heathcote Amory, had almost moved back to the position of 

Butler in the early 1950s when he was setting the economy free and 

watching prosperity rise. 
When Macmillan succeeded Butler at the Exchequer in 1955, his place 

at the Foreign Office had been given to Selwyn Lloyd. This appointment 

was generally taken as a sign that Eden proposed to keep a good deal of 

the responsibility for foreign affairs in his own hands. Macmillan retained 

Lloyd when he became Prime Minister, partly to avoid suggesting that 

he felt that the Suez operation had been a mistake and partly to continue 

1 Anthony Sampson, Macmillan, a Study in Ambiguity (1967), 138. 
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to control foreign affairs Eden had done. Early in 1958 the Russian 

leaders began asking for another summit conference. Macmillan was 

immediately certain that this would be useful, but he found a good deal of 

opposition to this in the United States and in Germany and nothing came 

of it. 
In July there was a revolt in Iraq; the pro-British King Faisal and his 

chief minister, Nuri es-Said, were killed by the mob and an unstable 

regime under General Kassem took over. This change was really a 

delayed result of Suez, but the United States was already worried by the 

civil war that was imminent in the Lebanon. As a result American troops 

went to the Lebanon and British troops were flown to Jordan. This 

elevated what might have been just a normal change of government in 

the Middle East to the level of a great power struggle. The Russians again 

suggested a summit meeting, this time associated with the United Nations, 

and the British agreed. There was no enthusiasm in Washington, and in 

any case the Russians quickly changed their policy and asked for an 

emergency session of the General Assembly. The intervention in the 

Middle East by England and America was accepted rather than approved, 

but the Russians gained nothing by their change of approach. 
By the end of 1958 two lines of discussion seemed to be opening. In 

Geneva representatives of America, Russia, and England were talking 

about ways to end the testing of nuclear bombs, a topic which grew more 

important as evidence accumulated that tests in the atmosphere increased 

radioactive fall-out to an extent which might become dangerous. At a 

loftier diplomatic level Macmillan was trying to persuade the western 

leaders that a summit conference could not do any harm and might have 

a good effect. One objection to a summit conference was that Eisenhower 

was not in good health, and in any case was not a man who would shine in 

dealing with a hostile debater; his talents had always lain in conciliation 

and in winning over people who wanted to be won over. A more general 

objection was that, if a conference were held, public opinion in western 

countries would take it for granted that some progress would be made, and 

western negotiators might be forced into making bad bargains rather 

than come home with no bargain at all. 
Khrushchev tried to force the western leaders to negotiate by threatening 

to give East Germany full control over the Berlin situation, so that either 

there would be a crisis about the position of Berlin or the western 

powers would have to go back on their refusal to recognize the govern¬ 

ment of East Germany. In February Macmillan visited Moscow to see if 

he could persuade Khrushchev not to press this point and, by taking a 

more conciliatory line, make it easier for the western leaders to meet him. 
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Khrushchev was unhelpful at first, and on one day of the visit he had a 

diplomatic toothache to avoid meeting Macmillan. But the .discussions 

became distinctly more friendly as the week went on, and by the time 

they ended Macmillan felt he had gained enough ground to be able to go 

on a tour of Paris, Bonn, and Washington, putting the arguments for a 

summit. Macmillan had thus turned himself into the co-ordinator of the 
west, and could be seen as the active man of the alliance dragging the 

other countries behind him to the summit. At the beginning of his Prime 

Ministership he had been mocked as ‘Supermac’ and as ‘Macwonder’; by 
the spring of 1959 his supporters .were able to feel that these titles were 

simply an accurate assessment of his position. The shock to British 

prestige caused by Suez was almost forgotten, and England seemed as 

dominant a power as she had done at any time in the 1950s. 

By 1959 the economy stood on the edge of a great leap forward. 

Macmillan said in July 1957 that the people ‘have never had it so good’, a 

phrase that was to become altogether more closely linked with him than 

he intended.1 At the time it was said, it may not have been accurate; 

production figures in 1958 were no higher than in 1955, and the three 

years of credit freeze had done more to hold back the economy than to 

maintain a stable level of prices. But between September 1958, when 

industrial production was at the 1955 level (105 per cent of the 1954 level) 

and December 1959, when production was 117 per cent of the 1954 level, 

there was a sudden explosive expansion, and Macmillan’s slogan 

dominated politics and everyday life. Partly because the expansion was 

started by making credit easier to come by, and partly because of a change 

in people’s wants, a great deal of the expansion was devoted to buying 

‘consumer durables’: a majority of families had a washing-machine, which 

was particularly popular in the north; about one family in three had a 

refrigerator, and in the south the proportion was higher; about one 

family in three owned a car. Well over half the population had at least 

one of these consumer durables by the end of the fifties, and in quite a 

large number of cases they had bought it during Macmillan’s years of 

power. In 1955 40 per cent of homes owned a television set; by 1959 the 

figure had risen to 70 per cent. Prosperity concentrated on a few specific 

products, and it was also limited geographically. The metal-working, 

engineering, car-producing region stretched from London to Birmingham 

and a little beyond; it changed in the late 1950s as industrial England had 

changed, over a hundred years earlier, in the transformation from the 

‘hungry forties’ to the peaceful comfort of the skilled craftsmen who 

came up to London to look at the Great Exhibition of 1851. Older 

1 Sampson, op. cit. 158-9. 
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industrial regions, particularly Lancashire and Scotland, did not share 

in the 1958-60 boom. When the Chancellor of the Exchequer came to 

prepare his 1959 budget there were still relatively large numbers of people 

unemployed and overall production was not going up very much, despite 

the gratifying increase in the consumer durable trades. He determined to 

stimulate the economy by budgeting for a large deficit, and in the mood 

of the day the deficit had to be produced more by reductions m taxation 

than by any increase in government spending. 
The major item of the budget was a reduction by 3-75p to 38£p of the 

standard rate of income-tax. There were other reductions in the lower 

rates of tax, a cut in the tax on beer and faster repayment of post-war 

credits on income-tax paid during the war, but the budget stood or fell 

by the cut on income-tax. The economy continued to grow rapidly, 

though the cut in taxes had more effect in the regions that were already 

prosperous than in any spreading of the prosperity to the rest of the 

country. Opposing the budget was not at all easy; Labour Members 

claimed to have met many drinkers in their constituencies who would 

have preferred the old-age pensioners to have the benefit of the revenue 

devoted to reducing the price of beer, but the government was not 

impressed. 
The summer was long and warm and dry. Eisenhower paid a visit to 

England, and appeared with Macmillan on television. Their conversation 

was not particularly profound, but it underlined the fact that the Prime 

Minister was on the best of terms with the President of the United States. 

By the autumn Macmillan felt the time was ripe for a general election, 

and in September Parliament wras dissolved. The opinion polls showed a 

fairly comfortable Conservative lead at the beginning of the campaign, 

but in the first week or two the Labour party appeared to be catching up. 

The Labour programme paid little attention to nationalization, and not 

much more to planning and reorganizing the economy, but it did lay 

considerable emphasis on increasing government spending and improving 

the social services. In the previous few years the Opposition had been 

particularly ready to argue for old-age pensioners, and this was repaid 

by the electorate’s willingness to think that the Labour party was the one 

to turn to for better social welfare programmes. 

The Labour rally seems to have died away from the day that Gaitskell 

said his party’s social programme could be paid for without any increase 

in the income-tax, which raised more doubts than it settled. He was 

quite correct in saying that, if economic growth went on as it had been 

doing for the previous twelve months, the increases could be paid for 

easily. People may not have believed that growth would go on, or they 
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may have wanted to know what Gaitskell would do if he had to choose 

between social welfare and tax stability; in any case they were not 

favourably impressed by his statement, and the Labour party began to 

fall back. In the election the government received only tepid support from 

some newspapers that were normally Conservative, and other papers 

went over to the Labour side. They changed mainly out of dissatisfaction 

with the government’s conduct of colonial policy: Suez had lost the 

government a fair amount of support in intellectual circles, and although 

a settlement in Cyprus had been reached early in 1959 by which the 

Turkish minority was given some guarantees inside an independent 

country, there had been incidents when the troops maintaining law and 

order had been strained beyond endurance. It had also come to light that 

Mau Mau prisoners at the Hola camp, who had been reported to have 

died as a result of drinking contaminated water, had in fact been beaten to 

death. In Nyasaland the administration had responded to demonstra¬ 

tions in February and March 1959 in favour of independence with a set 

of measures described as a ‘police state’ by the commission of inquiry 

sent out from England. The British government declined to accept the 

Report, and this was mentioned disapprovingly by the press. 

But although this disapproval may have reduced the size of the Con¬ 

servative victory, it did no more. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 13,749,830 365 49 4 

Liberal 1,638,571 6 5-9 

Labour 12,215,538 258 43-8 

After the election a cartoon appeared, showing the Prime Minister sitting 

back and saying ‘well, gentlemen, I think v/e all fought a good fight’ to 

the ‘colleagues’ who had made victory possible—a motor-car, a television 

set, a vacuum-cleaner, and so on.1 Some commentators spoke as if the 

Labour party had gone down for ever. It became fashionable to say that 

a government in power could now manipulate the economy to produce a 

boom when it wanted, and could find from the opinion polls when the 

time was ripe for a dissolution, so that the risk of defeat would be 

minimized. This ignored the fact that, once people realized the govern¬ 

ment could improve the economic situation, they would blame it for not 

producing improvements faster or for not producing the type of improve¬ 

ments that were needed. 

1 D. E. Butler and R. Rose, The British General Election of 1959 (1960), 201. 
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Social change in the late 1950s 
The theory that people had voted for the government simply because 

they felt well off was not as sweeping as the suggestion that the country 

had in some way become more middle-class. The commentators seemed 

not to realize how difficult it is to explain what is involved in becoming 

middle-class. Obviously it was not just a matter of voting Conservative: 

the Conservatives did not get as large a share of the total vote in 1959 as 

in 1924 or 1935 when, by this hypothesis, the country was less middle- 

class. It was true undoubtedly more people had acquired possessions, and 

possibly valuing possessions is a particularly middle-class habit, but the 

stories of the munition-workers in the First World War hurrying out to 

spend their high earnings on pianos and fur coats suggest that people in the 

working classes had always liked buying things when they had the money. 

Employees had not become strikingly better off in the twentieth 

century. In terms of 1958-9 prices, their post-tax incomes were about 

80 per cent higher in 1958-9 than in 1911-12—the sharp rise in taxation 

conceals some of the improvement in people’s position, because of course 

the money taken in taxes is returned in state-provided services.1 These 

services are not directly linked to income; social services depend a great 

deal on size of family, and the benefits of roads and of defence are very 

hard to allocate. 

Levels of income and changes during the twentieth century 

1958-9 
post-tax 
income 

per cent 
of 1911-12 

Upper limit of bottom 
tenth of employees £205 190 

Next 270 165 

Next 327 176 

Next 405 191 

Next (median) 470 194 

Next 537 191 

Next 601 183 

Next 685 173 

Next 821 1702 

One man in a thousand earned £2,632 post-tax. 
These changes brought the middle third of the earning population rather 

closer to the top third, and improved the position of the people right 

down at the bottom, but the lowest 30 per cent—the poor, according to the 

definitions of Booth and Rowntree—had fallen behind the central third. 
1 G. Routh, Occupations and Pay in Great Britain 1906-60 (1965), 88. Note that 

less than half the working population earn more than the average skilled worker. 
2 Routh, op. cit., especially pp. 4-8 and 43-5. 
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Probably the state-provided services did something to reduce the gap. 

These figures help show that the average worker of the late 1950s was 

unlikely to get very far in buying consumer durables; when the average 

skilled worker earned about £800 a year (before tax and national insurance 

payments), he was not very likely to buy a new car, costing £400 or £500. 

Workers in exceptional trades, probably working long hours of overtime, 

or men with families who were just beginning to earn money but had 

not yet left home might find they could afford such things, but there was 

a tendency to mistake the exception for the normal case. 
From time to time people have noticed that about half the population 

in England calls itself working-class and half says it is middle-class. On 

the sort of classifications accepted by sociologists, such as the division 

into manual and non-manual workers, only about a third of the popula¬ 

tion can be called middle-class. But neither of these proportions have 
altered much in the recent past, and they altered very little in the late 

1950s. The proportion of non-manual workers in the working population 

increased from 20 per cent in 1911 to 31^ per cent in 1959, but among 

men the change was only a rise from 22 per cent to 28 per cent. Among 

women the change was more marked, with an increase from 16f per cent 

to 40 per cent, but it must be remembered that almost all of this change 

was accounted for by a decline of l^m. in the number of women in private 

domestic service (counted as manual work) and an increase of Tim. in 

the number of typists. Apart from the switch in these categories, which 

was unlikely to make much difference politically because servants were 

usually to the right of the rest of the working-class, the change among 

women was as slight as among men. The tendency of a quarter or a third 

of the manual working class to describe itself as middle-class when asked 

has been going on at least as long as sociologists have been asking people 

what class they think they belong to, and it had no discernible effect on 

the political situation in 1959. 
Some forms of behaviour are supposed to be associated with the 

working class rather than the middle class. In the economic field, going on 

strike is a working-class activity. The industrial history of the late 1950s 

does not suggest that people were becoming more middle-class. The 

most spectacular single strike was that, in the spring of 1958, of the 

London busmen, who were trying to maintain a position that was declin¬ 

ing relative to other workers. The strike was unsuccessful, and the busmen 

continued to lose ground. The new aristocracy of labour were the motor¬ 

car workers and the electrical workers; the electrical workers pursued an 

aggressive policy partly because the Communist-dominated union leader¬ 

ship believed in a fighting policy, but there is little evidence that this was 
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the reason why the membership turned against the leadership. The 

motor-car workers were represented by a variety of different unions, wit 

the result that industrial policy was handled by shop-stewards who took 

rather a primitive approach to industrial relations. Their attitude looked 

sophisticated and effete compared with that of some managers; the 

British Motor Corporation dismissed 6,000 men without notice one 

morning in June 1956, and for some time afterwards enjoyed the sort of 

labour relations that ensured that few of their workers were going to 

think themselves middle-class. 
Middle-class respectability had always included a feeling of respect 

for the police and a feeling that the police were on the side of solid 

citizens. This friendly relationship was weakened by the problem of 

motoring offences; middle-class people who had broken the law were 

fond of asking why the police were not away catching criminals, and 

showed little sign of realizing that motoring offences were crimes which 

endangered far more lives than anything done by the criminal classes. As 

motoring offences increased more rapidly than almost any other sort of 

crime the opportunities for friction rose quickly. One of the hardest duties 

of the police has always been that of ‘keeping an eye’ on some shady 

activity which cannot be completely suppressed. In the mid-fifties there 

had been an attempt to enforce more rigorously than in the previous few 

years the laws against homosexual conduct. The campaign had not really 

had the support of public opinion and as it used policemen as agents 

provocateurs, it reduced public sympathy for the police force. Two 

changes in other areas of the law showed that the government felt the 

police were having to use their discretion to an extent which put them 

under much strain. Prostitutes in London had always in effect been 

allowed to solicit in public, subject to occasional arrest and a trivial 

fine; in 1959 the fine was made much larger by the Street Offences Act 

and it was made clear that they were not to appear in public, though they 

could continue their trade in other ways. The Betting and Gaming Act 

passed by the government shortly after its re-election also relieved the 

police force from some invidious duties, and illustrated the decline of 

respectability. Gish bookmakers existed in large numbers, but because 

cash betting was illegal they were in the same position as prostitutes; 

sometimes they were arrested and fined, but most of the time the police 

simply ‘kept an eye’ on them. The new Act allowed bookmakers to set up 

licensed betting-shops for taking cash bets, and it also allowed people to 

set up casinos for gambling. In theory the gambling was restricted by the 

provision that nobody should have more chance of winning than anybody 

else, but the gambling provisions of the new law turned out to be much 
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less well drafted than the provisions for betting and there was steady 

pressure for stricter legislation. 

In the late 1950s there was a good deal of earnest social criticism. 

Osborne followed his play Look Back in Anger by The Entertainer, 

which again reflected the attitude that present-day England was in a 

dreadful mess, that there was something to be said for the old Edwardian 

stability though it was no longer recoverable, and that nobody had satis¬ 
fying answers for the future. For a few years plays with a committed 

attitude were fashionable; they were praised for their realism, and 

condemned for bringing in the kitchen-sink and the discomforts of lower- 

class life too often. Translations of most of Brecht’s work were put on, and 

his political attitude of admiration-tempered-by-doubt for the working 

classes was also to be seen in writers like Wesker. For perhaps five years 

there was a mood of political commitment combined with willingness to 

write plays that were meant to shock Rattigan’s Aunt Edna; Sheila 

Delaney wrote A Taste of Honey because she saw one of Rattigan’s plays 

and felt sure she could do better than that. By the early 1960s there was 

a divergence of aim, and writers concerned with social criticism turned 

to direct political satire while playwrights became less concerned about 

social criticism though they kept a much wider range of choice of plot, 
of subject-matter, and of'language than they had had before 1956. 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s the London stage had been dominated 

by American plays and musicals; the revival of the theatre after Look 

Back in Anger reduced this dominance and then led to a series of London 

productions appearing successfully on Broadway. In non-theatrical 

social criticism American influence became very noticeable in the late 

1950s. The Affluent Society, The Organization Man, and The Power Elite 

were all written about the United States, but they were widely read by 

people who were afraid that England was going to follow the United 

States. Galbraith’s contrast between ‘private affluence and public squalor’ 

was a return to a view that had been neglected in England in the 1950s;1 

the belief that people were being deprived of individuality by commercial 

and industrial organization aroused some response; the idea that the 

public was not being allowed to exercise full political freedom because 

of the insidious influence of an inner ring, denounced by political 

journalists as ‘the Establishment’, was held fairly widely. Among social 

critics the strongest influence was that of people working on the border¬ 

land between literary criticism and sociology; Raymond Williams’s 

1 Galbraith’s famous phrase was simply a translation of Sallust’s ‘privatim 
opulentia publicae egestas’, which R. H. Tawney quoted in the original in his 

Equality (1931), 116. 
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Culture and Society and Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy argued 

that once upon a time there had been a rough but wholesome unity about 

English society but that this had now been broken down and com¬ 

mercialized. Almost all of this school of writing agreed in denouncing the 

middle class, and in particular the new commercial middle class that had 

done well in trade; most of these writers took a favourable view of the 

working class and thought highly df its characteristic virtues of warmth 

of heart, solidarity with neighbours and workmates, and distrust of the 

thrusting individual who tramples his way to success. A good example 

was John Braine’s Room at the Top (1957), a novel about a Yorkshire 

accountant who throws over his true love to marry a wool magnate s 

daughter; its high sales among the London intelligentsia cannot have 

been due entirely to the hero’s exciting sex life. 
The writers of the period saw themselves as men of the left, though 

their enthusiasm for the certainties of the past meant that really they 

were opposed to the modem world and would probably be against any 

government that came to terms with contemporary problems. Just after 

the 1959 election the Labour party presented no encouraging alternative 

to the government. Gaitskell was generally thought to have done quite well 

in the election, but as soon as it was over he moved further to the right 
than was practicable for a man who lacked the prestige of victory. 

Members of the right wing, who wanted to improve society by relatively 

small-scale changes directed to strategically chosen points, said that 

nationalization was no longer an important issue; members of the left 

wing, who said that only by sweeping change was it possible to carry out 

reform, insisted that the 1918 commitment to nationalization should be 

retained in the party constitution. 
During the election the party’s official defence policy had been to set 

up a non-nuclear club: England would try to negotiate a treaty under 

which she would give up her nuclear weapons and potential manufacturers 

of nuclear weapons, which at that time primarily meant France, would 

promise not to make them. This formula held the party together during 

the election, but afterwards the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 

rallied its forces and at the 1960 party conference a majority of the 

delegates voted in favour of unilateral British renunciation of nuclear 

weapons. Gaitskell was highly praised for the speech he made at the 

time, in which he said he would fight and fight and fight again to preserve 

the Labour party, and he subsequently made it clear that he would remain 

leader and would not accept the decision of the conference. When Wilson 

stood against him for the leadership of the parliamentary party, on the 

platform of working out a compromise between the party leaders and the 
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conference vote, Gaitskell won by 166 votes to 81, an adequate majority 

but one that would perhaps not have survived another defeat at a party 

conference. Gaitskell’s friends were able to win over enough trade unions 

to reverse the previous decision in 1961, but the effect of all this was that 

the Labour party had spent most of the first two years after the election 

in internal struggle. 
Fortunately for the Labour party, the Liberal party had not been able 

to profit from its divisions as much as might have been expected. The 

Liberal party in the 1950s had been on the left in foreign policy and on 
the right in domestic policy; for instance, it had been strongly opposed 

to Suez, but on the other hand it had voted in favour of the 1957 budget 

with its remissions of surtax and encouragement to overseas investment. 

If anything it had been more strongly opposed to planning in the 1950s 
than the Conservatives, and complained of such vestiges of planning that 

were still left as the Capital Issues Committee. Between 1955 and 1959 
it had done well in some by-elections, but most of its best performances 

came in Conservative areas of strength, and so far as could be seen many 

of its votes came from people who wanted the government to be still more 

active in combating inflation. In the 1959 election it gained slightly more 

votes from the Conservatives than from the Labour party.1 The new 

leader, Jo Grimond, chosen in 1956, was aware that a party in opposition 

has to oppose the government, and he saw that the Labour party was the 

most likely source of Liberal votes just after the 1959 election, but he 

could not find an issue with which to divide the Labour leadership from 

its electoral support in the trade unions. The Liberal party was committed 

to nuclear disarmament, and it could hope to win support from intellectual 

members of the Labour party who were not devoted to Socialism, but 

this was not really enough to establish it as the party of the left. It had 

not shown enough interest in left-wing policies to profit from the weak 

condition of the left in 1960. 

Problems after the triumph 

Macmillan showed no intention of resting on his laurels in 1959. In the 

years before the election he had not found a policy which could please 

all sections of his party simultaneously, but he moved so adroitly from the 

Thorneycroft policy of restraint to the Heathcote Amory policy of 

expansion that nobody was worried. Before the election he had pursued a 

policy of allowing the market to take its course in economic affairs and 

of standing firm in colonial questions; after the election government 

grants were used to induce car and steel firms to go to regions that were 

1 Butler and Rose, op. cit. 195. 
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not prospering, though political considerations led to the plants being 

located in an uneconomic way, and the appointment of liberal-minded 

Macleod as Colonial Secretary showed that the accumulating problems ot 

Africa were going to be faced. _ . 
Nigeria was proceeding to independence on a basis of universal suffrage 

that would give power to the pro-British and traditional rulers of the 

northern region. Tanganyika presented even fewer internal problems, for 

the Tanganyika African National Union dominated the politics of the 

country so completely that there was no risk of division on tribal lines. 

In Uganda there was some difficulty in finding a form of constitution into 

which Buganda, the largest of the tribal kingdoms, could be fitted. There 

was a certain amount of pro-Buganda feeling in England, so there was 

effective political pressure preventing the government from setting up a 

unitary state in Uganda. But these difficulties were slight compared with 

those of the countries in which there was a white settler community. 

Kenya was the easier white settler problem. The Africans were divided 

in the accustomed way: the Kenya African National Union, representing 

the Kikuyu and the Luo, the two largest and best educated tribes, wanted 

independence quickly under a government with as few restrictions on its 

powers as possible; and the Kenya African Democratic Union, repre¬ 

senting the minority tribes, wanted a federal system with decentralized 

powers. In Nigeria, in Ghana, and in Cyprus the less powerful group in 

the community had acted in the same way in Kenya, and in each case 

the less powerful group adopted a pro-British attitude and asked for 

independence to be delayed. In Kenya the white minority complicated the 

situation. Communal electoral rolls, to make sure that all groups were 

represented, had been used in India many years previously, and were in 

use in the Central African Federation for the same purpose. In Kenya 

the communal rolls, in which the Europeans were given more seats than 

their numbers would have justified, enabled Africans, Europeans, and 

Asians, who were about as numerous as Europeans, to be represented in 

the legislative council. The 1960 constitution gave the African members a 

majority in the assembly, but the Governor still had the powers of the 

executive in his own hands, and used them among other things to keep 

the obvious African leader, Jomo Kenyatta, in detention on the grounds 

that he had been involved in the Mau Mau rebellion and was still 

politically dangerous. As a result K.A.N.U. refused to form a government 

in 1961 after the first election under the new constitution. K.A.D.U.— 

less sympathetic to Kenyatta, a Kikuyu—formed a government but found 

the pressure of African opinion for the release of Kenyatta so great that 

they had to join in asking for it. The Governor refused to grant the request. 
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and committed himself firmly against Kenyatta, whom he described as a 

‘leader to darkness and death’. As soon as there was an African majority 

in the Assembly white farmers and Conservative back-benchers sug¬ 

gested that the British government should be ready to buy out settlers. 

The government declined to have anything to do with the suggestion, at 

least in part because it would encourage Africans to make life difficult for 

the settlers, who would then move out and leave their land for the 

Africans. The issue of the land, and the tensions caused by the fact that 

the small settler community owned so much of the best land, went on 

making people uneasy, but by the beginning of the 1960s the British 

government was committed to the very difficult task of setting up an 

independent multi-racial country in which the African majority would 

have political power but a great deal of economic power would be 
retained by a relatively wealthy white minority. 

The Central African Federation presented even more complicated 

problems. The three component parts, Nyasaland and the two Rhodesias, 

each had about the same number of Africans, but differed sharply in the 

number of white inhabitants. A government set up in Nyasaland to take 

over the powers of the Governor could become an African government 

with as little trouble as in Ghana though it would not be sovereign, 

because it would still be part of the Federation, which controlled the 

major financial issues and relations with the outside world. The British 

government recognized that the police measures of 1959 had not been 

wise, and Macleod started the process of establishing an African govern¬ 

ment, which was made easier because there was a satisfactory African 

leader, Hastings Banda, available to become chief minister at the appro¬ 

priate moment. In Northern Rhodesia the economic power and superior 

education of the white population seemed to offset the numerical 

superiority of the Africans, and Macleod devoted considerable ingenuity 

to devising an electoral system in which the balance of power in the 

Assembly would be held by Members who had secured an adequate 

quota of both African and white votes. In Southern Rhodesia the white 

population was clearly dominant, and all that could be done for the 

Africans was to make sure that they had a section of the seats in the 

Assembly and to establish a Board to review legislation and veto Bills 

that worsened the position of the Africans. 
Apart from all these difficulties, there was the problem of the Federa¬ 

tion itself. When it was being set up, the British government had said 

there should be a review of its progress in the 1960s. The Monckton 

Commission was set up to carry out the review; its members wanted to 

have unrestricted terms of reference, including power to recommend the 
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dissolution of the Federation, while the Prime Minister of the Federation, 

Sir Roy Welensky, was anxious to make sure that they could only work 

inside the general assumption that the Federation would go on. The 

British government displayed great tactical skill in persuading Welensky 

that the Commission could not recommend the break-up of the Federa¬ 

tion, while convincing the Commissioners that if they found the Federa¬ 

tion had no prospect of success they could say so. The Liberal and 

Labour parties declined to be represented on the Commission because 

they felt it had been packed in a way that would lead it to disregard 

African hostility to the Federation. This probably made the Commission 

more acceptable to the goverment of the Federation. 
While the problems of the Federation were constantly in the mind of 

the British government in the early 1960s, Macmillan had wider issues 

before him. In May 1960 the summit conference for which he had worked 

so hard the previous year finally took place. But the atmosphere of 

friendship and diminished tension had been wearing thin, and when an 

American U-2 aeroplane, used for flying over Russia and photographing 

the country, was shot down, the Russian government began denouncing 

American espionage in terms which suggested the conference was un¬ 

likely to succeed. Khrushchev asked for an apology from Eisenhower 

when the conference began and, when he did not receive one, declined 

to take part in any discussions. 
British policy for the previous two years had tended to take an un¬ 

committed position which might be described as ‘neutral on the western 

side’. This exactly suited her links with the Commonwealth, because 

the new members tended to be non-committed between Russia and 

America. It also suited her commercial partnership with the members of 

the European Free Trade Association, set up after the failure of the 

attempt to include all western Europe in a free trade area. The members 

of EFTA agreed to eliminating their tariff barriers against one another, 

though maintaining their tariffs against other people unchanged. They 

regarded the association as provisional, because they wanted to make 

some sort of agreement with the E.E.C. On the other hand two of them, 

Sweden and Switzerland, stood outside NATO and were ‘neutral on the 

western side’ by choice, Austria was neutral under the treaty of 1955, 

Norway and Denmark were not enthusiastic members of NATO, and 

Portugal was a little distant from direct confrontation. If Britain went on 

standing slightly detached from NATO, EFTA would suit her political 

position very well. After the failure of the summit conference, the 

political arguments in favour of the E.E.C. began to look a little stronger. 

Macmillan’s position may have been a little shaken by the failure of 
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the summit, and a little later he lost ground with the Commonwealth 

Prime Ministers. On a tour of Africa early in 1960 he had defined the 

British attitude to apartheid in a speech to the South African Parliament 

in which he warned his listeners that a ‘wind of change’ was sweeping over 

Africa and made it clear that England would not fight against the wind. 

Later in the year South Africa decided in a plebiscite to become a 

Republic, and asked to be allowed to come to the Prime Ministers’ 

conferences on the same basis as before. The request had been granted to 

other members of the Commonwealth when they became republics, but 

the members who found the apartheid policy objectionable were glad to 

have an opportunity to make their feelings clear. Only England, Australia, 

and New Zealand supported South Africa at the Prime Ministers’ con¬ 

ference in March 1961; South Africa withdrew before any formal decision 

was taken. Macmillan’s attempts to help South Africa were not uni¬ 

versally well received, and his failure suggested that England was now 
only one among equals. 

In international terms his position was at its most glittering in the 1960 

session of the U.N. General Assembly. Khrushchev and a number of 

other heads of governments came to the opening debate, and Khrushchev’s 

opening speech was aggressive enough to dismay the West and to attract 

newly independent countries. Macmillan’s speech the next week was calm, 

imperturbable, and forceful enough to make him appear as the leader of 

the West. When Khrushchev interrupted him Macmillan said ‘I’ll take 

that in translation’—not a very good joke, but at the time people were 

so frightened of the Russian leader that anyone who stood up to him was 

regarded as a heroic figure. As President Eisenhower did not go to the 

United Nations, Macmillan seemed to be the man to rally countries 
against Russia. 

This aspect of Macmillan’s ascendancy inevitably passed away with the 

election, later in the year, of John Kennedy as President of the United 

States. Kennedy felt quite capable of handling diplomatic affairs on his 

own, and showed more enthusiasm for individual meetings with 

Khrushchev than for summits for four countries. His personal relations 

with Macmillan were good, and he clearly found the Prime Minister the 

most attractive of the heads of government he met. But this was not the 

same as Eisenhower’s assumption, based only partly on wartime 

memories, that the United States should treat England as closer to her 

than any other friendly country. Although Kennedy’s personal tastes, 

and those of many people in his administration, may have been more 

anglophile than those of Eisenhower, Dulles, and their followers. United 

States’ policy after 1960 was based to a much smaller extent on the 
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assumption of a ‘special sjrelationship’ between Britain and America, 

partly because of the nature of the Democratic party and partly because 

the ‘special relationship’ might cause trouble with America’s other allies. 

Other troubles were beginning to disturb the British government. The 

1959 boom began to slow down in 1960; there was not much unused 

capacity available, and unemployment had been reduced so sharply that 

it was hard to find extra workers for new development. The increase in 

production had been so swift, once it began, that there was little time for 

readjustment. Anything that was in short supply remained in short supply, 

because nobody had time to look around and analyse what would be 

needed next. Shortages of capacity meant that imports went up, and 

exports moved up less quickly. The current balance of payments, which in 

1958 had shown a surplus of £455m., well above the annual target laid 

down at the beginning of the 1950s, dwindled and in 1960 showed a 

deficit. But as investment overseas went on, the overall balance of pay¬ 

ments showed an even larger deficit. Government expenditure went up 

faster than any other form of overseas spending, as a result of increased 

spending on aid to underdeveloped countries, the steadily mounting-cost 

of keeping troops in Germany in accordance with the 1954 agreements, 

and expenditure on keeping troops in tropical areas like Kenya, Borneo, 

and the Persian Gulf. All of this spending had some justification; aid to 

underdeveloped countries, quite apart from its humanitarian aspects, 

made them into better customers for British trade, and most of the troops 

overseas were in areas where there were British investments. These were 

long-term considerations, and the question was whether they could be 

paid for in the short run. 
While government expenditure overseas was going up so fast, all 

government spending was increasing inconveniently quickly. Throughout 

the 1950s the Conservatives had been proud of the way that the propor¬ 

tion of the national income spent by the government was decreasing. Most 

of the reduction was the result of restricting spending on defence to the 

£1,500-1,600m. level; the policy of relying on interest rates to control the 

economy meant that the proportion spent on interest on the National 

Debt remained steady, and the ending of food subsidies reduced spending 

on social welfare. 

By the beginning of the 1960s this attitude was becoming harder to 

maintain. Defence costs began to go up steadily, because soldiers’ pay 

had to be increased to attract volunteers after the end of conscription, 

weapons were growing more complicated, and the stability of costs in the 

1950s had involved cutting down on innovation. The Air Force still used 

the V-bombers of the 1953—5 period, and replacements never got very far 
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off the drawing-board. The failure of Blue Streak, which had to be 

abandoned in 1960 because it was costing altogether more than had been 

intended, had wider implications; the Sandys strategy of relying on a 

nuclear deterrent made much better sense if the deterrent was a British 

product, but building a rocket w'hich would hit targets in Russia would 

cost so much that it could not produce enough diplomatic influence to 

justify the expense. The government saw that it would be much cheaper 

to buy an American weapon, and chose the Skybolt missile, which was 

being designed to be fired from an aeroplane at a target on the ground 

hundreds of miles away; the Opposition claimed that this complicated 
device would not work. 

Outside the military field also the level of government spending went 

up. The increase in the number of motor cars in the 1950s, and the 

preference for road haulage rather than transport by train, meant that the 

road system had to be improved. The work of building motorways and of 

tidying and straightening less important roads was just beginning in 

1958. At the time of the 1959 election the government could say that the 

work had begun well. But only the first of the bills had come in; as 

motorways moved from being exotic things of the future to being normal 

items of government spending, it turned out that they were very expen¬ 

sive, costing a pound or two per square foot of road surface, and the 

accompanying bridges over the Forth and the Bristol Avon were also 

expensive. Roads were a necessary investment but were not counted as a 

social service, perhaps because they did not particularly benefit the poor. 

By the early 1960s education was claiming attention as an investment as 

well as a social service, England had for many years paid less attention 

than Germany and the United States and the Soviet Union to technological 

education, but during the 1950s the government had slowly realized 

something would have to be done about it. When the step forward to 

school-leaving at 15 had been digested. Colleges of Advanced Tech¬ 

nology were set up. Only slowly was it noticed that, perhaps because 

secondary education was now taken for granted or because the changes 

carried out just after the war implied that everybody who could benefit 

from a university education should have one, more and more university 

candidates were coming forward. To some extent they could be held back 

by raising the number of ‘A’ level passes required, but by the end of the 

1950s it was clear that this would not work and could only lead to potential 

talent being rejected by the universities. The government plunged rapidly 

into setting up eight new universities, and encouraged the older ones to 

expand. The emphasis on science, which had been encouraged in the 

1950s, could not be kept up, because the students who were coming for- 
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ward in increasing numbers were more interested in the social sciences, 

sociology, which offered students some hope of finding a good brave cause 

in curing the problems of society, was particularly popular. 
Only a relatively small proportion of the population was likely to go 

either to colleges of technology or to universities, old or new. High 

expenditure on this sector was regarded as an investment, as could be 

seen in the complaints about the ‘brain drain’, or emigration from 

England to the richer English-speaking countries of highly educated 

people, especially scientists and doctors.1 Emigration had resumed after 

1945 and, while it never reached the levels of the 1860s or the decade 

before 1914, it was higher than it had been between 1918 and 1939. By 

1962. the departure of the highly educated was being deplored; in the 

past they had not been missed but in a more education-conscious world it 

was realized that their departure might lead to shortages of highly 

educated people inside England. People did suggest that it was not so 

much the higher pay abroad as the facilities for research which drew 

people out of England; this may have been the case, though emigrants 

from the highly educated section of society had been going abroad,' for 

money or for a change of scene, long before Australia, Canada, and the 

United States offered better facilities for research than England. 

Concern about education as investment was more a Conservative than a 

Labour attitude. The Labour party was concerned about it as a social 

service and also as an instrument of social engineering. Pressure for classes 

of no more than 40 in primary schools and no more than 30 in secondary 

schools came into the former category, and could be accepted in principle 

by everybody though the expense was considerable and the government 

was perhaps rather less willing to spend money on this part of education 

than on higher education. The clash of principle came over the organiza¬ 

tion of secondary schools. By 1959 the Labour party was committed to 

support of comprehensive education in secondary schools. Some people 

supported the change because they thought that class distinctions would 

be reduced if children went to the same schools instead of being separated 

from one another at eleven. Educationists found that the eleven-plus 

examination was not a good predictor of future achievement; about ten 

or twenty per cent of children were placed in schools which their sub¬ 

sequent records suggested were unsuitable, and as most of the others 

could have been placed without much difficulty, the examination did not 

seem to be doing much, though other ways of placing children in 

1 Between 1900 and 1965 64 Americans, 45 Englishmen, and 43 Germans were 
awarded Nobel Prizes in physics, chemistry, or medicine. It may be noted that 19 
of the Americans and 4 of the Englishmen were naturalized subjects. 
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secondary schools were even less effective. Assigning children on the 

basis of teachers’ reports on their prospects undoubtedly made sure that 

primary education was not dominated by preparation for the examina¬ 

tion, but teachers’ recommendations were not particularly accurate 

predictions and at times leaned heavily to the side of the better-dressed 

and better-spoken children. Predicting children’s development at the age 
of eleven seemed too difficult a task. 

The idealist and the technical arguments against separation at eleven 
might not have carried much weight if they had not been supported by 

the wishes of the parents. At first parents in the middle classes had been 

gratified to see that their children usually succeeded in the 11-plus 

examination, and other parents were so pleased that their children were 

receiving secondary education that they did not worry much about its 

quality. The 1944 Education Act said nothing about the organization of 

secondary education, and people accepted secondary modern schools 

without too much question. Possibly if they had been treated as the equals, 

in terms of money and staffing, of the grammar schools there would have 

been less complaint. But slowly people realized that the 11-plus examina¬ 

tion was the gateway to a system of education in which a quarter of the 

children were being educated better than the rest. Using an examination 

of dubious predictive powers as a prelude to an unequal pattern of educa¬ 

tion was likely to be heavily criticized once the majority began to be 

interested in their children’s secondary education. During the 1950s 

parents became more anxious about the examination results, and made 

their children worried as well. Conservative Ministers of Education had 

used their power to stop county councils setting up comprehensive 

systems; in the early 1960s the Ministry was beginning to give up its 

commitment to the 11-plus examination. This was not easy. A large 

number of the more devoted Conservatives were supporters of the 

grammar schools, and in the 1959 election the Conservatives had probably 

benefited from their support of the grammar schools because it rallied 

their followers. A switch to comprehensive education after the election 

would dishearten loyal Conservatives and might not win over parents 

who had recently discovered the disadvantages of the 11-plus examination 

and thought of the Labour party as the party committed to abolishing it. 

Pressures for a new approach 

By 1961 the government had realized that opinion was moving to¬ 

wards a higher level of public expenditure, on education and on other 

things. Plans began to be made for increasing public expenditure; com¬ 

missions and committees examined various aspects of education. The 
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1961 budget had to meetxthese rising costs, and was designedalsoto 

provide some incentives for the more prosperous classes. The surtax 

allowances were increased so that taxpayers with earned income wo 
not have to pay surtax until a level of about £5,000 a year. A little earlier 

the Minister of Health had decided that increases in the rate of spending 

on the health service should be met by raising the charge on prescriptions 

and the combination of a cut in surtax and an increase m prescription 

charges infuriated the Labour party, but it seemed still to be in such 

disarray that the government’s position was secure. The budget also gave 

the Chancellor power to increase or diminish customs and excise duties 

and purchase-tax by one-tenth of the existing rate. 
And this power was very soon needed. The 1960 balance-of-payments 

deficit worried holders of sterling, and the figures month by month for 

1961 did not seem much better. This was not a sudden speculative attack 

of the 1957 variety; the Chancellor of the Exchequer had plenty of time 

to announce in advance that he was thinking about ways to restrain the 

economy. His policy reproduced most of the measures used to check 

demand between 1955 and 1958: the bank rate was raised to 7 per cent, 

banks were told to restrict credit, government spending was reduced, and 

in addition the Chancellor exercised his power to vary indirect taxes. 

Companies were asked not to increase dividends and a pay pause was 

proclaimed. The government did not intervene in the economy to the 

extent of forbidding private employers to give wage increases, but it did 

announce that people employed by the government would not receive 

increases. 
This transformation scene, from surtax cuts in April to the emergency 

measures of July, left the Opposition at once hopeful and suspicious. The 

course of events looked altogether too like 1957: the surtax cuts, the crisis 

and restrictive measures, and later no doubt the whistling-up of an election 

boom. These suspicions were not confined to the Opposition; the govern¬ 

ment’s position in the opinion polls dropped sharply, and the reputation 

of the Prime Minister declined even more abruptly. England’s inter¬ 

national prestige fell at the same time; there were suggestions that she was 

becoming ‘the sick man of Europe’ and had lost all power to control 

events. All that had happened was that the implications of the events 

of the 1950s were becoming clear, as they would have done earlier if it 

had not been for England’s relationship with the United States. It could 

now be seen that she was not a power in the same class as Russia 

and America although a bit weaker than either; she was a power of the 

same order of importance as France. People spoke of the change in 

apocalyptic terms that would have been justified only if a large number 
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of other countries had emerged and had shown themselves more important 

than England. One of the tests for a great power is the capacity to influence 

events a long w'ay from its own territory, and by this test England was 

distinctly less of a great power than she had been twenty or even ten 

years previously. Some of the decline of the early 1960s was an accurate, 

though belated, realization of this fact. But part of it was an all too ready 

acceptance of the antithesis that ‘England cannot afford to be little. She 

must be what she is, or nothing’.1 She was not a nation of the rank of 

Russia or America, therefore she was nothing. This readiness to believe 

the worst was reinforced by people in other English-speaking countries, 

many of whom had been brought up to think of England as the real 

centre of the world stage. Men of the generation of Kennedy had a more 

reasonable picture of the world, but at the time of Suez both Nixon, the 

American Vice-President, and St. Laurent, the Canadian Prime Minister, 

had spoken as though it was only at this crisis that they had realized 

England and France no longer dominated the world. It took other people 

rather longer to realize the situation, and when they understood what had 

happened they were more surprised than was justified. 

The background of exaggerated feeling that England had collapsed was 

not the best atmosphere for the government to announce that it had 

changed its mind and wanted to join the E.E.C. The announcement came 

within a week of the crisis measures of July, and the government looked 

as if it had decided that it could not make anything of England’s current 

economic position and wanted to start off in an entirely new direction. 

The Prime Minister mentioned other considerations in his speech. He 

referred to de Gaulle’s statement that he looked forward to a Europe des 

patries as a sign that the members of the E.E.C. were not committed to 

setting up a federation in which countries would lose their identity. This 

remark illustrated one of his problems throughout the negotiations for 

British entry. In the Conservative party, and in the country as a whole, 

there was considerable suspicion at the idea of a federation, and no 

precise commitment to it. A considerable but vague enthusiasm for 

Europe arose, especially among the intellectual classes. It was fashionable 

to think of the English-speaking countries as coarse and materialistic, and 

to dwell on the pleasures of continental holidays and the more relaxed 

European attitude to wine and irregular hours. This mood may have 

helped the government win support for its proposal, which was otherwise 

supported almost entirely on economic grounds; nobody in England was 

willing to say that it would be desirable to surrender British sovereignty 

1 Originally said by Huskisson in 1828, and quoted approvingly in Cambridge 
History of the British Empire (1940), ii. 414. 
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to a European authority This was no doubt welcome to de Gaulle, but 

it made the supporters of European federation among the members of 

the E.E.C. a little less enthusiastic than they might otherwise have been 

about British entry. 
Before announcing the decision to apply, the government sent 

ministers round the countries of the Commonwealth and got responses 

that were at best non-committal and at worst expressed ‘grave concern’, 

(the diplomat’s phrase for ‘violent objection’.) The British negotiators 

had also to remember their commitments to the EFTA, and they had to 

bear in mind the fact that unconditional acceptance of the Treaty of Rome 

meant that agricultural prices would be assisted in a different way. 

Farmers were afraid they would receive less, and other people were 

afraid the price of food would go up. 
Both major parties were divided on the issue. In the Labour party the 

divisions were fairly clear cut, because the Labour party was something 

of a coalition between people who would have been happy with the 

Liberal party if only it had persevered in the path of social reform that it 

had seemed to be taking in 1885 and 1909, and people who wanted a more 

rigorous approach to equality and government intervention in the 

economy; on the whole the right wing was in favour of British entry and 

on the whole the left wing was opposed to it, though there were exceptions 

on both sides. The party’s official policy was to wait and see how 

negotiations went, and Gaitskell held firmly to this position for fifteen 

months. In the Conservative party the right wing and the left wing were 

harder to find: a caricature right winger would have opposed the American 

loan in 1945, voted against leaving Egypt in 1954, and been in favour of 

Suez, would have supported hanging and flogging, opposed changing the 

laws on homosexuality, and objected to Britain joining the E.E.C., but 

individuals who committed themselves to all of these causes were rare. 

In the Labour party it was fairly easy to find people who had taken the 

left wing attitude on every issue since 1945 and earlier. Although the 

Conservative opponents of British entry had no record of organized 

opposition, they rallied quite quickly, and by the time a group of 

opponents had been formed the government decided to begin negotiations. 

For over a year after this, the argument went on at several levels. Most of 

the press was in favour of British entry, but Lord Beaverbrook’s papers 

were determinedly opposed, and the Daily Express in particular was 

conducted as a campaigning newspaper. General opinion as registered 

in polls was almost all the time more in favour of the application being 

made than against, but the margin was never wide, and the number of 

people answering ‘Don’t Know’ was large enough to be decisive if it 
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came down on one side or the other. Informed opinion was at least at 
first fairly strongly in favour of British entry, but this feeling came to a 

peak shortly after the decision to apply, held firm, and then began to 
dwindle a little. 

The negotiations themselves were a matter of extraordinary complexity. 

Heath, who had been the Conservative Chief Whip, conducted them with 

great skill; he had to argue with people on the implications of tariff levels, 

keep in touch with Commonwealth and EFTA opinion so far as they 

were going to be listened to, and avoid giving anyone in London the 

impression that England was giving away too much in the negotiations, as 

well as conducting the discussions in Brussels. Convincing the E.E.C. 

members that the government was eager to join while not seeming to 

people in England to be yielding too much was very hard; the critics in 

the Labour party said that he was ‘negotiating on his knees’.1 The major 

attraction of entry was that manufacturers would have a much larger 

market and could obtain economies of scale, because customs barriers 

would be taken down. The danger was that British manufacturers might 

not be able to adjust to the new conditions, or might find the E.E.C. 

common tariff drove up the cost of imports so much that it raised the 

general level of prices. The rise in cost would be avoided, and the interests 

of the Commonwealth would be guarded, if a long list of items could be 

imported free of duty. Canadian aluminium, Indian tea, and New Zealand 

butter might all be defended in this way, just as former French 

colonies had been given a special trading position under the Treaty of 
Rome. 

The government badly needed to succeed in the negotiations. The 
movement of opinion at the beginning of the 1960s suggested that, 

though the Conservatives had won the election, it was the ideas put 

forward by the Labour party in 1959 that had become accepted by the 

public. People wanted a higher level of government spending for public 

services like roads and universities and for welfare services like old-age 

pensions. Unless this was to mean higher taxation, which was unlikely 

to be popular, the economy would have to grow faster, and in this way 

Gaitskell’s attitude on growth in the 1959 election became generally 

accepted. Between 1959 and 1961 the government had tried to run the 

economy in the relaxed and uncontrolled way that had been so successful 

between 1951 and 1955. By 1961 the attempt was clearly not working. A 

return to planning was becoming fashionable. Macmillan, who had 

flourished with the slogan ‘Conservative freedom works’, remembered 

that in his youth he had been a supporter of planning and began changing 

1 N. Beloff, The General Says No (1963), 143. 
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the emphasis of government activity. The ‘pay pause imposed in 1961 

was not the best introduction for this change. Public sympathy for 

teachers was growing and people began to feel that nurses ought to be 

paid as much as typists; however, as the pay pause applied only to 

employees paid for by the government, it was likely to hold back their 

claims, as was seen when the Minister of Education rejected recom¬ 

mendations by the officially recognized Burnham Committee for a pay 

increase for teachers. 
The government tried to reduce the deficits on the expenditure of the 

nationalized industries. In the late 1950s more industries were declining 

as cotton had declined five years earlier. Coal and the railways were 

sliding back to their pre-1939 condition after a revival of prosperity in 

the 1940s. By 1955 coal surpluses were beginning to pile up because of 

the competition from the steadily increasing imports of oil. Suez and the 

closing of the Canal interrupted the imports of oil, and for a time 

coal was reprieved. The government reacted to the closing of the Canal 

by pressing ahead with nuclear power stations which worsened the long¬ 

term prospect for coal. When the Canal was reopened the oil flowed again, 

and coal fell back once more. The pits were bound to run at a loss and 

were piling up coal for which nobody had any use. Ten years after the 

government had been trying to persuade people to go into coal-mining 

because coal was so vital, it was trying to get them out again. Cotton had 

contracted slowly, with loud protests and with little arrangement for 

redeployment or for retraining. The coal industry was managed rather 

better: pits were closed with much less fuss than might have been 

expected, some miners went from the pits that had closed to the rich 

coalfields of the east midlands and others were retrained for new jobs. 

Coal was protected by a duty against oil, but then cotton was protected 

by tariffs and quotas against the products of underdeveloped countries. 

Shrinking the railways was in some ways like shrinking the coal-mines; 

the organization was large enough to do the job by stages and to make 

an attempt to fit men into new jobs. But the financial accounts for the 

railways were far more difficult to work out. It was not too hard to tell 

whether a pit was paying its way, and to decide that the pits which were 

losing most were the ones to close. For railways it was necessary to find 

out what each section of track cost, how much traffic it carried, and how 

much traffic other lines would lose if it was closed down. This large-scale 

piece of cost accounting was perhaps more in accordance with the spirit 

of the 1950s than of the early 1960s. The Beeching Report suggested that 

about one-third of all railway track in the country should be closed down, 

but the government realized that closing lines had social costs which had 
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to be considered before taking action; reducing expenditure on the rail¬ 

ways might mean that villages were cut off from the world and all the 

inhabitants moved away to begin new lives, and more money would 
have to be spent on new houses and schools. 

In the early 1960s there was more concern about the ‘quality of life’ 

than in the 1950s. Part of this feeling took the form of greater concern 

about public support for the arts, and of resistance to commercial enter¬ 

prises which threatened the beauty of the countryside or the amenities 

of town life. The Commonwealth Immigration Act of 1962 was seen by 

its supporters as another piece of resistance to change which might have 

led to rapid economic growth at the expense of quality of life. 

Citizens from Commonwealth countries had always been allowed to 

enter England freely, but they had not made much use of this right before 

the 1950s. Citizens of the white Commonwealth occasionally came on 

shorter or longer visits, but nobody took any notice. In the fifties a flow 

of West Indians, Indians, and Pakistanis began to come to England. From 

the economist’s point of view the country seemed to have found a fund of 

labour to draw on in the way West Germany drew on East Germany 

and Italy, or France and Italy drew on their underemployed agricultural 

labour. This development was not welcomed by the people who found 

themselves living near the immigrants. Occasionally it was suggested that 

immigrants took low wages and undercut the market rate, and it was 

sometimes said that they were violent and noisy. While some of them 

were bachelors earning more than they had ever earned before, and 

behaved as might be expected, most of them were quiet people with fairly 

strict ideas about family life. The hostility to them came largely from a 

simple feeling that black men were undesirable, just as Irish Catholics 

had been thought undesirable in the nineteenth century and European 

aliens had aroused hostility earlier in the twentieth century because they 

were different. The shortage of housing made matters worse; the immi¬ 

grants were blamed for it, and then were blamed for living in slums. The 

Immigration Bill was welcomed by public opinion although it was 

condemned by a good deal of the Conservative press and by the Labour 

party. It allowed immigrants to come if they had certain skills, or if they 

had relations in the country, or if they had jobs waiting for them. The 

sentiment of liberally minded people was against the Bill partly on 

grounds of humane feeling and partly to promote economic growth, but 

most of these humane and tolerant people did not understand that other 

people who were relatively uneducated and unaccustomed ro novelty 

suffered real problems when immigrants came and lived near them. 



13. The overstrained 

economy 1961—1967 

Conservatism in a serious mood 

The deflationary measures of July 1961, and the subsequent unemploy¬ 

ment, caused more uneasiness and hostility than the 1955-7 deflationary 

measures. People thought they were entitled to something better than 

periodic expansion and restraint. In previous clashes between Macmillan 

and Gaitskell, Macmillan had done well because he was so good at 

dismissing Gaitskell as a man who took things too seriously. But in 1960 he 

took nonchalance too far when he wrote ‘exporting is fun in the draft of a 

speech designed to encourage traders. He thought better of it and left the 

phrase out when he delivered the speech, but the reporters could see it in 

the text they had been given in advance and it seemed to fit his approach 

so exactly that it was printed almost as though he had said it. It did him 

no good; in the new atmosphere politicians were expected to be serious 

and to take problems seriously, and Macmillan was suspected of losing 

touch with reality. Wilson, in the debate on the deflationary measures, 

gave up almost completely the jokes and quips that had made his 

economic speeches in the 1950s one of the more entertaining parts of the 

Commons routine. Instead he was earnest; he referred to the spirit of Dun¬ 

kirk; he realized that politicians were expected to show a sense of purpose. 

The first step towards Conservative planning was the establishment of 

the National Economic Development Council, which was expected to 

produce indicative plans by consulting the various industries to see what 

they could do. In some ways this resembled the French approach, though 

the French planning authority (Commisariat du Plan) had considerably 

greater powers than N.E.D.C. to control the flow of credit and to direct 

the large nationalized sector of the economy. The Commisariat was in 

addition more willing to intervene at selected points in industry; during 
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the arguments about planning in England it was assumed that the govern¬ 

ment should leave each industry (operating, as the system developed, 

through an Economic Development Council) to work out its own problems, 

so the government did not have much opportunity to do anything about 

a particular industry or a particular part of the economy. The N.E.D.C. 

launched into serious political discussion the idea that a rate of economic 

growth of 4 per cent a year ought to be reached, and once this had been 
said it acted as a magnet on politicians thinking about growth. 

The Chancellor of the Exchequer believed that growth would have to 

wait. His pay pause, in which all wage increases were discouraged, was 

unlikely to last once discernible increases in production were being made. 

When the pay pause came to an end, after provoking a great deal of 

trade union activity among white-collar workers, he proposed a ‘guiding 

light’ of 2\ per cent, which presumably represented his estimate of the 

level future growth was likely to reach. Because people wanted public 

expenditure to go up, and felt entitled to expect their personal consump¬ 

tion to go up as well, there was mounting hostility to the policy of restrain¬ 

ing demand. Government and Opposition seemed even more conscious 

of the next election as a test of policy than in the past, and studied 

opinion surveys even more closely than in the 1950s. Polls and by-elections 

left it uncertain whether the Labour party or the Liberal party was 

benefiting more from the government’s undoubted unpopularity. The 

Conservatives could hope that the Common Market negotiations might 

succeed, or that Khrushchev was returning to a more friendly state of 

mind, or that the economy could be encouraged to expand fairly soon, 
but meanwhile they could only wait. 

The 1962 budget reflected the new serious-mindedness, and a hostility 

to people who made money easily: it included a short-term gains tax, 

which taxed a capital gain taken in a six-month period by an owner of 

shares, or in a three-year period by an owner of land. Deals in land had 

been attracting so much attention that a tax was only to be expected. The 

pressure for houses and factories around London was increasing, and 

owners of land could sell with large profits. In the London area, which 

was expanding steadily across south-east England, more and more of 

the price of a house went to pay for the land on which it was built. All 

sorts of people wanted to come to London, from teenagers who knew that 

it was the place where things happened to managing directors who wanted 

a smart company address close to the source of finance. Quite apart from 

the drift to London, people already in London wanted more space. The 

dingy, poky little offices of the past were condemned for being ill lit, 

inconvenient and out-of-date; shiny and conspicuous new office blocks, of 
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varying degrees of ugliness, were put up and attracted a steadily increas¬ 

ing flow of commuters to the centre of London. And while this was 

happening, the less prosperous parts of the country were falling behind. 

Even in 1959, when the boom had been running at its fastest, Lancashire 

and Scotland had not felt the government was doing much for them; the 

north-east had been less restive, but its economic position was also weak. 

Macmillan knew it was desirable to present his government to the 

world as a group of youthful and modernizing men. He also wanted to 

encourage economic growth at the earliest possible moment, and felt that 

Lloyd might be too cautious about this. As the by-elections returned 

gloomier results, the Prime Minister became bolder in his plans for 

political changes and in July seven Cabinet ministers out of twenty-one 

were dismissed. It was clear that he could wield great power, and some 

commentators who were fascinated by the sweeping exercise of power 

spoke of the Prime Minister as a Presidential figure, by which they 

meant that his power was unchecked by his Cabinet, or by his party. But 

this assumed that the changes were wise and that Macmillan could make 

them without any damage to himself. The reaction of his party was not 

favourable; his back-benchers made it fairly clear that they thought he 

had been too drastic, and Birch, one of the parliamentary secretaries who 

had resigned with Thomeycroft in 1958, said that Macmillan was 

altogether too fond of dropping Chancellors of the Exchequer when they 

tried to restrain demand. Lloyd had his loyal supporters; the taxation of 

short-term capital gains annoyed some Conservatives but many others 

felt that he had stuck to difficult jobs for his party, had tried to fight 

inflation, and deserved better treatment. 
Macmillan was much the oldest member of the reshuffled Cabinet, and 

he looked out of touch both with the seriousness that was becoming more 

accepted in politics and with the enthusiasm for youth that was growing 

up in the country at large. He seemed temperamentally unsuited for a 

period of planning, even though he had supported planning in the 1930s 

and had been unpopular with his party on account of it.1 A few days after 

his Cabinet changes he announced that the government was setting up a 

National Incomes Commission to try to steer the course of wages and 

salaries but, because the news came in a speech winding up a Commons 

debate, the Commission inevitably looked as though it had been produced 

to extricate him from trouble over the ministerial changes and criticism 

of the slow growth of the economy. The trade unions declined to have 

anything to do with the Commission, and while opinion surveys suggest 

that the public was not favourable to trade unions at the time, there were 

1 His views were best expressed in The Middle Way (1938). 
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not many complaints at the refusal to treat N.I.C. seriously. Planning 

required either a government which commanded enough prestige to 

force its will upon people or a system in which people could be confident 

that they would be treated fairly. Macmillan did not possess either claim 
to authority after the ministerial changes. 

Entry to the Common Market was still one of his hopes for the future. 

The arguments about planning and rates of growth concentrated on 

quantitative estimates of effects, and discussion of entry to the Common 

Market might have been expected to run on similar lines; supporters of 

entry could have estimated how much extra growth it would lead to, and 

opponents could have produced rival calculations. But nothing so rational 

took place. In October the Labour party in effect committed itself against 

entry, when Gaitskell laid down a set of conditions which, while accepted 

by everybody in England as desirable, clearly could not be obtained. In 

his speech, which was directed to the mainly anti-entry left wing of the 

party, he appealed to ‘a thousand years of history’ rather than to ‘nicely 

calculated less and more’. And the next month, at the Conservative 

Conference, Butler replied by leaving to the Labour party the thousand 

years of history and claiming ‘For us, the future’. The Labour left felt a 

particular sympathy for the anti-American Conservatives who made up a 

considerable section of the anti-entry minority, but the government was 

firmly in command of its party; it seemed to have found an issue that 

would enable it to appear at the next election as the party that got things 

done and brought England into Europe. 

On the whole the Conservatives had had good luck throughout their 

dozen years of office: declining import prices, friendly people in power in 

Washington, no need to produce expensive new weapons which would 

drive up the arms bill, and a fair degree of success in convincing people 

that the increase in their standard of living was as rapid as it ought to be. 

The twelve months from the Conservative party conference of October 

1962 were a long tale of disaster; some misfortunes followed logically 

from the way the Conservatives had been governing, but some were sheer 

bad luck. In November a world crisis broke out because the Soviet 

Union had been establishing missile bases in Cuba. President Kennedy 

handled the situation very skilfully, setting up a blockade of the island 

until the Russian government agreed to withdraw the missiles. It was 

fortunate for the world that the problem was resolved without any fight¬ 

ing, but the British government’s prestige suffered because the issue was 

settled in a way that visibly owed nothing to British intervention. 
In December the American government announced that it was going to 

scrap the Skybolt missile, on which England rested her hopes of remaining 
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a major nuclear power. The British reaction revealed the extent to which 

nuclear weapons were regarded as a way of retaining a position of 

influence over the United States: a large number of Conservative back¬ 

benchers signed a motion which read as though they thought the 

American government had made Skybolt go wrong. The Prime Minister 

met Kennedy, and said that if the country was to be left without effective 

nuclear weapons as a result of this decision, the Conservative party 

would probably decide that the alliance with the United States had been 

a mistake, sweep away Macmillan himself and replace him with an anti- 

American government. The President was convinced by this argument, 

and a new agreement was drawn up: England acquired American Polaris 

submarines which could be used, without any consultation with other 

countries, in the event of ‘a supreme national emergency’. 
An opportunity to obtain Polaris submarines was offered to France on 

similar terms, without any discussion with de Gaulle. The French 

President was not interested, and regarded the Anglo-American agree¬ 

ment as a final proof that England was in the last resort more concerned 

about relations with the United States than with Europe. There were 

already signs of difficulty in the Common Market negotiations, because 

the European negotiators at Brussels were growing less willing to make 

concessions and were beginning to insist that if England entered she must 

change to the E.E.C. method of support for farmers by tariffs without 

any prolonged transition period, which opened up the prospect of sharp 

price increases almost immediately after entry. In the middle of January 

de Gaulle made it clear that he did not think England a suitable member 

of the Common Market and, since the negotiations went on, he formally 

declared on 29 January that France would have nothing more to do with 

her application. Macmillan suggested that the negotiations had been 

bound to be successful and that only de Gaulle’s veto could have stopped 

them; several difficult points in fact remained to be negotiated, unless 

Britain was suddenly going to sign the Treaty of Rome without amend¬ 

ment, but the immediate reason for the failure of the talks was de Gaulle’s 

concern about the political unity of the ‘Anglo-Saxons’, as he called the 

Americans and the British. 
The failure of the Skybolt exposed the dangers of the government’s 

desire to have effective nuclear weapons without paying for them, and the 

failure of the Common Market negotiations showed that it was rash to try 

to be America’s closest ally and a member of the E.E.C. at the same time. 

But the government was simply unlucky that the winter of 1962-3 was 

about as severe as that of 1946-7. Unemployment had been rising, because 

of the steps taken in 1961 to restore the balance of payments, but it would 
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have risen rather less if the bad weather had not held up transport and inter¬ 

fered with building. In the worst month 878,000 people were out of work. 

The government had claimed the credit for the 1959 boom, and now it 

was blamed for economic weakness. At the same time it was running into 

more complex and less rational criticism inside and outside the country. 

Television programmes satirizing the government became popular; the 

most celebrated of them. That Was the Week That Was, was a B.B.C. 

show that did a great deal to prove that the Corporation could be more 

lively than commercial television, but it must have left the government 

wishing it could control broadcasting as stringently as other governments 

control their state broadcasting systems. Private Eye, the well-informed 

and sometimes accurate magazine of the satirists, rapidly achieved a 

circulation about as large as that of other weekly magazines like the 

Spectator and New Statesman. Satire was popular in theatres and in night¬ 

clubs in the early 1960s; there was a certain amount of general social 

comment, but one theme of all the satirists was that the government had 

been in office too long and had lost the respect of the people. 

The satirists won general approval but perhaps they did best among the 

small group of people who take a steady interest in public affairs. At the 

same time the general popularity of the government, as measured in 

opinion polls, was low. Its unpopularity among people who were not very 

interested in politics seems to have been mainly due to the unsatisfactory 

performance of the economy; the hostility of people who were interested 

in politics was partly the result of economic weakness, but was also caused 

by a feeling that the country no longer had a national purpose. 

This sentiment also existed outside England. Acheson, an American 

ex-Secretary of State who was relatively pro-British, felt that he was 

helping explain the situation when he said ‘Britain has lost an Empire and 

has not yet found a role’, and this was greeted with a fury that suggested 

he had struck a delicate nerve.1 In the same speech he invited Britain to 

retire from the nuclear arms race, on the ground that the United States 

was well equipped to deal with the Soviet Union and the British contribu¬ 

tion would be only 2 per cent of the American firepower in a nuclear war, 

which suggested that he did not recognize that the nuclear force was 

intended as a diplomatic threat to the United States as well as a military 

threat to the Soviet Union. But his remark about the country’s need for 

a role seemed to be justified; people were slowly realizing that their 

country was no longer a great power, but they were having some difficulty 

deciding what to do about it. 

1 See The Times, 6 Dec. 1962 and following days, to find out how much Acheson 

had upset people. 
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Her dominance had depended more on the fact that other countries 
had imitated her than on any physical power that she possessed, it now 
seemed that other countries regarded her as a lesson in what not to 
do, and even though part of this was due to the elegance and journalistic 
skill with which British commentators outlined her weaknesses, her 
influence was declining to that of an ordinary country of the second rank. 
People in England who were interested in politics had always taken it for 
granted that the country was going to be important; on the left they spoke 
of moral influence and eschewed the emphasis placed on Empire by the 
right, but there was the same assumption that England was going to 
influence other people. The discussion over entry to the Common Market 
had masked these assumptions for a time; the few people who calculated 
the advantages of entry in economic terms probably did not worry about 
the effect on England’s status, but the people who thought about it as a 
political question argued whether she could best exert her influence in 
Europe or in the Commonwealth. The left-wing opponents of entry 
thought of the Commonwealth in terms of the new members who had 
become independent since the war, and right-wing opponents thought of 
the old members from before the war, but the two groups agreed that the 
Commonwealth was the place to exert influence. Supporters of British 
entry speculated, often in a tactless way, about the prospect that England 
would dominate the Common Market politically. Rejection of the applica¬ 
tion showed that Britain was not in a position to go choosing. At the 
Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ conference a few months before the 
rejection Macmillan had insisted that England must be as free as any of the 
other members to decide her own policy. This was reasonable enough, and 
certainly the suggestions made by people who wanted the Commonwealth 
to draw closer together were not practical politics; the other members did 
not want closer unity, and had not done so for a very long time. But be¬ 
cause England was the most important member, with considerable influ¬ 
ence on the trading prospects of almost all the other members, her decisions 
had more effect than those of the other members. By choosing to go ahead 
with the application to join the Common Market, the British government 
alarmed the other Commonwealth governments. When the application 
was rejected, the British government could not turn back to the Common¬ 
wealth, and the European Free Trade Area felt that she had not paid 
enough attention to the problems of EFTA during the negotiations. 

After the failure at Brussels 

The government had the difficult task of restoring its international 
prestige, its reputation among people who took an interest in politics and 
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its popularity with the electorate. Rapid economic development would 

probably solve these problems, and the government had begun to un¬ 

freeze the economy even before the rejection of the application to join 

the Common Market. Purchase-tax was reduced, with a particularly 

large cut in the rate on motor cars, the lower levels of income-tax were 

rearranged in a way that gave substantial and fairly equal reliefs for all 

income-tax payers, and Schedule A of the income-tax was abolished, 

which meant that an owner-occupier no longer paid tax on the notional 

value of the rent he could obtain by letting his house instead of living in 

it. Abolition made owning a house and living in it even more attractive 
than before, especially as the interest on mortgages, which naturally 

had been tax-deductible in the days of Schedule A, remained 

deductible and provided cheap financing for a safe and prudent form of 

investment which began to show signs of very gratifying appreciation. 

These relaxations came only fifteen to eighteen months after the 

restrictive measures of July 1961, so there was a much shorter period of 

restraint than there had been in the late 1950s. There had been corre¬ 

spondingly less time to build up the foreign exchange reserves, or even 
to reach a healthy balance on the current account. It was argued that 

‘the reserves are there to be spent’ and Maudling, the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, accepted this view.1 It was believed that, as the current 

balance of payments showed a surplus over the long run, a deficit in the 

first year or two while growth was being speeded up could be covered 

from the reserves and could be replaced later when faster growth had 

been established. The reserves of gold and dollars had fluctuated around 

£l,000m. ever since the war and even in 1947, the worst year since the 

war, the deficit on the current account had been no more than £318m., 

so, it was said, the reserves could cover the cost on any bad year. 
While growth was to be speeded up, the increase in national wealth 

was not to be devoted entirely to larger private spending. Powell as 

Minister of Health obtained enough money to carry out more hospital 

development than for many years past, and he made the spending habits 

of the National Health Service more efficient. Building roads and putting 

up bridges across the river estuaries were beginning to cost large sums, 

but they were also beginning to make travel and transport easier than in 

the past. The increase in the birth-rate immediately after the war had 

led to an increase in the number of children of school age and this 

change—nicknamed the ‘bulge’—had been foreseen, but in the 1960s 

many more children stayed at school after 15. This ‘trend’ had not been 

fully foreseen and it meant that schools were still under great pressure. 

1 3 Apr. 1963; Commons Debates, dclxxv. 471. 
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In January 1963 Hugh Gaitskell died after a very short illness. His 

political position, and his command of the respect of the electorate, had 

been becoming steadily stronger during the previous year and had been 

further improved by the government’s troubles over the cancellation of 

Skybolt and the imminent collapse of the Common Market negotiations. 

The Parliamentary Labour party wanted above everything else a leader 

cool enough and ruthless enough to deal with Macmillan and see that the 

government did not recover as it had done in 1958 and 1959. They chose 

Harold Wilson as leader, despite his record of opposition to the majority 

of the parliamentary party and even though they had rejected him in 

favour of his principal opponent for the leadership, George Brown, when 

the two men had stood against each other for the deputy leadership a few 

months previously. Wilson justified the trust placed in him by the Labour 

party. His first speeches as leader showed that he wanted to restore British 

prestige by making the country more modem. This line of approach made 

him look a little like President Kennedy, whose political manner was 

greatly admired in England. At the same time it set him in sharp con¬ 

trast to Macmillan; too much of the Prime Minister’s reputation had>een 

staked on the Common Market negotiations and after the failure people 

were less inclined to take him seriously. 
The government had been troubled by a number of cases of Russian 

espionage successes. Unfairly but inevitably it was only when spies were 

caught that the public realized anything was wrong, but the effect of cases 

like those of Blake and the Krogers in 1961 was to damage the prestige 

of the government. Early in 1963 the government struck back at the press, 

which had assumed altogether too readily that a former Civil Lord of 

the Admiralty had been closely connected with another spy, Vassall. Two 

journalists were sent to prison for contempt of court when they refused 

to reveal the source of their stories. 
This probably made the press more willing to attack the government. 

It was known that there had been some sort of association between the 

Minister of War, John Profumo, and Christine Keeler, a girl of about 

half his age. Hints and innuendoes linking them were published; the 

rumours were obliquely referred to in the House of Commons, and 

Profumo’s position had to be examined. Macmillan delegated this task 

to a group of ministers and, after discussing the matter with them, 

Profumo made a statement in the House of Commons. He declared that 

he had not abused his ministerial position and that there had been ‘no 

impropriety whatsoever in my acquaintanceship with Miss Keeler’. The 

first point was fairly certainly true, the second was not. When this was 

revealed a few weeks later and Macmillan’s conduct of the case was 
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debated in Parliament on 17 June, Wilson avoided any references to 

private morals, and stuck to the risk to security raised by the fact that 
the girl had been having an affair with a Russian diplomat called Ivanov 

at the time she was associating with Profumo. In the Commons the main 

point of discussion was whether Macmillan had behaved reasonably; the 

Prime Minister maintained that he had acted honourably and had been 

deceived, and his critics argued that he had taken the matter altogether 

too lightly and had failed in his duty to co-ordinate the security services. 

This view was not confined to the Opposition benches; 27 Conservatives 
abstained and one of them, Nigel Birch, quoted Browning’s line ‘let him 

never come back to us’. There were rumblings and discussions, but 

Macmillan said on television that he hoped to lead his party at the next 

election and his party came round to the view that, although his reputation 

for good sense had suffered badly, it would look like a confession of 
something worse if he retired. 

Outside Parliament the discussion ranged more widely. It was accepted 

that as he had made an untruthful statement in the Commons, Profumo 

had to go. Ten years previously it would have been universally accepted 

that the mere fact of his associating with Christine Keeler showed that 

he was unfit for public office. In the 1960s feelings were less clear cut. 

During his denunciation of the Prime Minister Birch asked ‘What are 

whores about?’, but this dividing-line had been becoming blurred. Girls 

were distinctly less careful of their reputation for chastity than at the 

beginning of the century, and probably were less careful of their chastity 

as well. So far as any public event could represent this change, it had 

been the trial in 1960 for obscene publication in which the jury decided 

that D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover could be published 

unexpurgated; conflicting attitudes clashed very explicitly, and not merely 

in literary terms—it was regarded as anachronistic in more ways than 

one when the prosecuting counsel asked the jury ‘Would you want your 

servants to read this book?’ The verdict that the book was not obscene 

reflected the advance of a more relaxed attitude. 

By the time of the party conference in the autumn Macmillan’s control 

over the Conservatives seemed more or less re-established. But just as the 

conference was beginning his doctors told him he would have to have an 

operation on his prostate gland. If he had been high in public and party 

favour, as Churchill had been at the time of his stroke ten years earlier, he 

could have retained his position, but in the circumstances he had to resign. 

At the conference there was a good deal of support for Lord Hailsham as 

his successor, several Cabinet ministers wanted Butler, and many Con¬ 

servative M.P.s preferred Maudling. Macmillan arranged a complicated 
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system of consultation to discover a successor acceptable to all sections of 

the party, and the name ptoduced by this method was that of Lord Home, 

who had been Foreign Secretary since 1960. Hailsham and Home were 

candidates only by a curious stroke of fortune. When Lord Stansgate died 

in 1960 his heir, the Labour M.P. Wedgwood Benn, refused to accept his 

title, and stood again at the by-election after he had been declared to be 

a peer. The size of his majority, and the tone of public comment, made 

it quite clear that the government would have to let people renounce 

peerages they had inherited. The Act allowed anyone succeeding to 

a peerage to give it up, and anyone who had already succeeded to one 

could give it up within the next 12 months. Hailsham announced, at the 

party conference, that he would renounce his title, and Home agreed to 

accept the party leadership and give up his title if he were chosen. 
The emergence of Home caused considerable surprise. According to 

Macmillan, who gave Randolph Churchill his account of what had 

happened. Home had strong support in all sections of the party. The 

people who had wanted Home kept quiet, but his opponents spoke up 

and made it clear that they thought the choice was a mistake. Home was 

condemned for being out of touch with the modern world and for being 

unable to adapt himself to the work of modernization. This criticism, 

justified or not, did not fully consider what had to be, done inside the 

Conservative party. Home’s supporters thought that he would be able to 

repeat Macmillan’s success in restoring the morale of the party and, after 

that, winning the support of the electorate. Butler or Maudling might be 

more effective for winning votes, but if they failed to rally the party 

behind them they would have no organization to help them convince the 

electorate. This was not an implausible argument, though Home had 

no radical background like Macmillan and was unlikely to establish 

himself by debating successes in the Commons. 
The way in which Home had been chosen did the Conservatives no 

good. Wilson had been elected leader of the Labour party in a straight¬ 

forward way that everybody could understand; Home had been presented 

as Prime Minister after consultations that were never intended to be 

understood by the public. Being elected gives a leader legitimacy in the 

modem world; emerging as the result of consultations is not a process that 

commands general respect. Some of the complaints about the selection 

process simply implied that an Old Etonian conspiracy had gathered 

together to impose Home on a party and a country that did not want him, 

but there was also a feeling that Prime Ministers should be seen to be 

chosen fairly. When Home came to form his Cabinet he had a little diffi¬ 

culty; two of the modernizers, Macleod and Powell, declined to serve 
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under him and it was believed that if Butler had declined to serve, Home 

would have had to abandon the whole attempt to form a Cabinet. 

As Prime Minister he had to follow the policy Macmillan and Maudling 

had laid down: try to expand the economy as fast as possible and regain 

popular support by showing that prosperity had returned. This was not 

very difficult. The rate of growth was showing signs of rapid improvement, 

and all that had to be done was to avoid disturbing it. The risk of a deficit 

in the balance of foreign trade seemed to be the only immediately visible 

threat to foreign expansion, and the doctrine of drawing on the reserves 

meant that little notice was to be taken of it. The decline in prosperity 

had been responsible for a good deal of the government’s loss of popu¬ 

larity, and as industry began to revive the government’s position improved. 

During his last months in office Macmillan had played, as Kennedy wrote, 

an ‘indispensable role in bringing about the limitation of nuclear testing’:1 

Russia, the United States, and England signed a treaty giving up testing 

nuclear weapons above ground and spreading fall-out of radioactive 
material. This was a solid sign that the countries which had hydrogen 

bombs were ready to step back from the expense of an arms race, and it 

reflected credit on the British government. Countries like China and 

France, which were working to make hydrogen bombs of their own, 

regarded the treaty as a step to keep them from challenging the position 

of the owners of hydrogen bombs, but the world in general regarded it as 
a victory for sanity. 

The government lost some prestige because England’s rate of economic 

growth between 1959 and 1963 rose much less than that of the continental 

countries and their average domestic product overtook that of people in 

England. In 1958 the British domestic product per head of £360 a year 

was smaller than that of the United States, Canada, Sweden, Australia, 

Switzerland, or New Zealand, but this might be seen as simply the natural 

result of Britain's involvement in two destructive wars. By 1963 British 

domestic product had risen to £495 a head, but had been overtaken by 

France and Germany (with incomes of about £510 a head), even though 

their rate of growth had slowed down after the formation of the Common 

Market.2 Foreigners looking at England, and people inside England who 

found these international comparisons important, drew the conclusion 

that England was losing ground, and the more sensational commentators 

even spoke as though England was growing poorer when all that was 

happening was that some other nations were growing rich faster. 

1 Anthony Sampson, Macmillan (1967), appendix. 
2 U.N. Statistical Yearbook for 1966, Table 7A. The French figure for 1958 was 

distorted by inflation, soon to be followed by devaluation. 
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This was unlikely to mean very much to ordinary Englishmen, who 

probably felt very dubious about the fine statistical comparisons needed 

for these judgements. They went in increasing numbers to the continent 

of Europe for their holidays, and the inhabitants of holiday resorts have 

never been particularly prosperous, so British visitors were not likely to 

be impressed by what they saw while abroad. They already knew that it 

was possible to become somewhat better off by emigrating to Canada or 

Australia, and people did go and often settled down very happily. But 

things were not too bad in England; so far as can be measured, after 

allowing for increases in prices, British incomes per head during the 

period of Conservative rule since 1951 increased faster than incomes in 

Canada or the United States. Relatively few complaints about the rate of 

growth had been heard in those countries until 1960, and there was no 

reason why people in England should have been much more critical. 

The government plunged into modernization and planning with all the 

fervour of converts anxious to avoid roasting at the stake. The goal of 

4 per cent growth suggested by the N.E.D.C. was accepted by both 

parties; the government published an estimate of future government 

spending which showed that, on the basis of commitments already 

undertaken, public spending would grow at the 4 per cent rate. If any 

additional government spending was to be undertaken in the next four or 

five years it would be necessary to increase the government’s share of the 

national income, or to reduce some item of spending that was already 

established, or to drive up the rate of growth beyond 4 per cent. On one 

occasion during the summer of 1964 Callaghan, the Labour ‘shadow’ 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, did say that a 5 or 6 per cent rate of 

growth would be necessary; Wilson said that he believed the whole 

Labour programme could be carried out without any permanent increase 

in taxes but that, if an increase in taxes was needed, it would be imposed. 

The preliminary period of waiting for the election was unusually long- 

drawn-out. After a period of teasing people which did nothing to help his 

reputation for taking serious things seriously. Home announced that the 

election would be held in October, the latest time that was legally permis¬ 

sible. This would allow him as long as possible to rally his party and allow 

reflation to do its work. But reflation was running too fast for comfort; in 

the budget Maudling increased taxes on tobacco and alcohol in order to 

reduce the amount of money people could spend. He seems to have 

wanted the election to be held in June, because he was worried about the 

balance of payments, and did not want the difficult months of late 

summer to be disturbed by the excitement of an election. Home reckoned 

that he needed a little more time to meet the members of his party and 
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build up their enthusiasm. He did not spend much time in the House of 

Commons, and reckoned that, as he was not likely to out-debate Wilson, 

he would do better by spending his time touring the constituencies when 
he was not tied to his desk by administrative duties. 

The result of delaying the election to the latest possible moment was 

that a large number of problems piled up. The government insisted that 

the state of the balance of payments was not a problem and that the 

reserves would be enough to e the country through, but Malaysia, 

Rhodesia, and the aircraft industry were harder to ignore. The Colonial 

Office had decided, when it came to dealing with British possessions in 

Borneo, that as usual federation was the answer; Malaya, the city of 

Singapore, and the colonies in Borneo were fitted into a federation 

christened Malaysia, in which it was hoped that Malays and Chinese 

would be evenly enough balanced to settle down and live together. The 

government of Indonesia, which had been looking forward to absorbing 

the Borneo colonies when the British left, protested against this and moved 

towards a ‘confrontation’, by a series of guerrilla raids into the British 

part of Borneo. When Malaysia was launched, in 1963, it had to resist 

Indonesian pressure and it was uncomfortably aware that when Indonesia 

had applied pressure on the last Dutch colonies in the East Indies, the 

United States had supported the Indonesian claim. So far as can be seen, 

the British government had by early 1964 begun negotiating in Washing¬ 

ton on the basis of giving the United States tacit support in Vietnam 

provided it ceased supporting the Indonesian government. 

When the Monckton commission reported on the Central African 

Federation it said that the constituent states should be allowed to dis¬ 

affiliate if they wanted to. Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia chose to 

become separate states, and the Federation was dismantled. These two 

sections could progress fairly easily towards independence based on ‘one 

man, one vote’. Southern Rhodesia was a different story; the white 

minority was numerous enough and sufficiently well organized to be able 

to assert its strength, and the African leadership was divided and less 

talented than in most of the other colonies that had moved towards 

independence. It would have been very hard for the British government 

to force a large-scale enfranchisement of Africans on the Southern 

Rhodesian electorate. On the other hand, giving independence to the 

white Rhodesian minority, which might not have caused too much 

trouble in 1950, was not possible in 1964 because opinions had changed 

and so many independent African states had emerged that setting up a 

white minority government would have caused trouble. At a conference 

of the Commonwealth Prime Ministers in the summer of 1964 the British 
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government managed to avoid committing itself one way or the other; it 

could point out the difficulties of making a choice just before the general 

election, and some of the visiting Prime Ministers may have felt that, as 

Home would not grant independence to a white minority government, it 

was safe to wait for the election of a Labour government in Britain which 

might be more sympathetic to the African position before asking for ot er 

decisions. . 
The difficulties of the aircraft industry were connected with the general 

problem of maintaining a British nuclear striking force which could be 

independent in the sense that all its equipment was British-made. The 

Nassau agreement to acquire Polaris submarines was a step away from 

independence, but the Royal Air Force still had high hopes for its TSR-2 

aeroplane. It could be seen that a surprisingly large part of the country’s 

research budget was going into the aircraft industry, and it was also clear 

from one or two fairly small-scale incidents that the government did not 

have effective control over the spending of money by the industry on 

defence contracts. But the government was trapped by the general failure 

to understand that large-scale developments under the pressure of modem 

conditions sometimes lead to failures that have to be written off. The 
government had already had to write off a number of projects, and it did 

not feel like cancelling any more just before the election, especially if the 

cancellations made the idea of a British-built nuclear weapons system 

seem impossible. 
At last the election came, at the end of a warm summer which was 

believed to have helped the government’s chances a little. During the 

campaign opinion polls showed that the two large parties were running 

very close together. The Labour party concentrated on domestic issues, 

stressing the inadequacy of welfare payments, the unsatisfactory effects 

of selection for secondary education, the rising cost of land and the high 

untaxed profits made from it, and the general need for modernization by 

planning the economy. The Conservatives pointed out that the Labour 

proposals would cost a great deal of money, and reminded people that 

steps towards modernization had been taken in the last few years and the 

economy had grown quite quickly since 1962. Home himself dwelt on the 

nuclear deterrent and the need for England to remain an important 

country; although the electorate was not very interested in the nuclear 

deterrent, his approach did remind people that the Conservatives had 

years of experience of these problems of foreign policy. 
When the votes were counted the Labour party had a majority, but it 

was the smallest majority any party had ever had without being dependent 

on co-operation with a minor group. Before the election the Liberals had 
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said that if they held the balance in the new Parliament, they would use 

it to put a Labour government in. So many decisions had been deferred 

till after the election that a government without a majority would have 

been in an even more difficult position than the minority governments of 

1924 and 1929. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 11.981,047 303 43 3 
Liberal 3,101,106 9 112 
Labour 12,205,812 317 44-1 

The new government and the economic position {1964) 

The Labour government took one fundamental, if negative, decision in 

its first days of office: it decided not to devalue the pound. Devaluation 

would be a drastic cure for a balance-of-payments deficit: it would make 

imports more expensive and thus reduce the demand for them, and at 

the same time it would increase the profit margin that manufacturers 

could expect from goods sold abroad. On the other hand, prices would 

probably go up, resources would have to shift from domestic consumption 

towards exports and probably profits would increase at the expense 

of real wages. In addition there was a clear, even if not very rational, 

belief that devaluation meant national humiliation. Understandably the 

government decided to try to cure the deficit by less rigorous methods. 

The Treasury reports suggested that the deficit for the year on current 

and capital account would be about £800m. When the figures were com¬ 

plete, the deficit on the current account was £393m., slightly more than 

the disastrous 1947 record. The weakness of the theory that ‘the reserves 

are there to be spent’ was made more obvious by the impact of invest¬ 

ment abroad. The net outflow of capital for investment during the year 

was about as large as the deficit on the current account; the two together 

amounted to about £750m., or about three-quarters of the entire reserves. 

This was not the end of the story. People who held money in London on 

a short-term basis were naturally alarmed at the size of the total outflow, 

and decided that the money would be safer somewhere else. As the short¬ 

term liabilities amounted to four times the reserves, they could not be 

met without external help if they were presented for payment. 
Taking one year with another, British exports, including dividends 

and other invisible items, covered the cost of imports. The total outflow 

was alarmingly high, because of the tendency to invest so much money 

overseas, and the situation was made even more uncomfortable by the 

large short-term holdings. But the new government believed that if it 
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devalued it would be allowing the heavy flow of investment to drive the 

pound to an artificially tow level and it rejected this course just as it 

rejected a policy of deflation which would have imposed an artificially 

high rate of interest and low rate of economic activity in order to support 

the outflow of investment. 
It was one thing to hold these views, and another to make them effective. 

As on previous occasions when there had been deficits holders of short¬ 

term debts did not become uncomfortable about the British balance of 

payments immediately, but by November they were showing signs of 

uneasiness. Though their fears were probably increased by the preview 

of the budget presented by Callaghan, the newly appointed Chancellor of 

the Exchequer, the position of the balance of -payments was alarming 

enough in itself. Holders of sterling who had been frightened by the 

small deficit under Butler and the moderate deficit under Lloyd were 

most unlikely to remain calm after the enormous Maudling deficit. 
The preview of the budget may have precipitated the crisis because 

Callaghan’s changes were believed, probably incorrectly, to have an 

inflationary effect. Benefits for most of the national insurance schemes 

were raised, income-tax for the 6^m. people who paid at the standard 

rate was increased to help cover the cost, and the government cancelled 

the TSR-2 aeroplane, which meant that the British-built nuclear weapons 

system would not be retained into the 1970s. 
At the same time it was announced that the system of company taxation 

would be changed. Previously all the profits of companies were taxed at a 

relatively high rate but dividends were then paid without being taxed a 

second time; under the new system companies would pay Corporation 

Tax, at a lower rate than before, but dividends would be treated as 

untaxed income and be subject to income-tax. All capital gains, and not 

just short-term gains, were to be taxed. These last two changes were no 

more than a move towards the American system of taxation, but some 

people regarded them as a prelude to an attack on property. 

The government was in a fairly strong position for raising international 

loans to meet the strain on the reserves caused by the withdrawal of 

short-term funds. The United States was suffering from fairly similar 

balance-of-payments difficulties caused by an outflow of investment 

money which exceeded her trading surplus; if the pound was devalued the 

dollar would come under heavier pressure and the American government 

would in its turn have to choose between deflation and devaluation. The 

British government hesitated over increasing the Bank Rate, and in the 

end had to raise it a little higher than might otherwise have been neces¬ 

sary, but with powerful American support the Bank of England borrowed 
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$3,000m. in short-term loans. The government tried to deal with the 

balance-of-payments deficit by reducing its own overseas expenditure and 

by encouraging companies trading abroad to bring their profits back to 

England instead of keeping them overseas. It also imposed a 15 per cent 

surcharge on imports except food and raw materials but this step, in 

addition to annoying many other countries and particularly the other 

members of the EFTA, was bound to take some time to have an effect. 
The deficit was too large to be ended quickly, and as long as it persisted 

the short-term holders of sterling were going to be uneasy. So much world 

trade was financed in sterling, so many financial institutions had interests 

in sterling and so many individuals could find opportunities for taking 

up a position in which they could benefit from a devaluation that it was 

not possible to think of meeting all the demands for sterling simply by 

using the reserves. Even if the reserves were supplemented by all the 

official resources of the western governments, the private resources of the 

individuals and companies who were convinced that sterling must fall 
might still be too much for the central bankers, the governments, and 
the International Monetary Fund. 

Inside England it was soon clear that the public blamed the Con¬ 

servatives for leaving the balance-of-payments deficit. The government 

appeared at first to be in the happy position of being able to take the 

credit for pleasant things that happened, and to pass the blame on to 

the previous government. This could not go on for long; the government 

was blamed for giving an immediate salary increase to ministers and 

Members while delaying the payment of increased national insurance 
benefits for four or five months. The Labour party lost a seat at a by- 

election and looked as if it might find itself at the mercy of the Liberals 
after all. 

Wilson as Prime Minister rose above all this. He was determined to 

govern as though he had a majority, and he took it for granted that what 

the country really wanted was a government which took decisions. He 

possessed a gift for presenting himself as a man who understood the 

problems and would work full-time at solving them; the detached and 

amateur approach sometimes adopted by Macmillan and Home was not 

in fashion, and Wilson expressed the mood of the times. This did not 

necessarily mean that his decisions were right; because he had to deal 

with a short-run crisis in financial affairs, prepare for the next election 

which was expected from month to month, and solve the problems of 

Rhodesia and Malaysia, his handling of the situation depended less on 

the long-term planning which the Labour party had stressed in opposition 

than on simple ability to adjust policy to circumstances. 
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Malaysia was in itself relatively easy: reinforcements were sent to patrol 

the frontier with Indonesia in Borneo, and the government began 

negotiating to make sure that there was no United States support for 

Indonesia. President Johnson had just been re-elected on a platform of 

social reform and opposition to the wild ideas on foreign policy put 

forward by his opponent. Senator Goldwater. Johnsons Vice-President, 

Humphrey, had been selected from the left wing of the Democratic party, 

and all the signs suggested that the American and British governments 

could get on very well together. They had to co-operate if they were 

to avoid increasing the strain on their foreign exchange position, and 

it seemed reasonable for the British government to continue to give 

Johnson a free hand in Vietnam in exchange for a free hand in Indonesia, 

and agreement appears to have been worked out along these lines. The 

Indonesian government could make no headway in its attempts to weaken 

Malaysia, and eventually began to crumble under the stress of trying to 

maintain the confrontation. After a period of confusion, in which the 

Communists tried to gain a monopoly of power in Indonesia and were 

massacred, a new government was set up which recognized that the policy 

of confrontation was not doing any good. 
Rhodesia was an altogether harder problem. Smith, the Rhodesian 

Prime Minister, had probably hoped that if re-elected the Conservatives 

would be more sympathetic to the white Rhodesians than they had been 

before the election. Some of his followers thought in terms of a unilateral 

declaration of independence as soon as the Labour government was 

elected. Wilson spoke briskly and fiercely to warn the Rhodesians against 

any such step; whether because of this, or because they wanted to make 

further preparations, the Rhodesians took no immediate action, and 

negotiations began between the two governments. Inside England the new 

government could be seen to be acting to deal with a crisis, and the Con¬ 

servatives were badly divided about the right attitude to take to Rhodesia. 

The general result was to improve the Labour party’s position for the 

immediate future. 
The government’s plans for economic change were directed to goals 

in the relatively distant future. Its two chosen instruments for operation 

were a ‘prices and incomes policy’ and a National Plan. The first objec¬ 

tive was to persuade industrial management and the trade unions to 

accept a board to regulate increases in prices and incomes. Because it 

rested on mutual acceptance, the Board had a better chance of success 

than bodies like the National Incomes Commission. Within the relative 

economic tranquillity that the Board was meant to provide, the industrial 

managers would offer estimates of the probable development of their 
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businesses over the next five years, and when these estimates were brought 

together and harmonized into a consistent scheme by economists’ analysis, 

a National Plan would emerge. Industrialists would benefit by knowing 

with more certainty than in the past how much expansion they could 

expect in other sectors of the economy, and with this knowledge they 

could plan for a higher rate of growth, which would mean that everybody 

was better off. 

Brown, the Minister of Economic Affairs, was fairly successful in the 

first stages of this programme. He persuaded the managers and the trade 

unions to make a declaration of their intention to co-operate in running a 

policy for prices and incomes, and he could then set up the Prices and 

Incomes Board and his Department could begin collecting estimates to 

be worked together into the Plan. The Board began well, and showed 

signs of becoming an authority which could examine aspects of economic 

activity that needed investigation. By interpreting rather widely its 

responsibility to look into price levels, it made recommendations for 

improvement; for example, it looked into the ways in which banks 

treated customers, manufacturers of detergents ran their advertising 

campaigns, and architects fixed their fees. It believed that on issues of 

wages policy it should act rather like the Swedish central authority, which 

lays down fairly binding suggestions for pay increases. 
The Department of Economic Affairs, like the French Commisariat du 

Plan, was intended not only to collect estimates but also to induce the 

manufacturers to set their estimates as high as possible. It was not quite 

clear to what extent the Plan was concerned with recording the present 

position accurately and to what extent it was concerned with pushing 

people into making greater efforts in the future than they would otherwise 

have done. The Plan acquired its own momentum and it did push people 

forward, and this tendency was increased by the emphasis that had been 

placed on a rate of growth of 4 per cent a year. When the Plan eventually 

appeared, it was fairly clear that it was more a matter of aspiration than 

of practical economics. The point at which the planners had most clearly 

not accepted the constraints of reality was the supply of labour. They had 

accepted a target of expanding the national income by 25 per cent by 

1970, which meant a rate of growth of a fraction under 4 per cent, but 

their figures showed that to do this about 200,000 more workers were 

needed than seemed likely to be available. The prices and incomes policy 

was intended to check the tendency to inflation that had persisted in the 

economy ever since Beveridge’s definition of full employment—more 

vacant jobs than workers to fill them—had been tacitly accepted, but no 

incomes policy could prevent a rise in wages if there was a steady demand 
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for 200,000 more workers than could be found. Employers would 

naturally bid against et?ch other, by offering higher wages or fringe 

benefits. If it was carried out, the National Plan would reproduce the 

very high level of demand that had existed under the 1945-51 Labour 

government, without the stringent physical controls that had been avail¬ 

able just after the war. The government had in 1964 forbidden further 

office development in London, but in general it was ready to operate the 

economy with very little compulsion. This may have reassured economists 

that effort would not be diverted into the wrong channels by government 

decree, but it did leave open the possibility that a shortage of labour 

would lead to large wage increases. 
More workers could easily have been found: Commonwealth citizens 

from the West Indies, India, and Pakistan were ready and eager to come. 

During the election the question of Commonwealth immigration had 

been lurking below the surface, but the results suggest that the Labour 

party lost three or four seats on the issue in areas where there had been 

a certain amount of immigration and where local conditions of life were 

generally unpleasant enough to make the voters want to blame somebody. 

The bad housing conditions in Smethwick or Slough were not the fault 

of the immigrants, but the inhabitants thought differently and were 

influenced by the slogan ‘If you want a nigger neighbour, vote Labour’. 

Tension and dissatisfaction over immigration rose after the election, 

with some Conservatives suggesting that their party ought to take a more 

determined stand against immigration than it had done in the Common¬ 

wealth Immigration Act. The government decided that it could not hold 

the existing position, and issued a White Paper indicating the way it 

would interpret the Commonwealth Immigration Act in the future. The 

policy laid down was decidedly more restrictive than in the past, at 

least so far as entry to the country was concerned; the White Paper 

also suggested ways in which the immigrants might be cared for more 

effectively once they were inside the country, and legislation against 

discrimination in public places was passed. Some people argued that 

legislation was not the best way to deal with the problem, though in fact 

other countries faced with the same situation had, in the end, fallen 

back on legislation after feeling at first that there must be less formal ways 

of acting. 
The White Paper stated that no more than 8,500 Commonwealth 

immigrants, of whom 1,000 would be from Malta, were to be allowed 

work permits every year. All questions about freedom of movement and 

Commonwealth solidarity apart, this closed one of the ways in which the 

labour shortage revealed in the National Plan might have been made up. 
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Rapid economic growth has, more often than not, been associated with 

rapid increase of the working population; there was no underemployed 

rural population in England to draw into the economy, as there was in the 

countries of Europe that had been thriving since the war, but an inflow of 

people from the underdeveloped parts of the Commonwealth might have 

enabled the economy to grow as intended. Public opposition to immigra¬ 

tion was not inspired by a conscious choice between growth and keeping 

England white, because most of the people who opposed immigration did 

not realize that they had such a choice before them, but this was the effect 
of the policy in the White Paper. 

During the first year or two of the Labour government there was in any 

case no widespread anxiety about the rate of growth. The growth of the 
economy slowed down in 1964 but it was still going ahead. Profits had 

already shown a sharp increase; in 1965 trade unions stepped forward to 

claim their share. Wage increases were well above increases in the national 

income measured in terms of money, so wages gained a larger share of the 

national income, mainly at the expense of profits. The Labour govern¬ 

ment did not resist this process, partly perhaps because it felt that wages 

ought to receive a larger share of the national income, and partly because 

it was anxious to conciliate the trade unions in order to get them to accept 

the authority of the Prices and Incomes Board once it was operating. The 

government also remembered all the time that it would have to hold an 

election to avoid being strangled by its narrow majority. 

The government stressed its determination to nationalize the steel 

industry. The decision could be justified by the technical argument that 

the industry needed to be concentrated into a smaller number of larger 

units if it was to compete with the vast integrated plants that had recently 

been set up in other countries, but it did not win the vital Liberal 

votes over; the government's White Paper, laying down the principles for 

steel nationalization, was generally regarded as a gesture to convince the 

left wing of the Labour party that the government was not going to 

compromise its principles rather than a serious commitment to bring in a 

Bill before the election. Even so, it nearly led to trouble for the govern¬ 

ment because a couple of Labour Members could not support the White 

Paper, and they could cost the government its majority in a division. 

The 1965 budget, with its changes in the system of company taxation 

and capital gains taxation, was complicated but it did not apply new 

principles to the objectives—as opposed to the technique—of raising 

revenue. A comparison with the days before the 1909 budget, with its 

substantial provisions for new spending on battleships and on old-age 

pensions, shows the changing impact of government activity. In 1908 the 
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national revenue came to about £130m., of which £52m. was raised by 

taxes on income and capital, such as income-tax, surtax, and death duties, 

and £75m. was raised by taxes on expenditure, such as the customs an 

excise duties on alcohol and tobacco. The national revenue came to 

about 7 per cent of the national income of £ 1,875m. By 1965 taxes on 

income and capital had risen to £5,998m. and taxes on expenditure, which 

had risen less quickly, yielded £3,766m. As the national income had risen 

to £32,339m„ the revenue amounted to 30 per cent of the total. This 

seventeen-fold increase in national income does not mean that the country 
was that much better off: allowance must be made for rising prices and for 

an increase of 25 per cent in the size of the population. The price indexes 

rose sevenfold, but they combine a lot of different items, some of which 

(like candles) are used less and less and some of which (like refrigerators) 

are used more and more. The cheapest motor cars cost less, in cash terms, 

in 1965 than they did in 1908 and they consumed less petrol to the mile. 

Food prices had gone up to somewhat more than seven times the 1908 

level. House prices, on the average, rose about seven times but this 

average included sharp rises in the south-east and slower increases else¬ 

where. Alcohol and tobacco went up, because of high taxation, to far 

more than seven times the 1908 price. At the beginning of the period 

there was a tendency to impose high taxes on alcohol to promote tem¬ 

perance; by the end of the period there may have been a feeling that 

smoking was dangerous and should be discouraged by high duties on 

tobacco.1 
The 1965 budget was so complicated that it took up a great deal of 

the parliamentary year. The Conservatives fought it with considerable 

technical skill, though this may not have done them any good. Inevitably 

they emerged looking as if they thought capital gains ought not to be 

taxed. Furthermore, they took up so much time that the government was 

under no obligation to bring forward items of its legislative programme 

such as the nationalization of steel which the Liberals might dislike so 

much that they would join the Conservatives in a determined attempt to 

overthrow the government. 
By the time it reached the summer recess the government felt exhausted, 

but no disaster had overtaken it. The Conservatives were less satisfied. 

After the 1964 election Home had spent some time in arranging a 

procedure by which future leaders of the Conservative party would be 

elected by the parliamentary party. He was uneasily aware that he was 

not a leader to convince people that the Conservative party was modern 

1 These figures are taken from various tables in The Times, The British Economy: 
Key Statistics, 1900-1966. 
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in its attitudes, and that he was not a debater to crush Wilson in the 

House of Commons. His followers do not really seem to have asked if 

anybody else could do better; when the opinion polls consistently 

showed that the public preferred Wilson to Home, Conservative Members 

became increasingly ready to think that a change of leader would be 

useful. Home resigned in August, and the parliamentary party chose 

Heath, the hero of the Common Market negotiations, as his successor. 

Apparently the Conservatives thought Heath would precisely match 

Wilson’s qualities, would defeat him in debate, would force him into 

making mistakes, and would deal a swift knock-out blow. Whether the 

leader of the opposition ought to resemble his opponent or not—perhaps 
Maudling’s unhurried approach would have been a useful contrast to 

Wilson—Heath did not possess quite the qualities he had been credited 

with. When he had the better case, he could drive the fact home, but he 

lacked the debater’s gift of making his case look a little better than it 

was. In some ways his approach to politics was rather like that of Gait- 

skell; he liked working out policies for himself and applying them to new 

situations. But this was a long way from the powerful in-fighter, poised 

to deliver the decisive thrust, that the Conservatives had thought they 

were choosing. 
People spoke as if the choice of Heath as Conservative leader was a 

great step in the democratization of politics, and it was sometimes pointed 

out that both party leaders come from grammar schools, as though this 

was some guarantee that the way to the top was now open to talent with 

no regard to birth. Their social origins were not really very different from 

those of Asquith and Law, the two party leaders just before the First 

World War. Their parents had incomes a little above the national average; 

it was true that neither man owed anything to inherited wealth or to 

family connections, but neither of them rose from as low in the social 

scale as Lloyd George or MacDonald. Wilson and Heath had been at 

their grammar schools before the 1944 Education Act; they came from 

an educational background confined to less than 10 per cent of the 

population. 

Social attitudes and external problems 

As a result of the 1944 Act, grammar school places were available for 

about 30 per cent of children going to secondary schools. Comprehensive 

schools were part of the Labour programme, and could be effectively 

encouraged without legislation. Conservative Ministers of Education had 

used their powers to prevent Labour local education authorities setting 

up comprehensive schools; the Labour minister used his powers to 
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require all local education authorities to submit plans for reorganizing 

education in a way that would eliminate selection at 11-plus. This was the 

most complete assertion of central authority in education that had ever 

taken place, though it was only the logical conclusion of previous changes. 

A few local authorities tried to resist the process by submitting plans that 

did not eliminate selection, but they were obliged to yield to ministerial 

insistence. On the other hand, local authorities that changed almost all 

of their schools over to a comprehensive system, but retained a few 

distinguished grammar schools, found that their proposals were acceptable. 

Local authorities also undertook an expansion of their housing pro¬ 

grammes. Between 1956 and 1963 building barely kept up an average rate 

of 300,000 houses a year, and this contributed to the increase in prices for 

houses and for building land in the early 1960s. In 1964 and 1965 about 

30 per cent more houses were built, about half of them by municipal 

councils, who were still the only people building houses to rent. 
During the course of 1965 Parliament abolished capital punishment for 

murder. The issue had become a symbol of the division between people 

who took a libertarian view of society and people who felt there was a 

danger that social discipline might break down with disastrous conse¬ 

quences. The Conservative government in the 1950s had tried to produce 

a compromise by listing murder under certain circumstances as non¬ 

capital murder, to be punished by a long term of imprisonment, but the 

issue was not really one to be ended by any compromise. The opponents 

of capital punishment regarded it as intolerable that any executions at all 

should take place; supporters of capital punishment sometimes used 

arguments that would have justified its use in a great many crimes apart 

from murder. 
The division did not run very precisely along party lines, and the party 

leaders were quite happy to say that the Whips should not issue instruc¬ 

tions to Members on this sort of question. As most Labour Members of 

Parliament opposed the death penalty, and most Conservatives wanted to 

keep it, abolition was unlikely to be carried in a House of Commons with a 

Conservative majority. Most working-class voters opposed the change, but 

did not seem to be influenced by the issue at general elections. The most 

determined supporters of the death penalty seem to have been enthusiastic 

Conservatives, who talked as if it was one way of holding back social 

revolution. One or two Conservative abolitionist Members had some 

difficulty with their local party organizations because of their views. 

Labour party enthusiasts tended to be enthusiastic abolitionists, and in 

their minds this particular cause was one of a wide spectrum of issues 

concerned with personal liberty and colonial independence. Sidney 
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Silverman, the very skilful parliamentarian who was the leader of the 

abolitionists, was also one of the leaders of the Movement for Colonial 

Freedom, which agitated for Britain’s withdrawal from her colonial 

possessions. 
The nineteenth-century liberal tradition had not disappeared but 

the political parties continued to be divided primarily on economic issues. 

The Labour party supported greater equality helped by state action and 

on the whole it had inherited Mill’s belief in giving people a wide range 

of freedom in issues where their actions did not affect other people; the 

Conservative party stood for greater individual freedom to prosper in a 

less controlled economic system, but it was more likely to say that certain 

moral principles ought to be expressed in legislation on crime even if it did 

mean restricting people’s freedom of action. At the beginning of the 

century the moral attitudes of the unenfranchised people at the bottom of 

the social scale were less restrictive than those of the classes concerned 

about respectability who made up the great bulk of the electorate. By the 

1930s the ideal of respectability was accepted throughout society, but by 

the 1960s it was much less universally accepted and some sections of the 

middle class, especially around London, were consciously uninhibited and 

regarded freedom from restraint as a good thing for its own sake. 

The greater freedom, or laxer sense of social discipline, showed itself 

in fashions and styles. In the serious arts, English writers and performers 

had taken an honourable place from the beginning of the century and 

earlier. The English style in acting had grown less formal and less 

exhibitionist as taste turned away from the bravura displays of Irving 

and Tree, but Olivier and Gielgud were accepted as examples for actors 

in any country in the world. By the 1940s ballet companies had appeared, 

where none had existed thirty years before, that could tour all over 

the world. English composers like Elgar and Vaughan Williams were 

perhaps too purely British to have much appeal to the world outside, but 

Britten had won a position of international influence. Interest in music 
in England had increased, and had become more discriminating; it is 

possible that the brilliant criticism of Shaw in the 1890s and the com¬ 

plaints of Elgar have given too poor an opinion of British musical 

performance at the beginning of the century, but it does seem also that, 

helped by the B.B.C., standards of performance rose considerably and it 

is certainly true that public interest in classical music increased and 

became better informed and more wide-ranging. Although it was much 

easier for people to listen to music at home at the end of the period than 

at the beginning, because of the developments of wireless and of records, 

audiences had increased, and the number of orchestras had also gone up. 
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But while England after the Second World War was no longer an 

importer of culture, she'was still an importer of fashions and styles. 

English textiles and English tailors made the English gentleman the 

best-dressed man in the world, but then one of the features of a gentle¬ 

man’s clothes is that they are never quite up to date. English outdoor 

clothes for the older woman were admired, but they were also in a 

tradition that took care not to be -too exciting. English clothes were the 

clothes of a ruling class. And so it was all the more surprising that, in an 

ironic echo of her position of dominance in other fields at the beginning 

of the century, England in the mid 1960s set the fashions for the young 

and provided stars for popular entertainment. It was not quite what 

Macmillan had meant when he said the British must be Greeks in a world 

in which the Americans were the Romans, but the Greeks had been enter¬ 

tainers for the Roman Empire, and it looked for a moment as though the 

English were going to take up the same role by providing popular singing 

groups such as the Beatles and women’s fashions for the young such as 

the mini-skirt. This was not likely to give complete satisfaction to anyone 

in England; the people who worried about the country’s role in the world 

were serious-minded men and women who wanted the country to be 

influential in some more dignified way, and the young people who set 

the new fashions were much less interested in the question. They had 

grown up in a country which was not in fact a great power, and they 

probably did not expect it to go round behaving as one. Life would have 

been easier for political leaders if there had been a more widespread 

relaxation of the feeling that the world’s problems, wherever they might 

be, were problems for the British government to solve. But even though 

people realized that British power was less than in the past, there were 

still pressures for England to take an interest in faraway places. 

The Labour government was very proud of its good relations with the 

American government. Even while Macmillan was Prime Minister the 

Democratic administration in Washington had been ready to receive 

potential Labour ministers, and after Macmillan resigned it had been 

fairly clear that a change of government was expected and would be 

welcome. Home was not pro-American in the strongly committed way 

that Churchill and Macmillan had been; the Labour leaders recognized 

that being received in Washington was good for their prestige inside 

England. When a doctrine of continued British involvement in Asian 

affairs began to be suggested, under the slogan ‘East of Suez’, the Labour 

leaders did not object; they were quite willing to support the United 

States to the extent of guaranteeing the former British possessions around 

the Indian Ocean. The defence of Malaysia went satisfactorily, which 
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suggested that the policy of retaining a post-imperial role might not be 

unattractive. The United States was glad to have another western power 

co-operating in the Far East because the expense, and possibly the odium, 

of operating there might be reduced. From the British point of view the 

cost was one unpleasant aspect of the case, and as soon as the left wing of 

the Labour party realized what its government was committing itself to, 

protests began to be heard. These protests became all the louder when it 

was realized that the ‘East of Suez’ policy committed England to some 

degree of acceptance of the American policy in Vietnam. During 1965 the 

American involvement there increased. Wilson plunged into attempts to 

mediate, in order to check the expansion of the war and the embarrass¬ 

ment that it might cause him. A delegation to explore ways of ending the 

fighting was set up at a conference of Commonwealth Prime Ministers. 

It did not achieve anything, but it did extricate the British government 

from an awkward situation. Most of the Prime Ministers at the 

conference felt that American policy was showing signs of being 

imperialist and although the British government had never been sorry 

to show the United States that it was under pressure to move towards the 

non-aligned position of the majority of the Commonwealth countries, 

it was committed to allowing the American government a free hand on 

the issue. A policy of inactivity, punctuated by attempts to mediate, 

suited the British position better than anything else. 
There were also suggestions that England should adopt a more active 

policy in Rhodesia. The negotiations with Smith and his government 

made little progress; Smith’s supporters were becoming impatient, and 

on 10 November the government of Rhodesia declared the country 

independent. The British government, in previous negotiations, had said 

that it would not use force to subdue a revolt, but that it would 

employ all possible trade sanctions to cripple the Rhodesian economy. 

The decision not to use force was probably unavoidable: bringing troops 

into the middle of Africa would have been a task uncomfortably 

reminiscent of the Boer War, for the white Rhodesians were about as 

numerous as the Boers had been, and were well equipped for resistance.1 

There were political considerations; a swift airborne landing immediately 

after the unilateral declaration of independence might have brought the 

white Rhodesians back to their allegiance, but on the other hand 

resistance, followed by the deaths of Rhodesians, would have made it 

even harder to reach a stable and permanent settlement. People with 

sensationalized memories of what happened at the Curragh in 1914 even 

1 The technical problems of using force were discussed in The Economist, 

17 Dec. 1966, 1222. 
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suggested that the army might have refused to obey orders to subdue the 

revolt. This was most unlikely, but if fighting between British troops and 

white Rhodesians had broken out, the British government could not have 

relied on the support of the Opposition or of the people in general. Wilson 

did say that, if law and order broke down in Rhodesia, England would 

intervene, and this might reasonably have been taken as a hint to 

African resistance movements to .attack the rebel government and thus 

provide a reason for British intervention. But the African political move¬ 

ments were not strong; part of the reason why the position of the white 

Rhodesians had gone unchallenged was that the Africans had no leader 

who possessed the power to unite his countrymen behind him in the way 

that had happened in almost every other African country. Wilson had 

visited Rhodesia during the negotiations before the declaration of 

independence and, it is said, had been disturbed to find how limited was 

the supply of talent among the African leaders. 
Other countries were full of enthusiasm for the idea of a British 

expeditionary force to subdue the rebels, and some Commonwealth leaders 

suggested that on past occasions, when dealing with rebels who were not 

white, much more drastic action had been taken. But there were no 

parallels; no previous British government since 1776 had been faced by a 

rebel colonial government with an officially organized army of its own. 

Economic sanctions seemed much less likely to cause trouble than an 

attempt at armed invasion. The weakest part of the Rhodesian economy 

was its reliance on imports of oil; the next weakest was its dependence on 

tobacco exports to cover most of its import bill. For a short time it did 

look as though restrictions on imports of oil might be effective, but after 

supplies began to come in through South Africa it was clear that the 

British government would have to rely on the slow effects of making it 

impossible for the Rhodesians to sell their tobacco or else come to terms 

with the rebel government. The best that the British government could 

hope for was an arrangement that would leave the white Rhodesians in 

command of the situation for the foreseeable future but guarantee the 

position of the Africans as a group that could acquire political power with 

the passage of time, and the white Rhodesians showed no great desire to 

accept this limitation on their freedom of action. 
The British government spent more of its time worrying about 

economic issues than about these problems of external policy. The deficit 

on the balance of payments was considerably lower in 1965 than in 1964 

and new regulations, which for the first time restricted investment in 

prosperous Sterling Area countries, reduced the amount of capital sent 

out of the country and lessened the strain on the reserves. But sterling 
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was still not an attractive currency to hold, and the international 

authorities found, when there was another run on it in the summer of 

1965, that the official resources of the world were put under great strain.1 

England had to contemplate the unpleasant responsibility of repaying 

these short-term loans which ran up to £l,000m. over the next five years; 

the loans were mainly banking transactions, in the sense that they would 

be repaid not out of a British trading surplus but by rebuilding the short¬ 

term reserves of the London money market, but this only meant that the 

British economic position would be as vulnerable to short-term shifts of 

opinion in the international financial community as it had been for most 

of the period since the First World War. 
Most other governments took an ambivalent attitude to the country’s 

position: on the one hand they believed that she ought to pay her 

debts, but on the other hand economic advance was slowing down in a 

number of countries at the same time and deflationary measures in 

England would do nothing to make life easier elsewhere. As long as the 

British government was prepared to take the risk that an uncontrollable 

monetary crisis would force it to devalue at some moment when it did 

not wish to do so, quite a number of other governments were prepared 

to support it in avoiding a deflationary policy that would reduce imports. 

Reductions in government expenditure were recommended from 

various directions. The Governor of the Bank of England said in public 

that they were desirable; it may not have been precisely in accordance 

with the normal British interpretation of his position for him to criticize 

the government in public—though central bankers frequently did so in 

other countries—but Lord Cromer had done so much of the organizing 

of international short-term credit for the government that he could not be 

rebuked. On the other hand, he was not reappointed when his term of 

office came to an end. Some Conservatives led by Enoch Powell turned 

‘ The Economist, 23 July 1966, 364 (just after the deflationary measures) gave 
figures suggesting that in 1956 the average outcome of the balance of payments 
was a surplus of £50m. a year, and by 1965 it was a deficit of £50m. a year. 

Annual averages for 1954-7 1958-61 1962-5 

Current account 97 44 -86 

Capital 
Total (including 

-152 -138 -209 

balancing item) 24 -9 -258 

The heavy weight of the capital account payments is obvious; if the country had 
given up either foreign investment or government spending on defence and foreign 
aid, the accounts would have balanced. However, the Bank of International 
Settlements did say, in 1968, that the pound was overvalued by the 1960s. 
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against the idea of an ‘East of Suez’ policy; they said that England was a 

European country and should not try to revive the ghosts of empire by 

spending a lot of money on distant defence positions. The government 

was alarmed by the rate of increase in defence spending in the early 

sixties, and set up a review of spending which fixed financial limits for 

defence and then set out to fit the policy into the money available. The 

navy suffered more than the other services; it was not allowed an expen¬ 

sive aircraft carrier which it had hoped for, and there were resignations 

as a result. The long-run effect of the refusal to lay out money on the 

aircraft carrier was to show that the country could not afford the East of 

Suez’ policy. Mayhew, the minister who resigned early in 1966 over the 

aircraft carrier, had adopted the complicated but not illogical position 

that the ‘East of Suez’ policy was on general grounds not desirable but 

that, if the Cabinet insisted on it, enough money should be spent to make 

it effective. But at the time of his resignation, the government had neither 

decided to give up the policy nor shown any willingness to pay for it. 
Heath, as Leader of the Opposition, had his own suggestions for 

reducing government expenditure. Some of them were nothings more 

than the complaints habitually made by parties in opposition, and past 

experience suggests that these complaints appeal to the electorate only 

when a government is already believed not to be running things efficiently. 

There was no sign of this sort of discontent in 1966, and the Conserva¬ 

tive attack was not successful. The other aspects of Heath’s attack on 

government spending were more interesting. He turned his back on the 

movement towards government planning that had been accepted by both 

major parties for some years previously, and showed some enthusiasm for 

the free play of the market. He also said that the expense of social 

welfare was rising too fast, and that payments should be restricted to 

people who could show, after an examination of their financial position, 

that they needed help. It was not clear whether he meant that the whole 

social insurance system which had been built up from the 1911 Act 

onwards should be replaced or only that items like family allowances 

which were not financed out of insurance contributions should be put on 

a means test basis. 
Commentators at the time spoke of a struggle for the ‘middle ground’ 

in politics, but this seems to have been a misunderstanding of what 

Heath was doing. In the early 1960s both political parties seemed ready 

to accept a mixed economy, in which most industry was privately owned, 

and in which the government acted as a planning agent which influenced 

individual business decisions but did not impose direct controls on them. 

There might still be arguments about a wide range of subjects, but the 
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relationship between the organization of the economy and the govern¬ 
ment did not seem likely to be one of them. Heath stepped away from 
the ‘middle ground’, and it is hard to see that this did him any good. 
When the election came, in March 1966, the Conservatives did not have 
much chance of success. Wilson looked like a natural ruler; Heath 
looked like a civil servant, and it was unfortunate for his party that when 
he wanted to say it would be prepared to take unpopular decisions he 
always said it would be ruthless, which gave the impression that it 
might not consider the damage caused to people by its decisions. 
Wilson spoke of taking tough decisions, which gave a rather more 
favourable impression of a man who realized that some measures might 
lead to discomfort. 

The government had seemed to know its business; part of its satis¬ 
factory reputation was due to relatively small-scale operations, such as 
the increase in money given to the arts, which remained a small sum even 
though distinctly larger than before, and the tidying and rationalizing 
of arrangements for aid to underdeveloped countries. In a preview of the 
budget shortly before the election the Chancellor of the Exchequer said 
he would not increase taxes noticeably, but would tax forms of gambling 
that had previously been exempt. The election was not exciting, and 
became steadily less exciting as it became clear that the government was 
going to be re-elected. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 11,418,433 253 41 9 

Liberal 2,327,533 12 8-6 
Labour 13,064,941 363 47-9 

Labour on its own 

Ever since the flaws had begun to appear in Macmillan’s armour in 
1961 or 1962, the country had been living in perpetual expectation of a 
general election. This had been accompanied, in many people’s minds, 
by a belief that a Labour government would set everything right. To 
Wilson’s left were people who expected a lavish flow of public expendi¬ 
ture unchecked by worries about the balance of payments; to his right 
were people who thought that the new government would prove more 
efficient at running the capitalist system than the Conservatives had been. 
These hopes had survived while Labour had a majority of only three, 
but they were in the long run likely to be disappointed; at the very least, 
the government could not satisfy all the people who had supported it. 
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This should have restrained the people who spoke of the completeness 

of the Conservative defeat in much the same exaggerated terms as they 

had used to discuss the Labour defeat in 1959. It is possible that much 

more serious damage was done to the Liberal party, at least in the form 

it had assumed in the sixties. Under Grimond the Liberals had move 

to the left on domestic issues, and their electoral claim was that the 

Labour party could not provide an effective challenge to the Conserva¬ 

tives, so people who wanted to end Conservative rule should vote Liberal. 

In the 1964-6 Parliament the Liberals voted with the government a good 

deal of the time; this was not a comfortable role for a party in opposition, 

but at least they could speak as if their support was vital for the survival 
of the Labour government. After the 1966 election there was no obvious 

place for them in politics. 
The budget contained the promised tax on gambling, and also a tax 

on employment: in effect employees were divided into three categories, 

and employers had to pay a tax, receive a bonus, or remain in a neutral 

position, according to whether their employees were considered to be 

productive or not. The basis of division was rather old-fashioned, pro¬ 

ducers of goods being considered productive and producers of services 

being considered unproductive and being penalized. The differentiation 

among employees led to confusion, which obscured the fact that the 

overall effect of the tax was likely to be fairly deflationary, and that it 

would be sharply deflationary at first because the tax was paid some time 
before employers received bonuses for the ‘productive workers they 

employed. 
The Department of Economic Affairs brought forward legislation to 

give it statutory powers to delay wage increases while they were dis¬ 

cussed by the Prices and Incomes Board, which would in effect act as 

guardian of the national interest in deciding what rate of increase was 

possible in different jobs where wages were fixed by union negotiation. 

The powers given to the Board were rather too much for the Minister of 

Technology, Frank Cousins, the leader of the largest of the trade unions, 

and he resigned rather than remain in a government that deprived his 

union members of the right to reach settlements on the basis of con¬ 

ditions within the industry. 
While Parliament was working over the early stages of this Bill, a new 

financial crisis was developing. Some people blamed a seamen’s strike 

in the late spring, and some people simply blamed the fact that, although 

the current balance of payments had improved in 1965, it was still in 

deficit and showed no signs of getting back in 1966. As the period of 

summer weakness for sterling came on, people took more and more of 
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their money out of England, and by July the government had to consider, 

as so many British governments had done previously, what was to 

be done about the pound. A fair number of members of the Cabinet 

were in favour of devaluing and running a policy of growth unworried 

by the value of the pound, in much the way that the French had done 

in the 1950s. But although the Prime Minister admitted that it might 

be necessary to consider floating the pound if the economy ran too slowly, 

he successfully took the lead in opposing devaluation in this crisis.1 

Granted this decision, there was no alternative to deflation. The inter¬ 

national monetary authorities were almost at the end of their resources, 
and were beginning to question whether England was a sound risk. The 

main novelty in the deflationary measures was that the Prices and 

Incomes Bill was amended drastically, to make dividend increases 

illegal for twelve months, to make wage increases illegal for six months 

and legal only under special circumstances for the next six and to restrict 

price increases for a similar period. The cost side of inflation was thus 

to be stopped by law, while the demand side of inflation was reduced 

by the traditional measures of reducing government expenditure and 

restricting investment and credit for business expansion. Four per cent 

growth lay dead; opinion fell back on the more modest three per cent 

growth indicated by Butler in 1954. The National Plan was unlikely to 

recover its prestige and re-emerge as a path to economic growth, at least 

so long as external pressures might overthrow all its calculations. The 

Labour government had to show whether it could manage the painful 

process of deflation and look after the economy at a time of rising un¬ 

employment more successfully than the Conservatives had done at times 

of economic crisis. 
The Prime Minister was probably resigned to the fact that the Labour 

party was not a monolithic party and would never be completely without 

quarrels, and must have realized that after his return to deflation the left 

wing of the party would rise again to say that only by a policy of 

Socialism could Britain escape these periodic bursts of deflation. The 

Labour leadership faced this problem calmly. A couple of dozen M.P.s 

on the left of the party regularly abstained or voted against the govern¬ 

ment on issues concerned with the administration of the Prices and 

Incomes Act. Wilson at one point was stung into saying that dogs are 

allowed to bite once but if they bite too often their licences are revoked; 

most of the time the party leaders ignored the rebels in a more dignified 

way and did not threaten them with the sanctions of party discipline. 

1 R. H. S. Crossman, Diaries of a Cabinet Minister, i (1975), 576-7. 
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The rebels soon had a larger issue on which to fight. There had been 

hints, after the election, \hat the government was thinking again about 

the E.E.C., but before July there had been no real suggestion that 

Gaitskell’s strict conditions were to be relaxed. The attractions of a 

larger market appealed to people searching for a way to increase British 

exports and, although the countries of the Commonwealth did not want 

England to try to enter the E.E.G., they could not provide an alternative 

solution for her economic problems. George Brown, who had been a firm 

supporter of the earlier attempt to enter the E.E.C., became Foreign 

Secretary a few weeks after the deflationary measures were introduced. 

He was regarded as the most dynamic man in the Cabinet, his earlier 

hopes that the Department of Economic Affairs could bring about a rapid 

economic expansion were likely to be frustrated, which had led him to 

offer his resignation in July, and an attempt to enter the E.E.C. offered 

scope to his talents. The government was already convinced of the 

advantages of consolidating British industry into larger units: the 

Corporation Tax, the nationalization of the steel industry, and the pro¬ 

posed creation of the Industrial Reorganization Corporation all pointed 

in the same direction. Entry to the Common Market followed logically 

from this line of thought. When the government announced in November 

that it was going to apply again for membership, the left-wing Labour 

and right-wing Conservative opponents appeared once more, but they 

commanded less support than in the past. 
Because opposition to the policy was weaker the government could 

commit itself to Europe more fully than its predecessor had done. Wilson 

and Brown set off on a tour of the capitals of the six Common Market 

countries. At times the importance of France’s position was over¬ 

stated—Wilson wanted to minimize the obstacles to entry, the other 

European opponents of British entry wanted de Gaulle to take all the 

responsibility, and de Gaulle was very willing to be seen as the central 

figure—but it was true that the most important discussions were those 

in Paris. The French President gave Wilson and Brown very little comfort; 

their task became even less hopeful when Dr. Kiesinger, the German 

Chancellor, made it clear that while he would prefer to see England inside 

the Common Market he regarded the alliance with France as one of the 

foundations of German policy, which meant that he would not press the 

issue of British entry to the point of a quarrel with de Gaulle. 

At home the government now had the votes to renationalize the 

steel industry. Something of the heart had gone out of the struggle; when 

it had been at its fiercest, around 1950, steel really had been vital to the 

control of the economy, but by the mid-1960s it had problems of over- 
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production and surplus capacity; nationalization would come just in time 

for the government to supervise the contraction of another industry that 

had passed its prime. Parliament spent rather more time and energy on 

legislation that recognized people’s changed attitudes to government and 

to private morality. The Conservatives had tended to think the great 

twentieth-century increase in the power of the government was a 

consequence of the two world wars and of Socialism which might, given 

a long period of Conservative rule, fade away. The Labour party thought 

the problem was more deep-seated and proposed, as one step to deal with 

it, the creation of a Parliamentary Commissioner (popularly known as an 

Ombudsman, after the Scandinavian official on whom his role was 

modelled) who could investigate the confidential files of the civil service 

when it was suspected that there had been an abuse in the administration 

of power, and could issue reports on what he found. 

The Bill creating the office of Parliamentary Commissioner was brought 

forward by the government. Private Members introduced two Bills, also 

inspired by J. S. Mill’s type of liberalism, to legalize homosexual acts 

between consenting adults and to allow abortion when it was justified on 

medical, psychological, or social grounds. These Bills were handled in 

the way the Bill abolishing capital punishment had been handled in the 

previous Parliament: the government did not commit itself officially to 

supporting them, and issued no party whip, but it allowed enough 

parliamentary time to make sure that both of them were passed despite 

attempts to ‘talk them out’. Outside Parliament the changes seem to have 

been welcomed by public opinion; surveys showed majorities in favour of 

both pieces of legislation, and the opponents of change seemed either to 

be apologetic about their position or to be unreasonable—the calm, com¬ 

manding, central position which in the past had been held by the sup¬ 

porters of a restrictive morality was now held by the advocates of a 

libertarian approach. 
The majorities for the two Acts came from the Labour party, and the 

Acts may have consoled government supporters who were unhappy 

about other aspects of its policy. Commitment to approval of American 

intervention in Vietnam, even though it was not accompanied by tangible 

assistance, annoyed some members of the Labour party; government 

restriction of wage increases annoyed others. The government hinted that 

it was going to place the social services on a selective basis; its hints were 

even more obscure than Heath’s had been during the election, but they 

caused disquiet. When the deflationary measures launched in July 1966 

began to take effect, discontent became more widespread; deflation could 

work only by creating unemployment, and the idea of a Labour govern- 
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ment creating unemployment was naturally surprising and unpopular 

with its supporters. In th£ 1967 local government elections, which were as 

usual decided almost entirely by people’s feelings about the central 

government, the Labour party did badly. 
A response of perhaps more long-term significance came from Wales 

and Scotland. The process of curing inflation and balance-of-payments 

difficulties by a dose of deflation -had always worked in a way that hurt 

stagnant regions more than prosperous regions; deflation in London and 

the Midlands meant less overtime, but in Scotland, Wales, and the north¬ 

east of England it meant that unemployment rose to the level suffered 

by London in the 1930s. In 1962 the Conservative government had been 

sufficiently worried by the effect of deflation on the north-east of England 

to appoint Lord Hailsham as a minister with special responsibility for 

the region. In 1966 deflation coincided with an increase in nationalist 

feeling in Wales and Scotland. 
There had been Welsh and Scottish nationalist movements in existence 

for a good many years, but in parliamentary elections, including the 1966 

election, they had not done well enough to make anyone take them 

seriously. But very soon after the 1966 election the Welsh Nationalists 

won a by-election, which gave them their first seat in the House of 

Commons. In the months that followed they and the Scottish Nationalists 

did unexpectedly well. The government seemed uncertain whether to 

treat them as a transient phenomenon that would pass away when the 

period of deflation ended, or a real force that should be countered by a 

devolution of power from Westminster to some regional authority. The 

success of the Nationalists was accompanied by a complete failure of the 

Liberals to gain ground. Between elections there had, in the previous 

dozen years, always been signs of a Liberal revival. In 1967 the con¬ 

ditions seemed particularly favourable: regionalism and devolution of 

power was a cause the Liberals had championed, and they had always 

retained some strength in Scotland and Wales. Grimond had shifted the 

party’s emphasis to the left, which might have been expected to attract 

people who were no longer satisfied with the Labour party. But in 

England it was the Conservatives, and in Wales and Scotland the 

Nationalists, who benefited from the government’s unpopularity. 

Inevitably there were limits to the policy of deflation. The government 

had no liking for a policy that had to depend on causing unemployment, 

and its dislike for its own policy made for faulty execution; good trade 

figures were seen as a sign that British imports and exports were on the 

right track, and bad figures were waved aside as the result of short-term 

influences. Private traders were not convinced by this and they became 
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less and less willing to hold sterling. Until some moment in the late 

summer the existing exchange rate could have been maintained by a steady 

process of deflation, though it is hard to say whether the government 

would have had the electoral fortitude to impose such severe deflation 
or whether it would have been wise to try. But by September or October 

it was too late. Everybody expected that sterling would be devalued as a 

result of the Common Market negotiations, either to adjust the British 

economy to the strains of entry or as a result of the breakdown of 

negotiations, and nobody wanted to be caught with sterling on his hands. 

A dock strike, which distorted the figures of imports and exports, was 

the final straw. Wilson said, quite accurately, that the monthly balance- 

of-payments figures for September and October were not typical. But 

nobody was interested: the best that could be done, as every owner of 

sterling hurried to buy other currencies from the Bank of England, was 

to arrange that the devaluation of 18 November should be a modest one 

of 14 per cent (from £1 = 32.80 to £1 = 32.40), small enough not to touch 

off a round of competitive devaluations by other major trading countries. 

The public was understandably enraged: the government had said that it 

was vital to avoid devaluation, had struggled to avoid devaluation, and 

had now devalued. De Gaulle within a couple of weeks declared that 

England was not ready to enter the Common Market and brought the 

negotiations to an end. When ministers looked at the problems of trans¬ 

ferring resources to the task of exporting, they decided that the ‘East 

of Suez’ role was too expensive to maintain; troop withdrawals were 

hastened, and there was a further and almost final contraction of British 

imperial power, ironically to an accompaniment of requests from 

Malaysia, Singapore, and Australia that the British should stay. ‘East of 

Suez’ had been the basis of the relationship between England and the 

United States for the previous three or four years; the British withdrawal 

meant an end to post-imperial discussions of ways to maintain the ghost 

of an empire in the east. 

Devaluation was followed by a ministerial change: Callaghan, the 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Jenkins, the Home Secretary, exchanged 

posts. By comparison with many of the Cabinet reshuffles that had become 

a feature of political life in the previous thirty years it was very small but 

it was fairly significant. Callaghan had carried out a strenuous programme 

of altering the tax system and had convinced everyone of his determina¬ 

tion to defend the sterling exchange rate, but had not been quite so 

successful at understanding the subleties of the international monetary 

system; Jenkins did not impose deflationary taxation quickly enough 

after devaluation, but seemed more at ease with international problems. 
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As Home Secretary he had been a convinced supporter of liberal legisla¬ 

tion; Callaghan was distinctly less committed to change of this sort and, 

although a Private Member’s Bill to make divorce easier was passed soon 

after, this seemed to complete the current agenda for libertarian reform. 

The change should not be seen too much in terms of the personalities of 

the two ministers. Under Jenkins there had been a change from the 
traditional requirement of a unanimous verdict of guilty from all twelve 

jurymen to the acceptance of guilty verdicts given by a majority of ten to 

two, and this was seen by keen advocates of civil liberties as a blow to an 

old-established safeguard. On the other hand, it was under Callaghan 

that the question of the death penalty was taken up a little earlier than had 

originally been required, and in 1969 the five-year suspension period was 

made permanent. There was fairly certainly a feeling that libertarian reform 

had gone as far as the public wanted, at least for a time: this may have 
been symbolized by the government’s unwillingness to take any action 

upon the report of the Wootton Commission, which had suggested some 

steps towards the legalization of cannabis, or perhaps by the complete 

absence of any response to an Arts Council report suggesting the ending of 

all censorship. The fact that these proposals could be put forward showed 

that libertarians could see scope for new advances; the fact that nothing 

was done indicates the general feeling that it was time for reassessment 

rather than fresh reforms or the reimposition of old standards. 
Once Jenkins was fully established at the Exchequer there was no com¬ 

parable inconclusiveness in financial policy. The government came to 

realize that if devaluation was to be effective it would have to be accom¬ 

panied by deflation, or prices would rise by the amount of the currency 

depreciation and there would be no additional goods to supply to export 

markets. The housing programme, which had been pushed ahead very 

rapidly under Crossman in the first years of the Labour government, was 

cut very substantially. Between 1964 and 1967 1,650,000 homes had been 

begun; between 1968 and 1971 only 1,400,000 were begun. Much of what 

was built in the period of rapid growth took the form of flats in tower 

blocks, which were found far from satisfactory, and in a few cases were 

not even safe. The need for new housing had been real enough, and had 

been met, but there was general relief that it was possible to slacken the 

pace and to transfer resources to other things. But most of the drop in 

house-building disappeared into the maw of the need for a sound budget 

and a balance-of-payments surplus rather than into alternative types of 

expenditure. Apart from the cuts in government spending, the 1968 

budget reduced demand by about £900m., and Jenkins warned people 

that it would be followed by ‘two years of hard slog’. At the time, the 
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parliamentary Labour party welcomed the budget, mainly because it 

included a tax on investment income which ran at above 100 per cent and 

thus amounted to a form of capital levy. But in a wider context it made 

more sense to see the budget as the end of one set of attempts to push 

the economy forward by driving up demand without too much thought 

about the effect of this financial policy upon real resources. 



14. Cracking under the 

Strain 1968—1976 

The Last Years of the Labour Government 

For three or four years nobody realized how deflationary a policy Jenkins 

had initiated. Some of its effects were obscured by the way devaluation 

works: the immediate effect is to increase import prices, which makes the 

balance of payments even worse for a few months, before those higher 

prices reduce the demand for imports, and lower export prices improve 

prospects for overseas sales. So for some months the balance of payments 

went on showing a deficit, and fears grew that the devaluation had not gone 

far enough. In much the same way, deflation takes time to work its way 

through the system, and in 1968 all that people were really feeling was the 

effects of the earlier deflationary measures taken to try to maintain the old 

exchange value of the pound. Government spending was kept down fairly 

effectively, taxes were increased again in November, and the new exchange 

rate was defended effectively in the turmoil caused by a steady move¬ 

ment of international confidence away from the dollar and towards the 

Deutschmark. 
Those who managed to keep their jobs did not suffer any decline in 

living standards during the deflation, though the only workers whose real 

wages went up were those who could claim that their larger-than-average 

wage increases were compatible with the legislation on pay restraint 

because they would be matched by future increases in productivity. Much 

of the cost of deflation was met by a further drop in industrial profits, 

whose share of the national income had been falling for some time; the 

process accelerated in the late 1960s and led naturally enough to a decline 

in investment, which was perhaps made rather worse by the attitude to the 

return on investment taken by the Prices and Incomes Board. This passed 

more or less unnoticed; attention was fixed on the other victims of defla- 
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tion, the unemployed, who had made up just over 1 per cent of the working 

population in 1965, at the peak of demand generated by Maudling, and 

made up 2 per cent of the working population at the time Jenkins relaxed 

his stringent policy in 1970. 

This rapid and deliberately planned increase in unemployment was 

intolerable for supporters of a Labour government; its popularity, shown 

in opinion polls, or at by-elections or municipal elections, sank very low, 

and the dissatisfaction of party members with their government threatened 

to become a deeper-rooted problem. Some of the wide fluctuations in 

public opinion in the 1960s and 1970s were due to normal discontent with 

the government, perhaps accentuated because people realized that govern¬ 

ments took some notice of what opinion polls said. But some of it went 

deeper: considerable hostility to authority flourished at the same time as a 

dangerous overestimation of what a government could achieve. The two 

attitudes were logically connected: if governments can provide a Golden 

Age—and earlier in the 1960s governments had been ready to suggest that 

they could—then a government which failed to provide one was clearly 

neglecting its duty for corrupt or malevolent reasons. In the late 1960s 

ordinary members of the public found supporting the Conservative party 

an adequate way of expressing their dislike of the government. But people 

working for newspapers and broadcasting, who would have been very 

ready to describe themselves as a creative minority, were committed 

enough to change and opposition to conventional ideas to find this alterna¬ 

tive unacceptable. They wanted to attack the government for not being 

left-wing enough. Some of this opposition had roots in the new approach 

to Marxism that had begun after events in 1956 had shown how far the 

Stalinist version had gone wrong. This line of thought had some serious 

intellectual content, and. it gained considerable influence in the Labour 

party in the early 1970s. Another type of left-wing feeling, some of whose 

features were caught with a rather brutal accuracy in the American phrase 

‘radical chic’, rested much more on a belief that progress ought to shock 

the bourgeoisie. In the late 1960s the bourgeoisie seems to have been 

immune to shock, whether because it was too frightened or else too pleased 

by the new libertarian attitudes—Leonard Woolf mentioned in his auto¬ 

biography that it was impossible for people in the 1960s to realize how 

restricted life had been at the beginning of the century, and nobody was 

very worried by the disappearance of these restrictions. Resistance to this 

mood came as much from the working class as anywhere else. A number 

of strands of opinion which went into it came together in opposition to 

racial discrimination—the desire for equality, the desire for fair treatment, 

the desire to make moral judgements without qualifications or reservations, 
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and the desire to hit at the sort of patriotism which said that Englishmen 

were different from everyone else and probably better as well. When 

Enoch Powell put himself at the head of the opposition to immigration 

by a speech in April 1968 which hinted at rivers of blood flowing if it 

was not stopped, his attitude was considered shocking by every public 

commentator, and was obviously very popular among much of the rest of 

the population. Powell and Heath- parted company over the speech, but 

neither Heath nor anyone else could resist the mood on which Powell was 

playing; only about a month before his speech the government had gone 

back on previous commitments and had announced that Asians of Indian 

descent who were being expelled from Kenya would not be allowed auto¬ 

matically into Britain even though they held British passports. The relative 

powerlessness of broadcasting and the press to change people s minds on 

something they took seriously was shown in successive stages of the argu¬ 

ment about immigration: the public was ready to say that immigrants 

inside the country should be treated fairly, but it had got into its head the 

idea that immigration had gone too far, and denunciation by those who 

saw themselves as leaders of opinion did little more than build Powell up 

to the level of an independent political force in the country. 

The ‘radicalism of the communicators’ was more effective in other 

directions. Its frequently expressed approval of the young (given added 

point by the fact that an unusually large proportion of the population 

was between 15 and 25) had a lot to do with the decision to reduce the 

voting age from 21 to 18 in 1969. Concern about the rights of women led 

to legislation requiring employers to move towards equal pay for women. 

In a slightly more wide-ranging way this attitude carried with it a feeling 

of contempt for businessmen and for politicians. Some journalists qualified 

their contempt for businessmen by admiring those who built up fortunes 

by swift and dramatic coups in which they bought or sold companies or 

selected the right shares to buy, but even these writers clearly regarded 

building up a firm by saving and reinvesting as dull (or, as they would say, 

‘fuddy-duddy’) and unimportant. Further to the left, opinion was even 

less tolerant; when Heath in 1973 referred to some exploits of adroit 

businessmen in avoiding tax as ‘the unacceptable face of capitalism , the 

phrase was taken up and repeated as though he had intended it to apply 

to the whole of capitalism, which was certainly not what he meant. 

Perhaps it was surprising that his remark attracted so much attention, 

for it was not a period in which politicians received much respect. Allowing 

for the demands of caricature, a good deal of the public mood was caught 

by the cartoons of Gerald Scarfe, who drew in a style of brilliant distor¬ 

tion which made it impossible for him to speak well of anyone. The hatred 
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of all men holding authority that was to be seen in his work enabled him 

to hold up a mirror to his times, and the current of self-hatred that ran so 

close to the surface also matched an important part of his readers’ feelings. 

Politicians were blamed for not bringing peace, prosperity, and happiness, 

even though they probably had at this time less power—because of the 

weakness of the British economy and the relative decline in Britain’s 

international position—to bring peace and prosperity than they had had 

earlier in the century; blaming them for this did no good, and made people 

happier only in the shortest of short runs. 

A civil war in Nigeria illustrated a good many of these features of British 

life, including a hostility to the British Empire which might have made 

sense while the struggle for colonial freedom was going on but, after 

decolonization had taken place so quickly and so amicably, felt rather as 

though people needed something to hate. The fbo tribe waged a hard- 

fought civil war for a couple of years in an attempt to set up an independent 

nation of Biafra in the eastern region of the country. The British govern¬ 

ment, like almost all other governments, supported Nigerian unity, and 

was the target for a sincere, non-partisan, and ill-informed attack as a 

result. The supporters of Biafra said that genocide—the extermination of 

the whole Ibo tribe—was being carried out, and that the British govern¬ 

ment could and should stop it. The civil war was in fact conducted in a 

humane way, and the Nigerian government always remembered that it 

would have to govern the Ibos after it won the war. How much influence 

the British government could have wielded is not clear; certainly Wilson 

argued in his memoirs that several members of the Nigerian government 

wanted to wage war more ruthlessly and that they could have got Russian 

support for such a policy, so that pressing the Nigerian government too 

hard would have done the Ibos no good and would only have reduced 

British influence in West Africa. It was a great relief for the government 

when the war ended suddenly in January 1970 and peace was restored to 

a united Nigeria in a calm that stopped the vicarious breast-beating in 

Britain. 

By that time the government was past the worst of its troubles. In the 

first few months after devaluation it showed signs of breaking up. Lord 

Longford resigned on the issue of the delay in raising the school-leaving 

age. In March 1968 Brown resigned and in July Gunter resigned; neither 

of them mentioned any specific point of disagreement, but both of them 

said the way Wilson ran his government was intolerable. Less exalted 

members of the Labour party were troubled by the apparent lack of activity. 

The 1968 parliamentary session was taken up by a Transport Bill of im¬ 

mense complexity but no great interest except for those concerned with the 
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administrative side of transport. The large simple question of transport 

could be put into the brief statement that everybody—and especially the 

railway workers—said that railways were a splendid thing, while steadily 

declining numbers of people used them and the proportion of traffic that 

went by road increased year by year. This could not easily be cured by 

legislation. But the government seemed to have nothing to offer in any 

other area, and certainly the PrimeMinister realized that his position had 

suffered and could not be restored by any immediate show of activity. 

Before the 1967 devaluation, about half-way through his tenure of office, 

he had been eager to hurry off on foreign visits and in particular had tried 

to help end the war in Vietnam; after devaluation he travelled less, and 

this withdrawal from doing anything very visible was at its most intense 

in 1968. 

The amount of time spent in early 1969 on an attempt to reform the 

House of Lords probably encouraged the impression that the government 

had nothing to suggest for more immediate problems. From time to time 

the Lords had held up one or two small items of Labour legislation or 

orders in council, but this aroused very little public excitement. Probably 

the issue came up mainly because Crossman had made some progress in 

working out with the Conservatives an agreed measure of reform when he 

was Leader of the House of Commons. A Bill based on these preliminary 

discussions was brought forward. It would have changed the House of 

Lords into an assembly of nominated members chosen by the party leaders 

in a way that would normally give the government of the day a majority. 

The Bill was resisted by the Labour left, who did not want to see anything 

done that might give the Lords more of a claim to a role in politics, and 

by Conservatives who felt that a nominated majority would destroy all 

that was valuable in the old House of Lords. The opponents of the Bill 

could agree in resisting it, if in very little else, and so time-consuming 

were their speeches and so low the prestige of the government that the 

Bill had to be abandoned. 

This was one of the first signs that the House of Commons was emerging 

from a quarter of a century of domination by the central organizations of 

the two major parties. Since 1945 the government could expect, with a 

degree of confidence which would have surprised earlier generations, to get 

its legislation passed by the Commons; after 1969 governments could not 

be quite so sure about it. The House of Commons may have felt some of 

the loss of respect for authority that was widespread at the time, but in 

any case it became less predictable and this set the stage for the defeat of 

an attempt to amend trade union law later in the year. 

A Royal Commission on trade union law (usually called after its chair- 
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man, Lord Donovan) had reported the previous year, and the majority 

had concluded that really nothing need be done. It analysed the situation 

carefully and pointed out that important bargaining took place at plant 

level rather than in the more widely publicized nationwide negotiations, 

but its only conclusion was that formal power should follow real power. 

Its lack of concern about the number of strikes was taken as a sign of 

complacency, and advocates of reform underlined the fact that three- 

quarters of the days lost in strikes went in unofficial disputes—which was 

what the Commission had in mind when it referred to plant bargaining 

—and suggested that these strikes were more disruptive than official strikes. 

In the 1950s many of the unofficial strikes had been in the coal mines, and 

this could be accepted as the result of the long history of bad industrial 

relations in coalmining. These strikes had no immediate effect on the rest 

of the economy, but the unofficial strikes of the 1960s in car manufacturing, 

the docks, and shipbuilding could put a lot of other people out of work 

because production processes had to be closed through lack of supplies. 

The number of days lost per thousand workers might be less than in the 

United States or Japan, but it was argued that the clear-cut and official 

strikes in those countries disrupted production much less. Despite this, the 

general tranquillity which had settled on industrial relations in the 1930s 

had gone on after the Second World War; in the years just after the general 

strike it was still quite common to lose over 6m. days in strikes in a year, 

but after 1932 this level had been reached only once, in 1957. If the Dono¬ 

van Report recommended letting sleeping dogs lie, at least the dogs did 

seem to be sleeping very soundly. 
But sterner counsels prevailed; in April the government announced that 

it would produce legislation to allow it to impose settlements in some inter¬ 

union disputes and to tell workers who had gone on unofficial strike to 

return to work for twenty-eight days. The accompanying provisions to 

make it easier to secure union recognition did not reduce the alarm caused 

among trade unionists by the prospect of fines for going on strike (or, more 

precisely, for staying on strike after being told to go back to work). 

British unions had been struggling for a hundred years to stop the courts 

having any jurisdiction over what was done in strikes; and British firms 

were not liable to be fined for what they did in strikes. Unofficial strikes 

might be a real problem in the process of production, but it was not one 

with which the Labour government could deal at this stage. Too many 

Labour M.P.s were committed to the trade union movement by belief, by 

upbringing, and by the nature of their political support. There was no 

majority for sending the Bill to a committee for detailed discussion, which 

meant it would have to be debated in sittings of the whole House. Its 
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Labour opponents would then be able to obstruct it and the Conservatives 

could put forward their own proposals for much more drastic trade 

union legislation at a time when the government would be ill placed for 

defending the unions. 

A satisfactory compromise might have been worked out if union leaders 

had been as powerful as the public imagined. Attempts to work out a 

prices-and-incomes policy earlier in the 1960s had started from the assump¬ 

tion that the T.U.C. and F.B.l. (later the Confederation of British Indus¬ 

tries) really could tell their members what to do. Whatever firms might do, 

trade unions had very few powers with which to stop their members going 

on unofficial strike. In June the government gave up the attempt to force 

its Bill through Parliament in exchange for the T.U.C.’s promise that it 

would try to stop unofficial strikes. This retreat did the government no 

good; although Victor Feather, the General Secretary of the T.U.C., 

hurried round trying to arbitrate disputes, unofficial strikes went on. 

Partly because the incomes policy was relaxed at the end of 1969, disputes 

became more common and the number of days lost rose quite sharply— 

during the 1970 general election the Prime Minister had to help get negotia¬ 

tions started in a newspaper strike when he needed time to campaign. 

This left open the question whether political leaders were right in thinking 

that the structure of trade union law should be changed in some way that 

imposed a greater weight of authority upon the process of collective 

bargaining, although events were moving in a direction that suggested it 

was not a time at which imposing new constraints on anyone’s freedom of 

action was going to be easy. Increasing violence and black rioting in the 

United States, the 1968 riots and general strike which nearly overthrew 

the Fifth Republic, and the beginnings of political terrorism in Germany 

were enough to show that the problem of authority was nothing unique to 

Britain, but it did mean that trying to impose a framework of law upon 

trade unions which had tried to avoid having any law of collective bargain¬ 
ing was more likely than ever to meet resistance. 

The readiness to challenge established authority which had spread so 

widely in the 1960s produced its most dramatic effects, so far as the United 

Kingdom was concerned, in Northern Ireland. The Protestant two-thirds 

of the population of Northern Ireland were so committed to remaining 

united with Britain, and the Catholic one-third so committed to joining 

the Irish Free State (after 1949, the Republic) that all politics focused on 

this single issue in a way that meant the Unionists could never lose and the 

Nationalists could never win an election. This was not a healthy situation, 

and to make matters worse the majority reinforced its position by a system 

of plural voting, of gerrymandered constituencies, and of allocation of 
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jobs in local government and of welfare benefits—especially housing—that 

made it unlikely that the Catholic minority could play its full part politi¬ 

cally or that the system would change into one of class politics in which 

poor Protestants and poor Catholics could unite to improve their economic 
position within the United Kingdom. 

Late in the 1960s peaceful demonstrations for rights which everyone in 

Great Britain took for granted, like equal representation and equal chances 

for applicants for social benefits, did unite fair-minded Protestants with 

the Catholic minority. The violent response of the unbending Protestants 

gained for the civil-rights campaign just the sort of sympathy that had 

been won for blacks by a similar strategy of non-violence in the American 

South. But history in Ireland was not on the side of non-violence. The 

difficulty of getting reforms carried out by moderates in the Unionist 

majority was made clear in February 1969 when Terence O’Neill held an 

election specifically to strengthen his hand against his own right wing. 

He and his supporters did not do well, and in April he had to retire in 

favour of James Chichester-Clark, who was expected to reassure the 

right. Even so, in the summer, attacks on the Catholic areas by the more 

violent Unionists reached a point where the British government sent 

troops to Northern Ireland to protect the minority. The government could 

now put more pressure on the Unionists at Stormont to end the sort of 

discrimination that had been exposed in the Cameron Report on condi¬ 

tions in Northern Ireland. A good deal of progress was made in this 

direction, but, on the other hand, the troops had to work with the Northern 

Ireland government, and as time passed the army occasionally looked a 

little like an instrument of the Unionists. The Catholic minority had usually 

seen its best hope of improvement in the uniting of the thirty-two counties 

of Ireland in one country, and the violent supporters of this policy, the 

Irish Republican Army, announced that they would defend the minority 

against the Protestants and, they claimed, against the British soldiers as 

defenders of the status quo. 

This argument could be presented more plausibly after the change of 

government in June 1970. The Unionist M.P.s at Westminster were 

members of the Conservative party, and some attention had to be paid to 

their requests for a slackening of the pace of reform. Suspected trouble¬ 

makers were arrested and interned without trial. It has been said that 

Maudling, who as Home Secretary was responsible for Northern Ireland, 

was a little lazy and felt uninterested and perhaps even repelled by these 

Irish problems, though it is only fair to say that Northern Ireland probably 

needed a minister with no other responsibilities. In any case, the situation 

got worse. Between 1968 and 1970, 39 people had been killed in skirmishes 
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and isolated assaults; in 1971; 173 people were killed. At the same time 

Catholics in Protestant &reas and Protestants in Catholic areas were 

threatened and attacked often enough to make them move house, so 

districts became more and more completely homogeneous. The minority 

moved more completely to the belief that ending partition was the only 

answer, but, while steps towards equality were too slow to conciliate the 

Catholics, they came fast enough to disturb and worry the Unionists. In 

1971 Chichester-Clark in turn became a victim of the iron law that reform¬ 

ing Unionists offend their own right-wingers, and his place was taken by 

Brian Faulkner, who had at times objected to the pace of reform, though not 

so indiscreetly as to make himself unacceptable to the British government. 

In 1972 the whole system of government seemed to be breaking down. 

On 30 January thirteen opponents of the union with Britain were killed in 

the streets of Londonderry by British troops; there was a long argument 

over whether they were peaceful demonstrators or a screen for the I.R.A., 

but clearly such things could happen only when the country was on the 

edge of civil war. Two months later the British government ended the 

system of dual control by suspending the Stormont parliament and 

appointing William Whitelaw as minister responsible solely for Northern 

Ireland affairs. This brought no immediate improvement; the toll of deaths 

rose to 467 in 1972, the process of increased separation of the two com¬ 

munities went grimly forward, and there were signs that the I.R.A. 

proposed to widen the conflict by exploding bombs in Britain. 

Although Ireland looked so bleak by 1972, it had in the early months of 

the crisis done the reputation of the Labour party some good. Sending in 

troops was seen as a useful and necessary step, and the personal qualities 

of Callaghan, as Home Secretary, seemed to fit the problem very well; he 

went to Northern Ireland and showed every sign of feeling at home there, 

and he applied pressure for change at a rate which produced some effect 

without breaking up the Unionist government. The spirit of opposition 

to authority that was so active in Britain inevitably expressed itself in 

hostility to maintenance of the union; the fact that two-thirds of the 

Northern Irish population were determined to keep the union intact was 

ignored on the left and stressed on the right, which led to the comment 

that a right-winger wanted majority rule in Ulster but not in Rhodesia, 

while a left-winger wanted precisely the opposite. 

The situation had not become so gloomy while the Labour government 

was in office, and from the middle of 1969 it was able to make up lost 

ground. Investment in North Sea gas started to show results as—with a 

little trouble about replacing old appliances—the new supplies began to 

displace gas made from coal. The shift from coal became precipitate; in 
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the early 1960s the country was still producing a little over 190m. tons a 

year, or about the same amount as in the late 1940s, but by 1970 the figure 

had fallen by about a quarter to a little over 140m. tons. New hopes for 

the country, and fresh problems for the coal industry, arose as it became 

clear, in 1968 and 1969, that there were significant quantities of oil in the 

North Sea. Lord Robens, the chairman of the Coal Board, directed the 

policy of closing coal-pits and finding new jobs for the miners with notable 

skill, but it was still a difficult operation. Almost inevitably wages in this 

declining occupation did not keep up with those in more prosperous 

industries. 

The policy of devaluation and deflation, and concentration on the 

balance of payments at all costs, began to show results. Heath had con¬ 

sistently failed to win people’s approval even when Wilson appeared most 

discredited, and it looked as if the Conservatives had owed their com¬ 

manding position in 1967 and 1968 simply to the government’s unpopular¬ 

ity, accentuated by the fact that much less of the protest vote went to minor 

parties than in the 1957-8 and 1962-3 periods of comparable Conserva¬ 

tive unpopularity. As the balance of payments began to move towards 

a surplus, the government seemed to have got something right at last, 

and its position improved. The unemployment figures stopped going up, 

workers felt they were getting some tangible reward for the long freeze 

when the prices-and-incomes legislation was for all practical purposes 

ended late in 1969, and a flood of successful wage claims swept in. The 

change of mood which followed was natural enough, but it had been so 

completely taken for granted that the Labour government was doomed 

that everybody was astonished at the recovery. The Conservative leaders 

held a private conference at Selsdon Park with mixed results. People were 

uneasy about their support for the free play of the market, and reduction 

of government intervention in the economy did suggest that economizing 

might mean cuts in the social services. On the other hand, they gained 

support for their proposals to limit the power of trade unions and to 

defend law and order against the relaxed standards of the 1960s. 

Taxes were reduced by about £220m. in the 1970 budget, but the remis¬ 

sion looked so slight when the government had all the room for manoeuvre 

provided by a budget surplus of about £f billion and a balance-of- 

payments surplus of £i billion that it was taken as a sign that there would 

be no election in the immediate future. But as the opinion polls moved to 

show a Labour lead, which got some support from the party’s reasonably 

good performance in the municipal elections, it was natural for Wilson to 

think of an election. Asking for a dissolution, which used to be a formal 

cabinet decision, is now understood to be the responsibility of the Prime 
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Minister alone, but sometime's a Prime Minister takes a good deal of 

advice before acting. Heafti consulted a lot of people before dissolving in 

February 1974; Wilson took quite as many pains to see that the cabinet 

and as far as possible the parliamentary party agreed with his decision 

before announcing that there would be an election on 18 June. By the 

last few days before the announcement the Labour party was so convinced 

that it would win that Wilson could quite justifiably write in his memoirs, 

‘Had I decided against a June election I would have been adjudged certi¬ 

fiable.’1 
In retrospect it seems odd that everybody was so convinced by surveys 

and municipal elections which showed only that, after lagging behind for 

years, the government was more popular than the opposition in one par¬ 

ticular month. At the time all the politicians except Heath seemed ready to 

believe Labour would hold most of its seats. What it would do with this 

majority was far from clear. The election had cut short the parliamentary 

progress of a Bill to provide workers with pensions linked to their earnings, 

but this was almost the only piece of legislation to offer. Wilson put his 

claim for re-election in terms of the balance-of-payments surplus, which 

was offered as proof of the general assertion that Labour was more fit to 

govern than the Conservatives. As he was not going to say anything specific 

he campaigned by visiting committee rooms, saying a few confident sen¬ 

tences for television, and radiating a general conviction that all was well. 

Like any Leader of the Opposition, Heath had to say things were going 

badly, and he dwelt on the steady rise in prices, which he claimed a thrifty 

and efficient Conservative government would hold in check. On election 

night everybody was just getting ready to say he had again fought a sober 

and uninspiring campaign when the first results came in and at once 

showed that the Conservatives would have a modest but perfectly adequate 

majority. 

Votes cast Seats won 
% of total 
votes cast 

Conservative 13,145,123 330 46-4 
Liberal 2,117,033 6 7-5 
Labour 12,178,295 287 430 
All others 906,345 7 3-2 

The hints of a nationalist protest in Scotland and Wales faded away. 

The Scottish and the Welsh nationalists had each gained a seat in by- 

elections; both were regained by the Labour party, though the Scottish 

1 Harold Wilson, The Labour Government 1964-1970 (1971), 781. 
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nationalists won a seat in the Western Islands. The two major parties 

between them received about eight-ninths of the total votes cast, which 

meant that as many voters as in the 1960s, though not quite as many as in 

the 1950s, found one or other major party was politically satisfactory. 

Heath in control 

The result was regarded very much as Heath’s own victory; he had 

remained confident when everyone round him believed the gloomy tale 

of the opinion polls, and this probably encouraged him to think he need 

not pay too much attention to the views of his colleagues in future. His 

own deepest commitment was to Europe, and here he was able to get off 

to a quick start because the Labour government had been bringing forward 

a new application in the n onths after de Gaulle resigned in 1969. His 

successor, President Pompidou, might-not have inherited all of his prestige, 

but it was soon clear that he was in a position to veto the application if he 

chose. It was not until May 1971 that Pompidou made it known, after a 

long private discussion with Heath, that he was satisfied about Britain’s 

European credentials. This probably meant he had been convinced that 

Heath believed that entering the E.E.C. was something valuable that 

should be pursued for its own sake and not just used as part of a plan for 

repairing the British economy or building up Britain’s political standing. 

Heath may well have been the only British politician who could have 

persuaded the President that he was in earnest about this, and he probably 

went on to show that what he wanted was a close association of countries, 

not a single superstate into which Britain and France and the rest would 

merge and disappear. 
Once Pompidou had given his approval the Brussels negotiations went 

ahead quickly. The British negotiators realized that they had to accept 

the Treaty of Rome if their application was to be taken seriously, and that, 

whatever might have been attempted in 1962, all that they could now hope 

to do was to obtain transitional arrangements to soften and delay the 

shock of entry. In particular they accepted the general principle of the 

Common Agricultural Policy that the six original members had worked 

out in the mid 1960s. The E.E.C. Commission kept farm incomes up by 

imposing tariffs on food from outside the Community and buying produce 

from inside the Community at prices high enough to give farmers a fair 

standard of living, even when this meant paying considerably more than 

world prices. This policy almost unavoidably produced surpluses of food 

which had to be stored or sold at a reduced price with the help of subsidies 

from E.E.C. taxpayers, because nobody else would buy it at the prices 

paid by the Commission. When touring Europe to make his application 
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in 1967, Wilson had told the member of the Commission responsible for 

agriculture that this scheme if applied without modifications would cost 

the British balance of payments $760m.—then £270m.—a year. This figure, 

like the implied increase in food prices, may have been overstated, but it 

indicates one aspect of the struggle over the E.E.C. which was so important 

a part of British politics between 1971 and 1975. 

These questions of food prices helped move the Labour party away from 

the willingness to negotiate which it had shown when in office, even though 

Labour supporters of entry said a Labour government would have found 

the terms Heath negotiated at Brussels entirely satisfactory. This was hard 

to prove; in any case, when the general principle of entry was debated in 

the Commons in October 1971, Wilson announced that a Labour govern¬ 

ment would re-negotiate the terms or leave the Community. While both 

major parties were divided on the issue, the Labour supporters of entry 

were more numerous than the Conservative opponents; in a free vote 

after the October debate, the government’s White Paper was welcomed by 

356 votes to 244, 39 Conservatives voting against it and 69 Labour M.P.s 

for it, so that it looked as if it would be easy for the government to carry 

through the Commons the enabling legislation to give effect to the Treaty. 

In reality Labour supporters of entry could vote against their party on the 

general principle but would have difficulty in doing so on a steady succession 

of small issues, so opponents of entry could hope that, on some issue on 

which the Labour party was united and the Tory opponents of entry voted 

with them, the government would be defeated and at the very least would 

have to return to the negotiating table. This strategy would have been 

almost certain to succeed if the government had had to put forward the 

whole Treaty in its Bill. Even the relatively short Bill that it submitted 

took up the great bulk of the 1972 session. Because the minorities within 

the two major parties placed the question of Europe on something like 

the same level of importance as party loyalty, the voting was unpredictable 

enough to bring a tension into the conflict that had not been known since 

the great nineteenth-century battles of 1866-7 and 1886. On Second Read¬ 

ing the majority was only eight, on the Common Agricultural Policy it was 

down to five, and on movements of capital within the Community it fell 

to four. A more flexible man than Heath would have faltered, or tried to 

find a compromise where none was to be found. He stuck to his position, 

the Bill moved into calmer waters, and at last passed Third Reading on 13 

July by 301 votes to 284. 

Early in 1972 the idea of a referendum came into the discussion. Each 

of the three other countries negotiating for entry at the same time as 

Britain was to have a referendum—Denmark and Ireland voted in favour 
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of entry, Norway voted against—and Pompidou held a referendum to 

find whether the French were in favour of the enlargement of the E.E.C. 

While a referendum was a thoroughly European device, it could not be 

dismissed as something unheard-of in the British constitution, because ten 

days after Pompidou announced the French referendum the British govern¬ 

ment proposed that referenda should be held periodically in Northern 

Ireland to reassure Unionists that nobody would try to push them into the 

Republic against their wishes. From a wider point of view a referendum 

seemed in accordance with the ideas of greater popular participation in 

government which had gained ground in the later 1960s. A week after 

Pompidou announced the French referendum, the national executive 

committee of the Labour party committed the party to a referendum on 

membership of the E.E.C. 

Britain became a member of the E.E.C., under the transitional arrange¬ 

ments worked out at Brussels, at the beginning of 1973. By that time the 

pressure of the 1972 session and the desire to get membership off to a good 

start had combined with the government’s concern about its normal mid¬ 

term unpopularity to make Heath take drastic action to put more vitality 

into the economy. The Conservatives never sank as low in public opinion 

as the Labour government did in the late 1960s, and Heath always received 

a fair amount of support from intellectual leaders of opinion because of his 

position on Europe. Among most people who earned their living by hand¬ 

ling ideas and concepts—except perhaps economists, who were relatively 

evenly divided on its merits—the idea of entering the Community was 

becoming the accepted orthodoxy. The Labour party was blamed for 

changing its mind after accepting entry from 1966 to 1970, and the general 

attitude expressed in public was that the Conservatives ought to be sup¬ 

ported because of their position on Europe. 

While this strengthened their position, it did not mean that the Conserva¬ 

tives could have faced an election in 1971 or 1972 with any confidence. 

Their economic policy had not been meant to be unpopular, but it was 

based on so complete a misinterpretation of what was happening in the 

economy that it threatened to undermine the government; their trade 

union policy had not been meant to be unpopular, but they might have 

thought about it more carefully if they had realized how much resistance 

it was going to encounter. It is a natural political judgement for a Conserva¬ 

tive government to feel that its Labour predecessor has been imposing 

excessively heavy taxes and indulging in over-lavish government spending, 

and it was probably unavoidable that the Conservatives started with this 

idea in June 1970. The course of the campaign encouraged them to believe, 

as a matter of technical analysis, that the main problem in the economy 
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was the high level of inflation and the shaky nature of the balance-of- 

payments surplus of the last months of the 1 460s. Heath s attacks on rising 

prices had been well received, and an unexpected deficit in the May trade 

figures encouraged the idea that the economy was being pushed quite 

fast enough. 
Conservative strategy may have suffered because of the death, within 

a month of taking office, of Iain Macleod, the Chancellor of the Exchequer. 

His successor, Anthony Barber, was more interested in reorganizing the 

system of taxation than most Chancellors. The two innovations made by 

Asquith in 1907 had never been fully fitted into the rest of the income-tax 

system: Barber wanted to integrate the old standard rate of income tax 

and the separately administered tax called surtax on higher incomes (it 

began at £5,000 a year in 1971) into a single income tax rising by steps; 

and he also wanted to end the calculation of earned income relief, by which 

taxpayers paid only on a major fraction of income which did not come from 

interest, rent, or dividends (they paid on only £ths of their earned incomes 

in 1971) and replace it with a lower nominal rate of income tax and a 

special investment surcharge on interest, rent, and dividends. At the same 

time party policy committed him to getting rid of the existing Selective 

Employment Tax, and his need for revenue, together with the rules of the 

E.E.C., led him to set up a value added tax in its place. This tax was 

designed to be entirely neutral except that it could be remitted in the case 

of exports; the processor and the manufacturer and the wholesaler and the 

retailer each paid a tax at the same rate upon the amount by which the 

article had increased in cost (‘value added’) between their buying it and 

their selling it to the next person in the chain. The tax was complicated to 

set up and to administer, and involved everyone except the final customer 

in an elaborate relationship with the tax authorities. The net effect on 

revenue and on demand of these tax changes was not meant to be substan¬ 

tial, but they naturally took up a great deal of Barber’s attention. 

He seems as a result not to have been able to analyse the economic 

situation completely, and to have accepted too readily the widespread 

underestimate of the extent to which the Labour government had reduced 

the level of demand in the economy, and also not to have noticed the 

way his colleagues’ attitude to government spending was changing as they 

carried out the policies to which they were committed. His announcement 

in the autumn of 1970 that there would be a number of cuts in government 

spending, and that income tax would be reduced by -2.jp was clearly in 

accordance with party principle and the view that the government was 

spending and taxing too much. The economy was still thought to be run¬ 

ning at a high level of demand, and tax cuts were expected to make 
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businessmen more enterprising in their approach. The non-interventionist 

frame of mind which had led the Conservatives to oppose prices and 

incomes policies in the late 1960s could be seen in a statement by John 

Davies, the Minister for Trade and industry, that it was not the govern¬ 

ment’s intention to help Marne ducks’, as he called industries that needed 

subsidies if they were to survive. 

By the end of 1970 it was clear that all this rested on an incorrect analysis 

of the economy. The balance-of-payments surplus turned out to be per¬ 

fectly soundly based, but unemployment, whose growth had been checked 

in late 1969, was now rising again in an alarming way and was reaching 

levels that had not been seen in the post-war period. By the time the govern¬ 

ment realized what was happening it looked as if a million people would 

soon be out of work, while the 1971 balance-of-payments surplus was so 

large that it seemed that this habitual constraint on the government’s 

freedom of action could be ignored. Early in 1971 Davies found himself 

confronted by a very prominent lame duck: the famous car and aero¬ 

engine firm of Rolls-Royce had undertaken an ambitious programme to 

develop a new engine without fully estimating the costs, by 1970 it was 

having difficulty raising money to continue the programme, and by Feb¬ 

ruary 1971 the company realized that it was bankrupt. Losing this old- 

established firm with its well-deserved reputation for very high-quality 

production would have been a heavy blow to national pride at any time; 

to make matters worse, the new engine was intended for aeroplanes pro¬ 

duced by the American firm of Lockheed, and if Rolls-Royce stopped 

work it would drag Lockheed down with it. The American economy was in 

the same listless condition as the British, and the U.S. government was 

in no mood to have its unemployment made worse by British opposition 

to government intervention. Within days of Rolls-Royce’s announcement 

of bankruptcy, the government had been forced by a combination of 

American pressure and British pride to undertake a rescue operation. The 

firm was nationalized, the motor-car section was sold back to private 

ownership, and the aero-engine side went on under government ownership. 

This was embarrassing, but at least it was over quickly. In June Upper 

Clyde Shipyards, which had been put together by the Labour government 

with lavish subsidies as part of the policy of intervention and concentra¬ 

tion, went bankrupt. The workers responded by taking over the shipyard 

and announcing that they would go on working with the materials already 

available. By occupying the shipyard they prevented any reorganization 

that depended on selling off the assets; by going on working they made 

it very hard for anyone to talk about lazy workers going on strike. Partly 

for these reasons and partly for fear of a revival of Scottish nationalism 
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if unemployment spread on the Clyde, the government found itself once 
more forced into a policy oY intervention to save the shipyard from closing. 

Rolls-Royce and Upper Clyde Shipyards were conspicuous departures 
from the principle of non-intervention, but they did not cost very much 
money. Much larger increases in government spending took place in 
health, education, and local government. The 1970 election platform 
recommended keeping expenditure' down and leaving the public with a 
larger portion of their earnings in the form of disposable income, but in 
practice these ministries spent money without much restraint, perhaps 
mainly out of a feeling that the government should be generous in order 
to raise the level of demand and reduce unemployment: in the last year of 
Labour government public spending ran at a level equal to 50 per cent of 
the national income, and by 1972 this figure had risen to 52 per cent. 

For centuries local government had been organized rather haphazardly 
by making towns of sufficient importance into boroughs and leaving the 
rest of the country organized in counties, which naturally were rural in 
emphasis. This made a good deal of sense when towns wanted a distinctly 
higher level of services in paving, lighting, and water-supply than the 
surrounding countryside did, and when religious differences between the 
urban nonconformists and the rural Church of England meant that they 
saw no prospect of agreement on educational questions. But by the second 
half of the twentieth century these problems mattered much less; the 
churches’ only concern about educational politics was the percentage of 
the costs of their schools that the government would pay, while questions 
like overspill housing from cities, the impact of road transport, and the 
location of places of work for suburban commuters all meant that large 
towns and their hinterlands needed to work together much more than at 
the beginning of the century. In 1969 a Royal Commission under Lord 
Redcliffe-Maud had recommended a very sweeping change of local 
government, and most of its suggestions were accepted. The most striking 
proposal was that half a dozen large ‘conurbation’ authorities should be 
created which would administer a whole heavily urbanized region like 
Merseyside or South Yorkshire. Other regional authorities were set up to 
run the affairs of large cities and the countryside round them; the new 
county of Avon, for instance, was given boundaries which included 
Bristol and its rural hinterland. And, by eliminating the smallest authori¬ 
ties, the urban district and the rural district councils, the Report suggested 
reducing the elected authorities from something over a thousand to some¬ 
thing over a hundred. 

People may have thought this reduction in the number of authorities 
would simplify the administration of local government. This was true 
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only in the sense that there would be fewer elected councillors. The amount 

of work to be done by councils remained unchanged, and in one area 

it increased significantly. The Seebohm Commission had just proposed 

increasing the number of social workers and improving their qualifications 

and pay. This precisely fitted developments in the universities; more stu¬ 

dents had been graduating, and the expanding profession of social work, 

like the traditional profession of teaching, fitted the prevailing attitude of 

repugnance to commercial or industrial careers. But while spending on 

social work rose sharply in percentage terms, a much larger total increase 

was caused by following the practice of the most open-handed authority 

when amalgamating several of them. The financial problems caused by 

the consolidation of staff after the reduction of the number of authorities 

was made much worse by the tendency of councillors to imagine that they 

were skilled land developers who could undertake ambitious, not to say 

speculative, schemes of new commercial building. Some of these schemes 

had distinctly corrupt overtones; in the early 1970s the bankruptcy of 

John Poulson’s architectural firm revealed that for some years he had 

been manipulating the decisions of a number of Scottish and North of 

England councils through administrative and elected officials who took 

bribes from him. Other cases of municipal corruption, of which perhaps 

the most widely ramifying was in South Wales, came to light at about the 

same time. Enough of them were in old-established Labour strongholds to 

suggest that the root of the trouble was councillors with entrenched 

power who welcomed development and could be persuaded to help it 

along for relatively small amounts of money. 

Spending on education also increased, though not for such dubious 

reasons. Probably the most important development during Margaret 

Thatcher’s three-and-a-half years as minister was the fulfilment of the 

Labour policy of comprehensive education; in 1970 less than a third of 

secondary schoolchildren were in comprehensive schools, and by 1974 the 

figure was over two-thirds. It might seem much less important that her 

response when Barber demanded economies in his first few months of 

office was to stop supplying free milk to primary schoolchildren irrespec¬ 

tive of parental income, but milk and a means test were emotional matters; 

putting the two together made her look like some sort of ogre and meant 

she had difficulty in resisting other pressure for spending. Some of the 

money went to improve education for the youngest children, and the 

long-awaited raising of the school-leaving age to 16, which was due to come 

in 1973, led to growing pressure to provide more teachers. A really powerful 

minister might have resisted this and shown that a great many children 

were already staying for an extra year and that the population of school 
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age was about to drop as a result of the decline in the birth-rate in the 

1960s; instead, as popular pressure built up, there was a dramatic and 

unjustified increase in the number of recruits for the teaching profession 

encouraged to enter the training colleges, though by the time they emerged 

the need for additional teachers had vanished. 
In something of the same spirit of generous government spending, 

the administration of health and social services was changed. Sir Keith 

Joseph later came, like Thatcher, to be regarded as an opponent of high 

expenditure and bureaucratic control, but in his 1972 reorganization of the 

health service he showed the readiness to spend money and to increase the 

proportion of civil servants to doctors, nurses, and other health staff 

which in theory he disliked. This was not because he did not as a minister 

stick to his principles; it was more that the Conservatives were carrying 

out the administrative changes, on which reductions in government spend¬ 

ing would depend, at a time when the rising tide of unemployment held 

out alarming prospects for their popularity and their E.E.C. policy. For 

some years people had been worried by the way that the insurance benefits 

set up by the legislation of the late 1940s had never been high enough, 

despite frequent increases, to avoid making a large number of claimants 

dependent on national assistance or, as it was later called, supplementary 

benefit. Insurance benefits came as a matter of right; supplementary bene¬ 

fit was means-tested. Joseph tried to reduce the discretionary element, and 

the attendant bitterness, by setting up a Family Income Supplement scheme 

to lay down a minimum entitlement for each family, but it could not be 

kept at a high enough level to avoid the need for supplementary benefit 

without undermining all the insurance schemes, and rising unemployment 

naturally pushed more people into needing supplementary benefit. 

Unemployment fairly certainly strengthened resistance to Conservative 

trade union policy. The Industrial Relations Act of 1971 was the first 

major item of legislation, and it fulfilled their promise in opposition to 

restrain the power of the unions. It went considerably further towards 

the North American attitude to trade unions that had been implied in the 

Labour 1969 Bill. Unions had to register if they were to go on enjoying the 

special legal status they had acquired over the years; ballots before strikes 

could be imposed if the government thought it appropriate, and so could 

delays of up to sixty days before strikes began; as could fines (with the impli¬ 

cation of prison if the fines were not paid) for workers who did not obey the 

law. Unions, whether registered or not, could also be fined, but this was 

less likely to cause trouble because it did not imply imprisonment. This 

would put rather more power over their members into the hands of the 

union leaders, a gift they had no desire to receive. British trade unionists 
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believed American unions accepted this system of registration and control 

by the courts because in return the law made employers recognize them 

as legitimate bargainers; British unions were proud that they had won 

a comparable position without any help from the law. Trade unionists 

shared the widespread belief that the government could intervene to 

manipulate the economy in any way it chose, and the fact that unemploy¬ 

ment was rising fast while the Industrial Relations Bill was going through 

Parliament encouraged the belief that the government wanted to weaken 

the working class by creating a pool of unemployed workers while absorb¬ 

ing the unions into the system as part of the employers’ apparatus for 

obtaining adequate and disciplined labour. 

It is most unlikely that the government had such grandiose ideas, but 

the blend of Marxist and conspiracy theories so widespread at the time 

did encourage unions to resist more fiercely than they might otherwise 

have done. The Trades Union Congress resolved that its member unions 

should formally remove themselves from the register of trade unions, and 

it suspended from membership of the T.U.C. those which refused to do so. 

One-day strikes were held to protest against the Act, and the Engineers’ 

Union incurred several large fines because its members were particularly 

apt to become involved in offences against the Act. In broad terms the 

Act did nothing to improve industrial relations, and may well have made 

them worse, in the five years 1970-4 almost as many days were lost in 

strikes as in the five years of labour unrest before 1914, and one govern¬ 

ment was discredited and replaced by another which seemed alarmingly 

dependent on the trade unions. But it is not certain how much of this can 

be attributed to the Act: 10m. days had already been lost in 1970, and the 

increase to 13Am. days in 1971 must have been due at least in part to pres¬ 

sure for wage increases; it was unusual for wages to be demanded so 

aggressively in a period when unemployment was going up, but it was also 

unusual for prices to keep rising so fast in a recession. Despite a C.B.I. 

undertaking in July to keep price increases down to 5 per cent, and a 

government commitment to keep down prices in the nationalized industries 

by subsidizing their losses, prices went up by about 9 per cent in 1971 and 

money wages went up by about 10 per cent. 

Oat of control 

In the course of 1971 the government realized that the economy was 

suffering from severe deflation. Taxes were reduced, in two steps, by about 

£500m., or about one per cent of the national income. Bank credit was 

relaxed, and so were the government and Bank of England directives 

which ever since 1939 had advised banks that certain types of borrowers, 
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such as exporters, or house-builders, were to be given priority and other 

types of borrowers, such its dealers in property, were to be avoided as far 

as possible. The clearing banks—reduced by this stage to four large and 

seven or eight smaller houses—co-operated with one another in observing 

these rules and in making sure that none of them suffered as a result of 

doing so. Early in 1971 Barber announced in the White Paper Competition 

and Credit Control that the banks- should compete with each other, and 

should compete simply by lending money to good risks without asking 

whether they were in priority categories or not. It was only after the money 

supply (as listed in tables for M3) had increased about 84 per cent lrt three 

years that cynics said arrangements had been made for competition but 

not for credit control. 
The change was meant to stimulate development and to allow the 

businessmen who were taking the risks to decide what were the best oppor¬ 

tunities for expansion. But, while new money can be put into circulation 

at the stroke of a pen, it takes a little while for industrial managers to 

decide where to invest in new factories or machines. Economic conditions 

between 1968 and 1971 had not encouraged investment, and it took several 

months for industrialists to alter course. Meanwhile the banks had to 

lend the new money coming into their hands, and they had no official 

restraints on lending policy. They lent to people who wanted to buy 

existing assets, and as a result the prices of shares on the stock exchange 

and the price of houses went up very impressively: houses in the London 

area doubled in price between mid 1971 and mid 1972, and it was noticed 

that the share index reached a peak just as unemployment touched lm. 

early in 1972. If the government had stuck to its free market approach it 

would have said that this was a necessary preliminary to expansion; and in 

1973 and again in 1974 the proportion of the national income devoted to 

investment did go up. But the government was in no mood to wait for 

this, and in his 1972 budget the Chancellor reduced taxes by over £1 billion. 

Unemployment fell so soon after this that it could not have been caused 

by the monetary effects of the budget, though no doubt the changes were 

good for confidence. Wages went up very fast, rising in money terms by 

something like 18 per cent and, as the rise in prices slackened slightly, 

in real terms by something over 10 per cent. 
This was of course too good to last, but the economy was at the happy 

stage of the economic cycle where real wages and investment can increase 

at the same time; optimists always attribute this to bringing unused re¬ 

sources and unemployed workers back into the system, and pessimists say 

that it is always accompanied by a deterioration in the balance of payments, 

which in 1972 showed neither surplus nor deficit. The expansion of the 
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economy was probably helped by the government’s announcement that it 

would not be tied to defending a fixed rate of exchange, which was really 

an admission that it had been too co-operative in the currency disturbances 

of the previous year. Since 1945 the nations of the industrialized West had 

run in slightly different trade cycles, with the result that they were never all 

expanding or contracting at the same time. By 1970 these cycles seemed to 

have moved much closer together, so that nearly all the industrialized 

nations were in a recession at the same time. In August 1971 President 

Nixon announced that the United States would no longer be willing to buy 

gold from central banks at a fixed rate of $35 to an ounce. For some years 

the United States had been showing signs of strain about maintaining the 

Bretton Woods system with its fixed link between gold and the dollar, but 

the announcement caught the world without any immediately acceptable 

system to replace it. Nixon’s step showed what the British government 

had been concerned about in its long defence of the exchange rate, for 

after the 1967 devaluation other rates had changed too often for the system 

to survive. This suggested that the Bretton Woods system could not work 

unless it was supported by nations that would subject their own economies 

to some inconvenience for the sake of keeping it going. 

When an attempt was made, at the Smithsonian Institution in Washing¬ 

ton at the end of 1971, to establish a new range of fixed exchange rates, 

the British government was persuaded to accept a rate of $2.60 to the 

pound, or 8 per cent above the 1967-71 level. Other currencies went up 

more than this in terms of the U.S. dollar, but the trading position of 

Germany and Japan in the post-war world had been strong enough to 

justify this. Britain’s performance did not justify a higher rate against the 

dollar, and the government’s abandonment of the fixed rate recognized 

this and also recognized that the Smithsonian system was not likely to last 

long. This was accepted early in 1973 and the world moved to a system 

of floating rates very like that of the 1930s, though governments realized 

that they had to co-operate and could not drive down their exchange rates 

for trading purposes without bringing back many of the more unpleasant 

features of the 1930s. After this, although comment in Britain continued 

to concentrate on the pound-dollar exchange rate, the ‘Smithsonian 

depreciation’, showing how the pound had moved in terms of the curren¬ 

cies of other important trading countries, was a better measure of what 

was happening, and it showed that the pound had gone down by about 10 

per cent in 1972. 
When Nixon cut the link between gold and the dollar, he also established 

a prices-and-incomes policy which ran quite satisfactorily for about two 

years. It was at the peak of its success, and Nixon was on the verge of an 
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enormous victory in the presidential election, in the autumn of 1972. By 

then Heath seems to have' wished that he could do something similar, but 

at first he felt restrained by his party’s opposition to the earlier prices-and- 

incomes legislation of the Labour government which had sometimes led 

the Conservatives to vote with the Labour left against it, and several 

members of his party felt deeply committed to the principle of avoiding 

the sort of direct intervention needed to run a prices-and-incomes policy. 

When he held discussions with the T.U.C. and the C.B.I., the T.U.C. came 

very close to saying that the government must adopt the policy of the 

Labour party, including repeal of the Industrial Relations Act; and in 

November Heath switched to a policy very like Nixon’s. During a three- 

month freeze, no increases would be allowed, and then, after a Pay Board 

and a Prices Commission had been set up, maximum increases of £ 1 a week 

plus 4 per cent of existing wages would be permitted. 
All the signs were that this was reasonably popular. The Labour party was 

losing ground, perhaps because of its internal divisions over the E.E.C., 

perhaps because Labour policy was moving to the left with the adoption 

of a policy of‘a fundamental and irreversible shift in the balance of power 

and wealth’. The increasing number and intensity of strikes must have hurt 

the Labour party as well. In 1972 the number of days lost in strikes rose to 

24m. About half of this was lost in a national coal strike early in the year 

in which the miners reacted against the deterioration in their position in 

the 1960s. They won a good deal of popular support, and they were able 

to make their strike effective unusually quickly by picketing power stations. 

The government had to give way, a great many other unions followed 

where the miners had led, and they looked like the motive power driving 

prices up. For whatever reason, the Labour lead in opinion polls became 

less impressive in 1973 than it had been in 1971 and 1972, though the 

polls—and some striking by-election results—suggested that voters had 

gone Liberal rather than Conservative. 

The bills for the unsustainably fast expansion of 1972 were beginning 

to arrive, by no means all from inside Britain. Central banks relaxed their 

monetary policies in several countries between mid 1971 and early 1973 

to an extent that suggested they had taken seriously The Economist's off¬ 

hand comment on Nixon’s measures that ‘Finance ministers . . . should 

welcome the freedom of not having to look over their shoulders all the 

time at their balances of payments and to be able [s/'r] to pursue economic 

goals which should be much more vote-gaining’ (28 Aug. 1971). And all 

over the world people responded by rushing to buy anything that seemed 

safer than cash. The feature of this international urge to spend that attrac¬ 

ted most attention in Britain, or at least in London, was the boom in 
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pictures and other works of art, which enriched London art dealers and 

later must have left many of the purchasers aware that they had bought 

things in which they were not really interested at prices which were not 

maintained for more than a few months. The price of property was a much 

more real problem; easy bank credit encouraged dealers to buy blocks of 

flats and sell them to the individual occupiers or to acquire pieces of land 

which, if they got planning permission, they could develop and sell at a 

much higher price. Barber did little to restrain this: he called his 1973 

budget ‘neutral’ by which he meant that taxes were not changed and the 

public sector would again have to borrow about £2 billion. While money 

remained readily available, the interest rates for borrowing it went up 

steadily: the rates on long-term government bonds went up to 12 per cent 

in 1973 and industrial firms had to pay even more, which made fixed 

investment difficult, though dealers in shares or property expected to 

make their profit so quickly that the cost of borrowing would not affect 

them much. The relaxing of credit control had encouraged the develop¬ 

ment of new ‘secondary’ banks which borrowed at high rates and lent 

at even higher, but did not maintain the large reserves or the nationwide 

branch system of the clearing banks. By their flexibility in handling money, 

and their optimism about the future, they were the natural source of funds 

for traders who expected to turn their money over in a short time. 

For several years the price asked for British exports had gone up slightly 

faster than the price of imports. In 1973 this was dramatically reversed; 

a great many raw materials from wheat to copper and from sugar to gold 

(now free from its links to any currency and free to move like any other 

commodity) went up in price. Membership of the E.E.C. insulated Britain 

from some of these problems of sharply fluctuating food prices, but still 

the pressure threatened to cut into the standard of living. With this fear 

the government put forward its plan for the 1973-4 phase of its incomes 

policy: an ill-defined increase of a little over 7 per cent would be allowed 

in any case, and if the cost of living went up more than 7 per cent it would 

be taken to have passed a ‘threshold’ after which an increase of 40p would 

be allowed, and each further one per cent increase in prices would allow 

another 40p in wages. This meant that anyone earning the average wage or 

less would find that his real pre-tax wages increased with each threshold 

that was passed. No doubt the authors of this scheme felt quite sure that 

price increases would be below 7 per cent and just wanted to assure wage- 

earners that the existing standard of living was a fixed point from which 

they would not fall. This looked reasonable because living standards had 

not slipped back, except for workers who became unemployed, at any 

time since the Second World War, but consumption had never risen as 
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much faster than production as it had in 1972. The consumer boom had 

come earlier in the cycle than in 1958-60 (the most comparable consumer 

boom), and people would need quite as much good fortune as in the 

1950s if they were to keep what they had just gained. 
As in the 1950s, television was the striking novelty in the boom this 

time, colour television. The number of licences for colour sets more or less 

doubled every year from 1970 to 1974, rising from 200,000 in 1969, when 

it was still regarded as an unreliable toy that ate up television revenue for 

the sake of a minority interest, to 5^m. in 1974, when it dominated the 

scene. Although most of the sets in use were still monochrome, no tele¬ 

vision producer thought in black and white, and nobody objected to the 

idea of buying colour sets in the way people had objected on intellectual 

grounds to buying television sets at all in the 1950s. The growth of colour 

television coincided with a sharp drop in film-making in Britain. Spending 

on film production dropped to about a third of the level of the late 1960s, 

and a fair amount of what was made came from firms closely linked to 

television. American money had financed the boom of the 1960s, and 

American money was leaving, possibly to concentrate on very expensive 

productions in the United States, possibly because Britain no longer pro¬ 

vided the mixture of glitter and social conflict that had been the basis 

for films made in Britain in the 1960s. There was certainly no diminution 

in the number of talented people available; though there were so few 

opportunities in film-making, the television companies were able to recruit 

very successful teams for production in serial form of adaptations of books 

like The Forsyte Saga and Trollope’s six parliamentary novels, or for long 

illustrated lecture series like Lord Clark’s ‘Civilisation’. For actors in 

these series it was possible to draw on a great range of talent in the theatre, 

though here a curious and not entirely welcome division was appearing. 

The government had committed itself to supporting the theatre, and by 

the early 1970s two successful national companies, the Royal Shakespeare 

Company and the National Theatre—still based on the Old Vic theatre— 

were doing well. The trouble was that they were doing so well that the 

commercial theatres had some difficulty in competing in the realm of 

serious drama and seemed willing to avoid the challenge by returning to 

triviality. Undoubtedly this was what a lot of people wanted, and the two- 

level theatre, of subsidized serious work and commercial triviality, might 

be the best that anyone could do. Certainly theatres flourished, and, just 

as the sale of television shows was one sort of export, the British theatre 

was one of the attractions which by the mid 1970s had gone a long way 

towards turning tourism into a positive item in the balance of payments. 

None of this, pleasant though it was, could meet the drain on the balance 
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of payments of the flood of imports for the boom. The government said 

that it was going all out for growth. Whether this approach could ever 

have worked is doubtful, but must for ever remain unknown because the 

government s position was destroyed by two problems concerned with 

fuel. The miners had at the time been reasonably satisfied by the 1972 

settlement, but it had come in the early stages of a period of rising prices 

and generous wage settlements, so that eighteen months later they had 

lost most of the ground they had gained. The government recognized this, 

and offered allowances for shift working in its pay rules for 1973-4 which 

would let the miners receive increases well above the average. The Coal 

Board offered the whole increase at once; the miners assumed that, as in 

normal bargaining, there was more to come. In November they decided, 

just after events in the Middle East had improved their bargaining position, 

to stop the overtime working on which British mines depended for their 
normal level of production. 

By 1974 Britain imported about 2m. barrels of oil a day. This immense 

increase in consumption, which had cut away the position of coalmining 

and had not even been much affected by the development of the natural 

gas in the North Sea, owed a great deal to the unchanged or even reduced 

prices that had been asked in the 1950s and 1960s. By the beginning of 

the 1960s the countries from which the oil came were so annoyed by the 

way they got no better prices for their exports while import prices went 

up that they formed the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries, 

and pushed up oil prices like most commodity prices in the early 1970s. 

But when war once more broke out between Israel and Egypt in October 

1973, the Arab oil-producing countries imposed a partial embargo on oil 

for the West, and the members of OPEC found that they could raise oil 

prices sharply and successfully. By the end of the year oil cost about $8 

a barrel more, which meant that Britain’s oil bill might go up by £2^ 

billion a year. While this strengthened the miners’ position, the govern¬ 

ment was afraid that mining productivity would not go up even if there was 

a large wage increase, and it decided to check the growth of the economy 

and resist the miners. Their successful strike in 1972 was thought to have 

encouraged the great wave of inflation, and the government believed that 

other unions would not accept the miners as a special case and would press 

forward with claims to match anything the miners were awarded. In 

December, when the ban on overtime was beginning to affect stocks of 

coal, the government announced reductions in spending calculated to 

lower demand by over £1 billion, and special measures to reduce fuel 

consumption, of which the most startling was that factories would be 

supplied with power for only three days a week, and would have to make 
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the best working arrangements they could. The three-day week worked 

better than might have been expected, production fell by only about 20 

per cent, and it looked as if the stocks of coal might last through the winter. 

By mid January the government announced that a four-day week might be 

practicable. But the miners had not come this far only to lose their pay 

increase; they took a ballot among their members which produced an 80 

per cent'vote in favour of a strike. There had been discussions inside the 

government already about holding a general election; the prospect of a 

miners’ strike, which would probably have meant a two-day week, made 

an election inevitable. 
The Conservatives felt the prospects were good, and the Labour party 

was decidedly .worried: it was true that the miners were probably more 

respected, because of the unpleasantness and danger of their job, than any 

other workers, but strikes and trade unions were not popular causes to 

defend. As unemployment came down to about the 1970 level and was 

falling fast, and as real wages were still going up, it looked as if the economy 

was running properly and the miners and the Labour party might be accused 

of ruining it. On the other hand, the Conservative claim that the election 

was about who governs Britain did not have much effect. They suffered 

because of rising prices and also because of a feeling that the government 

had been so abrasive that it had brought upon itself a number of questions 

about its authority. The Labour party had its own answer to the problems 

of rising prices and the place of trade unions in ruling the country; the 

party leadership and the union leadership said they would agree on a 

‘social contract’ (sometimes referred to as a ‘social compact’) which meant 

that the Labour party would carry out certain reforms and the unions 

would be responsible about wage claims. So little of this had been worked 

out by the time of the election that people could only have voted for it 

in a spirit of trust in their leaders. Trust was clearly in short supply, and 

the major parties were going to suffer for this. In Northern Ireland the 

intransigent Unionists, or Loyalists, successfully challenged the Unionists 

who worked with the Conservatives. Scottish Nationalists, w'ho in 1969 

had suffered when the Treasury published a hypothetical ‘Scottish budget’ 

to show that Scotland could not afford independence, could now say 

firmly that all their plans for the country were possible because the oil in 

the North Sea was in the territory that would belong to an independent 

Scotland. And the Liberals, who in 1959 and in 1964 had seen a substan¬ 

tial bridgehead in public opinion shrivel and fade away as the election 

came closer, now had a chance to fight while discontent with the major 

parties was still rising to a peak. The Labour party benefited from one of 

the few interventions by a private citizen that has changed votes in a recent 
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election; Enoch Powell announced that he would vote Labour because its 

policy of trying to amend the conditions of British membership of the 

E.E.C. and then submitting the results to the people held out the prospect 

of escape from the continental entanglements into which Heath had led 

the country. Powell’s position as a leader of opinion owed so much to his 

attacks on immigration that the Labour party cannot have been completely 

happy about his support, but it would have been impossible, and impru¬ 
dent as well, to repudiate it. 

Nevertheless, the opinion polls showed that the Conservatives would get 

slightly more votes than the Labour party; and this forecast turned out to 

be correct. What could not be predicted was that the Labour party won 

four more seats than the Conservatives. It has been argued that this was 

the result of tactical voting by supporters of the Labour party who voted 

Liberal or Nationalist in seats that Labour could not win, in order to 

keep the Conservatives out. The estimate is that this cost Labour 350,000 

votes, but cost the Conservatives three seats.1 This result may not have 

been caused by such conscious calculation, for one would have thought 

that such sophisticated supporters of the Labour party would have de¬ 

clared their views to opinion pollsters. Perhaps Labour voters in hopeless 

seats were a little shaken by the unpopularity of trade unions among 

their neighbours and took the less controversial course of voting for a 

third party. 

Votes cast Seats won 
% of total 
votes cast 

Conservative 11,868,906 296 37-8 
Liberal 6,063,470 14 19 3 
Labour 11,639,243 301 371 
Scottish Nationalist 632,032 7 20 
Plaid Cymru 171,364 2 0-5 
Ulster Loyalist 366,703 11 1-2 
Others 598,444 4 1-9 

Heath tried negotiating with the Liberals to put together a coalition but 

met with no success; the Liberals pointed out that a Liberal-Conservative 

alliance would still be just short of a majority, and that the Labour party 

could count on enough votes from Plaid Cymru and the Independents 

and from the determination of the Ulster Loyalists to vote against what 

they regarded as the anti-unionist approach of the Conservatives to mean 

that even a theoretically possible alliance of Conservatives, Liberals, and 

Scottish Nationalists was most unlikely to be able to survive. The Scottish 

1 M. Steed in appendix to D. E. Butler and D. Kavanagh, The British General 
Election of February 1974 (1974), 328. 
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Nationalists had done well, running far ahead of the Liberals (Conserva¬ 

tives 21 seats with 32-9 par cent of the vote; Liberals 3 with 7-9 per cent; 

Labour 40 with 36-6 per cent; S.N.P. 7 with 21-9 per cent). The Liberals 

were understandably disappointed that, because their support was spread 

thinly but evenly all across the country, they had won so few seats. But 

the Liberal activists saw themselves as being on the left and would not 

have wanted to support a Conservative government. The Liberal voters 

probably had no such commitments, but they may have reflected the 

general feeling that Heath had had his chance at sharpening issues and 

putting them aggressively and that it was now time for something more 

emollient. 

One step at a time 

And so Harold Wilson became Prime Minister again, somewhat to his 

surprise. He could have been forgiven for feeling that becoming Prime 

Minister in 1974 was much less pleasant than it had been in 1970 or even 

1964. A settlement had to be found to get the miners back to work as soon 

as possible and end the industrial paralysis. The balance-of-payments 

deficit was reaching levels that made previous crises seem petty and trivial; 

in 1973 it had been about £1^ billion, and the increased price of oil would 

probably raise it to about £4 billion even if nothing else went wrong. As 

prices went up, they reached the points at which the thresholds caused a 

succession of automatic wage increases. A Labour government with the 

1966 majority and a Prime Minister with all of Wilson’s 1964 prestige 

would have found the position difficult, but in 1974 there was no majority 

and it had become fashionable to sneer at Wilson, ostensibly because he 

had accepted his party’s change of front over the E.E.C. and perhaps in 

reality because so many people were disappointed by what had happened 

to the dreams of the 1960s. 

Many people were also disappointed by what happened to the dreams 

of the 1970s. Investors on the Stock Exchange became nervous and began 

selling; prices fell heavily from 1973 onwards until eventually in December 

1974 the Financial Times index, which started in 1935 at 100, had fallen 

back to 150, a figure last seen in 1958. As building-society interest rates 

rose to 11 per cent, house prices stood still; office blocks and land for 

development, which had been handled in some of the wilder deals financed 

at higher rates, became almost impossible to sell. Secondary banks which 

had backed these activities found that such assets, whatever their future 

prospects, were no use at all as security for short-term loans. Between 

1973 and late 1975 the Bank of England and the large clearing banks 

had to provide money embarrassingly often to keep these energetic and 
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unsound banks from going bankrupt and destroying the London money 

market; if the secondary banks had tried to realize the security for their 

loans in one great wave of liquidation, it would have driven prices so low 

that even the soundest institutions would have been unable to meet their 

obligations. While the collapse of the secondary banks was handled without 

catastrophe, it tied up the credit of the clearing banks so that they would 

have had difficulty providing credit for new investment if anyone had come 

forward to ask for it. But because so large a budget deficit had to be 

financed and because money had to be drawn in from overseas to cover 

the balance-of-payments deficit, the government had to pay up to 17 per 

cent on long-dated bonds, which drove other interest rates so high that 

those with any choice in the matter stayed away from banks, borrowed 

nothing, and repaid old debts. 

The budget Healey produced almost immediately after becoming 

Chancellor of the Exchequer seemed with its increase in income tax from 

30p to 33p to be designed to live up to his promise in opposition to bring 

‘howls of anguish’ from the rich. The increase in the price of oil was at 

first thought to be inflationary, but, because its main effect was to transfer 

money to the members of OPEC faster than they could spend it or lend 

it, so that it was withdrawn from circulation, the world quickly entered 

a recession. The industrialized nations might have been wise to agree on 

measures to counteract this, but, already heavily in deficit, Britain could 

not be a very persuasive advocate of such a policy. Healey boldly embarked 

on reflation in his own country, without being sure that other countries 

would do the same, and switched from tax increases to tax cuts; in July 

he lowered value added tax from 10 to 8 per cent and after the October 

election he reduced corporation tax by over £1 billion. Many companies 

had been showing large profits simply because the supplies of commodities 

which they held to use in their work had gone up in price. These profits 

would do nothing for the companies in the long run, because the supplies 

would have to be replaced at the new high prices, but in the short run they 

led to crushing tax bills. Reducing corporation tax looked a paradoxical 

step in the middle of an inflation which fed on itself as prices went through 

successive thresholds and wages rose to match. But companies were 

clearly in trouble; for a few weeks in 1974 it looked as if the Labour left 

might succeed in nationalizing successive firms as they went bankrupt, but 

it was quickly realized that the government did not have the administrative 

talent or structure available to take over the existing companies, and could 

not offer other jobs to the people working in them. By the autumn it was 

clear that the government would have to save the private sector, and that 

unemployment would in any case rise to the level of early 1972. 
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Although the government could survive without a parliamentary 

majority for some months, there would have to be another election soon. 

Public opinion did find the absence of a majority disconcerting, and this 

was part of the reason why it became fashionable to say Britain was be¬ 

coming ungovernable. People also found inflation alarming and thought 

it might be moving towards levels traditionally associated with South 

America. Although the rate of price increases slowed down in the summer 

of 1974, so that it was not as pressing a problem as it had been earlier 

in the year and was to be again in 1975, nobody was convinced when 

Healey implied that prices were under control. The triumph of the trade 

unions undoubtedly alarmed some people: Heath might have been making 

unnecessary trouble over the dispute with the miners, but still it was 

worrying to think that trade unions might acquire a power of veto over 

the government. 
The Irish situation did nothing to reassure people. In 1972 Heath had 

tried to meet the fear of being united with the rest of the island that made 

the Protestant majority into a monolithic block by announcing that there 

would be periodic referenda on partition. A new assembly was to be 

created with powers distinctly more limited than those of the old Stormont 

parliament, and the British government would allow these powers to be 

exercised only by a Northern Ireland government that represented both 

communities. The referendum was held in March 1973, and a predictably 

large proportion of the electorate voted to retain the union with Britain. 

Opponents of the union advised their supporters to abstain and were 

able to make this advice effective. The elections for the new assembly in 

June produced as much support for power-sharing between the two 

communities as anyone could have expected; three substantial parties 

emerged, the Social Democratic and Labour party representing the Catholic 

minority, a set of intransigent Unionist (or Loyalist) groups, and a more 

flexible Unionist group under Faulkner’s leadership. Any two of these 

parties could command a majority, and a Faulkner-S.D.L.P. coalition 

would represent both communities. The violence of the fighting was 

slightly reduced in 1973; 251 people were killed, a little more than half as 

many as in 1972. Nobody in Britain would have believed that there had 

been any improvement, because the I.R.A. opened a new offensive by 

exploding bombs in Birmingham, London, and Aldershot. It may have 

taken this step because the counter-insurgency methods of the British 

army were beginning to have some effect, but the new departure certainly 

made people in Britain both more aware of the problem in Ireland and 
more pessimistic about it. 

Whitelaw’s skill and diplomacy in months of negotiation as minister 



449 One Step’at a Time 

responsible for Northern Ireland brought the Faulkner Unionists and the 

S.D.L.P. together, despite the natural concern of the Faulknerites that 

they would be rejected by their supporters for being too conciliatory and 

the equally natural concern of the S.D.L.P. that they would be shot by 

the I.R.A. for the same offence. By December 1973 the two groups were 

ready to work together in a 'power-sharing' executive, and Whitelaw’s 

success led to his being made Minister of Employment, in the hope that 

the skill in conciliation he had shown in Ireland would work as well in 

Britain. Politicians in the power-sharing executive were worried by this; 

they knew they were starting on a rather artificial basis which needed all 

the help it could get. The United Kingdom election in February brought 

new pressures to weigh upon the executive before it was able to bear them. 

The Loyalists (the United Ulster Unionist Coalition), who had little more 

than a third of the seats in the Assembly, polled just over half the votes 

cast in the general election, and, partly because the power-sharers were by 

no means united enough to put forward a single set of candidates, won 

11 of the 12 Northern Ireland seats. This was a harsh warning to the 

Faulknerites that their support was disappearing, but they stuck to the 

work of the executive, while asking that it should move slowly and in 

particular should not lay too much emphasis on proposals for co-operation 

with the Republic of Ireland or for the speedy release of prisoners who had 

been interned without trial because they were suspected of belonging to 

one of the para-military terrorist organizations. The S.D.L.P. thought the 

Labour government would be more sympathetic to their point of view 

and would apply pressure to the Faulknerites to move faster. The power¬ 

sharing executive might easily have broken up over this, but before that 

could happen the Ulster Workers’ Committee, a loyalist group with no 

visible links with the Loyalists at Westminster, had launched a political 

general strike against the executive in May. In its first days this seems to 

have been a minority movement which relied on intimidation to keep 

people away from work, but when Wilson announced his disapproval of 

the strike and was ill advised enough to call the people of Ulster ‘spongers’ 

(on the basis of the financial transfers from Britain to Northern Ireland 

that were the natural result of a system of progressive taxation and welfare 

measures), the strike won general support among the Protestant majority. 

The Faulknerites resigned from the executive because their position haj 

become impossible, and Northern Ireland seemed likely to be ruled 

directly from London for some time to come. 
Elections to a proposed Northern Ireland constitutional convention in 

1975, in which the Loyalists won about 60 per cent of the seats under a 

system of proportional representation, showed that the Faulknerites were 
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correct in their fears. A good deal of the discrimination of Ulster’s first 

fifty years had been eliminated; on the other hand, the two communities 

were as far apart as ever, and the province’s understandable reputation 

for instability and violence meant that it was unlikely to get the investment 

it needed if it was to reach any modest level of prosperity. As the number 

of people killed in 1974 and 1975 ran at about the same rate as in 1973, it 

was hard to see any improvement in the situation. Explosions in Britain, 

particularly at Guildford and Birmingham, in 1974 were deadly enough 

to show a little of what Northern Ireland was suffering, though deaths in 

Britain were only a tenth of what they were in Ulster. But by 1976 there 

were signs that the peace of exhaustion was settling on the problem. 

Supporters of drastic change were losing hope, and the army’s counter¬ 

intelligence system was penetrating more and more deeply into the 

I.R.A. 
The army had to take an interest in politics in Northern Ireland and 

this may have led officers to speculate about their role in a way that led 

to rumours in the summer of 1974 that they were discussing when they 

might have to intervene in British politics, and parts of the Secret 

Service seem to have decided that it was already time to do so. ‘Such 

ideas were underlined by events elsewhere: a group of army officers was 

ruling Portugal at the time, there were hints of an army coup in Italy, 

and the colonels who had been ruling Greece for the past half-dozen 

years were at their least reasonable. But such ideas would have found no 

audience in Britain if the notion had not grown up that the country was 

out of control. 
The ‘social contract’ announced in June was less reassuring than had 

been hoped. The government abandoned the policy of restraining wages 

by law, repealed the Industrial Relations Act, increased old-age pensions 

and other benefits, subsidized food prices, placed restrictions on rent 

increases, and allowed the nationalized industries to runup deficits. In return 

the union leaders said they would not ask for wage increases more than 

once a year and would keep the increases down to something like the rise 

in the cost of living. Even if they had possessed effective control over their 

members, it would have been very hard for anyone to keep real wages 

undiminished without putting a heavy burden on the economy at a time 

when the increase in oil prices was reducing the real national income and 

when such large increases were being made in state-financed benefits. 

These benefits were referred to as the 'social wage’, but most of the ‘social 

wage’ went to people who were old or ill or otherwise outside the main 

stream of wage bargaining. People at work paid for it rather than benefit¬ 

ing from it; by the 1970s anyone earning the-average industrial wage paid 

income tax at the standard rate on two-fifths of his income, and tax in- 
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creases such as Healey s cut painfully into his take-home pay. Workers set 

out to recover the lost ground, and their union leaders were not able to 
do much to stop them. 

Wilson prudently held another election in October before he had to do 

something about this strain on the economy. Nobody felt comfortable 

with so fragile a government, though it seemed unlikely that a new election 

would provide anyone with an overwhelming majority. The Conservatives 

tried to respond to this by suggesting a government of national unity, but 

it was never at all clear what substance there was to this phrase. The 

Labour party could claim, that it had taken over at a time of crisis and had 

made sure that things had not got any worse. It had done enough in its 

eight months in office to make it clear that this was not the same govern¬ 

ment as the Labour government of the 1960s, even though there was very 

little difference of personnel; apart from Michael Foot, who entered the 

government as a sort of living pledge that the wishes of the trade unions 

would be remembered, the men at the top in 1974 were much the same as 

the men who had been at the top in 1970. There was a distinct drop in the 

number of votes cast, only partly explained by the fact that the electoral 

register was eight months older than in February. Opinion polls suggested 

that the Labour party would gain ground and win a clear majority, though 

not many people were convinced by this. Perhaps inspired by what had 

happened in February, some supporters of other parties seem to have 

voted tactically by combining to support the candidate most likely to keep 
Labour out.1 

Votes cast Seats won 
% of total 
votes cast 

Conservative 10,464,817 276 35-8 

Liberal 5,346,754 13 18 3 

Labour 11,457,079 319 39-2 
Scottish Nationalist 839,617 1 1 2-8 

Plaid Cymru 166,321 3 0-6 
Ulster Loyalist 407,778 10 14 

Others 508,040 3 1-7 

Unless all the parties in opposition agreed that they wanted an election, 

Wilson’s position was secure; a string of by-election defeats might bring 

down his government, but it would have this effect more by convincing 

the opposition parties that all of them would gain by having an election 

than by making them think some different combination ought to rule the 

country. The Liberals fell back slightly, and Liberal activists felt unkindly 

treated by fate and the voters when they won so few seats for so many 

1 M. Steed in appendix to D. E. Butler and D. Kavanagh, The British General Election 

of October 1974 (1975), 294. 
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votes. But people who vote Liberal at one election or another who are 

very different from the activists—give the impression that they see voting 

Liberal as a holding action while they decide what to do next, and they 

might have been quite unworried by the party’s lack of success. No doubt 

other parties receive some essentially negative votes, but a decidedly 

larger proportion of their total strength seems to come from people who 

steadily vote Labour or Conservative election after election. 
The two 1974 elections raised in a vital form the question which sort of 

support the Scottish Nationalists attracted. They continued their upward 

march, winning a position in Scotland just ahead of the Conservatives in 

votes (Conservatives 16 seats with 24-7 per cent of the vote; Liberals 3 

with 8-3 per cent; Labour 41 with 36-9 per cent; S.N.P. 11 with 30-4 per 

cent). A three-cornered struggle with Conservatives and Labour might 

well leave them in a position where they held a majority of the seats in 

Scotland. It was hard to say how permanent this would be: until about 

1972 and the growth of the conviction that ‘It’s Scottish oil’, they had not 

really been doing better than Plaid Cymru. In 1974 the problems of Plaid 

Cymru became apparent; it did well in the small Welsh-speaking section 

of rural western Wales and was clearly to be taken seriously there, fn the 

densely populated industrial areas of Wales it made no progress. Scottish 

nationalism had no such division to face, partly because it had no linguistic 

problems. Gaelic was so far gone in decline that saying a few words in it 

was a pleasant ritual that aroused none of the fears about compulsory 

bilingualism that alarmed the large group of Welshmen who could speak 

nothing but English. But while Scottish nationalism could appeal to all 

regions of Scotland, it was not clear whether it got votes as a protest against 

the effects of unsatisfactory government policies or because there had 

been a permanent change of consciousness in Scotland. North Sea oil was 

likely to accentuate an existing division of Scotland, apart from the 

picturesque and thinly populated Highlands, roughly into a declining west 

and a prosperous east. Glasgow and the area round it, now grouped into 

the region of Strathclyde, in which something like half the population of 

Scotland lived, had grown to world-wide importance on coal, iron, and 

shipbuilding during the Industrial Revolution. The Labour party was 

naturally strong in this region, and went on polling enough of the vote 

there to mean that the Scottish Nationalists, who drew their strength more 

evenly across the whole country, stood relatively little chance of winning 

seats in Strathclyde, though this could change if the people of Strathclyde 

lost their faith that the Labour party could do something about unemploy¬ 

ment. The decline of the basic industries meant that the region faced 

serious difficulties even if it could attract new types of work, while the 
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east coast had fewer declining industries to impede its progress and had 

been doing reasonably well before the development of oil began. Although 

some of the platforms for drilling and pumping the oil came from Clyde 

shipyards, most of its effect was to be seen on the east coast and in particu¬ 
lar in Aberdeen. 

The oil lay in areas of the North Sea that, because of the waves and the 

weather, presented more difficulties than the development of gas had done. 

In the early years much of the technical skill and the equipment was pro¬ 

vided by Americans who had had experience of developments off the Texas 

and Louisiana shores. But British firms adapted to the needs of this new 

industry quite quickly, and it could reasonably be argued that if the rest of 

the British economy had been as bold and as flexible as the oil sector, a 

good many problems would have been solved. Oil was a very large under¬ 

taking: the estimate was that in a dozen years between 1972 and 1985 

about £25 billion, or about one-quarter of the national income for a year, 

would have been invested in it. The costs went up sharply because oil¬ 

drilling equipment was in great demand after the OPEC price increases, 

but North Sea oil was relatively expensive to produce, and might not have 

been regarded as a satisfactory large-scale investment before the price 

increases: of the $12 charged for a 35-gallon barrel of oil from the Middle 

East, about $1 is assigned to capital and production costs and the rest goes 

to the host government. Capital and production costs in the North Sea 

amount to about $6, and the British government—after considerable 

argument and some evidence that in the early 1970s the oil companies got 

very favourable terms—took the other $6, which indicated an annual 

revenue of over £3 billion for the British, or alternatively the Scottish, 

government. 
While Scotland’s uneasiness had to be taken seriously (and Wales would 

expect some recognition if Scotland’s position changed), it could not receive 

immediate attention. The government’s slender majority forced it to take 

problems one at a time, and in October 1974 the major problem in sight 

was the E.E.C. Re-negotiation had begun soon after the February election 

and it was soon clear that, while the Treaty of Rome would not be re¬ 

written, the government could hope for changes that would allow it to 

honour its pledge that it would win concessions and then submit them to the 

electorate for approval. With a thin majority and an economy showing 

signs of slipping out of control, holding yet another general election would 

be rather like the 1807 election described by Sidney Smith as ‘building 

a brick wall for the express purpose of dashing out their brains against 

it’. The Labour party would be divided between its E.E.C.-haters and 

its E.E.C.-enthusiasts, while the Conservatives could present a relatively 
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united front on the issue. So a referendum had obvious advantages for 

the government. Those whb were afraid of endangering Britain’s member¬ 

ship talked about the duty of the government to make up its mind on the 

question, and the sovereignty of parliament. Supporters of a referendum 

asked for popular participation in the serious, almost irreversible decision 

to be taken. If they had been very outspoken they might have added that 

the doctrine of unchallenged parliamentary sovereignty rested on a basis 

of unquestioned respect in the minds of the people which parliament no 

longer commanded. However unpopular this might have been at West¬ 

minster, it was probably one of the reasons why the referendum dismissed 

in the past with relatively little difficulty—became accepted as an addition 

to the British way of running politics. 
A referendum helped the Labour party by reducing to a minimum the 

discussion about what the re-negotiations had achieved. In a general 

election the Conservatives would have argued that the negotiations had 

not produced any substantial improvement on the 1971 terms, and Labour 

supporters of entry would have had to reply that they had done very well 

at the expense of the other E.E.C. countries. Food prices and the effect of 

membership on the balance of payments were the main issues to be dis¬ 

cussed in the re-negotiation; no British politician would endanger the whole 

process by demanding better terms for New Zealand’s butter or Mauritius’s 

sugar, though naturally opponents of membership raised such points, and 

they also asked what would happen to British sovereignty. People who were 

afraid that the British government would lose control over questions it 

could previously have settled for itself (which may be taken as a defini¬ 

tion of the slightly abstract phrase ‘loss of sovereignty’) must have been 

relieved that the idea of European Monetary Union—the most immedi¬ 

ately tangible issue that raised the question of sovereignty—with exchange 

rates fixed immutably, perhaps secured by a common European currency, 

had receded into the background under the stress of floating exchange 

rates. The negotiators could hardly take up the undoubted fact that some 

people simply disliked the idea of close association with foreigners. On 

food prices they had to accept the initial political agreement of the 1950s 

that tariffs would be used to support E.E.C. farmers, who were not likely 

to give up this protection. The British did get fairly generous treatment in 

successive decisions about the exchange rate at which the pound should 

be translated into other E.E.C. currencies; because it was habitually 

valued at a higher rate than its value on the open market, the cost of food 

from other E.E.C. countries was lower than it would have been if Britain 

had been buying from them at the current exchange rate. This left the 

question of the balance of payments: the British income per head was 
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perceptibly below the Community average, but because trade outside the 

E.E.C. was an important part of the national income there would be a 

large transfer from tariffs to the Community funds which would be paid 

to small and subsidized farmers in France and Germany. The re-negotiators 

were more successful here, and as long as Britain’s income per head was no 

more than 85 per cent of the Community average (which looked like being 

the case for an indefinite time to come) the British Exchequer would not 

have to pay the full amount that would have been due under the existing 

arrangements. 

This was not a very exciting concession to bring back, even when 

accompanied by other gains of similar complexity. The government might 

have found this mildly embarrassing in an election if Heath had been able 

to compare it with his own policy. The referendum solved this problem; 

and in February 1975 Heath lost his position as Leader of the Opposition. 

He was challenged, under the party’s revised rules which obliged leaders to 

stand for re-election, by Margaret Thatcher. She received eleven more 

votes in the first round than Heath, who at once withdrew, and in the 

second round she received a clear majority of the votes cast. Her success 

in the first round was partly a vote of no confidence in Heath, who was 

blamed for holding the February election and for losing two elections in 

a year, but it could also be seen as a vote for the principles Heath had 

put forward before becoming Prime Minister. Thatcher and Heath came 

from similar backgrounds: middle- rather than upper-middle-class family 

with no independent means, and university success as the stepping-stone 

to wider prospects. In 1970 their views on policy seemed much the same: 

lower taxes, less activity by government, and more opportunities for 

businessmen to make money by taking risks. Heath had moved dramatically 

to an attitude of very great government intervention, and some hostility to 

businessmen because they did not invest as enthusiastically and patriotic¬ 

ally as he had hoped. Some of Thatcher’s supporters felt she could 

revive the principles that the party had accepted in the late 1960s. Sir Keith 

Joseph, for whose opinions she clearly had great respect, caught public 

attention if not public approval with a series of speeches in favour of a 

more disciplined way of life and the ideology of the free market. Unkind 

commentators did note that Thatcher and Joseph had presided over some 

of the largest increases in departmental spending during Heath’s premier¬ 

ship, even if these increases were dwarfed by what happened under the 

Labour government. 
The government apparently felt that, because it had to concentrate on 

the E.E.C. negotiations, it could not do anything to check the increases in 

prices, which were rising at about 26 per cent a year by mid 1975, or in 
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wages, which were going up by about 35 per cent a year. Opponents of 

E.E.C. membership mightMiave argued that the Community was to blame 

if there was any sharp drop in living standards, and so supporters of mem¬ 

bership in the government took the risk of letting the economy run on its 

alarming course for the sake of staying in the E.E.C. The referendum 

itself passed off with much less damage to the constitution than its 

opponents had predicted. Wilson .reserved his own judgement until the 

spring of 1975, and then declared that, all things considered, he thought 

the terms were acceptable. The Labour party announced its opposition 

to membership, but it was nothing new for Wilson to find that he and the 

party were not quite in step, and there was never the bitterness about the 

E.E.C. debate that there had been about the deflation and unemployment 

of the 1960s. Ministers who opposed the terms were allowed to ‘agree to 

differ’ (like the Liberals in the 1930s) in speeches outside, but not inside the 

Commons. The government devised a simple question for the ballot, sent 

a statement of the cases for and against entry to every voter, and provided 

£125,000 for each side, though they could raise unlimited amounts from 

their supporters as well: the pro-Europeans received lavish support from 

a wide range of companies and individuals, and the opponents got 'much 

smaller sums from individuals and trade unions. Despite this imbalance, 

the general debate seemed reasonably evenly matched; the supporters of 

entry had men like Wilson and Heath and Jenkins to make solid speeches 

to reassure the voters, and the opponents had orators like Foot and Powell 

and the unexpectedly successful Peter Shore to rouse people to a feeling 

of the value of British independence and the possible disadvantages of the 

E.E.C. Opinion polls had for some time shown that, while views about 

membership were volatile and fairly evenly divided, there was consider¬ 

ably more support for ‘membership if recommended by the government' 

than simply for ‘membership’, and the size of the majority for membership 

may confirm this. Distinctly fewer votes were cast in the referendum than 

in any recent general election, which may show the effect of canvassing 

by political parties on elections; and on 5 June the supporters of entry 

won by 17,378,581 votes to 8,470,073. The long debate on Europe was 

over, and it ended in a way which meant that, even if the details of the 

debate had sometimes been hard to follow, the issue had been treated 

with all the serious consideration it deserved. 

A government which had got through such a struggle, and had managed 

to avoid shattering a clearly divided party, might have hoped for a pause 

to rest. But instead it had to face those problems of rising prices and rising 

unemployment that had been ignored during the E.E.C. debate. During 

the period of neglect, public spending had gone up by about 40 per cent 
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and risen to a level equal to almost 60 per cent of the national income, as 

a result of increased benefits paid to enable social services to keep up with 

inflation, wage increases to maintain civil servants’ real income, and an 

increase in the number of civil servants. Nobody, except the civil servants 

taken on in this period, was in real terms better off as a result of all this, 

but the economy was wrenched and distorted in an attempt to avoid, or 

at least delay, the fall in living standards that seemed to be the inevitable 

result of the overspending of the early 1970s and the worsening in the 

terms of trade, seen most conspicuously in the rise in oil prices. In 1975 

the burden of the decline was being carried by those who lost their jobs, 

but the unreality of these arrangements came under pressure from two 

directions. The exchange value of the pound had slipped very little since 

the summer of 1973, despite the increase in the balance-of-payments 

deficit, simply because the OPEC countries did not want to put too much 

money into the United States and found London the only other convenient 

place to deposit it. Lending it to Britain had the additional advantage of 

maintaining the level of demand for their oil. By mid 1975 they were 

beginning to feel uneasy about keeping their money in sterling and, as 

they moved into other currencies, the pound fell from a ‘Smithsonian 

devaluation’ of 24 per cent to a level 30 per cent below where it had been 

four years earlier. 
At the same time inflation inside the country was beginning to alarm 

everyone, including trade unionists who could see that price increases 

were eating up all their wage increases. Trade unions agreed to a voluntary 

policy, with no legal sanctions to back it up, of allowing one increase of no 

more than £6 a week in the next year to everyone earning less than £8,500 

a year. The scheme worked reasonably well; at the end of twelve months 

prices were rising at about two-thirds the level of mid 1975 and a further 

year of voluntary pay restraint was then accepted. Even these steps did 

not noticeably hold back the increase in unemployment, which rose above 

the lm. level and seemed likely to stay above it for several years to come. 

Voluntary wage restraint did not give private industry a rate of return 

that encouraged investment, and when the government created a National 

Enterprise Board to carry out public investment in new industries, it soon 

found itself saving old firms from collapse. The large family-owned elec¬ 

tronics firm of Ferranti had to be bought up to avert closure. British 

Leyland, the largest car firm in the country, was insolvent; the N.E.B. was 

put in charge, and later almost had to take over the American-owned firm 

of Rootes, though Chrysler was persuaded to keep its subsidiary in 

production by a grant of £162m. 
The union-based pay policy gave no increase to those earning over 
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£8,500 a year. They were still 'a small minority; at just about the time the 

pay policy was being worfced out, a Royal Commission led by Lord Dia¬ 

mond presented a report which had a good deal of information about the 

prosperous part of society. The .10 per cent of the population with the 

highest incomes earned £2,857 a year or more, and received 27 per cent of 

all the income earned by individuals, though after tax this was reduced to 

23| per cent. The highest-paid one per cent received 6 per cent of the total, 

a decline from 84 per cent in 1959 and 11-2 per cent in 1949. Wealth was 

less evenly distributed; the richest 10 per cent owned £10,500 or more, and 

held 67 per cent of all personal wealth; the richest one per cent, each of 

whom owned £44,000 or more, held 28 per cent of all personal wealth; it 

was noted that in 1913 this group alone had owned 69 per cent of all 

personal wealth. The report tended to ignore the claims on wealth held 

by individuals in the form of pension rights, although these rights, whether 

in the form of an old-age pension or of schemes linked to employment, 

were a type of wealth that had grown very quickly during the twentieth 

century. The Times commented that owning an unmortgaged house was 

enough to put one in the wealthiest 10 per cent, and teased the Labour 

party by pointing out that while this was very pleasant for the half of the 

population who lived in houses they owned (mortgaged or unmortgaged) 

the other half could join them in relative prosperity only if they too had 

a chance to buy their homes.1 
The point of this was that over 30 per cent of the population lived in 

houses or flats rented from municipal authorities, most of whom saw 

themselves as benevolent landlords and had no desire to sell off their 

housing stock. The government was preparing to increase the activity of the 

municipalities as landlords by its Community Land Act. Such large specu¬ 

lative profits in land had been made by those who were shrewd enough to 

get out by mid 1973 that the new Act provided that a piece of land to be 

developed should be sold to the municipality at its value for its existing 

use, and might then be bought back at the price appropriate for the pro¬ 

posed new use. This appeared to solve the problem of capturing the 

unearned increase in the value of land which had puzzled Lloyd George 

and Snowden and the Labour government of 1945, but it involved laying 

on municipalities the duty of intervening in a great multitude of transac¬ 

tions, and it remained to be seen whether they could act at the speed 

required for commercial or industrial or residential development to 
proceed. 

Some of the problems facing Wilson in the 1960s had gone on into the 

1970s. Rhodesia was still independent, unreconciled, and unrecognized. 

1 The Times, 31 July 1975. 
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Under the Conservatives, Douglas-Home and Smith had worked out a 
scheme to make Rhodesia legally independent and guarantee the position 
of the African majority; before the government put it into effect a com¬ 
mission under Lord Pearce was asked to survey African opinion, and the 
commission was convinced by the mobilization of opinion under the 
leadership of Bishop Muzorewa that the proposals were not acceptable, 
so they were laid aside. What seemed likely at long last to change the 
situation was the withdrawal of Portugal from her African colonies. In 
1975 Angola and Mozambique were obviously going to turn into more 
or less Marxist states which would serve as bases for guerrilla attacks on 
Rhodesia; so far as could be seen, the problem, which had drifted on for 
ten years of negotiation in which the British government never had power 
to make its views effective, was now likely to be settled by force of 
arms. 

As the pay policy worked its way through the winter into the spring of 
1976, little enough seemed to be happening. The headlines were devoted 
to the difficulties of the unlucky Liberal leader Jeremy Thorpe, who ap¬ 
peared to be on the point of being pushed out of his position because of 
allegations of a homosexual affair over a dozen years previously, when 
Harold*Wilson announced on 16 March that he intended to retire because 
he had reached the age of sixty. During the uncertainty of choosing a 
successor, the pound dropped by about 5 per cent against all other cur¬ 
rencies; this may have been partly due to the further troubles of British 
Leyland, but a good deal of it may have been simply that the underlying 
weakness of the currency was seen at any moment when people wondered 
what was going to happen next in Britain. The parliamentary party re¬ 
sponded rather more calmly, and on 5 April James Callaghan was chosen 
as Wilson’s successor on the third ballot. 

It would be unkind to Wilson, or perhaps an underestimate of his 
virtues, to say that it could be hoped that his departure would mark a 
change in British attitudes. But his virtues—optimism in adversity, loyalty 
to his social origins, unwillingness to give pain to his supporters—could 
not by themselves solve the problems which faced him and the country 
during his long period of office. His weaknesses were by no means peculiar 
to him; it was partly the coincidence of name that led to the suggestion 
that 1957-76 was the period of the two Harolds, Macmillan and Wilson, 
but what they had in common was not likely to do the country good. 
Almost unavoidably they overestimated Britain’s position in the world; 
anyone born before the First World War or emerging into politics in the 
years of Churchill’s world-ranging greatness was likely to start with an 
idea of Britain as a power equal to any other. Both men of course realized 
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that this was no longer the case, but they had not worked out any way to 
meet the situation, and thb degree of reliance that both of them placed on 
the American alliance in the 1960s was no longer realistic. Both of them 
were very clever men, and at times behaved as if they thought cleverness 
would be enough to carry the nation forward, which encouraged other 
people to think in the same way. An obvious example lay in the area of 
economic policy. In the years of the two Harolds, no British politician 
would have called himself anything other than a Keynesian, but what 
they meant by this was that a budget deficit was an almost magically 
effective instrument of policy. Keynes may really have been more interested 
in encouraging investment and in lowering the real wages of those in work 
so that it would be economically possible to take on new workers.1 Those 
who thought Keynesianism meant budget deficits behaved as though they 
had found an intellectual trick which produced a policy which was both 
easy and effective. Macmillan once almost committed himself to saying 
‘exporting is fun’; he and a good many other people seemed to think 
investing was fun rather than a risky and difficult process. Obviously 
Britain’s problems were not simply an intellectual misunderstanding of 
what Keynes meant, or even a failure to invest in new machinery. In a very 
broad sweep, the Britain of 1906 had still been practising a good many 
of what could be called the Victorian virtues; and its financial strength 
and political prestige probably owed a good deal to those virtues. As the 
twentieth century went on, those virtues came increasingly to be regarded 
as old-fashioned; and no doubt they were dull and constricting. 

On the basis of those virtues, Britain had by the beginning of the century 

established a system of government in which power was used responsibly 

by a small group of specialized politicians who depended on an electorate 

that included a steadily widening range of the whole population. This 

pattern of government had achieved many things, including the acquisition 

of a vast overseas empire with relatively little difficulty or resistance. In the 

first half of the new century the system had been changed into one of 

universal suffrage with a party structure that gave the organized working 

class at least as large a share of power as it possessed in any other country. 

The government had set up the framework of a welfare system that 

endeavoured to recognize the needs of many previously neglected sections 

of society, and had taken substantial steps towards dissolving the empire 

peacefully and amicably. In the third quarter of the century things had gone 

much less well; it would be hard to say how much of the change was due to 

the fact that Britain had been living on the accumulated reserves, moral 

and financial, of the nineteenth century, how much to the damage of the 

1 J. M.Keynes, TheGeneral Theory of Employment, Interest and Money(1936), Hand 30. 
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two world wars, and how much to mismanagement in the decades after the 

Second World War: but it was certainly true that Britain had lost most of its 

power to make an impact on the minds of people outside the country, and 

that inside the country decline and decay had come almost to be taken for 

granted. The decline was perfectly real, and yet seemed to be overstated— 

Britain could not be ranked with the United States or the Soviet Union, as 

had been imagined in 1945, but it made equally little sense for people to 

talk as if it had ceased to rank among the nine or ten most important 

countries. The immediate question was whether the country should be led 

in a common-sense sort of way that accepted the decline as irreversible and 

tried to make the best of it, or whether an attempt to clear away relics of 

the past that had outlived their usefulness could be carried out in a way that 

would not divide the country too much for new developments to go ahead. 
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15. The end of an old 
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Labour on a tightrope 

James Callaghan’s qualities fitted him to fill the post of Prime Minister 

entirely adequately. Unlike Wilson and Macmillan, he never appeared 

overwhelmed with pleasure at his own cleverness; his capacity for 

generating trust enabled him to work with other people in a way’that 

Wilson and Heath had not always been able to manage; and he conveyed 

the impression that common sense was the most important quality in 

politics and that he possessed it. He was determined to hang on to power, 

without necessarily doing very much with it, which was as much as the 

Labour party could hope for. As the party had been led by Oxford 

graduates for the past forty years it felt mildly relieved that he had never 

been to a university and had stronger links with the trade union movement 

than any Labour leader of the first rank since union leaders ceased going 

into the House of Commons in the late 1940s. At the time the public felt no 

desire for burning conviction in politics, so his inability to project it was no 

handicap. The leadership contest showed that the left wing of the party was 

growing stronger; in the final round Callaghan defeated Foot by 176 votes 

to 137, a large enough vote for the candidate of the left to suggest that he 

could defeat anyone who was not skilfully placed in the centre of the party. 

Foot had personal qualities that inspired affection and as Secretary of State 

for Employment had gained a good deal of support among trade unionists, 

so while his political strength reflected the growing importance of the left 

he had support elsewhere in the party. 

Labour’s election manifesto in 1974 had committed the party to close co¬ 

operation with the unions, and also to refraining from imposing an incomes 

policy on them by law. The 1975 commitment to a maximum increase in 

pay of £6 a week was, at least nominally, a voluntary step on the part of the 

H 
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unions. They may have reckoned that, election commitment or no election 

commitment, an incomes policy would be imposed on them by law if prices 

went on rising by three per cent a month for long, unless they offered a 

voluntary solution; but this remained unsaid. Prices, wages, and dividends 

were held down by law, but the only thing restraining wage claims was the 

union leaders' awareness of the dangers of an economic crisis. They had 

already, under the social contract, seen welfare benefits increased and 

legislation passed to protect the job security of the employed, and they 

went on to press for some of the more controversial items of the 1974 

programme, of which the nationalization of shipbuilding and the control of 

loading and unloading operations in the docks caused the government most 

trouble in 1976. The government’s slender majority in the Commons was 

fragile enough for the Conservatives to hope that, if they delayed things 

long enough, death, retirement, or defection might destroy it. A clause in 

the docks legislation giving dockers some protection from the risk that 

containerization of ships' cargoes might deprive them of their jobs was 

defeated by Labour abstentions, and on another occasion the government 

seemed to have been saved from defeat only by the willingness of a Labour 

MP to cast his vote when he was supposed to be ‘paired’. By the end of the 

1975-6 session it was clear that no further legislation could be passed 

simply by the votes of the Labour party and those Nationalists from Wales 

and Northern Ireland who habitually voted with it. 

In his 1976 budget, Healey had undertaken to reduce income tax if the 

trade unions extended their voluntary agreement to fix maximum wage 

increases for another year. This was condemned for surrendering the 

position of parliament and the control of government policy to the unions, 

but at the time it seemed to be the only way to run the country. In earlier 

decades Healey’s proposals would have meant little to the unions, for 

manual workers rarely had to pay income tax before 1939, and up to the 

1960s they usually paid only at the lower rates charged on the first few 

hundred pounds of taxable income. But successive Chancellors had tried to 

help the less well-off by eliminating all tax at the lower rates rather than 

widen the band of income that paid at a reduced rate; as incomes rose with 

inflation and the threshold at which people started paying at the standard 

rate remained unchanged, more and more trade unionists were paying it by 

the 1970s, and they were ready to listen to the government's proposals. 

These negotiations with the unions, which condemned MPs to voting for 

budget proposals in principle without knowing what figures would eventually 

be filled in, led to an agreement that no pay increases should exceed 5 per 

cent. But discussions had not moved fast enough to reassure overseas 

creditors about the large balance of payments deficit. The increase in oil 
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prices and the ill-fated attempt to cope with the deflationary effect of that 

increase by expansion, whfcn most countries wanted to combat rising prices 

rather than prevent declining production, had left Britain with much larger 

debts by 1976 than ever before. The sterling balances of other countries, 

which had remained steady around £4bn. for the 25 years after 1945, rose in 

the 1970s to about £12bn. The government was in a situation something 

like that of the Wilson government in July 1966, though all the figures were 

much larger. In June Healey raised a short-term loan of $5bn. in order to 

have time to produce deflationary measures in July, but his proposals 

turned out to be inadequate. By October the flow of money out of London 

had become a torrent. The oil-exporting countries, which had supplied 

Britain with oil on credit for a couple of years, began to be afraid that they 

would never be paid: in 1975 and 1976 they moved about £2bn. of their 

money elsewhere. The pound fell to $1.52 or, taking a wider view to reflect 

the increased importance of other currencies, it could be said that in the 12 

months up to October 1976 the pound lost 23 per cent of its international 

trading value.1 After brief and brisk negotiations with the International 

Monetary Fund a loan of £2.3bn. was arranged on the basis of cuts in the 

supply of money by means of reductions in the borrowing requirement so 

severe that they would have convinced the bankers of 1931 that here was a 

Labour government which knew when it had no room for manoeuvre. Tied 

down by the I.M.F. agreement and the need to conciliate the unions, with 

no reliable majority in the Commons, the government seemed sure to have 

a short and far from merry life. 
The background to the shift from negotiating with the unions about pay 

policy to general restraint was a debate between supporters of two 

conflicting interpretations of the views of Keynes. Advocates of budget 

deficits to stimulate demand were criticized for neglecting the impact on the 

economy of increasing the amount of money in circulation. Concern with 

financing the borrowing of the government and other public institutions 

such as the nationalized industries—all summed up as the Public Sector 

Borrowing Requirement—without putting too much new money in circulation 

had a lot in common with the version of Keynesianism to be found in 

Kingsley Wood’s 1941 budget and Gaitskell’s 1951 budget. In 1975 Healey 

had taken a step towards accepting the doctrine of monetarism, namely, 

that the amount of money in circulation was important, by imposing ’cash 

limits’ on departmental spending. This reversed the acceptance in 1962 of 

1 Trade-weighted indexes of currency values can be worked out. The difficulty is that 
when a currency changes value the relative value of the trade of its country also changes, 
so that the index loses much of its reliability with the passage of time. 
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the Plowden Report which had suggested that, once a programme for 

public spending had been adopted, the level of service should continue 

unaffected by monetary changes—if prices went up, the spending depart¬ 

ment should be given money to go ahead as before. ‘Cash limits', and the 

drift of taxpayers into higher ranges of income tax as the result of inflation, 

looked like a way to bring the economy under the control advocated by the 

monetarists. In July 1976 the government showed its belief that ‘money 

matters’ once more by declaring that the Borrowing Requirement should 

be held down to £9bn. a year. When this turned out to be insufficient to 

restore confidence and a further appeal for a loan had to be made, the 

I.M.F. asked for limits on the amount of money in circulation that took 

account of the balance of payments as well. The official end of reliance on 

stimulative deficits was signalled by Callaghan’s speech to the 1976 Labour 

conference in which he condemned the idea that 

you could just spend your way out of a recession and increase employment by 
cutting taxes and boosting spending .... that option no longer exists .... it 
worked by injecting inflation into the economy. And each time that happened 
the average level of unemployment has risen. Higher inflation followed by 
higher unemployment. That is the history of the past twenty years. 

Whether this was an accurate account of the 1950s and 1960s was 

debatable—Callaghan, like several other Chancellors, spent as much time 

cutting spending as increasing it—but the shift in policy that he was 

proclaiming was perhaps as important as the wartime acceptance of 

Keynesianism, and certainly more important than anything said about 

growth and planning around 1960. For most of the next decade the 

Borrowing Requirement was kept at about the £9bn. level reached in 1976 

and because Gross National Product increased considerably in money 

terms as prices went up, the Borrowing Requirement became a smaller and 

smaller fraction of the national income. This was not the Gladstonian 

policy of balancing each budget, or the relatively austere Keynesianism of 

the post-war years when Chancellors matched their budget deficits with 

budget surpluses, but it was less disturbing than the rapidly increasing 

deficits of the early 1970s. The performance of the economy suggested that, 

whatever theory might say, deficits on the scale of the 1970s tended to 

swamp rather than stimulate it; industrial production was only one or 2 per 

cent more in 1977 than in 1970, despite the shift from a balanced budget to 

a £9bn. deficit. Some commentators said that this showed that the long 

expansion since the war had been caused by cheap oil or was simply the 

upswing of the long cycle described by Kondratieff, and they usually added 

that this meant economic progress would be harder in the decades ahead. 

The change of policy might deal with some of these problems, but it was 
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not going to be popular. Real wages stopped going up in the first year of 

incomes policy and fel> by 7 per cent in the second year, while 

unemployment rose towards 6 per cent. 
When the Conservatives closed in for the kill they found the government 

was not as defenceless in the House of Commons as it looked. It ignored 

some defeats in the Commons, and it put together shifting alliances with 

the smaller parties. For some months it drew support from the Scottish and 

Welsh nationalists as the issue of devolution came forward. The case for 

devolution was that the Scots and Welsh had been led to think of 

independence by London’s neglect, and that if they had asemblies of their 

own to look after questions that concerned them directly they would be 

satisfied and would stop making demands that would break up the United 

Kingdom. This involved the risk that local institutions might not solve the 

problems of these two poor parts of Britain and would then be used by the 

nationalists as bases for a march towards independence. The more 

confident among the English, who thought concessions to the nationalists 

unnecessary, and the less confident among the Scots and Welsh, who 

thought devolution would open the floodgates to something they considered 

destructive, were natural allies in opposing it. Home Rule for Ireland and 

the government of Northern Ireland that flowed directly from it, had been 

sweeping measures of devolution; though the British government in 1972 

had shown that it was nothing more than devolution by taking back the 

powers given to the government of Northern Ireland in 1920. Late in 1976 

the proposals for Scotland and Wales were put forward together in the 

Devolution Bill, though the two countries were not to be put on an equal 

footing. The Bill did not give the Edinburgh assembly the powers over 

police and justice which had given the Northern Ireland government so 

much freedom of action, but it did offer the Scots legislative powers over 

education and health, housing, and local government that were wide 

enough to make the Bill quite attractive to people who simply wanted to 

look after their own local affairs in the way proponents of devolution had 

hoped. The power to oversee the devolved powers held by the Secretary of 

State for Wales had very little to attract anyone; the assembly in Cardiff 

looked like another sort of county council perched on the top of the 

municipal pyramid. The nationalists said the Bill gave no recognition to the 

national aspirations of their countries, and that shortcomings like the 

denial of revenue-raising powers to the assemblies meant that it provided 

no stable base for autonomy short of independence. 

Even so, they supported the Bill because it was better than anything they 

could get from the Conservatives, who had lost their previous willingness to 

grant devolution; and while the nationalists took this attitude the 
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government could hold on. Labour M.P.s, and in particular some Labour 

M.P.s from Scotland and from the north of England, were not happy about 

devolution. The dangers of a disunited kingdom, the restraints imposed 

upon government activity by any dispersal of powers and the risk of 

competition among sections of the country to attract industrial capital 

made some of them into determined enemies of devolution and made many 

others anxious for full discussion of it. As a result the government did not 

get a majority for imposing a closure on proceedings in February 1977, and 

the opponents of the Bill settled down for an infinitely protracted debate. 

The nationalists now had no really solid reason for supporting the 

government, and so it had to face the fact that it had no reliable majority. 

The government saved itself by arranging what became known as ‘the 

Lib-Lab pact’. If an early election meant disaster for the Labour party, the 

Liberals were quite as badly placed; and the Liberal leader could see more 

positive reasons for co-operation. The departure of Thorpe in an 

atmosphere of deepening scandal had been a heavy blow to the Liberals. 

They had rallied rather successfully by holding a leadership election on the 

basis of one party member, one vote; the winner, David Steel, a lowland 

Scot who had made his name by taking the Abortion Bill through 

Parliament in the 1960s, stood a little to the left of Thorpe. He knew that a 

proposal to work with another major party would annoy some Liberals who 

worried about their independence, or would have preferred to work with 

the other major party, but he reckoned that he could get his M.P.s to co¬ 

operate with the Labour party, if only to put off an election. He wanted his 

party to have the experience of seeing how government worked, and 

thought it would benefit from being seen in a more serious role than in the 

recent past. He may also have hoped that closer contacts with Liberals 

would encourage part of the right wing of the Labour party to think about a 

party realignment if the pressure from the Labour left grew more intense. 

The Liberal party could promise steady support to the government for 

some months because no legislation was coming forward that would cause 

them any difficulty. They would have found it hard to vote for anything like 

the nationalization of shipbuilding (though it was becoming clear that the 

measure had come just in time to save private yards from ruin in the decline 

of world trade) or for other steps to strengthen the powers of the central 

government. But after the 1975-6 session very little of this sort remained 

on the Labour agenda. A Royal Commission had reported in favour of a 

measure of workers’ control in industry, administered through the trade 

unions, that would have presented the Liberals with a difficult choice; but it 

was never put forward in Parliament, mainly because employers were 

fervent in opposing it and the unions were not very interested. So the state 
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of the parliamentary timetable enabled Steel to tell his party that its co¬ 

operation with the Labour party involved no concessions to socialism, 

while Callaghan could tell his supporters that co-operation to avoid 

electoral disaster had not led to any sacrifice of principle. 
The devolution legislation which dominated the Commons during the 

lifetime of the Lib-Lab pact had attractions for both parties. Nobody could 

say that it was not important, so the Labour leadership could resist pressure 

from the left for measures that might alarm the Liberals by pointing to vital 

legislation already before the House, and the Liberals could reflect that 

they were helping to pass a measure they had supported long before the 

Labour party. The Conservatives had to remember that opposition to the 

Bill might lose them even more votes in Scotland and Wales while merely 

boring people in England. So, after the 1976—7 Bill had been talked to 

death, it was revived for the next session in the form of separate Bills for 

Scotland and Wales, and the referendum in-the two countries conceded the 

previous year was included in the proposals. The opponents of devolution 

were able to carry amendments requiring the measures to secure not only a 

simple majority in the referendum but also the support of 40 per cent of the 

electorate. As no government since 1931 had gained so much support in 

winning a general election (though the Labour party was supported by 

40.01 per cent of the electorate while losing the 1951 election), this was a 

formidable obstacle to devolution. Apart from this the legislation was 

changed very little and the two votes were to be held on 1 March 1979, 

which gave the voters a little longer to forget the drop in real wages and 

perhaps come back to the Labour party. People in England felt no 

enthusiasm for what was called ‘the break-up of the United Kingdom , but 

they had accepted so many reverses that another one hardly seemed 

important: on this issue, then, the government never faced widespread 

opposition outside Parliament. 
The Labour left objected strongly to the general tendency of government 

policy. Early in the 1970s it thought it had got the party pledged to 

government action to increase equality, and believed something had been 

done about this in 1974 and 1975: but it saw the financial crisis forcing 

Callaghan to change the policy much as Wilson had abandoned growth in 

1966 and 1967. Deflation naturally increased unemployment: ever since the 

end of the war 2 per cent of the labour force out of work had been taken as 

a danger point, and the left lost its faith in Wilson partly because 

unemployment rose above this level in the late 1960s. Things had become 

worse under Heath, but even he had been afraid of letting unemployment 

reach the one million figure and had undertaken his U-turn in 1972 to end 

the deflation. But the Labour government, even though it included 
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representatives of the left like Foot and Benn, let unemployment rise 

above lm. and reach 1.4m. The left believed that import controls and 

direction of the use of capital would solve the balance-of-payments 

problems without the limits on trade union activity needed for an incomes 

policy or reduction in real wages or deflation; it was distressed by the 

government’s readiness to draw back from the interventionism of the 

immediate past. Policies seemed to have shifted in a direction no orthodox 

supporter of the Labour party would want: the civil service shrank in 

numbers; government spending did little more than keep pace with 

inflation; municipalities built fewer houses than in the mid-1970s because 

the central government reduced their grants; and when the government 

acquired some additional shares in British Petroleum as one result of the 

financial collapse of 1974, it quickly sold them off at a profit. Under the 

impact of disappointment, feelings of betrayal grew up not all that different 

from the hostility to MacDonald of the 1930s. The belief that the party’s 

values were being ignored and abandoned led to an entirely new 

determination to bring the party leadership under the control of the party 

enthusiasts by changing the party constitution. Doing this against the 

wishes of a leadership that had the power and prestige of office was 

naturally hard, and in 1978 the pressure for change was held back. If the 

leadership lost the prestige of government before the memory of 

Callaghan’s deflation had faded away, the internal opposition would return 

to the attack and would be difficult to resist. 
After the overthrow of Heath the Conservatives had repudiated the 

policies he adopted in the second half of his premiership, and had taken up 

the Selsdon policy of limiting trade union power and withdrawing from 

intervention in the economy that he had accepted for the first half of his 

premiership. So the Labour left and the Conservatives could agree in 

opposing incomes policy, if on nothing else, and the Conservatives hoped 

to defeat the government by getting the left to vote with them. But while 

the left voted against the government as often as was safe, it knew it would 

not be forgiven if it brought about an election in which Labour lost badly. 

Rising unemployment and falling real wages made it hard to get an 

agreed incomes policy for yet another year, but Healey negotiated again 

with the unions for a wages agreement if income tax was cut, and got an 

undertaking that wage increases should not exceed 10 per cent. This was 

interpreted flexibly enough for most of the previous year’s drop in real 

wages to be regained, and the government recovered some of its lost 

popularity. To defend the 10 per cent limit the government resisted the 

firemen’s demand for a larger increase, taking the risk that if there were a 

catastrophic fire both government and firemen would be blamed for their 
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obstinacy. Troops were moved to fire duty, to save lives rather than 

property; ho disastrous fore put pressure on the government to settle; and 

eventually the strike ended on terms that left the pay policy intact and 

discouraged other unions from attacking it. 
The government’s hopes for something better than constant negotiations 

with the unions were based upon North Sea oil, which by 1978 was 

beginning to flow in quantities large enough to affect the whole economy. 

Britain moved quickly away from dependence on imported oil, which 

improved the balance of payments, and, once they had recovered their 

investment, the oil companies started making large payments to the 

exchequer. The $12-a-barrel price for oil in the later 1970s would give the 

government about £3bn. a year, or about 4 per cent of its total revenue. 

Britain was at the same time moving away from reliance on imports for 

food: farmers were the most clear-cut beneficiaries of Britain’s entry to the 

European Community, for the Common Agricultural Policy helped them 

at least as much as it helped farmers in the rest of the Community and they 

responded by producing more. At the time of entry Britain grew 49.2 per 

cent of her food and by the end of the 1970s this figure had risen to 59.3 per 

cent. (Or allowing for those items, from tea to oranges, that are not grown 

in Britain, it had risen from 61.2 per cent to 73.9 per cent of temperate- 

zone foods.) Britain’s share of world trade continued to decline; this was in 

part a sign of a failure to compete in industrial production, but it also 

represented a shift of resources towards self-sufficiency, based on investment 

in oil and in agriculture. 
By the summer of 1978 the government could hope for some reward for 

the years of restraint. The Liberals ended the Lib-Lab pact but did it 

politely enough to show that, while they wanted to fight the next election as 

a separate party, they hoped the pact could be revived afterwards. As the 

nationalists would not do anything to forfeit Labour support before the 

March referendums, the government could hold on; but by August 

Callaghan was hinting at an election and looked like announcing it at the 

Trades Union Congress in September. At the same time the government 

asked the T.U.C., in no very conciliatory way, for a fourth year of incomes 

policy; no cuts in income tax were offered, and a maximum pay increase of 

five per cent was suggested. This may have been a sensible recognition that 

real wages could not go up as fast as they had done in the previous twelve 

months, but it was hard for the T.U.C. to accept. The day after the 

proposal was rejected the Prime Minister announced there would be no 

autumn election. A renewed incomes policy would have been a strong 

election plank but without it he faced an awkward choice between an 

election immediately after failing to reach agreement with the'T.U.C. and 
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the dangers of unrestricted wage demands. In the event he was blamed for 

not holding an autumn election, but the real trouble was that he had 

neither taken care to secure a fourth year of incomes policy nor prepared a 

plan to deal with unrestricted wage demands. 

No previous incomes policy had lasted for a fourth year, and a flood of 

wage claims like those of 1963-4, 1969-70, and 1975 was only to be 

expected in 1978-9. The government tried to use its powers over prices and 

investment to stop private companies giving large wage increases, but by 

the end of the year the public sector stood out as the main area of 

discontent. The Ford motor workers, whose strike came just after the end 

of the incomes policy, started the rush by getting a 17 per cent pay increase, 

and the strike of the lorry drivers caused more widespread difficulty and 

dislocation of industrial production than any other dispute, but what caught 

the public eye was the visible effect of the strike of the dustmen (at a 

hygienically cold time of winter), the first-ever strike by nurses, and the 

macabre problems caused by the strike of the Liverpool gravediggers. In 

the private sector, overtime and allowances for expenses had probably 

been used to give workers a bit more than the pay policy allowed; Professor 

Clegg, whose work as director of research for the Donovan Commission 

had won him the approval of trade union leaders, was appointed as a 

commissioner to compare public sector pay with that of the private sector 

to catch up. Later it was said that Clegg had leaned to the side of the 

workers, but at the time the Conservatives declared that they too would 

bring his recommendations into effect if they won the election. 

At the beginning of what became known as the 'winter of discontent’, 

Callaghan had upset people by suggesting that Britain’s troubles were 

much smaller than those of other countries (soon paraphrased as 'What 

crisis?’), but there was some feeling that the Conservatives’ attitude to 

trade unions and to the general issue were a bit too extreme. The wave of 

strikes, which did a great deal to drive the number of days lost up to 29'/2m. 

in 1979, and the aggressive picketing with which’ some of them were 

conducted, led the public to welcome Conservative proposals to enlarge 

the police force and reduce the legal immunities of trade unions. The 

government decided to put the election off until October, the last possible 

moment, and hope that the summer would restore everyone’s good humour, 

but this strategy was destroyed by the March referendums. In Scotland 33 

per cent of the electorate voted for devolution and 31 per cent against it; as 

devolution had not gained the support of 40 per cent of the electorate only 

a renewed effort by the government could bring it into operation. The 

Nationalists asserted that the government ought to make such an effort, but 

they were losing momentum, as far as could be seen from the shifts in the 
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opinion polls. Undoubtedly the skilful debating of anti-devolutiomsts like 

Tam Dalyell had pointed out previously unnoticed difficulties in the 

proposals, but it also looks as if some people had supported devolution 

more as a way to signal to London that they wanted attention paid to their 

problems than as a commitment to the substance of the policy. 
On the surface the Welsh referendum was a one-sided rejection of the 

proposals; 12 per cent of the electorate voted for devolution and 47 per 

cent against. Part of the difference between the two results was that in 

Scotland the Labour party campaigned for the proposals while many of the 

organisations that made up the Labour party in Wales opposed it. The 

Scottish Nationalists had not concentrated their attacks upon the Labour 

party; Plaid Cymru on the other hand, had won support by campaigning 

against Labour governments and against Labour municipal corruption. So 

it was easy enough for the Labour party to work with the Nationalists in 

Scotland; while Labour’s resistance to Plaid Cymru was a struggle to retain 

an old-established position. The dominant figure in the debate was Neil 

Kinnock, descended from a Scottish mining family which had moved to 

Wales, who took a leading role in a group of half a dozen Labour M.P.s 

organizing opposition to the proposals. The assembly at Cardiff was an 

easy target; it looked like another form of the municipal government with 

all its failings which Plaid Cymru had denounced so effectively. Some Scots 

were afraid that their assembly might bedominated by Strathclyde, made 

up of Glasgow and the surrounding region, which might spend too much of 

the revenue on its local problems of poverty, and relations with 

Westminster could also cause problems. But the proposals for Scotland 

won some support from people who valued devolution for its own sake; the 

proposals for Wales gained very little support except from nationalists who 

saw them as a step towards what they really wanted. In elections later in 

1979 and in 1983 the vote for Plaid Cymru fell much less far from its peak in 

the early 1970s than the Scottish Nationalist vote, which suggested that for 

a time Scottish nationalism had attracted the whole country, while Welsh 

nationalism had a permanent appeal for a cultural and linguistic minority 

which was strongest in Gwynedd, and had a transient appeal elsewhere for 

about ten years. 
The dispute about Welsh television in 1980 showed that national 

sentiment could reawaken easily, and illustrated the ambiguity of attitudes 

to the Welsh language. In the 1979 election all parties promised to set up a 

Welsh language television channel, but after the election the government 

considered reinterpreting the pledge in a way that was widely thought to be 

a betrayal. The protest at this in Wales went far beyond Plaid Cymru and 

the speakers of Welsh; allowing for those who simply wanted Welsh kept 



473 Labour on u Tightrope 

off the three existing channels, quite a number of non-Welsh-speaking 

Welshmen clearly liked the language as a sign of cultural distinctiveness 

and would be sorry if it seemed to be badly treated. The government 

prudently gave way; the Welsh-language channel was set up, but inevitably 

attracted only a small number of viewers. 

By that time a new government was in office, after an election 

precipitated by the nationalist question but not otherwise affected by it. 

Because the Scottish Nationalists believed the government should have 

enacted devolution after the referendum and the Liberals wanted to prove 

their independence, the government lost a motion of no confidence on 28 

March by 311 votes to 310 and for the first time since 1924 an election was 

held at a time chosen by the Commons rather than the Prime Minister. The 

Labour party got no time to recover from the damage done by the winter of 

discontent; Callaghan continued to present himself as the advocate of 

moderation resisting the Conservatives' proposals for change but, though 

polls suggested that the voters preferred him to Thatcher, this did not 

outweigh memories of the 1976 deflation, the steady rise in prices, and the 

recent strikes. The Conservatives were able to present to the public some 

converts from Labour—an ex-editor of the New Statesman, a couple of 

Harold Wilson’s peers, and so on—and while their collective weight was 

undoubtedly less than that of Powell’s support for Labour in 1974 the 

display was a reminder that the Labour party was no longer able to recruit 

members from other parties as it had done in the past. The desire for 

further cuts in income tax was widespread, and this could only damage the 

Labour party, which was seen as the party of high taxes. The Labour left 

had some success in having the tax threshold linked to rises in the cost of 

living. The Liberals wanted a shift from direct to indirect taxes, which 

would have surprised their free trade forefathers, and the Conservatives 

wanted to reduce the standard rate and the higher rates of tax. They 

promised that government spending would be cut, and talked as if this was 

just a matter of finding government extravagence and ending it, preferably 

by dismissing superfluous civil servants. Change on the scale that they 

implied would have meant deciding what government activities should be 

ended. In less than twenty years government spending had advanced from 

33 per cent of the national income to 41 per cent; if this was to be reversed, 

the role of the state would have to be reappraised drastically. 

For two or three generations the dividing line between manual and non- 

manual workers (sometimes called the line between the middle class and 

the working class) had been the most reliable guide to voting habits. 

Because non-manual workers were becoming a larger proportion of the 

work-force Labour’s original base was being eroded but some non-manual 
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workers were more ready to support Labour than in the past. A good deal 

of the expansion of government spending went to pay non-manual workers 

who, though they might go on strike against their central or municipal 

government employers, had every reason to want the state to raise 

substantial revenues and were likely to vote Labour as a result. School 

teachers and social workers were understood to belong to the middle class 

but by the 1970s they had some interests in common with the traditional 

unionized working class and no longer paid much attention to ideas about 

the respectability and social prestige of their jobs. While this group was 

providing non-manual recruits to Labour, some manual workers were 

being attracted to the Conservatives by promises of lower taxes, a better 

chance to work their way forward, and, in particular, the opportunity to 

buy their own homes. Self-employed manual workers were very likely to 

respond to this, and by 1979 were voting in very much the same way as the 

general run of non-manual workers. Owner-occupiers had always tended to 

vote Conservative; by 1979 this was affecting working-class voting and 

when the Conservatives proposed to sell council houses to sitting tenants 

they were not just proposing a further step towards a property-owning 

democracy: they were proposing to increase the number of electors who 

leaned towards the Conservatives. If substantial numbers of council tenants 

wanted to buy their homes, it was still true that the general reputation of 

council housing was low, and this probably intensified the widespread 

feeling that governments could not run anything like a nationalized 

industry efficiently (and it may also be guessed that Labour suffered 

because some of its supporters poured scorn on owner-occupiers). 

The weakening of the fundamental line between manual and non-manual 

workers and the emergence of new lines of division did not mean that no 

important issues remained to be settled. The line between collectivist and 

individualist values remained much the same as it had been most of the 

century, but workers no longer took quite so clear cut a view about which 

side of the line they were placed by their jobs. 

Votes Seats % of all votes cast 

Conservative 13,697,690 339 43.9 
Liberal 4,313,811 11 13.8 
Labour 11,523,148 269 36.9 
Scottish Nationalist 504,259 2 1.6 
Plaid Cymru 132,544 2 0.4 
Unionists in Ulster 410,419 10 1.3 
Others 630,107 2 2.0 
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The Conservatives gained fewer seats than might have been expected from 

their substantial lead over the Labour party; since 1974 they had gained 

votes in about equal numbers from the Liberals and from Labour, but, 

while the Liberals seemed to be sinking back to the position from which 

they had risen when the major parties were unpopular in the 1970s, Labour 

had held on, helped by its underpopulated inner-city seats of which the 

supply was constantly renewed as the destruction of slums and the desire 

for more living space thinned out the population of old Labour 

strongholds. Perhaps its real weakness was shown more clearly in the 

first direct election for the European Parliament, held a few weeks 

later, in which the Conservatives won 60 seats and the Labour Party 

won 17, leaving two for Unionists in Northern Ireland and one each for 

nationalists in Scotland and in Northern Ireland. 

Labour and Conservatives on a tightrope 

Thatcher was a politician of strong and simple opinions. If Callaghan had 

embodied common sense, Thatcher added conviction to common sense. 

What she said about reducing the role of government, stopping prices going 

up, and enabling everybody to become better off by individual effort was 

very attractive at the end of fifteen or eighteen years of eager government 

intervention. During those years people felt they had become better off 

only in short bursts of prosperity when they had escaped from government 

control; occasionally they shook off restraints like incomes policy but they 

rather expected restrictions to return after a year or two of growth too 

rapid to be sustained, accompanied by price increases that became more 

and more alarming. Intervention seemed to lead to slow growth, rising 

unemployment, and a steady decline in prosperity relative to other nations. 

Non-intervention might offer something different. 
Thatcher’s control of her government was not complete. Supporters 

of her views, which could be seen as the attitudes of the middle class on 

the way up, were balanced in the cabinet by advocates of a tradition of 

looking after those lower in the social scale, upheld mainly by those 

who already had a well-established position. So a dispute about 

Conservative principles might erupt, though the new government had 

to start by tackling the large amount of unfinished business left by the 

Labour government. 
Labour ministers had tried to resume negotiations with Rhodesia, 

working with the United States some of the time, though this had served to 

strain Anglo-American relations rather than to solve the problem. The real 

force for change was unleashed when Portugal gave up her colonies in 

Angola and Mozambique in 1975. Once guerilla forces could operate from 
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bases in Mozambique on Rhodesia’s north and east borders, they could 

weaken the Rhodesian economy and make the South African government 

want to have an African government as moderate as that of Malawi 
installed in Rhodesia. Smith was able to see the point of the South African 

approach, and by 1978 he had brought a number of African leaders, of 

whom Bishop Muzorewa was the most conspicuous, into a delicately 

balanced coalition of blacks and whites. This government was denounced 

as a facade for continued white rule, and was said not to be able to control 

its own territory. In April 1979 it held a general election under universal 

suffrage, with a variety of guarantees for the position of the whites, though 

this was not quite like the election going on in Britain at the same time: for 

the point at issue was whether the government could get a high enough 

turnout to show that the guerrillas could not make African voters boycott 

the election. The 64 per cent turn-out showed that the government had 

quite a strong position: and when Muzorewa went on to become Prime 

Minister of the awkwardly-named Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, Thatcher’s first 

impulse was to recognize his government. 
Recognition would probably have been accepted. The other members of 

the European Community had never been very worried about the issue and 

the Muzorewa government had enough support in Congress to make it 

unlikely that the American government could have opposed the move. But 

the Foreign Secretary, Lord Carrington, persuaded Thatcher to try to 

reconcile the guerrillas with Muzorewa's government, to reduce the risk 

that the guerrillas would fight on and that other African governments 

would say the whites were still in control. If the guerrillas took part in an 

election under an impartial authority the war would be over and the winner 

of the election would hold unquestioned authority. All sides accepted this 

policy; Lord Soames went to Zimbabwe-Rhodesia as a combination of a 

proconsul and a returning officer, and in the 1980 election the parties led by 

the guerrillas won decisively and then presided over the emergence of 

Zimbabwe as an independent state. The election result was not what 

Thatcher had wanted, but the British could at least feel that they had ended 

a problem that had caused them more diplomatic difficulty than anything 

else in the whole process of decolonization. But the length of the dispute, 

and the high moral tone in which well-wishers had given advice to Britain, 

had encouraged a feeling that the Commonwealth had turned into an 

institution that might deserve ‘tepid applause' but was interested mainly in 

influencing British policy towards Rhodesia and, later on, towards South 

Africa.1 

At least it cost very little. The Conservatives came to office just as the 

1 The Economist, 10 Oct 1981 and 3 Dec 1983. 

* 
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high cost of membership of the European Community was becoming 

inescapable. The transition period in which Britain was shielded from the 

impact of the Common Agricultural Policy ran out in 1978, and it turned 

out that the concessions gained in the 1974-5 renegotiations would save 

Britain only about £350m. of the £1 to l'/2bn. that would have to be paid 

out annually. The figures had become known officially only in the weeks 

before the election, though Labour ministers would at no time have found 

it easy to return for more renegotiations. Thatcher had no such record of 

hostility to the Community to live down, nor any perfervid statements in 

favour of it to disavow. Like most people in Britain, she accepted the 

Community as a not especially welcome part of the background of political 

life but saw no reason why it should be a large drain on Britain’s financial 

resources. The other members of the Community agreed it was anomalous 

that Britain was a large net contributor when she was poorer than six of the 

nine members, but were less ready to say that Britain should be 

permanently guaranteed against losses that presumably she had foreseen at 

the moment of entry. Year-by-year rebates were granted, and the refunds 

of the early 1980s reduced the net payments to about £500m. Some 

Community countries argued that Britain’s energy resources solved all her 

problems, which implied that coal and oil were assets more permanent than 

agriculture or industry. Opponents of Britain’s claims could also hope that 

British agriculture would expand until its C.A.P. benefits balanced 

Britain’s other contributions to Community funds, but the rate of growth of 

British agriculture slowed in the early 1980s, perhaps because farmers 

could see that the C.A.P. was being criticized and that other claims on 

funds would increase as the less prosperous countries of southern Europe 

(of which Greece in 1981 was the first) joined the Community. Opposition 

to the C.A.P. could not be taken very far; in 1982 the convention that 

unanimity was needed for important decisions was ignored and the other 

nine members increased the farm budget despite Britain s opposition. But 

Thatcher’s strategy of stating a sweetly reasonable case with great 

determination eventually had its effect, and at Fontainebleau in 1984 an 

agreement was reached that gave a reasonably permanent guarantee that 

Britain’s payments would only be about half the level they would otherwise 

have been. 
In Northern Ireland the prospect of a settlement lay even further in the 

future. The assassination of Lord Mountbatten while on holiday in the 

Republic of Ireland in 1979 could possibly be seen as an indication that the 

I.R.A. was having difficulty penetrating the defences that had gone up in 

Northern Ireland, and the fall in the number of deaths in 1980 was a more 

positive encouraging sign. But towards the end of the year members of Sinn 
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Fein tried a new way to show their refusal to accept British rule: some of 

them went on hunger strike in prison. As the policy of forcibly feeding 
hunger strikers had recently been ended they were free to choose for 

themselves whether to live or die, which gave them an opportunity to 

emulate the famous Lord Mayor of Cork who starved himself to death in an 

English prison in 1920. The first attempt was abandoned when one of the 

prisoners was about to die, but in .1981 an l.R.A. member who had been 

elected to parliament while in prison did starve himself to death and nine 

others followed him in the next few weeks. The government stood 

unmoved and made it clear that unrelenting self-sacrifice by a minority 

would not be allowed to break up the United Kingdom. In August the 

hunger strikers gave up; tension had naturally been increased and the 

number of deaths rose slightly but it never returned to the levels seen in the 

1970s. Proposals for political change became no more than the background 

to a policy of restoring tranquillity by transferring responsibility to the 

reorganized and more sophisticated Royal Ulster Constabulary and 

drawing back from military operations, in the hope that this might improve 

relations with the Republic of Ireland and erode the l.R.A. bases of 

operation north and south of the border. 
While the E.E.C. contributions and the emergence of Zimbabwe were 

handled at least as successfully as any problems faced by British 

governments in the preceding ten or fifteen years, the real challenge faced 

and even welcomed by the new government was that of an economy that 

had been doing badly for years and now had to meet the results of a round 

of wage and salary increases far larger than could be matched by the 

sluggish growth of production. By the time of the election, the winter of 

discontent was affecting prices: the years of incomes policy had pulled price 

increases back from a level of 27 per cent between mid-1974 and mid-1975 

to only 8 per cent between mid-1977 and mid-1978, but by early 1979 they 

were going up faster. If the Labour government regretted being forced into 

an election before people could forget the strikes, at least it did not have to 

face the bill for them. That fell to the new Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir 

Geoffrey Howe, but his budget in June 1979 dealt with questions of 

taxation and left the problems of prices until later. 

His budget brought the standard rate of income tax of 33p in the pound 

back to the 30p level at which it had stood from 1970 to 1974. The highest 

rate of tax was reduced from 83p to 60p, with corresponding cuts in other 

rates of surtax. (The investment surcharge stayed at 15p: those who paid at 

the top marginal rate of 98p rather than use the methods of tax avoidance, 

from life insurance to National Savings certificates, provided by the 

government, would now pay at 75p.) To match these reductions in income 

tax the rates of value added tax were made uniform at a new, sharply- 

it 
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increased rate of 15 per cent. The long-term effects of these changes upon 
prices should have been neutral; in theory inflation is driven forward by the 

total size of the budget deficit, and Howe laid down a medium-term 

financial strategy which formally committed the government to the 

approach Healey had taken since 1976: the borrowing requirement would 

not exceed £8bn. a year, and would decline in the future. Whatever the 

effects in years to come, the increases in value added tax pushed prices up 

at once and led everyone to feel that they would go on rising. The 

government’s argument that the changes in income tax and value added tax 

cancelled each other out was true only at a level of high theory; the small 

minority who paid the higher rates of income tax were rather better off, 

and the great majority who paid at the standard rate or did not pay at all 

were slightly worse off, but the important point was that reductions in 

income tax were seen as a long-overdue relaxation of the fiscal burden and 

increases in value added tax were treated as another rise in the cost of 

living, to be counteracted by pay increases. 
The implications of the new government’s idea of its role in the economy 

took some time to sink in. Governments had shifted regularly from 

expansionist to deflationary policies, but it was taken for granted that what 

they really enjoyed was spending money; circumstances might make them 

slow down, but they would spend more when times changed. Thatcher and 

Howe thought a government should start from the assumption that 

reducing taxes was better than government spending, so that it should take 

as little as possible of the national income. The public was probably not 

surprised to see spending cut once again after enjoying the delights of 

anarchy when the incomes policy collapsed, but it had not realized that this 

policy would be maintained and that ministers had few inhibitions about 

increasing unemployment to cut costs, because they believed that some 

jobs were of so little use that the workers might as well be turned out to 

look for something more useful to do. 
The new government had, however, some commitments of its own to 

increase spending. Putting Clegg’s proposals for increases in civil service 

pay into effect would cost at least £300m. a year. In opposition it had 

vociferously approved of the programme for a three per cent real increase 

in defence spending that the members of the N.A.T.O. alliance had 

undertaken in 1977. A smaller item, a promise to spend more money on the 

police force, was intended to give substance to the claim that the 

Conservatives cared about law and order, with the implication that their 

opponents did not. 
The phrase ‘law and order’ linked two issues. After the 1920s indictable 

criminal offences had risen steadily, unaffected by changes of government 

or by the increase of the police force that went on throughout the century. 
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Sometimes it was suggested that a bigger police force just led to better 

reporting of crime, or that victims had become more sensitive and reported 

crimes they would have ignored in the past, but most people believed that 

crime was increasing and that a larger police force would hold it in check. 

Calls for law and order were also prompted by an increase in what would 

once have been called ‘riotous assembly’. Picketing in strikes, taking part in 

political demonstrations, and watching football matches do not necessarily 

have much in common, but by the late 1970s all of them were carried out in 

a much more violent way than for many years past. The images of strikers 

fighting the police at Saltley, of political enthusiasts of the extreme left and 

right fighting each other whenever the police would let them, and of 

supporters of association football clubs treating matches as an excuse for 

battles with supporters of the other side (leading up to a riot in 1985 at 

Brussels in which Liverpool supporters fought with Italian spectators, 38 of 

whom were killed, which led to an international ban upon all matches with 

English clubs) left a general impression of violence that made the majority 

support more rigorous policing, which in turn led a minority to speak as if 

these changes were laying the foundations of a police state. 

Concern about law and order was matched by concern about rising 

prices; they went up by 12 per cent in 1979 and by 18 per cent in 1980; the 

government tried to control the effects of pre-election light-heartedness by 

reducing spending but gave no sign of more direct intervention. The level 

of unemployment had declined very little during the financial relaxation of 

the Labour government’s last months in office and never fell below 5 per 

cent, so it was no surprise that unemployment soon went back above 6 per 

cent when public spending was cut. The opposition protested, but its 

complaints carried less weight because people could remember that so 

many jobs had been lost between 1974 and 1977. 

Changes in the age distribution of the population and in the shape of the 

economy made unemployment harder to reduce. Between the 1971 and the 

1981 censuses the section of the population aged between 15 and 65 rose by 

just under a million, moving from 63 per cent to 64Vi per cent of the total. 

The rise in the birth rate had reached a peak in the mid-1960s, so in 1981 

2,727,947 people aged from 15 to 17 were about to enter the labour market, 

compared with 2,239,760 people in this age group in 1971; and it was 

argued that the wages paid to these young people were too large a fraction 

of those paid to established workers for it to be easy for them to find jobs. 

As in the 1920s and 1930s the proportion of the population that was looking 

for work was rising rapidly, but between the wars the problem was reduced 

by the convention that married women ought not to bring a second income 

to their family when other families had no earnings. By the 1970s this 

* 
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attitude was out of date; women demanded greater freedom, and this 

included freedom to compete for jobs. Even if attitudes had not changed 

women might well have become a larger part of the labour force: in steel, in 

coal-mining, in shipbuilding, and in car-making, which had always been 

more or less closed to women, jobs were disappearing while the posts for 

typists, clerks, and receptionists offered in the expanding sectors of the 

economy had come to be seen as jobs for women. So it was hard to say 

whether women looked for jobs because they felt liberated, or felt 

liberated because it was easier to find jobs than in the past. Young people 

entering the labour market might have no preconceptions that some jobs 

were for men and some were for women, but they still had to contend with 

the inability of the market to handle a flood of new workers, although 

clearly this was not going to last long because the birth rate of the early 

1980s was only about two-thirds of what it had been at the 1960s peak. 

Workers looking for a job found their problems intensified by the 

legislation of the mid-1970s which tried to improve workers’ conditions by 

requiring fairly generous payments linked to years of service for those who 

lost their jobs (or were ‘declared redundant’). This cushioned the pain of 

losing a job, but it also made employers much more careful about taking on 

new workers because they had to think about the costs of laying them off if 

the economy slowed down. 
While more workers were looking for jobs and changes in the law 

discouraged the creation of new jobs, the financial background was 

transformed in a way that made it harder to expand employment. Sterling 

sank lower in the mid-1970s and then rose higher at the beginning of the 

1980s than the country’s economic prospects justified. Oil prices early in 

1979 seemed to be moving up gently from $12 a barrel, and the advantages 

to the economy of North Sea oil were becoming more apparent at just the 

time when the Shah of Iran was overthrown by a religious revolution in the 

course of which his country’s oil production was sharply reduced. Prompt 

action by O.P.E.C. then pushed prices up to $33 a barrel by the end of 

1980. Any bank or currency dealer trying to put money where it would 

benefit from increases in the price of oil would naturally think of sterling as 

the most convenient of the petro-currencies: the readily-tradable national 

debt provided a vast range of opportunities for investing this money. 

(Everybody knew that the price of oil could only move upwards, but 

theoreticians noted that other manoeuvres could be carried out in sterling if 

the oil price fell—facilities for dealing in Arabian ryals or Nigerian cedis 

were distinctly limited, but there were well-tested facilities for selling 

sterling short.) As money poured into sterling, its value rose to a peak of 

just over $2.40 late in 1980. There was another reason for keeping short-term 
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funds in London: because the government could do very little to stop 

inflation by reducing its borrowing requirement, it resisted price increases 

by allowing interest rates to go up. By late 1979 the minimum lending rate 

was 17 per cent and 12 months later it was still at 16 per cent. The effects 

were much the same as Montagu Norman’s policy of holding bank rate at 7 

per cent in 1920: employers dismissed workers as fast as they could in order 

to reduce their overdrafts, and banks received large inflows of money that 

could not prudently be used for long-term investment in Britain. 

The abrupt rise in the value of the pound hampered trade, and the 

government applied its free-market principles to the problem. The 

exchange controls imposed at the beginning of the Second World War were 

dismantled. During those forty years, life insurance had expanded a great 

deal and pension plans had turned from a rare and ill-understood privilege 

into a benefit taken for granted in any salaried post, enjoyed by all workers 

in nationalized industries and coming to be expected by wage-earners 

elsewhere. Partly because people earned enough to be able to save, and 

partly because life insurance and retirement pensions were the most tax- 

efficient way to do so. City of London institutions had built up large 

investment funds. The system of exchange controls had made it hard for 

them to invest overseas so, when the controls were removed, they set about 

balancing their portfolios on a world-wide basis. The beneficiaries of the 

funds probably got better pensions as a result and some of the impact of 

short-term money flowing into London was neutralized by the substantial 

sums that went overseas for investment. The outward flow never took as 

much of the national income as the outflow in the years before 1914, but 

funds invested overseas, which came to about £12'/2bn. when exchange 

controls were removed, had risen to £70bn. five years later. Money flowed 

into Britain as well, earning a higher rate of return than the money going 

out, but on balance about £35-40bn. went out of the country when it might 

have been possible to use it to finance the expansion of new industries in 

Britain, although the pound might have risen to heights that impeded 

exports even more if the money had not gone overseas. 

The government seemed unmoved by this, and even gave the impression 

that it welcomed the process by referring to the need for Teal jobs’. The 

phrase implied an attack on low levels of productivity and also on the large 

numbers of people employed by central and local governments. Even when 

allowance was made for the low level of capital investment per worker, 

productivity in Britain was lower than in most industrialized countries. 

Ministers were particularly worried by the nationalized industries, which 

made losses that had to be met by the exchequer. The Labour government 

had put the car manufacturer British Leyland in the hands of a clear- 
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headed manager, Michael Edwardes, with instructions that gave him a 

fairly free hand in cutting losses at the expense of reducing employment. 

This was a large step away from a policy which, when Labour came to 

office, looked like a desire to preserve all existing jobs no matter what the 

cost. The Conservatives embraced the new policy eagerly; an aggressive 

businessman, lan MacGregor, was brought back from the United States to 

cut the steel industry’s losses, which he did by paying steel workers 

generously to give up their jobs, and then closing the more irredeemably 

unprofitable mills. The new school of managers sharply reduced the long¬ 

term drain on the exchequer of the nationalized industries; in the first years 

of Conservative government the losses were rather higher than before, but 

most of this money was spent to reduce costs in the future. The policy 

involved a considerable loss of jobs, but its defenders said that the point of 

having a steel industry or a motor industry was to provide steel or cars at 

reasonable prices rather than maintain jobs at great expense in industries 

that were bound to contract. 

Some nationalized industries, such as North Sea oil and gas or the 

telecommunications section which emerged as a separate organization 

when the Post Office was divided in two, were likely to be profitable, and 

ministers became more and more enthusiastic about selling these industries 

to private investors. The Labour government's sale of British Petroleum 

shares in 1977 was one example of privatization, but the success of the 

government’s election promise to let council tenants buy their homes was 

much more important. The opportunity was accepted eagerly, whether 

because sitting tenants were given large discounts, or because of the 

attractions of owning property, or because of the irritation of municipal 

regulations. About three-quarters of a million homes were sold in six years, 

at an average price of around £8,000. Labour councils denounced this in 

terms which suggested that council houses were let solely to people on the 

verge of destitution, and that homes sold to tenants were falling into the 

hands of incipient members of the exploitative bourgeoisie. The position of 

councils in the housing market was under pressure from another direction: 

the blocks of flats put up quickly in the 1960s turned out to be so 

unsatisfactory that by the 1980s councils faced bills for repairs and 

restoration considerably larger than all the proceeds of the sale of houses. 
Steps towards denationalization, now usually called privatization, fitted 

government policy in several ways. If privatized industries made losses, 

that was their own concern: shares in the aircraft firms nationalized in 1976 

under the name of British Aerospace were sold to the public and the 

government could then insist that the firm had to be run simply to make a 

profit. Proceeds from sales could be counted as a reduction in the 
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borrowing requirement; more British Petroleum shares and a part of the 
government’s North Sea>holdings were sold as a way to avoid borrowing 
more money. The industries nationalized in the 1940s would not be so easy 
to sell, and the government spent heavily to keep the coal and steel 
industries going, but it hoped to reduce the activity of the state and to avoid 
industrial conflict with its own employees in the future. The state employed 
considerably more people in its non-commercial activities and these 
activities cost a good deal, not all of it under the direct control of the 
central government. Ministers hoped that they could be Giadstonian 
enough to reduce the civil service salary bill; they also disliked the rate 
support grant system under which the central government paid for about 60 
per cent of municipal activity, which cost about £llbn. in 1979-80. The 
government began by reducing the percentage paid and the activities it had 
to support, and went on to define what councils should spend and to give 
the Secretary of State power to fix a maximum rate. Labour councils 
wanted to keep up a high level of municipal services and some of them 
seemed intent on setting up ‘socialism in one borough'; the central 
government did not want to see its tax revenues spent on supporting this, 
but so complex a pattern of dependence on central funds had grown up that 
the government could not simply tell councils to spend what they liked and 
pay for all of it out of their own rates. And so the Conservatives imposed 
limits on municipal autonomy which meant that in the short run they were 
increasing rather than diminishing the power of the central government. 

Early in the 1979 Parliament Labour M.P.s amused themselves by 
shouting ‘U-turn’ when the government seemed to be moderating its 
policies, with the implication that it was about to change course as Heath 
had done late in 1972. This probably embarrassed the ministers who did 
want moderation, and it helped Thatcher to rally her supporters behind her 
slogan ‘The lady’s not for turning’ at the party conference. Government 
policy was not changed: nationalized industries were trimmed, limits were 
placed on government spending, interest rates stayed high, and the 
opposition naturally said that the rising unemployment of the 1980s was a 
direct result. The phrase ‘real jobs’ had some validity, in the sense that 
productivity went up among those who still had jobs, but the immediate 
effect of the policy was to leave resources of both capital and labour 
unused. When the rate of inflation began to fall and the level of 
unemployment went on rising, previous post-war governments had changed 
course and behaved in the way Callaghan had condemned in 1976. The 
Conservatives stuck to their policy, and Howe’s deflationary budget in 1981 
provoked howls of anguish on every side. In the course of 1981 Thatcher 
dismissed three or four ministers who showed some support for reflation; 
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and provided new terms for the old debate by calling them ‘wet’, 

whereupon the two sides in the struggle in the party came to be called 

‘wets’ and ‘drys’. The ‘drys’ held all the important posts for economic 

matters; the ‘wets’ built up a group of ex-ministers and dissatisfied 

ministers waiting for a chance to overthrow the Prime Minister. 

These disputes were almost driven out of the headlines by the more 

spectacular quarrels in the Labour party. Its members ignored the fact that 

the margin between percentages of the popular vote gained by the two 

major parties was wider than that at any election since 1945, and behaved 

as if waiting for Conservative mistakes would be quite sufficient to recover 

the lost votes. The left claimed that the defeat was the result of neglect of 

socialist principle by the leadership, and pressed on with its plans to make 

the leadership accountable to the party enthusiasts. In 1979 the attack 

advanced successfully on two fronts: the rules were changed to require all 

Labour M.P.s to submit themselves to their constituency organizations 

after each election (with the implication that anyone who had not followed 

the line preferred by the enthusiasts would be replaced); and pressure 

mounted to have the party leader chosen not by the parliamentary party 

but by a conference representing party members. The drive to change the 

constitution was skilfully organized and was given energy by the sense of 

betrayal aroused by the defeated government (exacerbated by realizing 

that some unwelcome Conservative moves could be presented for debating 

purposes as simply the logical result of steps taken by the Labour 

government). In the course of 1980 it was agreed that a new method of 

choosing the leader would soon be adopted and in October Callaghan 

resigned, allowing the parliamentary party to choose a leader before the 

new constitution came into effect—this was believed to be meant to give 

Denis Healey as good a chance of winning as possible. The manoeuvre just 

failed; Foot was chosen as party leader by a margin of ten votes over 

Healey. Early in 1981 a special conference created an electoral college for 

future elections in which the trade unions would have 40 per cent of the 

votes, the constituency parties 30 per cent, and the parliamentary party 30 

per cent. The left expected to have a large majority in the constituency 

section and support from strong minorities in the other sections, a 

calculation borne out by the election for the deputy leadership later in the 

year: Healey beat Benn by the narrowest of margins, and owed his slender 

majority to the fact that some left-wing M.P.s abstained out of personal 

distrust of Benn. 

Who dares, wins 

The Labour party had moved to the left in policy as well as in terms of 
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constitution and leadership. A programme of heavier taxes, of extension of 

government power by nationalization and planning agreements, and of 

withdrawal from the European Community, gave the left a chance to fight 

for the values it thought had been abandoned in the 1960s and betrayed in 

the 1970s. The right wing was dismayed to see what the party had become. 

Roy Jenkins, the reforming Home Secretary and hard-hitting Chancellor of 

the Exchequer of the 1960s had become President of the Commission of the 

Community; he made it clear that when he came back to England he 

expected to play a prominent part in realigning the centre and the left. 

Three members of the last Labour cabinet, who in 1980 had fought to have 

the choice of party leader placed in the hands of the party members in the 

same way as in the Liberal party, joined Jenkins after they had been 

defeated at the 1981 special conference and in March the four of them 

launched the Social Democratic Party, which quickly attracted a couple of 

dozen Labour backbenchers. The new party had close links with the 

Liberals: its creators were deeply committed to the European-Community, 

which the Liberals had supported since the 1950s, while very few Labour 

M.P.s who worried about the party’s shift to the left but wereTineasy about 

membership of the Community joined the new party in the end. The Social 

Democrats could also find common ground with the Liberals in a desire to 

‘break the mould’ of British politics; the phrase implied that the political 

dominance of the two major parties should be brought to an end, probably 

by changing to a system of proportional representation: this would make it 

unlikely that any single party would win a majority in parliament, so most 

governments would have to be coalitions of a type entirely familiar in 

countries of western Europe where parties in the centre of the spectrum 

can expect to be welcomed as partners in successive governments. 

Because the two major parties had been moving away from the centre, 

people who wanted a policy of moderation and compromise felt that there 

was no party to represent them. The Alliance, as the less than fully defined 

joint efforts of the Liberals and Social Democrats soon came to be called, 

implied that ‘breaking the mould’ would get people back to the politics of 

consensus that were attributed to the legendary Mr. Butskell of the 1950s, 

and in the 1980s this had an obvious appeal: faced with a choice between a 

government committed to economic theories associated with higher 

unemployment, and an opposition that seemed to welcome a return to the 

siege economy, voters naturally welcomed a less brutal approach. While 

the Conservatives were unpopular for going back to the 1930s and the 

Labour party for embracing the less enjoyable aspects of the 1940s, the 

Alliance stood to gain by looking more humane and up-to-date. And gain it 

did: in a series of by-elections after the Social Democrats’ secession from 
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the Labour party the Alliance won a number of seats that had previously 

been held securely by one or other major party, and did well enough 

elsewhere to have over 400 seats if an election had been held in 1981. 

The success of the Alliance was attributed to the interest that the media 

were bound to take in anything new, perhaps reinforced by the personal 

approval felt for it by many journalists and broadcasters. But when 

politicians in the major parties spoke of the Alliance as the creation of the 

media and hinted at journalists’ bias as an important factor in its rise they 

revealed that they did not realize how unpopular they had become. Some 

of this was due to trivial causes, such as the broadcasting of Commons 

proceedings which showed how raucously the M.P.s behaved, and some of 

it to a record of 20 years in which politicians had failed to produce effective 

policies; the Alliance looked like one possible answer to the demand for an 

effective government. 

An entirely different sign of the volatility of public feeling and the 

inability of politicians to do anything about it (and perhaps of the capacity 

of the mass media to encourage developments without necessarily 

understanding them) was provided in the summer of 1981. Discontent 

might be widespread but drafting new programmes for the Social 

Democrats was rather a specialized response to it. Tension between the 

police and young people had been on the increase for some years, 

encouraged by the development of ‘riotous assembly’. Tension between the 

police and the Indian and West Indian communities had also been growing 

as these newly created communities tried to work out some sort of 

relationship with their neighbours and got less help in this from the police 

than they had hoped for. Youths of West Indian descent in the south 

London district of Brixton became more and more convinced that the 

police were discriminating against them on racial grounds; the police and 

many people around Brixton became sure that it was a less safe place than 

the rest of the country. In April heavy police patrolling of the district led to 

riots that looked like a struggle for control of the streets; tranquillity was 

restored after a week or so, and the subsequent enquiry concluded that the 

police had a hard job in a difficult area but that heavy patrolling had not 

befen a sensible way to manage things. Well before the report appeared the 

problem had apparently become much more widespread. At the end of 

June and in early July riots broke out in a number of cities in England, most 

notably in Liverpool. Some people said that racial tension had spread to 

other parts of the country but the riots were much more obviously directed 

against the police, against whom black and white fought together, than 

against one race or another. Opponents of the government’s economic 

policy said the riots were the result of unemployment, but outside Brixton 
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the riots took place in the early evening often enough to suggest that the 

rioters came home from work or school, had tea, changed into thicker 

boots, and went out to look for excitement. If frustration with the 

narrowness of life and its prospects helped cause the riots, which would 

explain why people from the West Indies rioted more than anyone else, it 

was understandable that the mood of excitement on the streets died away 

in July as the country prepared to celebrate the wedding of the Prince of 

Wales and Lady Diana Spencer. 
The Royal Family had survived relatively undamaged in the decline of 

confidence in British institutions in the previous twenty or thirty years. The 

Queen’s Silver Jubilee in 1977 had provided the public with an opportunity 

to enjoy itself when political and economic affairs gave no reason for 
feeling happy; the royal wedding in 1981 gave everyone something to 

remember (and greatly helped sales and rentals of the newly developed 

video cassette recorder in the process). The sophisticated sneered at the 

fairy tale princess and at the way the ceremony was designed as a spectacle 

for television, but this minority view showed no understanding of the forces 

that keep nations together. In the past royal ceremonies had been heavy 

with symbolism intended to impress the participants, who were the tnost 

important people in the country. By the twentieth century these ceremonies 

had to be designed for the entire country to watch, and the country 

welcomed the pageantry and the glitter in a more united spirit than could 

be expected on any other occasion. The outbursts of national feeling 

provoked by sporting events were unstable and could be destructive. The 

churches still had a hold on the attention of the faithful, but had almost 

entirely lost their capacity for making ordinary people feel that they 

belonged to a community. Foreign visitors undoubtedly still felt that the 

unarmed police were wonderful, but critics inside the country said they 

were racist, or unable to catch criminals, or apt to become a political force 

at the disposal of the government. The police were in any case being issued 

with firearms more frequently, which led to other problems: the injury and 

even the death of citizens as a result of police mishandling of their weapons 

was the immediate cause of a new outbreak of riots in Brixton, in 

Liverpool, and in other disturbed parts of large cities in the autumn of 

1985. The armed services still retained a good deal of public respect, shown 

in an indirect way by left-wing politicians who sometimes preceded 

speeches asking for arms spending to be cut by saying that they did not 

want to criticize the armed forces. The rescue by the Special Air Services of 

hostages held in the Iranian Embassy in 1980 was a skilful and acrobatic 

feat, achieved with a level of approval that showed people wanted Britain 
to have a chance to assert herself. The withdrawal from empire and entry 
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into the European Community looked like steps, however sensible, that 

had been taken because Britain was not strong enough to do anything 

else. Some members of the Royal Family still served as a stabilizing 

force in national life, but marriage break-ups and other signs of strain 

suggested that marrying into the Royal Family was much easier than 

living happily ever after. The end of the Prince of Wales’s marriage in 

1992 was not as dramatic as some earlier royal marital problems, but 

looked like causing some difficulties in church and state. The limits 

placed on constitutional monarchy meant that it could not go beyond 
maintaining stability. Bringing about change was harder, and needed a 

different source of energy. 
People who wanted politicians to provide the energy faced a paradoxical 

pair of party leaders. Foot’s principles were those of an interventionist 

socialist, ready to let the state sort everything out, but he was never able to 

convince people that he possessed the competence needed to manage this 

and his friends said that his instincts leaned towards an anarchist version of 

socialism. Thatcher clearly possessed the dynamism and probably the 

efficiency to carry out an interventionist policy but was firmly committed to 

a non-interventionist role for the state. She was said to be divisive and so, 

at a deeper level than her opponents understood, she was. For almost a 

century one of the forces holding British society together was what Beatrice 

Webb called ‘a new consciousness of sin among men of intellect and men of 

property’. First the dislocation of urbanization and industrialization had 

caught the attention of the rich in the 1880s; then the troubles of the 1920s 

and 1930s, not fully understood until the 1940s, had made an important 

section of the rich accept the case for reform, which in turn had greatly 

helped the setting up of the welfare state and probably eased the process of 

decolonization. Most Conservative leaders from Disraeli onwards had 

allowed this sentiment considerable importance in forming their policies, 

and several leaders of the Labour party had accepted the same assumptions. 

By the 1970s this approach was breaking down. The Labour left 

repudiated it as paternalist, and Thatcher’s supporters in the Conservative 

party were free from the notion that society owed a debt to the able-bodied 

among the poor, which had been accepted for a generation or two. The 

term ‘Thatcherism’ meant rather more than balancing the budget and 

cutting government spending; the attraction and also the divisiveness of her 

approach lay in an appeal to individual effort and a promise that those who 

made the effort would get what they wanted. This might not be a doctrine 

for the majority of the country, but no other doctrine seemed likely to win 

a majority. The dominant wing of the Labour party asked for equality but 

set out to build up a majority by convincing individuals that each one of 



490 The End of an Old Song 

them belonged to some disadvantaged minority or other that the Labour 

party was going to look after. As each minority claim looked like a clairn 

for special treatment, it was impossible to work out a common policy that 

convinced them all that they had a common interest. The desire for 

paternalist reform still survived; but its supporters were divided between 

the right wing of the Labour party, the Alliance, and the anti-Thatcherite 

wing of the Conservative party, which clearly placed its hopes in pushing 

her out. The new guilt-free Conservatives had a considerable appeal to 

British nationalism, with its own divisive features. Thatcher said in 1978 

that she understood why people felt they were being swamped by 

immigrants. This did little to make immigrants feel welcome, but the small 

amount of public support gained in the 1970s by the National Front, a 

fringe political party that depended entirely on its opposition to immigration 

and immigrants, faded away when the more worried members of the white 

community felt that the government understood their anxiety. 

Fortunately for the government, Zimbabwe was the only problem of 

decolonization in which common sense required it to withdraw uncondi¬ 

tionally. Thus its reputation for an assertion of Britain’s position was 

compromised less than that of almost every post-war government. 

Problems remained in four colonies in which the population'wanted to stay 

under British rule because the alternative was to be absorbed by a 

neighbouring state, and the government wanted to defend the position of 

each of them as far as was possible. Opinion in Gibraltar had been tested in 

1967, when the government of the colony held a referendum in which 44 

people voted for union with Spain, 580 had not voted, and 12,138 had 

voted to remain a British colony. General Franco was then ruling Spain, 

and a vote would probably have been less overwhelming if it had been held 

12 or 15 years later when a constitutional monarchy had been set up, but it 

would obviously be some time before developments in Spain, the 

reopening of the frontier and the possible effects of common membership 

of the European Community altered the views of the inhabitants of the 

Rock. While Gibraltar could hardly become independent, British Honduras 

could manage well enough as an independent state if it did not feel 

threatened by Guatemala’s claim to a great deal of her territory. British 

diplomats spent some years persuading other countries that British 

Honduras had a right to self-determination; and in 1981 it emerged as an 

independent state under the name of Belize, with about 2,000 British 

soldiers .still stationed there to protect the border. 

The 1,800 inhabitants of the Falklands Islands were numerically less 

significant than the population of Gibraltar, let alone Belize. The islands 

had been disputed between Britain and Spain in the late eighteenth 
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century, and Argentina stood as the successor to the Spanish claim. The 

descendants of the people from Britain who had settled the islands in the 

1830s showed no interest in relations with Argentina. By 1982 the military 

government ruling Argentina was so unpopular that it needed a success of 

some sort; a negotiated transfer of the islands might meet their needs, but 

the readiness of the Foreign Office to find a formula for a transfer had been 

blocked on previous occasions by the islanders’ friends in the House of 

Commons. So the government of Argentina decided that seizure by force 

would show its power more effectively, a decision that led to its own 

downfall and transformed the political situation in Britain. On 2 April 

Argentina seized the Falkland Islands, 600 or 700 kilometres east of her 

coastline, and also South Georgia, another 1,200 kilometres further east. 

The British government organized a task force which set off to sail 13,000 

kilometres to the south, and began negotiating about the islands. With a 

great deal of goodwill and some concern about the feelings of the islanders, 

two governments with full freedom of action might have settled the 

question peacefully; but Argentina had raised the stakes so far and so fast 

that it was hard to avoid humiliation for one side or the other. The rulers of 

Argentina were unable to agree among themselves what concessions could 

be offered to enable the British to concede eventual control over the 

islands, and the British government clearly needed to win some concessions 

for the islanders before withdrawing. Popular opinion in Britain thought 

the campaign was justified and the popular press picked up this sentiment 

exuberantly and vulgarly. Intellectual opinion was uneasy about fighting 

for the islanders, and in some cases was rather obviously afraid that victory 

would be a triumph for Thatcher. Many of those who had never before 

condemned the principle of fighting against a military dictatorship 

expressed lurid fears about the feasibility of the operation: on 25 April the 

Sunday Times said that 'a mass invasion could be achieved only at 

horrendous losses’ and spoke of the only courses open to the British being 

‘as things stand, unthinkable’. 
Later on the 25th South Georgia was recaptured without any British 

casualties, and the expedition turned west to the Falklands. On 2 May an 

Argentinian heavy cruiser, the General Belgrano, was sunk by a British 

submarine. Later investigation showed that the Defence Minister had not 

been able to keep fully in touch with the information coming to the naval 

authorities through the Northwood signals system from the fleet in the 

South Atlantic; the government asserted that the need for secrecy about 

intelligence operations (which of course included the question of which 

countries supplied the information) meant that nothing could be said about 

it. The sinking of the Belgrano became the focus for later criticism of the 
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campaign, but at the time it was simply seen as the next step towards 

landing troops. To avoich the Argentinian forces in Port Stanley at the 

easternmost tip of the islands, the British came ashore in the sound 

between the two large islands of the archipelago, far enough west for the 

Argentinian air force, at the limit of its flying range, to launch a series of 

determined attacks on the landing area. Between 21 and 25 May the British 

lost four ships but the Argentinians lost too many planes to be able to 

continue the attack and the landing went ahead successfully. After this the 

British had to move across the difficult terrain of East Falkland until Port 

Stanley was surrounded. Cut off from help and facing a well-trained, well- 

equipped force about three-fifths the size of their own, the Argentinian 

forces surrendered on 14 June. The military government fell, but the 

elected government that took its place showed no desire for negotiations 

that might have transferred the islands to Argentina in fifty or sixty years 

time and the British government was certainly not going to think of moving 

any faster. 
The campaign satisfied everyone in Britain who hoped the country would 

assert itself, and also pleased those who wanted it to act efficiently and 

effectively. The popularity of the government and of the Prime Minister 

rose sharply; she had committed herself totally to the campaign, and its 

success ended any idea that the Conservatives who wanted the government 

to concentrate on reducing unemployment would be able to dislodge her. 

The Alliance approved of the campaign and confined itself to making 

suggestions for improving the government’s policy. Within the Labour 

party those who opposed the use of force gained ground. Once the 

expedition had succeeded, the government was bound to benefit, especially 

as British casualties—255 servicemen and civilians killed—were accepted 

as a price low enough to be justified by victory, and the attitude that 

became accepted inside the Labour party could be seen as support in time 

of war for a government Labour had condemned on moral grounds in time 

of peace. 
In 1983 the government turned in a businesslike way to clarify the 

position of Hong Kong. Most of the territory of the small, densely- 

populated and prosperous colony would revert to China under the terms of 

the 99-year lease by which Britain held it. The Chinese government was 

eclectic enough in its communism to want to preserve the thriving business 

community; the British government was much more concerned to provide a 

long period in which business could go ahead as usual in the whole territory 

than to hang on to the fragment of territory that had been ceded in freehold 

in 1842. This provided the basis for an agreement in 1984 that the whole 

colony would revert to China in 1997, under a form of government that 
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would allow it to keep its own commercial and capitalist way of life for at 

least the first fifty years after the transfer. The population would 

undoubtedly have preferred to stay under British rule or at least have the 

right to emigrate to Britain. The British government felt that, as its legal 

claim was running down and its military strength in the region was non¬ 

existent, it had done the best it could to look after the interests of the 

people of the colony and stay on good terms with China. 

This settlement came after a general election in which the government 

had won a success that surprised nobody. Unemployment had reached 12 

per cent during the Falklands campaign; it went on rising, though much 

more slowly, in the next couple of years, and passed the 3m. level which 

(with a smaller working population) was never reached in the 1930s, but 

even in economic policy the government could claim one substantial 

success. In 1981 prices had gone up by 12 per cent, which was very close to 

the average rate of increase in the dozen years after 1970, but in 1982 the 

increase was only 7 per cent and it soon fell to 5 per cent. This was still 

much higher than the rate of increase in the 1950s and 1960s, and it could 

be argued that relative price stability was not worth the cost of 

unemployment and stagnation of the economy, but people had become 

frightened of inflation and after the experience of the 1970s they were no 

longer ready to believe that rising prices would necessarily bring any 

compensating rise in the standard of living. The government won popular 

approval by carrying out its election promise; governments had been 

unsuccessful enough in the recent past for people to be glad to have a 

leader with a clear policy that was put into effect. 
In the exciting days of 1981 the Alliance had attracted not only the 

people who shared its point of view but also those who simply wanted a 

government that could get things done properly. Most of this group moved 

to support the Conservatives in 1982, though the Alliance remained in a 

much stronger position than that of the Liberals for the past 40 years. The 

Labour party showed how weak it was by insisting that it was too soon to 

have an election. In the autumn of 1982 memories of the Falklands might 

have distorted an election, but even in June 1983 the Labour party was still 

complaining that the government was holding a cut and run election 

before the proper time, which suggested that it would have been hard to 

find a time for an election that really suited the opposition. 
Labour’s fears were justified. The Alliance improved its position in the 

weeks before polling day, but probably even the gloomiest Labour 

organizer did not expect his party’s share of the total vote to be lower than 

at any election since 1918. Foot said the opinion polls must be wrong 

because large and enthusiastic audiences came to his meetings, but this 
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only suggested he did not understand the strategy to which he was 

committed. A policy hackbeen adopted to arouse enthusiasm on the left, 

and the enthusiasts were then meant to win support for it among the rest of 

the electorate. The opinion polls simply showed that the enthusiasts had 

failed. Labour supporters cherished the hope that voters would rise up 

against unemployment, but the issue did not operate this way; the great 

majority of workers stayed in work and their real wages stayed above the 

general level reached under the Labour government, while the improve¬ 

ment in 1978 and 1979 was dismissed as something that could not be 

sustained. Total income fell in the early 1980s and V/im. people lost their 

jobs but this produced only one group of discontented people, because the 

fall in living standards was felt almost exclusively by those who lost their 

jobs. Maintaining the unemployed absorbed all the money saved by cutting 

government spending and a good deal of North Sea oil revenue as well, so 

it was certainly true that all taxpayers were worse off than they would have 

been if employment had not fallen and production had gone up 

accordingly. But unemployment caused anxiety only when people were 

afraid it might spread to them; the government did badly in seats where 

unemployment was high (which were usually safe Labour seats already), 

but the issue mattered much less once unemployment had stopped going 

up. 
It could be said, after a brief glance at the percentages of the total vote 

received by the parties, that between 1979 and 1983 the Alliance had taken 

about 8 per cent of the total vote from Labour and about IV2 per cent 

from the Conservatives. It seems fairly certain that many Labour voters 

went over to the Conservatives, though it is hard to say if they were 

dissatisfied with their old party or attracted by their new one, and the 

Alliance won votes from Conservatives, presumably with ‘wet’ leanings, as 

well as from Labour. 

Votes Seats % of all votes cast 

Conservative 13,012,602 397 42.4 
Liberal-Social Democratic 

Alliance 
7,780,587 23 25.4 

Labour 8,457,124 209 27.6 
Scottish Nationalist 331,975 2 1.1 
Plaid Cymru 125,309 2 0.4 
Unionists in Ulster 436,696 15 1.4 
Others 526,612 2 1.7 

The seats won bore very little relation to the votes cast: the Alliance polled 
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nearly as many votes as the Labour party but won only a few more seats 

than the Unionists in Ulster with their tiny fraction of the total vote. 

Politicians in the Alliance naturally felt that this strengthened their case for 

proportional representation (though their voters showed little sign of 

sharing their feelings) but could reflect that they had advanced all across 

the country and had come second in 332 seats, while the Labour party had 

fallen to what might for some time be an irreducible minimum of about a 

quarter of the electorate and was in some danger of being confined to South 

Wales, the less prosperous parts of the industrial north of England, and 

much of industrial Scotland. 

During the election Francis Pym, one of the 'wets’ in the cabinet, 

suggested that too large a majority might have disadvantages. This sounded 

like encouraging people to vote against the government and he was 

dismissed immediately after the election, but there was some sense to his 

remark. The Conservatives had the support of a large section of the nation 

and no other party had the strength to challenge it, but they had gained 

more seats than the Labour party in 1945 with a decidedly smaller share of 

the vote, so perhaps 70 of their seats would be impossible to hold if their 

opponents reached an agreement to share seats or if a single dominant 

party re-emerged on the left. So a large group of Conservative M.P.s would 

find it unusually hard to respond calmly when their government faced the 

unpopularity that occurs in the normal course of events a couple of years 

after an election. 
Foot resigned as leader of the opposition at once. He had been almost as 

unsuccessful in leading his party as Arthur Balfour; he had been swept into 

the leadership by the bitterness aroused by the 1974-9 government and he 

had watched the right secede and the left impose an unpopular programme 

on the party without being able to do anything about it and without having 

any other ideas about what the party could do. His successor, Neil 

Kinnock, was elected under the 1981 rules which were meant to secure the 

position of the left, but he soon made it clear that his attachment to the left 

was qualified by a recognition of its great capacity for annoying people. 

Some of the effects of recent events were already visible; even before the 

new leader was chosen it was clear that a Labour Prime Minister of the late 

1980s would be unlikely to find as many as half a dozen cabinet ministers 

from the 1970s ready to serve in his government. Kinnock had gained part 

of his support because he had refused office in the government of the 1970s. 

and most of it because of his power as an orator, but it looked as if he 

would have to rely on Thatcher’s weaknesses and his own capacity to 

appear reasonable rather than on his party’s positive qualities to win back 

some of the lost supporters. 
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The government attack on the'collectivist state 

After the election thev Conservatives intensified the attack on public 

ownership. During the 1979-83 Parliament £1.4bn. of publicly owned 

enterprises had been sold off; in the first 15 months of the new Parliament 

£1 7bn. were sold. Well over half of this came from the sale of oil shares 

and most of the rest from Jaguar Cars, and Cable and Wireless; no other 

sales produced over £100m. and the industries nationalized by the 1945 

Labour government remained untouched. All these sales were dwarfed by 

the sale of British Telecom in November 1984. It was clearly intended to 

parallel the sale of council houses in the 1979-83 Parliament: at a sale price 

of £4bn. it would realize a comparable sum of money and, if the sale of 

council houses was meant to produce a property-owning democracy, the 

sale of British Telecom was intended to produce a share-conscious 

electorate. The issuers used all their skills to get a large number of people 

to buy and hold the shares, and were very successful: over a million people 

became owners of shares for the first time in their lives. The shares went to 

so large a premium that the Labour party said that national assets were 

being sold for well below their true value. This may have been true, but 

under public ownership the telephone system had been such a byword for 

inefficiency and perverse technical ingenuity that very few people questioned 

the terms that got it out of the hands of the government. The Labour party 

said it would buy the shares back at the issue price; the sale was so 

successful that only very brave politicians would have stuck to that pledge. 

The zeal shown in the early decades of the Labour party for nationalizing 

inefficient industries, which turned out to be the declining industries, had 

led the party into a trap: public ownership probably reduced the dislocation 

that accompanies the decline of an industry, but none of the nationalized 

industries was successful enough to give public ownership any chance of 

becoming popular. Earlier in the century public ownership had given the 

Labour party a distinctive issue with which to win its position on the left, 

but by the 1980s nationalization was a backward-looking vote loser. 

Coal had been one of the first industries considered for public ownership, 

and was one of the first to be nationalized after 1945. For the next dozen 

years it had been essential for British fuel supply, and then it had been 

reduced in a peaceful and harmonious way as oil replaced coal. Between 

1970 and 1984 the price of oil rose fifteenfold and Britain became the 

world’s fifth largest oil producer, and these two changes made it hard to 

plan a future for coal. All fuel became more valuable, but the miners won 

pay increases to make up for the decline in real wages of the 1960s, so coal 

never became very profitable. Energy from coal and from oil were sold at 

about the same price but, as about two-thirds of the oil price went to the 

% 
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Treasury in tax, only a deep concern that Britain’s oil supplies might turn 

out to be a transient North Sea bubble would lead the government to 

support coal mines which paid no tax and lost money on their operations. 

At first the National Union of Mineworkers and the Conservative 

government circled each other warily. The government gave up one plan to 

close uneconomic pits; the miners declined to support their executive when 

it asked them to vote for a national strike. After the 1983 election the 

government contemplated the six months supply of unsold coal that had 

piled up and moved MacGregor from the steel industry, where he had 

reduced the work force by a half and cut capacity by rather less, to the coal 

industry in order to make it less unprofitable. 

Arthur Scargill, the newly-elected president of the N.U.M., welcomed 

the opportunity for a fight. He had gained prominence in the union by 

organizing the ’flying pickets’ who went to power stations in the strikes of 

the 1970s to stop coal being delivered, and by his role in the pickets’ fight 

against the police at the Saltley coke depot in 1972. He firmly believed that 

the 1973-4 strike deserved all the credit for bringing down the Heath 

government, though other people thought that the miners’ contribution 

had really been to precipitate an election which Labour won by looking 

more reasonable than Heath. By 1984 the N.U.M. leadership wanted a 

strike, but it was not clear if they simply wanted to stop all pit closures or 

hoped to reverse the result of the 1983 election as well. As they were not 

sure that they could win a vote for a national strike they called for each 

region to go on strike: this could be done with no ballot, though inviting 

prosperous regions to go on strike without a ballot to preserve other men’s 

jobs was asking a lot. In the 1960s miners had been ready to give up their 

jobs because they could find employment elsewhere; by the 1980s the 

problem of finding work for young men was so great that one of Scargill’s 

strongest cards was his appeal to preserve jobs for ‘your children’s 

children’. 
The productive Nottinghamshire region was not willing to go on strike 

without a national ballot, and the N.U.M. organized its ‘flying pickets’, 

bringing miners from Scargill’s own Yorkshire region to try to stop the 

Nottinghamshire miners from working. In 1973 strikers could picket 

wherever they chose and breaches of the peace by pickets were often 

ignored, but ‘flying pickets’ became so unpopular after the 1979 strikes that 

the law was changed to confine picketing to the strikers' own place of work. 

The Coal Board and the government were anxious to avoid making the 

miners look like victims of special legislation, which might have rallied the 

trade union movement around them, so the authorities avoided using the 

new law during the coal strike although it turned out to be far more violent 
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than British strikes had been in the past seventy years. The police forces of 

the country had been becoming more integrated into a national force, and 

the strike accelerated the process. Police reinforcements were brought 

from other counties to enable working miners to get through the massed 

lines of pickets; the pitched battles that followed would have been 

unthinkable a generation earlier, and may have owed as much to the habit 

of ‘riotous assembly’ learnt elsewhere as to the needs of the occasion. The 

police were able to get working miners through the pickets without using 

force on a scale that alienated the public, and by the autumn the Energy 

Minister felt it was safe to say that the supply of electricity would be 

maintained throughout the winter; imports of fuel, the existing stocks of 

coal, and the flow of coal from Nottinghamshire had made the strikers’ 

objectives unattainable. 
The strike involved over 100,000 men for a year, and had wider 

ramifications than even the largest purely industrial dispute. Some people 

welcomed it as an attack on the government, and the ‘radicalism of the 

communicators’ may have led the miners to overestimate the pressure of 

public opinion on the government. The columnist who wrote in the 

Guardian on 7 August ‘1 hope he [Mr Scargill] will, as he must, make Mrs 

Thatcher crawl’, was expressing the view of an articulate minority; when 

Thatcher called the miners ‘the enemy within’, with a hint that they were a 

bit like the Argentinians, she was probably going further than her 

supporters really wanted. At a less flamboyant level the government 

expected that after the N.U.M. was defeated a great many miners would 

take the rather generous redundancy terms available for anyone who 

wanted to give up his job, and that other trade unions would then follow a 

much less militant policy, which would allow employers a freer hand to 

restructure British industry. At the 1984 Trades Union Congress and 

Labour party conference the miners and the left were able to push the 

unions and the party into expressing a degree of support for the miners 

which it was always clear would not be translated into action, and into a 

condemnation of the police which would do the party no good. For a 

moment in October it looked as if the union representing the pit deputies 

responsible for safety had found a way to a settlement, but the N.U.M. 

continued to insist that no pit should close simply because it cost too much, 

and the opportunity passed away. Harold Macmillan (recently created Earl 

of Stockton as one step towards reviving the practice of creating hereditary 

peerages) compared the miners with the soldiers at Passchendaele, which 

expressed the respect many people felt for their determination and 

endurance, and also conveyed a hint about their leadership and its capacity 

for choosing sensible objectives. After the negotiations with the pit 
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deputies the strike began to crumble, with about a thousand men returning 

to work every week; some because their resources were completely 

exhausted and some because they had lost their faith in their leaders. 

Certainly their leaders seemed to have forgotten that the hardest task for a 

trade union leader is to bring a strike to an end when it has been lost. After 

electricity supplies had flowed uninterrupted throughout a cold winter, the 

miners were on the verge of abandoning their leaders until the leadership 

announced at the beginning of March 1985 that, although there was no 

settlement to the strike, everybody should return to work. 

Public support for the government, indicated by its standing in 

opinion polls and its success in the 1984 European elections, in which it 

won 45 seats to Labour’s 32, diminished once the strike was over. 

Probably some people had been saying they would vote Conservative 

out of a belief that this best expressed their hostility to a Labour party 

that seemed subservient to the N.U.M. Once this threat was removed, 

people could lay aside their support for the government against the 

unions, and turn to considering the faults of the government and the 

attractions of its opponents in the way that is normal in the lull between 

election campaigns. The Alliance insisted that reasonableness and 

three-party politics were the answer, and was able to show their 

electoral effectiveness in by-elections and in county council elections. 

Kinnock demonstrated his independence of his supporters on the left 

by an attack on them which reminded people of the Gaitskell of 1961 

by its eloquence and ferocity. Some familiar problems returned, and 

helped to reduce the popularity of the government. Partly because of 

the strain placed on the markets by the issue of British Telecom shares, 

but mainly because of the immense strength of the American dollar, 

the pound had sunk on the foreign exchange markets. Ministers had in 

their non-interventionist way encouraged it to drift lower to help 

exports, but early in 1985 signs of a crisis could be seen; while the 

pound was higher in terms of the lira and the French franc, and even a 

little higher in terms of the mark than it had been when very weak in 

1976, the government was forced to raise interest rates sharply for fear 

that the pound should fall to one dollar. The measures taken to defend 

the currency were not severe, but they showed that the exchange rate 

could still cause trouble. 

The government faced some difficulties over municipal reorganisation. 

Conservatives disliked the Greater London Council and the other metro¬ 

politan counties created for the conurbations after the 1969 Radcliffe- 

Maud Report, and in 1983 promised to abolish them. This was an 

understandable response to their lavish spending, and perhaps a natural 
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way for Conservatives to react against bodies which lay further to the left 

than the national Labour party, but the government had to create non- 

elected bodies to undertake some services they performed which could not 

easily be transferred to the boroughs within the conurbations. A large 

number of Conservative back-benchers, including some of Thatcher’s 

enemies among the ex-Ministers, voted against the government when the 

proposals were first put forward,,and the House of Lords did its best to 

provide the successor bodies with enough powers to make it possible to 

revive them as elected bodies in the future, and Labour councils undertook 

campaigns of non-co-operation, but the legislation became law more or less 

as intended. 
The episode showed how ready the government was to tackle existing 

institutions and how much less ready it was to think about constructive 

measures to replace them. Undoubtedly there was much to attack; 

twentieth-century Britain had shown very little of the ruthlessness of the 

Victorians in attacking abuses, so the ground was cluttered with relics that 

had lived too long. Thatcher’s inclination was to sweep them away and 

take it for granted that a free and unencumbered market would provide any 

replacements that were really needed. The coal dispute illustrated this 

approach: because the market and geological good fortune provided a fuel 

that was cheaper and cleaner than coal, the right thing to do was to close 

down the unprofitable parts of the coal industry and let the oil industry 

develop the resources of the North Sea so that taxpayers and consumers of 

coal could get as much revenue and as cheap a supply of energy as possible. 

In economic issues a keen eye for questions of profit and loss would reveal 

plenty of cases where an industry that had been overtaken by change was 

kept going at a level of activity that penalized everybody else and gave 

people in the industry a purely temporary respite from change. Some 

gloomy people said British industry was so accustomed to being directed 

and supported by the state that it would not respond to opportunities that 

would have been welcomed elsewhere: in 1981 and 1982 the United States 

was clearing away obsolete economic interests in much the same way as 

Britain, but in the United States new jobs were soon created to replace 

those that had been lost, while Britain simply endured a high level of long¬ 

term unemployment. Those who believed in the free market replied that, 

after a long period of interventionist government, businessmen needed 

time to become used to creating new lines of work, and all that could be 

said was that if they took too long a reaction would arise that said 

unemployment must be ended, no matter what the cost in intervention and 

possible loss of efficiency. 

The wider question was to find how far people could rely on the activity 
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of the market place. The dispute over large municipalities illustrated the 

problem: it was easy to show their weaknesses, not so easy to show that 

anything which took their place would be cheaper, and very hard to show 

that new institutions would be more responsive to public opinion. The 

structure of payments which lay at the administrative heart of the welfare 

state was also subjected to analysis, though the course of the debate 

suggested that the system had grown too large for the politicians to be able 

to make it comprehensible. The original idea of the 1940s was that all the 

causes of poverty should be relieved by payments made as a matter of right, 

usually on the basis of the recipient’s contribution to the National 

Insurance scheme. It was always accepted that some extra payments would 

have to be made in difficult cases, and as time passed this transformed the 

whole system. The original plan had paid little attention to the financial 

problems of large families and the family allowances set up in 1945 had in 

any case fallen far behind rising prices. In the 1950s and 1960s a number of 

schemes were developed, some at central and some at local government 

level, to help large families with low incomes to maintain a decent standard 

of living; most of them ignored the concentration upon payments as a 

matter of right laid down in the 1940s and depended on an examination of 

the family’s income to make sure that it really was poor. In 1970 this 

approach was given more formal expression in the Family Income 

Supplementation Act, which provided funds for families that applied for 

help and could show that their income fell below set limits. 

Because these schemes for large families were related to income, the 

assistance provided was bound to diminish or taper off as income 

increased. By the 1970s income tax was being paid at the standard rate by 

quite poor families and this, combined with the fact that schemes for 

income supplementation were based on gross income, meant that it was 

entirely possible for a worker earning a lower than average wage to find 

that an increase in pay led not only to increases in income tax and national 

insurance contributions but also to a decline in the level of various means- 

tested benefits such that his family was actually worse off. Much more 

common than these extreme and paradoxical cases was the general 

problem of the low-paid worker in the band of income where income tax 

and the tapering of benefits between them meant that 80 to 90 per cent of 

any increase in gross pay was taken away.1 

1 The Economist, 24 July 1975, p. 60-1. explained the operation of ‘the poverty trap' 
very clearly. At that time people at various points in the income hand from £1.500 to 
£2,400, depending on family circumstances and the grants and rebates that could be 
claimed, might find that an increase in earnings did them no good. 
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The Labour government bf the late 1970s paid little attention to the 

growth of the poverty tr^p, as this band of income became known. Inflation 

made the problem harder to understand: as prices rose, all the figures 

involved were changed, so that an income of £30 a week, firmly lodged 

within the poverty trap in the early 1970s, was far below it in the late 1970s, 

although in practice a worker earning £40 a week in the early 1970s was 

probably getting £60 a week by the late 1970s and thus remained inside the 

trap. Changes of rates of benefit altered the shape of the trap, and this 

made it look as if the number of people involved ought to diminish. At the 

same time the government was setting up a State Earnings Related Pension 

Scheme, to make universal the benefits provided by civil service or 

company pension plans; the problem was complicated and had been 

holding the attention of politicians for at least fifteen years, so the 

difficulties of the poverty trap had to wait until pensions had been settled. 

The Conservatives were so concerned to keep government spending 

down, at a time when the cost of unemployment benefit was rising very 

sharply, that they did very little about the problem for some years. In 1985 

the government explored the possibility of ending the S.E.R.P.S., out of 

concern that the scheme had underestimated the ratio of pensioners to 

workers likely to be found in the twenty-first century and place an 

unrealistic burden on the latter. At the same time it set out to make the 

payment of benefits outside the National Insurance scheme more rational. 

The movement towards paying family benefits on the basis of net income, 

making allowance for the impact of income tax and the tapering of other 

benefits, would eliminate the paradoxical situations in which pay rises 

made workers worse off. For the majority of victims in the poverty trap, 

administrative good sense was not enough: the return to payments linked 

to income had created a situation in which, unless the government was 

ready to say that people at the bottom of the scale should become worse 

off, either people within the poverty trap would continue to find that they 

lost most of every pay increase gained, or a great deal of revenue would 

have to be devoted to making the position of people at the top end of the 

poverty trap distinctly better, so that they would have a substantial 

differential over people at the bottom end of the trap. 

This may have been the most intractable problem of finance to face the 

government, but defence and the arts also presented difficulties. In both 

cases it was claimed that their requirements could not be judged on 

financial standards alone, and in both cases it was claimed that their costs 

normally rose faster than the general cost of living. The claims of defence 

had been pressed on politicians throughout the century: the figures had 

risen two-hundredfold since 1906, although the rise in its share of the 
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national income, which had gone up from 3 per cent in 1906 to 5 per cent by 

the time war broke out in 1914, had subsequently fluctuated around that 

figure in times of peace and took no more of national income in the 1980s 

than in 1914. The demand for very high levels of spending on single 

weapons had led to changes: the development of the Dreadnought, with its 

impact on the budget and on diplomacy, indicated the shape of things to 

come, but no pre-1945 government could have expected to see its 

successors in the 1980s wondering whether to commit a sum equal to a full 

year’s spending on defence to the purchase from the United States of the 

Trident submarine-and-nuclear-missile system. Such a purchase, even if 

the cost was spread over a decade, was likely to lead to awkward reductions 

in all other defence spending; but the alternative seemed to be to withdraw 

from the race to maintain a nuclear force under British control that had 

been accepted by successive governments for forty years. 

If questions of defence spending had been annoying governments since 

before the beginning of the century, spending on the arts was a more recent 

problem. Apart from a few Civil List pensions, the central government 

spent practically nothing on the arts before the Second World War. Even 

after 1945 it spent rather less of its revenue on the arts than most 

governments of comparable wealth, but it could feel in the 1960s that it 

was beginning to win acceptance of the principle, and that in the 1970s it 

was even showing a cash return, in the form of tourist receipts, for its 

spending. But this expenditure (like so much of the tourist activity that it 

encouraged) was London-centred: national theatre and opera companies 

turned out to be a service for Londoners first, with the rest of the country a 

distant second. It was unfortunate for everyone that the Arts Council 

became aware of this, and decided to put it right, at just the moment that 

the government was deciding that spending on the arts would have to suffer 

along with everything else in the struggle to keep down spending. Lobbyists 

set out to convince the government that saving a few million pounds in this 

way would be more trouble than it was worth—it seemed unlikely that 

Benvenuto Cellini and Sir Peter Hall of the National Theatre had been 

uniquely ill-treated by their patrons, but the plangency of their protests had 

a great deal in common. The government also found itself being pressed to 

help with another revival of the British film industry, based this time in part 

on the increasingly sophisticated techniques developed in television and in 

part on a willingness to treat the twentieth century (or at least significant 

moments in twentieth-century Britain) as history to be interpreted through 

the camera; and the government responded to this pressure in a way that 

suggested it did not possess the subtlety and insight needed for encouraging 

artistic development. 
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The government’s supporters would reply that anyone who wants to 

scythe through thick undergrowth had to lay subtlety aside or get nothing 

done, and that the first need was to catch up with the work of clearing the 

ground that had been neglected for forty years. The Labour party had so 

many vested interests to defend in the trade unions, among people who 

worked for local or central government, and in all the other institutions 

which had passed unexamined for'decades, that it seemed simply to ask 

what changes were going on and then say they ought to be stopped. The 

Alliance gave the impression that it might be too kind to destroy 

institutions that ought to be replaced and might be too removed from the 

practical world to devise anything to take their place. This left Thatcherism 

in uneasy possession of the field, as a partial acceptance of the idea that the 

country would run better if it got rid of some self-made obstacles to 

progress. 
The direction indicated for change might not have pleased people from 

the years before 1914 who saw what was going on, but at least the 

confidence in progress implicit in Thatcherism would have been more 

familiar to them than the over-confidence alternating with a gloomy 

acceptance of decline which had been the hallmark of British attitudes for 

quarter of a century. The new mood might be philistine, and it might ignore 

the desire to help the weak at the expense of the strong, but it could not be 

dismissed or consigned to a backwater. It was better suited for clearing 

things away than for building them up, but the British had for some time 

been trying to build things up without clearing away what was useless. 

Rebuilding after the clearance might be a task for someone else: the 

removal of rubbish in the early 1980s was a good preparation for a fresh 

start. 
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The role of government 

The question whether the government ought to do more than clear 

away old-fashioned restrictions and restraints was given vivid expression 

in the dispute over the Westland Helicopter firm which broke out late in 

1985. The firm’s capital base was so weak that it needed a partner; 

Brittan, the Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, with the active 

support of the Prime Minister and the acquiescence of the Cabinet, gave 

his approval to a proposal that an American company should take 

Westland over. The Secretary of State for Defence, Heseltine, asked for 

time to look for alternatives, and pressed the Cabinet to encourage a 

group of firms from the continent of Europe to rally to support 

Westland. Brittan’s view prevailed and Heseltine resigned, but during 

the dispute it became clear that Brittan had privately given to the press a 

government document critical of Heseltine’s methods. When the House 

of Commons came to consider whether Brittan had done this on his own 

account or with the encouragement of the Prime Minister, she was able 

to convince her supporters that she was not to blame. She clearly did not 

disapprove of Brittan and, quite soon after he resigned over the leak, 

she appointed him as one of the two British Commissioners at Brussels, 

where he became responsible for trade policy in the Community. 

Behind the fuss over proper behaviour lay the question whether the 

government should simply make sure that market forces operated 

without restriction (in what was coming to be seen as the ‘Anglo- 

American’ approach to economic organization), or should intervene to 
guide its development (in what was taken to be a more ‘European’ 

manner); Heseltine’s continued presence on the back benches made it 

likely to remain important. 

The memories of the great coal-strike were dying away when another 

long and symbolic strike raised some similar questions. The printers 
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who worked for London newspapers had gained a special position in the 

early nineteenth century Wause they were manual workers who had to 

be able to read, and they had gone on to develop the skill of setting type 

from hand-written copy at great speed. After the Second World War, 

their position changed into one dependent upon union power and an 

absence of workshop discipline, which enabled them to benefit from 

lightning strikes that would disrupt production. The proprietors had to 

face the fact that nothing is quite so hard to sell as a large pile of 

yesterday’s newspapers, and often made concessions which ate into 

their profits. But improvements in the printers’ conditions of work were 

undermining their monopoly; they began to set from typed copy and, 

once journalists typed their copy electronically, there was no need for it 

to be set again for printing. The first dispute about this took place at The 

Times in 1978. The proprietor. Lord Thomson, came from Toronto, 

where electronic setting had been introduced in the 1960s after a long 

strike which had settled the issue in North America, and he expected 

that London would follow this line of development. The printers 

resisted the change and, after a strike lasting just under a year, he^gave 

up his attempt to change printing techniques and soon afterwards sold 

his London newspapers to Rupert Murdoch, an Australian from an old 

newspaper-owning family. 
The government was eager to see redevelopment of the docklands 

area—the old East End of London—and approved ambitious plans for 

it. By the end of the decade the plans had expanded to a point where 

they could only be made effective by spending more public money on 

infrastructure than the government was ready to provide, firms in the 

area ran out of money and it slipped back towards the limbo from which 

redevelopment had been saving it. But in the mid-1980s there was 

widespread approval when Murdoch began building a new printing 

plant at Wapping and said he was going to launch a new newspaper 

there. Conceivably this really had been his original intention but he 

made arrangements so that when, early in 1986, the print unions went 

on strike at his existing newspapers, he was able to dismiss the entire 

staff and move production of the papers to the docklands,. The 

machinery there was run by the Electricians’ Union, which was 

prepared to operate an agreement not to call strikes in return for being 

recognized as the only union with which managers would negotiate; 

most of the journalists followed Murdoch’s summons to the new plant 

and typed their articles directly for printing; the displaced printers stood 

outside the plant and tried their best to turn picketing into a siege 

operation by throwing stones and other missiles at the buses used to 
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bring the journalists and electrical workers to the premises. The 

government saw this as another contest between law-and-order and the 

enemies of progress, and police support for people coming to work at 

the Wapping plant was strong and effective. 

Printers on other newspapers could see that electronic typesetting, in 

offices in more convenient parts of London, was bound to come, and 

they settled for the best terms they could negotiate. Newspaper 

publishing became immensely profitable as the proprietors gained a 

large share of the profit from the long-delayed modernization of the 

production process. New papers set out to serve various parts of the 

market: the Independent was launched in 1986 for the more restrained 

of those who were to become known as young upwardly-mobile 

professionals, a phrase acronymed as ‘yuppies’, and the Sunday Sport 

was designed for the traditional entertainments of men in the working 

class. And yet the press did not regain its pre-television position of 

dominance; sales never got back to where they were in the 1950s, and 

newspapers found they could no longer rely on representatives of the 

general public, empanelled as juries, to take their side. In earlier 

decades newspapers when taken to court in libel actions had seen judges 

as their enemies and had felt confident that the jury would be on their 

side. This was no longer the case; judges might suggest that damages for 

people aggrieved by what the newspapers had printed about them 

should be moderate, but in the 1980s the wife of a mass-murderer, a 

bankrupt M.P. who had turned himself into a popular novelist, and a 

youthful television star all received very large damages. Understandably 

the newspapers pointed out that in the United States they could with 

impunity have accused these individuals of cashing in on misfortune, of 

visiting prostitutes, and of being hypocritical about being homosexual, 

but there was no sign that the public would have welcomed the 

importation of this aspect of the American way of life. Newspapers were 

very welcome as part of the entertainment industry but even the 

broadsheet papers were not taken too seriously as sources of moral 

authority, and the public would clearly have liked all of them to be 

punished if they became a nuisance. 
The government would not have welcomed American freedom of 

speech: it spent a good deal of money, and a certain amount of its 

credibility, on attempts to stop a former counter-espionage agent 

publishing memoirs which alleged that parts of the secret services had 

been out of control in the period of the mid-1970s when it had been 

fashionable to believe that the country was ungovernable. No American 

government would have imagined that the publication of Spycatcher 



508 Withering away 

could have been stopped. But in other ways the government was 

strongly committed to the United States. Possibly the decision in favour 

of an American firm in the Westland case and the cancellation, a little 

later, of the Nimrod observation aeroplane and the purchase of the 

AWACS aeroplane from an American firm in its place meant only that, 

at least in defence purchases, the United States offered the best deals in 

the market. Thatcher’s own commitment to the American connection 

was shown at its fullest in British support and provision of flight facilities 

for an American bombing raid on Libya in April 1986 to try to restrain 

its ruler Colonel Ghadaffi, who was believed to be a world-wide 

supporter of terrorist organizations, including the I.R.A. and various 

groups that attacked airports and aeroplanes. She also found that she 

and President Reagan were in complete agreement in wanting to open 

up the world to free trade. 

Europe 

Greater freedom for trade and for all related services was the aspect of 

the Single European Act, approved by the governments of the 

Community early in 1986 and ratified by its parliaments in the course of 

the year, which attracted the British government. The Act—an Act in 

the diplomatic sense rather than legislation at Westminster—was 

written in terms designed to free the Community countries from 

obstructions to complete free trade and freedom of movement for 

people and for capital. The Act also increased the opportunities for 

decisions on technical issues to be taken by qualified majorities rather 

then requiring unanimous acceptance by member states and, as it was 

hard to draw a line between policy questions and their technical aspects, 

this made it more likely that issues would be settled by majority voting 

at Brussels. The driving force which led to this move towards greater 

European integration was a spirit of ‘federalism’, in the sense of a belief 

that a central Community government ought to have sovereign power 

over a wide range of issues, even though sovereignty on other issues 

would be left to the governments of the nation-states that made up the 

Community. The idea of a division of sovereignty was so unfamiliar in 

Britain—though it was a commonplace in several other English- 

speaking countries—that it was discussed in terms that only increased 

people’s confusion. Supporters of closer European integration talked 

as if the fact that the Royal Navy no longer ruled the seven seas and 

Britain no longer grew all her own food meant that she had already lost 

her sovereignty, while opponents of integration talked as if the 

Commissioners in Brussels were about to carry out a Cromwellian coup 
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d’etat and destroy the Westminster parliament. They could also point to 
improved facilities for invasion from the Continent; in 1987 an 
agreement was reached to build the Channel Tunnel which had been 
discussed for more than a hundred years, and work went ahead well 
enough for French and British engineers to meet under the Channel in 
1990. It was all more expensive than had been expected, and the 
investors were left wondering if they would ever get their money back. 
Their fears must have been increased by the attitude of British Rail, 
which took no part in developing the Tunnel and seemed unwilling to 
make any improvement in its services in south-eastern England to help 
provide speedier travel to Britain from France. 

Most of the other countries of the Community were already co¬ 
operating in running the exchange rate mechanism, set up in 1979 to 
provide something like a complex regional version of the Bretton 
Woods agreement. Because no single currency dominated the market in 
the way that gold and the U.S. dollar had done in the 1940s, the 
agreement bound each member to keep the exchange values of its 
currency from moving too far above the lowest-valued or below the 
highest-valued currencies at any time, though each member-state 
retained the right to make a fundamental change in its exchange rate if 
the existing value was inappropriate. It could be argued that Britain had 
been prudent to stay out of this arrangement as it moved from the 
troubles of the 1970s to the exhilaration of being a petro-currency in the 
early 1980s, but by 1985 Lawson, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was 
beginning to argue that membership would have a useful steadying 
effect on the currency and the economy. The Prime Minister replied 
very firmly that the time for this step had not yet come. 

By 1986 the price of oil was falling and O.P.E.C. was weakening, 
mainly because Saudi Arabia was growing tired of cutting its output 
when none of the other members of O.P.E.C. was ready to make similar 
sacrifices.to keep the cartel going. The British, like other non-O.P.E.C. 
producers, believed that the stimulus to the world economy of cheaper 
oil would be more useful to producers and to everyone else than an 
artificially high price, and resisted attempts to support the price. During 
its last defence of the administered price Arabia was for a short time 
producing less oil than Britain, though of course this stopped as soon as 
Arabia ended its quixotic struggle. Whatever the benefits of lower oil 
prices, expensive oil had given Britain its favourable balance-of- 
payments situation in the early 1980s and provided a base for overseas 
investment. Although vulnerable to distractions like the miners strike, 
the exchange value of the pound had been driven high enough in the 
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early 1980s to mean it would have been hard for Britain to maintain it at 

the fixed rate required fdr E.R.M. membership. Sterling s value came 

under strain in 1986 when the oil price fell, and the system of floating 

rates meant this could be handled without too much disturbance by 

letting the pound sink in value. The balance of payments went back into 

deficit, though Lawson reflected that improved world credit-markets 

meant that it was easy to finance a deficit; and he might have added 

that Britain’s deficit—even though increased by additional overseas 

investment—looked very small by the side of the Eastern European and 

Latin American debts that had caused banks so much trouble earlier in 

the 1980s. 
The British economy benefited from the expansion of the world 

economy after some problems in the early 1980s, and at times in the 

mid-1980s was growing faster than most other industrialized economies. 

Revenue flowed in freely; not only could taxes be cut but in 1988-9 and 

1989-90 the government had a surplus with which to repay debt. Most 

of this surplus came from the privatization of nationalized industries, 

but in 1989-90 there was a small balance of regular revenue over 

expenditure. Perhaps the economy had all the more room to grow 

because it had been held back by the high interest rates and high 

exchange rates of the early 1980s, and in any case growth was not 

accompanied by development that might have provided more secure 

jobs for the future. The economic expansion of 1985 to 1989 rested upon 

a widespread willingness to incur new debt, some of it for personal 

consumption and some of it for financial operations that did not always 

lead to the investment needed if the debt was to be repaid. Bank lending 

went up by about one-third in the twelve months before the general 

election of June 1987. Old-established rules about lending money were 

relaxed; young people buying a house for the first time found that they 

could get a mortgage for the whole price of a house, and the lawyers’ 

fees for the transaction as well, which meant they were able to borrow 

more than 100 per cent of the value of the house. 
Economic stimulants like these helped give the government an 

expectedly easy victory in the election. In England it held on balance 

almost as many seats as in its 1983 triumph, though it did less well in 

Scotland and Wales. The Labour party had given up the belief in 

widespread intervention throughout the economy that had put it in such 

a poor position in 1983, but still had a defence policy that left it unable 

to say what it would do if the Soviet Union became aggressive. The 

Alliance of Liberals and Social Democrats seemed to have lost 

popularity in the months just before the election, but during the 
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campaign it gained support—apparently mainly from Labour—although 

it was clear that Kinnock had succeeded in his primary aim of making 

sure that Labour was well ahead of the Alliance and so would be the 

only real challenger to the government in the years leading up to the 
next election. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative . 
Liberal-Social Democratic 

13,736,337 375 42.2 

Alliance 7,341,152 22 22.6 
Labour 10,029,944 229 30.8 
Scottish Nationalist 416,873 3 1.3 
Plaid Cymru 123,589 3 0.4 
Unionists in Ulster 400,430 13 1.2 
S.D.L.P. 154,107 3 0.5 
Others 327,134 2 1.0 

During the election David Owen and David Steel had tried to appear 

together as joint leaders of the two Alliance parties. Owen’s ability to 

give instantaneous and effective replies to interviewers’ questions had 

made him look the more important of the two; as soon as the election 

was over. Steel transformed the position by calling for a merger between 

the Liberals and the Social Democrats. It was soon clear that most 

Social Democrats welcomed the proposal and this was confirmed by a 

ballot of the party. Owen and two other S.D.P. M.P.s (out of five) 

opposed the idea and set off for the political wilderness; the merger 

made slow progress in 1988 and was accepted at the beginning of 1989 

only after enough hesitation and bitterness to make it hard for Steel to 

think of standing for the leadership of the new party—it was at first 

called the Social and Liberal Democratic Party and later the Liberal 

Democratic Party. As a small sliver of the old Liberal party remained 

independent of the merger, the new name had its uses, though most 

people thought of the merged party simply as the Liberals. 

When Paddy Ashdown was elected leader of the Liberal Democrats 

in the spring of 1989 his party seemed to have ended the problems of 

having two heads, at the cost of removing itself to the political sidelines. 

In the 1989 elections for the European parliament—for which the turn¬ 

out of 36 per cent showed slightly more interest than the 32 per cent 

turn-out in 1979 and in 1984—voters were clearly not satisfied with the 

Conservatives, who got only 34 per cent of the vote, though perhaps 

they were just puzzled by the covert opposition to the Community of a 
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campaign which did not seem to match the government s support of the 

Single European Act. The' Labour party’s 40 per cent of the vote did not 

suggest that it had fully gained the confidence of the electorate and, at a 

time like this, the Liberal Democrats might have expected to do well. In 

the event they got only 6 per cent of the vote; in England the Green 

party did far better than ever before, with nearly 15 per cent of the vote, 

though it did somewhat less well in Scotland and Wales, where the 

nationalist parties also gained ground. It was true that concern about 

the environment was increasing; people were alarmed by disasters like 

the explosion at the Soviet nuclear generating station at Chernobyl, and 

reports that the thinning of the ozone layer of the upper atmosphere was 

likely to cause dangers from solar radiation, but the Green party’s 

failure to sustain its success in later elections suggests that it did well in 

1989 mainly because the public was dissatisfied with the two major 

parties and was less ready to turn to the Liberals as a vehicle for a 

protest vote than on most such occasions since the 1950s. 

Discontent 

In their 1987 manifesto the Conservatives had promised to abolish ‘the 

rates’, the flat-rate tax on the assessed value of houses and other 

building and landed property that for centuries had been the main 

source of the revenue that local governments had raised for themselves. 

The central government had assisted the local authorities with grants 

from central funds to cover things like the reduction of municipal 

revenue caused by the ‘de-rating’ of industry in the 1920s, or to enable 

them to perform new duties in education or in housing. The less 

prosperous householders had their rates paid by the government, and it 

was reckoned that as a result only 18m. of the 35m. voters were 

ratepayers, of whom 6m. had their rates paid in whole or in part by the 

social services. The government drew the conclusion that too many 

people benefited from a high level of local government spending while 

being able to leave paying the bills to the rate-paying minority and the 

Exchequer. Certainly the rates were unpopular; income tax was for 

most people a slightly tiresome matter of having payments deducted 

from their pay before they ever saw it, but the rates involved making 

payments much more directly. 

Thatcher was aware of their unpopularity and had begun talking 

about abolishing them when in opposition in the 1970s. The impulse to 

action came in Scotland where the basic valuations of property, on 

which the rate was assessed, came up for revision every five years (in 

England and Wales reassessment was infrequent, and people took the 



Discontent 513 

rates as a fixed imposition upon the price of a house). The unpopularity 

of the new valuations appeared to open the way to changes promised in 

the Conservatives’ 1987 election programme, though the reassessment 

was really one of those changes where people who gain are ready to see 

it as a simple matter of justice without showing any gratitude for it, 

while those who have lost are loud in their protests. The government did 

not see that any change in the system might provoke just the same 

response. It pointed to the injustice of a situation in which the home of a 

single elderly pensioner paid just as much in rates as the home of a 

family in which adult sons and daughters were making demands on local 

services and were beginning to earn enough money to help pay for 

them, and it said that everybody made about the same demand on local 

services. Upon this basis it set up a ‘community charge’, to be levied at 

the same rate per head upon all adult residents in a municipality. Some 

remissions were made for the poor, and transfers from central 

government to municipal governments were arranged in a way intended 

to ensure that, if all municipalities were equally frugal and efficient, they 

would all levy about the same level of community charge. The best- 

known precedent for a flat-rate tax per head, the poll tax in the reign of 

Richard II, was not encouraging; it had led to the Peasants’ Revolt of 

1381, and the demonstrations, refusals to pay, and riots that greeted this 

new poll tax in Scotland in 1989 and in England and Wales in 1990 

indicated that the extreme left had for once picked up a popular cause 

on which to base extra-parliamentary agitation against the government. 

The central government reorganized its system of grants to municipalities 

and increased the amount paid to them in a series of attempts to keep 

down the bills that ‘charge-payers’ had to meet, but households of two 

‘charge-payers’ still found they were usually paying more than they had 

done in the days of the rates, except for those who lived in properties of 

such magnificence that there was no popular support for reducing their 

tax burden. It was estimated that hundreds of thousands of people kept 

their names off the electoral register in order not to be visible as 
prospective ‘charge-payers’, a manoeuvre which cast some doubt on 

surveys of opinion that purported to show that people were ready to pay 

higher taxes in order to have better public services, but did underline 

the tax’s unpopularity. 
Perhaps the poll tax would have been better received if it could have 

been introduced a little earlier, during the post-election phase when 

there were no doubts about the prosperity of the economy. It was true 

that on 19 October 1987 prices fell suddenly and dramatically on stock 

exchanges all over the world, losing in a few hours as much of their 
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value as they had done in months of decline on previous occasions, but 

the fall was checked so soon and prices showed some slight signs of 

recovery so quickly, because central banks poured out additional funds 

to stabilize the system, that people felt confident that it was not 

an indicator of future trouble outside financial markets. In Britain the 

Chancellor radiated his confidence that he was the main architect of 

expansion, that growth would go On indefinitely, and that government 

borrowing to finance budget deficits was a thing of the past. His 1988 

budget paid no attention to the danger that the economy had already 

been stimulated enough in the months before the election, and treated 

the fall of the stock markets as no more than a speculative fluctuation. 

Instead it transformed the income tax system: income between £2,600 

(for a taxpayer with no dependants) and £21,900 a year was to be taxed 

at 25 per cent, everything above that was to be taxed at 40 per cent, and 

the graduated severity of the surtax was removed. Similar changes were 

taking place in most of the English-speaking world at the same time, 

with the same implications: the idea of the past 70 or 80 years that voters 

would welcome high rates of marginal tax in order to achieve greater 

equality had lost its credibility, and sharp tax increases could not easily 

be used to restrain the economy in future. 
In a rather different sense the budget made a contribution to old- 

established morality. Originally an unlimited amount of mortgage 

interest paid for buying a home could be deducted from income for tax 

purposes, partly because the home was subject to Schedule A taxation 

and partly because nobody saw it as a rapidly appreciating investment. 

The end of Schedule A in 1962 and the rapid increase in house prices in 

the next ten years had led in 1974 to a new rule that an owner could 

deduct only the interest on the first £25,000 (increased to £30,000 in 

1983) from income. But these limits had been intended for a world in 

which houses and flats were bought by married couples, or occasionally 

by single individuals. If a working couple who were not married bought 

a home, each of the partners could deduct the interest on £30,000. The 

1988 budget laid down that after 31 August one property meant one 

deduction. This gave people (as long as they stayed unmarried) five 

months to buy a home and establish a mortgage under the old system of 

the double deduction, and the prospect encouraged a frenzy of forming 

more-or-less temporary alliances to purchase, a rush to borrow, and an 

extraordinary increase in house prices, which rose by just under 25 per 

cent (from an average price of £44,000 to £54,000) in 1988. This could 

not last; prices fell slightly in 1989, partly because of the ending of 

the exemption, and those who had formed temporary residential 
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partnerships to benefit from rising prices now found that they were 

stuck together for longer than they had expected. 

By this time the over-stimulated state of the economy could not be 

ignored. Imports rose to a level at which they could no longer be 

contemplated with detachment and the Chancellor searched for some 

way to keep the economy under control, but there clearly was no way 

to do it that would leave people contented. Higher taxes and even 

faster repayment of government debt might have been tried in the 

past, but higher taxes were regarded as unthinkable at a time when 

the budget was already showing a surplus and fears of a shortage of 

British government stock were perturbing the more melodramatic City 

commentators. Higher interest rates would control domestic inflation 

and check the increase in credit that had driven it forward, but would 

also push the pound higher, which would make imports more attractive 

and cause exporters even more difficulty in finding markets. 

In the later 1980s the expansion of the economy became a matter of 

social as well as normal financial interest. Caryl Churchill’s play Serious 

Money opened in 1987 and drew more audience support from the 

yuppies who were being drawn into the expanding financial service 

sector of the economy than the author had perhaps hoped. A satire on 

the City of London, undoubtedly intended as a vicious attack on the 

iniquity of capitalism, was received by its self-confident acolytes (who 

were not accustomed to receiving theatrical attention) as jolly good fun. 

Takeovers of one company by another provided much the same focal 

point for excitement as in earlier booms and, as in earlier booms, led to 

a concentration upon financial operations which drew people’s attention 

away from industrial development. The increased importance of 

institutions like banks, investment and unit trusts, pension funds, and 

insurance companies was shown in the way that company employees— 

people working for Guinness and for the Westminster Bank attracted 

attention in the courts—took part in undesirable trading practices which 
previously would have been associated much more often with individuals 

driving their own organizations forward. But this really only attracted 

attention at the end of the 1980s, when expansion had been brought to a 

painful stop. Between 1986 and 1989 the yuppies were lords of the 

ascendant and some of them may have imagined—like the unfortunate 

hero of Tom Wolfe’s novel about similar developments in New York— 

that they were masters of the universe. 
Some aspects of City organization changed dramatically; the Stock 

Exchange had been criticized for running a set of interlocking cartels 

rather than a really open trading market, and it agreed to carry out a 
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transformation that became known—with a not-entirely-modest bow 

to cosmology—as ‘the big bang’. The new system had started on 27 

October 1986; the exchange was no longer divided into brokers who 

took orders from the general public and jobbers who handled these 

orders to buy and sell and tried to bring them into balance. Instead 

bigger firms were created to take the orders and make the market, 

dealing mainly in large orders for the financial institutions which 

dominated the market. The exchange changed its name to the 

‘International Stock Exchange’ to underline the point that it wanted to 

be a global trading centre co-operating on a world-wide basis with 

Tokyo (nine time-zones ahead of London) and New York (five time- 

zones behind London). This worked quite well, and London kept its 

position as a place where large orders could be carried out quickly and 

settled promptly. 
While big firms were needed for a market in which institutions dealt in 

large blocks and owned a steadily increasing proportion of all shares, 

they were also useful for handling the vast number of transactions, 

involving very small individual purchases, that went with the increase in 

share-holding linked to privatization. The sales of publicly-owned 

industries went ahead reasonably successfully, though with disputes that 

had their paradoxical side. Privatization of the telephone system had 

been popular because people thought that government management 

had produced a system that did not work properly, and the only 

committed opposition to the privatization of gas in 1986 had come from 

the management of the industry. British Airways had been turned into a 

very profitable business in the course of a reorganization specifically 

intended to lead up to the 1987 privatization, and British Steel was sold 

to the public without difficulty in 1988. But in the debate about the 1989 

privatization of water-supply the opponents of the proposal put their 

case by dwelling upon the problems and inefficiencies of the existing 

system. Their approach rested on the belief that private firms could not 

put right the problems bequeathed by decades of public management, 

and it gained some public support; the measure went ahead but it 

encountered much more doubt and resistance than any of the other sales. 

The distribution of electricity and the non-nuclear electric generating 

systems were privatized in 1990, but the government found itself unable 

to sell the nuclear-powered generating stations. Opponents of nuclear 

energy found to their astonished delight that the City of London shared 

their scepticism about nuclear power stations. The electricity they 

produced was not particularly cheap, but what really worried investors 

was the impossibility of saying what would be the cost of cleaning up and 

closing down the stations at the end of their useful life. 
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As the contraction of credit began to have its effect and interest rates 

rose steadily throughout 1989 and then stayed at a high level in 1990 the 

economy slowed down, and financial scandals emerged, as so often at 

this stage of the trade cycle. The scandals at the end of the 1980s did 

suggest that the new forms of regulation that had accompanied changes 

in the City’s financial organization had not been very successful at 

protecting investors. Uninformed investors were defrauded by the 

Barlow Clowes firm or lost money they entrusted to the Levitt Group. 

Lloyd’s, the famous privately organized insurance business, had 

blossomed as a patron of modern architecture when its new stainless- 

steel building (with piping and ductwork hung down the outside of it) 

was opened in 1986 in a mood of confident expansion. Rich and well- 

connected investors put their money into providing financial backing for 

insurers—on whose advice it was hard to be certain—and invested it in 

some cases in the high-return, very high-risk insurance which bears the 

burden if great catastrophes consume all of the protection provided by 

the less ambitious underwriters and lead their victims to call on the 

heroic syndicates that deal in London Market Excess of Loss insurance. 

When hurricanes, earthquakes, and devastating fires on North Sea oil 

rigs left them facing ruin, the investors asked who had got them into this 

mess, and it was not easy to find any creditable answer. 

The business failure which had most potential for causing disquiet was 

that of Robert Maxwell, who overstretched himself in the printing, 

publishing, and communications field, and fell off his luxurious yacht at 

a time when it was clear his account-books could never be made to 

balance. It then became clear that for several months he had kept his 

various firms going by taking money out of their pension funds to 

support the price of shares that he had used to secure loans, and that 

most of the £400m. he had used in this way was irrecoverably lost. 

Pension funds, offering most people in steady employment a prospect of 

retirement on something less arduous than rigorous personal saving and 

more substantial than the old-age pension, were a product of the world 

after 1945. Even in the 1970s a Royal Commission had been unwilling to 

treat the money in these funds as a form of personal wealth, and yet 

people had come to take it for granted that they would receive their 

pension. The victims of funds run by Maxwell’s companies faced a 

drastic loss of future income, and political parties committed themselves 

to making these funds more secure in the future. 
The uneasiness to be seen at the end of the 1980s was not a simple 

matter of financial misadventure. The role of the public services 

was more open to question than before; there was an argument 

about whether this was due to the financial stringency of Thatcher’s 
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premiership—illustrated by 'things like the decision of the Royal 

Shakespeare Company nbt to use its London base in the Barbican for 

the 1990 season—but some of it was a matter of incompetence. The 

problems of British Rail, with trains that were unable to cope with snow 

on the track and later were held up by autumn leaves, may have 

lightened the hearts of everyone except those who had to travel by train. 

London Transport’s advertising campaign to improve the behaviour of 

its passengers (in the hope that some of this would rub off on its staff) 

may have had the same effect but it was not going to bring back to life 

the 31 people burnt to death in a fire at King’s Cross caused by poor 
maintenance. The central government knew that people thought British 

education was not providing a moral basis for living and also was not 

producing a trained work-force for a modern economy, it set out to give 

schools power to run their own affairs on a grant-maintained basis, 

which was intended in the long run to lead to the disappearance of local 

education authorities and leave the schools dealing directly with the 

central government and the national curriculum which it had imposed. 

In health arrangements it gave to doctors and to hospitals the 

opportunity to handle for themselves the money provided by the 

Treasury; this change too would take power away from local authorities, 

and it would diminish the day-to-day power of intervention of the 

Ministry of Health. Both changes were described as reducing the power 

of the State and increasing the power of ordinary citizens, but it did look 

as if they might also have the effect of reducing the power of local 

municipal authorities in a way that would leave schools and teachers, 

doctors and hospitals, and all who needed their services, more directly 

dependent—at the very least in terms of financial support—upon the 

central government. By a coincidence of terminology, some of the 

government’s more determined opponents at the end of the 1980s 

organized a Charter 88 to ask for restraints on its executive power, and a 

couple of years later the government offered Citizen’s Charters to meet 

the same issue of uneasiness about government power exercised by 

people who saw that power more in terms of their own convenience as 

producers than in terms of making life easier for the general public. 

While these changes showed some willingness to shake up the 

administrative systems that had grown up in the previous half-century, it 

was harder to see what was being done to prevent miscarriages of justice 

for which the police were responsible. It became clear at the beginning 

of the 1990s that 18 people had received very long prison sentences for 

crimes connected with the I.R.A. bombing campaign of the mid-1970s 

which they had not committed. Even those who acknowledged that 
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during the bombing campaign the police had been under great pressure 

to show results, and that the minister responsible had not been able 

to concentrate on this aspect of his work, were dismayed by the way 

that judges seemed determined to resist any reopening of the cases, 

perhaps because they could not believe that the police had presented 

intentionally misleading evidence, perhaps because they thought it 

would be bad for social stability for anyone to be allowed to discover 

that the courts sometimes made mistakes. No doubt the I.R.A. was one 

beneficiary from this campaign, but even the propaganda advantage 

which it gained rested bn the fact that nobody outside the police and 

judicial system thought that imprisoning innocent people could be 

justified. Many other cases began to emerge, with no question of I.R.A. 

involvement, in which the police had improved upon the available 

evidence for the purpose of getting quick convictions rather than 

establishing the truth. 
Most of the more serious cases of injustice involved victims of Irish or 

other immigrant descent, and some of them raised serious questions 

about police treatment of such people, but this problem had become 

much more complicated than any simple matter of racial unfairness. In 

the 1950s and 1960s immigration had been seen in terms of West Indians 

who had asked no more than to fit into the British way of life without 

suffering from discrimination based on the colour of their skin, and by 

the 1980s it was possible to say that they were doing well enough at the 

superficial level of success in sport and popular entertainment. But 

immigrants from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh were not going to be 

fitted into the way of life of the majority of the population in so easy a 

way. They were relatively likely to want to go into business for 
themselves; when the Bank of Credit and Commerce International was 

made bankrupt by the fraudulent activity of its organizers in the Gulf, 

many immigrant businessmen in Britain suffered because they had 

opened accounts with it in the belief that it was more sympathetic to 

their business needs than the established British banks. Business apart, 

people from the Indian subcontinent had a culture of their own which in 

extreme cases could become hard to reconcile with British culture. 

There were arguments about education, and in particular about the way 

girls should be educated. In 1988 Salman Rushdie, a novelist from a 

Muslim background who had won a high reputation in intellectual 

circles, published The Satanic Verses, a book which made fun of the 

prophet Muhammad. Christians in the nineteenth century would have 

been irritated if Jesus Christ had been treated in the same way, but in 

the twentieth century they had come to put up with such things 
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patiently. In Iran the respected leader of the Shiite Muslims said The 

Satanic Verses was blasphemous and Rushdie should be killed. The 

response to this decree showed that Muslims in Britain had not been 

assimilated into the wider community and that Muslims throughout the 

world did not like the way that secular values were gaining ground. 

Translators of the book were murdered; Rushdie went into hiding; 

intellectuals who had spent their lives stressing their tolerance had 

to explain that assassinating authors was one of the things they could 

not tolerate. But many Muslims in Britain were annoyed by tolerance 

for blasphemy, and a few of them would not have been sorry to see 

Rushdie dead. Islam, like many religions, had begun in days when 

neither tolerance nor the equality of women commanded much support; 

these old-established aspects of the faith (which might be called 

fundamentalist) were hard to accommodate in late twentieth-century 

Britain, and raised questions about the clash of cultures which were 

more complicated than the straightforward, if insoluble, problems of 

racism. 

After Thatcher 

Lawson continued to put the case for entering the E.R.M., and 

Thatcher grew worried enough by this to recall a former economic 

adviser, Sir Alan Walters, whom she trusted to provide her with the 

arguments against membership. In October 1989 Lawson resigned in 

protest against the development of parallel economic policies, one 

based on Number 10 and one on Number 11 Downing Street. His 

departure did not make as much impression as it would have done in 

the months after his post-election budget, but it increased the 

uneasiness among Conservative supporters that had been indicated in 

the European election. To test feeling in the new session of parliament, 

Sir Anthony Meyer stood against the Prime Minister for the party 

leadership in December, giving M.P.s an opportunity to show if they 

were worried about high interest rates, the poll tax, and the risk that her 

combative attitude to the Community was losing friends. Thatcher 
won the support of over 80 per cent of the Conservative M.P.s, easily 

meeting the requirement that on the first ballot a successful candidate 

needed the support of a majority of the M.P.s and a lead of 15 per cent 

over the runner-up to demonstrate a commanding position. 

In the summer of 1990 Thatcher committed the country very firmly to 

support United Nations military action to rescue Kuwait, which had just 

been annexed by Iraq. Kuwait had been loosely connected with the 

British empire in India and British forces had been sent to protect it, 
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shortly after it became independent, when it had been threatened by 

Iraq in 1961. This imperial echo probably influenced opinion much less 

than the shock of seeing a small and harmless (if oil-rich) country wiped 

off the map by a bellicose neighbour; the policy of U.N. intervention 

went unchallenged during the months of preparation in the Middle East 

and, when it led up to swift and decisive military success, there was a 

good deal of support for an even more interventionist policy, although 

this would in practice never have been accepted by Iraq’s neighbours. 

But by the time of this success Thatcher was no longer in office to enjoy 

the triumph, and instead it brought some relief to the first awkward 

moments in office of her successor. 

The departure of Lawson had weakened Thatcher’s power to resist 

ministerial pressure to join the E.R.M., particularly as it was being 

advocated as a step that would convince foreign investors that the 

exchange rate would remain unchanged and, by reassuring them, open 

the way to reductions in interest rates. Her new Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, John Major, had shown a calm willingness to use high 

interest rates to damp down the economy and by 1990 this was bringing 

on a recession. Although several other industrialized countries suffered 

as well, none of them suffered for as long as Britain; output went down, 

month by month, for almost two years. The south-east of England, 

which had increased in prosperity faster than the rest of the country for 

seventy years, was most severely affected, perhaps because so much of 

the expansion of the later 1980s had been based on borrowing, and 

borrowing was easier in the south-east than anywhere else. In the 1920s, 

deflation by high interest rates had had the specific objective of 

returning to the pre-war ratios between gold, the pound, and the U.S. 

dollar, even at a high price in unemployment. No comparably clear goal 

underlay the deflation at the end of the 1980s, but it too ran the risk of 

driving the pound up to a high exchange rate. Entry to the E.R.M. early 

in October 1990 was accompanied by a welcome cut in interest rates, but 

the tight money policy had already brought the pound to quite a high 

value compared with other European currencies by the moment of 

entry, and economists predicted that maintaining the value of the pound 

at DM2.95 might be difficult. The step did not improve relations 

between Britain and the other members of the Community as much as 

had been hoped; a meeting of the Council of heads of states and 

governments a fortnight later decided that the Community ought to 

move towards establishing a single currency. The British had not been 

told that this important item was going to be discussed, and Thatcher 

responded by declaring her hostility to the onward march of centraliza- 
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tion. The firmness, almost fierceness, with which she declared her 

opposition to closer Eikopean co-operation alarmed Sir Geoffrey 

Howe, who by now held virtually meaningless office as Deputy Prime 

Minister. He resigned, and in his resignation speech he showed he felt 

that ministers had put up with Thatcher’s little ways too long and too 

patiently. This encouraged Heseltine to offer himself as a candidate for 

the leadership. He did differ from Thatcher on Europe, but back¬ 

benchers were much more likely to be attracted by the fact that he had 

consistently warned that the poll tax would be a vote-loser. 
On the first ballot Thatcher just failed to get the 15 per cent lead that 

would have ruled out a second ballot. When her ministers told her that 

she would probably lose to Heseltine in the next ballot, she retired, 

partly to avoid humiliation and partly to steer the succession to someone 

less uncongenial. Major had already made a favourable impression on 

his party by his capacity to be at the same time polite and firm, but 

Thatcher’s support, based on his lack of firm commitment to European 

integration and his readiness to reduce government intervention and 

spending, was certainly one of the reasons why he got almost as many 

votes in the second ballot as his two opponents, Heseltine and Hurd, the 

Foreign Secretary, put together. They withdrew rather than force a 

third ballot. The circumstances in which Thatcher had fallen were 

unlikely to recur: a respected minister had resigned on the issue of 

relations with the European Community, back-benchers were worried 

about the separate issue of the poll tax, and a dynamic former minister 

who had opposed the Prime Minister on both issues was ready to 

challenge her. While nothing exactly like this would happen again, the 

fact that a Prime Minister could be overthrown undoubtedly changed 

the way in which difficult situations would be approached in future. 

Thatcher’s overthrow may have shown that her party was, as in 1922, 

afraid of a ‘dynamic force’, but nobody thought the changes associated 

with her could be reversed. Economists could argue that tax reduction 

had gone too far, but nobody expected to return to the idea of equality 

of income through fiscal machinery. Trade unions were much less 

powerful than they had been in the 1970s, and had lost about a quarter 

of their membership. Privatization had been successful enough to banish 

the idea of renationalization from political discussion. It is hard to say 

how much any political leader can affect what goes on in other 

countries, but the overthrow of Communism as a political system in 

Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s might have been followed by 

attempts to maintain government-owned enterprises if Thatcher had 

not provided an example of a different way to run things. As an anti- 
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interventionist, she had naturally done nothing to encourage feminists 

who wanted an active government to advance their agenda for change, 

but her presence at the top of the political system changed a great many 

preconceptions about what were normal things for women to do. At an 

even more intangible level, she had had a lot to do with the way that 

Britain was a bit less likely to be seen as ‘the sick man of Europe’ in the 

1980s than had been the case in the 1970s. 
Major had become Prime Minister after only eleven years in 

Parliament, a very short parliamentary career by previous standards. 

The main Cabinet change he made was to appoint Heseltine as 

Secretary for the Environment to get rid of the poll tax as quickly as 

possible. The replacement, to be called the council tax, amounted to a 

new version of the rates, with a more flexible system of valuation that 

might let taxation keep up with changes in relative prices, but its great 
advantage was that any change would be seen as an improvement on the 

poll tax. By this time it was clear that the recession was biting deeply; 

Major, who had a gift for neat if not always discreet phrasing that went 

rather surprisingly with his public image of a grey, unassertive man, had 

declared as Chancellor ‘If it’s not hurting, it’s not working’; and as 

Prime Minister he found the policy of restraint was leading to 

bankruptcies and a rising level of unemployment that made an early 

election very unlikely. 
In December 1991 the Maastricht summit of the European Community 

searched for ways to increase the role of the Community; most of the 

twelve existing members may have hoped that this would permanently 

settle the framework of its activity before new members from Scandinavia 

or post-communist Eastern Europe were admitted. The British govern¬ 

ment was strongly in favour of including new members, but there were 

suspicions that it saw this partly as a way of balancing the influence of 

Germany, which had been greatly increased in 1990 by the ending of the 

1945 division of the country, and partly as a way of making it harder to 

reach agreement on steps towards the ‘ever closer union’ which was 

accepted as Community policy. And British opposition to involvement 

in closer union could be seen in two important issues under discussion. 

The operation of the E.R.M. still left it open to member governments to 

alter the exchange rate of their currencies. If a single currency for all 

Community members were set up, as proposed in 1989, a country would 

have to withdraw from the system and reinvent a currency of its own in 

order to change the relationship of its own wages and prices to those of 

other Community countries, or else have no more autonomy in 

monetary issues than an Australian state or a Canadian province. In 
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much the same spirit of Community interventionism, a ‘social chapter 

had been drawn up to establish uniform working conditions throughout 

the Community. Major had said that he wanted to place Britain ‘at the 

heart of Europe’, though perhaps he would have been satisfied simply to 

avoid the disagreements with other members of the Community that 

had marked Thatcher’s premiership. But he could not repudiate 

Thatcher without annoying a large number of his own supporters, and in 

any case he was not enthusiastic about interventionism. The eleven 

other governments of the Community pledged themselves in some 

cases a little light-heartedly, considering all the problems of setting up a 

single currency that could be used without intolerable difficulty to 

monetary union and the ‘social chapter’; Britain reserved its position on 

both issues, but did so politely and in a way that could allow it to move 

with the Community in future without any dramatic change of 

approach. 
When the 1992 election was at last announced, the Conservatives had 

clearly failed to mesh the business cycle with the electoral cycle, and had 

to face the prospect of steadily rising unemployment, returning to the 

worst levels of the early 1980s, without visible signs of economic 

recovery. The new Chancellor of the Exchequer found the strain of 

keeping cheerful a little too much for him, and entertained the nation by 

reporting ‘green shoots’ of growth when nobody else could see anything 

of the sort. The Labour party was fortunate that it had given up almost 

all of its plans for strict government direction of the economy before 

the collapse of the Communist system in Eastern Europe and the Soviet 

Union between 1989 and 1991 had revealed how astonishingly un¬ 

successful central planning had been. It still hoped for government 

co-operation with industry in working out new lines of development and 

talked about industrial training as a necessary preliminary for fruitful 

economic development, but its most definite commitments were to raise 

old-age pensions and child benefits and to increase income tax and 

national insurance contributions from the better paid to finance them. 

Probably most voters would have responded to the proposed higher rate 

of tax on incomes above £40,000 or so a year with equanimity, but an 

increase in national insurance contributions which would affect every¬ 

body working a forty-hour week who earned over £10 an hour offered 

the Conservatives an opportunity to present the Labour party as a band 

of unregenerate supporters of high taxation. In 1987 Labour had said 

that only people who earned over £500 a week would be worse off under 

its tax proposals; in 1992 it seemed to be confident that its net could 

safely be cast more widely. At times the argument over tax levels looked 
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like the only issue in the campaign. The Conservatives had little to offer 

except unfinished business from Thatcher’s period; the Labour party 

was sufficiently alarmed by successive defeats not to want to clash too 

directly with the new way of doing things, but was not able to show that 

it had really adjusted to what was going on. The Liberals managed a 

substantial recovery from the low level to which they had fallen when 

uneasiness about the merger with the Social Democrats had badly 

undermined their position. Although his party did less well in 1992 than 

in 1983 or 1987, any assessment of Ashdown’s performance had to 

acknowledge that he became leader at a difficult time. 

Votes Seats 
% of all 
votes cast 

Conservative 14,092,235 336 41.9 
Liberal Democrat 6,002,809 20 17.8 

Labour 11,562,717 271 34.4 

Scottish Nationalist 629,555 3 1.9 

Plaid Cymru 154,390 4 0.5 

Unionists in Ulster 415,412 13 1.2 

S.D.L.P. 184,445 4 0.5 

Others 576,835 — 1.7 

Commentators found it harder than usual to offer explanations of the 

result because the opinion polls—which in nearly every election since 

1945 had offered a helpful guide to the way voters felt—had throughout 

the campaign indicated that the Labour party was doing better than the 

Conservatives, and it had been generally expected that no party would 
have a majority. Naturally the polling agencies said that voters had been 

converted to Conservatism at the last moment. The hundreds of 

thousands of potential voters believed to have kept themselves off the 

register in order to escape the poll tax were mentioned, and it was 

suggested that voters had consistently lied to the pollsters because they 

thought it sounded moral and proper to say they wanted higher taxes 

and increased social spending, although they had no intention of voting 

for anything of the sort. The reputation of the opinion polls also 

suffered because some polls taken in Scotland a little before the election 

seemed to show very strong support for Scottish independence but in 

the election the Conservatives regained ground lost in 1987. Although 

the vote for the Scottish National Party was larger than at the previous 

election, it did less well than the pre-election polls had indicated and lost 
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some seats gained at by-elections, returning to Westminster with fewer 

M.P.s than Plaid Cymru'* which continued to advance in the handful of 

seats in which there was a substantial number of Welsh-speaking voters. 

In Ireland the I.R.A.’s venture into parliamentary politics seemed to 

have been rebuffed when Protestant voters moved to support the more 

pacific S.D.L.P. and defeat the only Sinn Fein M.P. There had been 
some hope in 1985 that providing for the official involvement of the Irish 

Republic in the political institutions of Northern Ireland might reduce 

Catholic alienation and encourage police co-operation across the 

border, but very little of this had happened; political violence went on 

with no real sign of diminution, and seemed no more likely than before 

to change people’s old-established political allegiance. 
Assessing the four British general elections between 1979 and 1992 

simply in terms of shares of the total vote gained by the main political 

parties, the Conservative vote looks steady and solid, confronted by a 

non-Conservative vote that moved sharply away from Labour in 1983 

and then drifted back slowly. Ingenious ideas for Labour and Liberal 

co-operation were sometimes heard; they took it for granted that all 

non-Conservative votes were anti-Conservative votes, even though the 

Conservatives seemed to have benefited in 1992 from using the 

argument that a vote for the Liberals could lead to a Labour 

government. Labour won more seats in 1992 than would have been 

expected from its share of the vote; it may have been helped by skilful 

concentration of resources in winnable areas, but it clearly benefited 

from the way that Labour was strong in seats that were losing voters as 

people moved out of cramped cities into the expanding suburban 

hinterland. 
Kinnock, understandably disappointed at the result and conscious 

that he could hardly lead his party into a third election, resigned as 

quickly as Foot had done in 1983. But Foot had been in disgrace; 

Kinnock’s efforts to maintain his party’s position as the alternative 

government had been successful enough to allow him to choose his own 

time to leave, and the Labour party might have benefited from a period 

of discussion and analysis free from the risk that putting forward views 

which did not agree with those of the leader might look disloyal and 

suggest that the party was divided. Within three months of the election 

John Smith was chosen as the new leader by an electoral college which 

underlined the fact that the Trade Unions were still of great importance 

in the Labour party. It was a sign of continuity of a different sort that he 

had been in parliament for as many years as the Prime Minister and the 

Liberal leader added together. He was Scottish, and his critics naturally 
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asked if it was wise to chose a leader from a region where Labour still 

held most of the seats, when the party needed someone familiar with the 

parts of the country where it had been doing badly in recent decades, 

who understood how to modify its approach in a way that would appeal 

to the prosperous working class and lower middle class which no longer 

felt that Labour had much to offer them. In the early 1960s Wilson had 

been able to make the Labour party look relevant to people who had 

done well in the Conservative prosperity of the 1950s, but the Labour 

party had found the whole process disconcerting enough not to want to 

choose ‘another Harold Wilson’. 
The Conservatives, while still the business- and privatization-oriented 

party they had been under Thatcher, modified that position slightly. 

They wanted to look committed to Europe but had difficulty in keeping 

up with the pace of advance, partly because they were out of sympathy 

with the interventionist approach which dominated thinking in Brussels, 

and they often looked as though they were glad to see it held up. When 

Denmark rejected the Maastricht Treaty in a referendum in the summer 

of 1992, this blow to the unanimity required if the Treaty was to become 

effective was handled very cautiously by the government, partly because 

of the widespread pleasure expressed in the country at this defeat for the 

expanding power of Brussels, partly because the British financial 

authorities suffered a serious setback over the E.R.M. only a few 

weeks later. Membership of the E.R.M. had tied the pound to the 

Deutschmark at a time when Germany needed high interest rates to 

deal with the inflationary impact of reunification, and the Deutschmark 

led the pound and the other European currencies to a level in terms of 

non-Community currencies that made exporting much more difficult. 

At the same time, the pound was bound to be weak compared with the 

rest of the Community if it did not accept the high level of German 

interest rates. Faced by the problem of high unemployment as well, the 

government tried to maintain the value of the currency in the E.R.M. 

simply by using the foreign exchange reserves, and this turned out to be 

inadequate. In mid-September Britain was forced to leave the E.R.M. 

and declined to express any readiness to return to it. While its new 

value, which settled down about 15 per cent lower than before, might be 
more sustainable the failure did nothing for the government’s prestige 

or its reputation for Community spirit. Just after the election it seemed 

possible that the transfer of Heseltine—one of the few politicians of 

recent decades to prosper after resignation in the way that was normal in 

the 19th century—to the ministry in charge of trade and industry meant 

that the government would encourage some co-ordination of economic 
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development. But Heseltine was Thatcherite enough to want to press on 

with the contraction of csal-mining, and this was so unpopular at a time 

of high unemployment (and his precipitate methods were so unsound in 

law) that he had to retreat in confusion. After this it was unlikely that he 

could press the government into a new policy, because the Prime 

Minister disliked the idea of active government intervention and would 

have preferred to leave people alone to manage their own affairs. Major 

had said that he hoped to see the country ‘at ease with itself’. This was a 

substantial objective, and one with which it was hard to disagree, but 

the means proposed as the way to achieve it showed how considerable a 

change had come over the beliefs of successful politicians, of the 

thinkers who supported them and of the voters who gave power to 

them. For most of the twentieth century the basic idea in British 

political life, expressed in phrases like ‘the Welfare State’, had been that 

government intervention was the best way of looking after the needs of 

economic development, of taking care of people who were temporarily 

or permanently in need of help, and of making sure that society felt 

itself to be united enough to handle its problems. In the 1980s this idea 

had been challenged; at the beginning of the 1990s it did not'have 

enough dynamic force behind it to provide effective opposition to 

political leaders who wanted to see this sort of intervention by the State 

withering away. 
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There is no shortage of reading matter for the twentieth century, though of 
course its accuracy and its readability vary quite a lot. The government is 
the leading source of primary material: it publishes Blue Books and White 
Papers in a steady stream that grows wider and wider as the State undertakes 
responsibility in an increasing number of areas of life. It has also produced 
official histories of the two world wars, and it has published documents on 
foreign policy which, while primarily related to the outbreak of the two 
world wars, will provide a reasonably complete account of British policy 
from 1898 to 1939 when the work is finished. Government documents, such 
as Cabinet minutes and departmental papers, are now open for investigation 
down to 1937 and while this may be of little immediate interest to anybody 
except the specialist, the fact that the specialists can read these documents 
will safeguard everybody else and make sure that any gaps in the published 
government record are filled up. 

The parliamentary debates (Hansard) are fuller and even more accurate 
in the twentieth century than they had been previously. In the nineteenth 
century the reports in The Times were often better than in Hansard, and 
were at times the basis for Hansard; The Times continues to be a useful 
source, but it is no longer so commanding an authority—it is fashionable to 
denounce The Times for managing the news during the 1930s, but while this 
criticism is justified we ought to remember that the reason we know so much 
about it is that The Times explained what it had done in its own History of 
The Times. Other newspapers have managed the news, but a confessional 
history of the Daily Express or of the Daily Mirror has not yet appeared. 
Even the Daily Telegraph (firmly right wing) and the Guardian (moderately 
left wing) have not opened up their records for investigation, though 
these are the two daily papers that rank next to The Times in usefulness. 
Garvin's Observer was a newspaper of very considerable importance; 
with the decline in importance of the monthly and quarterly magazines, 
which played so large a role in the shaping of nineteenth-century opinion, it 
has become customary to assume that their importance has passed to the 
serious weekly magazines—The Economist, the Spectator, and the New 
Statesman—but it seems possible that part of their general influence moved 
to the heavy Sunday newspapers, the Observer and the Sunday Times. Find¬ 
ing out what influences the bulk of the population has never been easy; 
undoubtedly an even larger proportion of the population spends an even 
larger proportion of its time watching television at the present day than spent 
its time listening to sermons and reading devotional literature at the beginning 
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of the century, but assessing the effects of this change is very difficult. And 
finding historical records of this sort of influence is also difficult. 

There are some useful general histories which cover the period, or part of 
the period. C. L. Mowat’s Britain Between the Wars (1955) is perhaps the 
best of these; it covers only half of the sixty years under discussion, but within 
its chosen time-span it is very thorough, very well informed and very good 
value for money. A. J. P. Taylor’s English History 1914-1945 (1965) covers a 
somewhat longer period, in a lively and stimulating way; however, it is much 
less reliable (Henry Pelling’s review in Past and Present, April 1966, lists an 
impressive array of errors). The second edition will be a very important 
contribution to the history of the period. W. N. Medlicott’s Contemporary 
England 1914-1964 (1967) leans somewhat too heavily to the diplomatic side, 
and in particular devotes a great deal of space to the diplomacy of the 1930s. 
A. J. Seaman’s Post-Victorian Britain 1902-1951 (1966) is a good book on a 
rather less ambitious scale, with a heavy concentration on the Second World 
War—the account given is enlightening but is out of proportion with the rest 
of the book. A. F. Havighurst’s Twentieth-Century Britain (1964) is a good 
clear account which is well worth reading. 

On a much larger scale are the works of reference by private authors. 
The Annual Register of World Events has a long opening section on British 
affairs—this used to be a sketch of parliamentary events but its scope has 
broadened, and it is supplemented by an economics section—for -some 
periods, such as the 1950s, the section on British affairs was dominated by 
the personal eccentricities of the author but the economics section continued 
to give useful introductory facts about the state of the economy. For 
economics at a more scholarly level, the Abstract of British Historical 
Statistics (1962) by B. R. Mitchell and Phyllis Deane covers most figures 
down to 1938, and after that figures can be hunted down in the Annual 
Abstract of Statistics. Biographical information for people safely dead can be 
found in the Dictionary of National Biography, which now goes down to 
1950. For the others, there is Who’s Who (and also Who Was Who, though 
this does not add very much to the Dictionary of National Biography). For 
political events and personalities, D. E. Butler and Anne Sloman, British 
Political Facts 1900-1977 (1978) is much the most convenient single source; 
it also contains some social statistics and some economics, though for 
economic reference on a small scale The Times's The British Economy: Key 
Statistics 1900-1966, prepared by the London and Cambridge Economic 
Service, may be even more useful. 

Some long-range interpretations of politics in this century may be 
mentioned. R. T. McKenzie’s British Political Parties was very well received 
when it first appeared in 1955; it argued that the Labour party and the 
Conservative party were really very similar in their real—as opposed to their 
formal—structure, an argument which fitted the mood of British politics 
at the time rather well. More recently Samuel H. Beer’s Modern British 
Politics (1965) has tried with some success to show that the formal differences 
in the two parties correspond to some real differences of attitudes although 
these differences of attitude are not quite the differences that are made most 
apparent by the party programmes. W. G. Runciman’s Relative Deprivation 
and Social Justice (1966) is a curious mixture of social survey, ethical 
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speculation, and attempt to interpret twentieth-century history; it probably 
deserves attention. 

For the nineteenth century biographies are one of the most useful sources 
because of the practice of publishing masses of letters and other papers. When 
completed the Life of Winston S. Churchill (two volumes by Randolph 
Churchill and four volumes by Martin Gilbert bring it to 1941 so far) will be 
a pre-eminent example of this. Meanwhile Henry Pelling’s Winston Churchill 
(1974) is a good one-volume life, at least up to 1951. But since the days of 
Spender and Asquith’s Asquith (see below, p. 466), the fashion for full-dress 
biographies has declined; or perhaps it is simply that not enough time has yet 
elapsed. Disraeli had been dead for thirty years before the first volume of the 
Monypenny and Buckle Life appeared; it was after an almost precisely similar 
interval that Robert Blake’s distinguished The Unknown Prime Minister: Andrew 
Bonar Law appeared in 1955 and the same gap in time separates the death of 
Balfour from the appearance of Kenneth Young’s rather less distinguished 
Arthur James Balfour in 1963. There is a very good Ramsay MacDonald (1977) 
by David Marquand. Lives of Lloyd George are noted in the comments on 
chapter 1 and those of Baldwin and Chamberlain in the comments on chapters 

6 and 7. 
One change since Victorian times is that politicians are much more ready 

to write and publish their memoirs; to some extent they do it because they 
are no longer men of independent means and they believe that every man 
has a book in him that the public will buy, to some extent they do it in self- 
defence from their colleagues who have told their own story, and to some 
extent they do it because people are no longer as reticent about their private 
motives or about the conduct of government as they used to be. Asquith’s 
Memories and Reflections (1928) were pretty clearly written for money by a 
man who did not really want to take the public into his confidence; Churchill 
and Lloyd George (chapter 3 and chapter 8) were not sorry to have the 
money but they did also want to vindicate their policies and took some 
pleasure in denouncing their opponents. Lord Avon wrote to defend his 
policies (chapters 7 and 10). Macmillan has written his Memoirs at great length: 
six volumes, published 1966 to 1973. It is hard to understand why Attlee wrote 
As it Happened (1954); Dalton wrote three volumes of Memoirs (1953-1962) 
out of an inability to restrain himself, and they are accordingly amusing and 
informative. L. S. Amery’s My Political Life (1953) is designed to argue the 
case for his policies; it is useful but should be handled with care. 

There are some impressive biographies of people apart from Prime 
Ministers. Alan Bullock, Ernest Bevin, vol. i (1960) is important for the years 
1920—40—the second volume (1966) is too lengthy to maintain the same 
high standard. Roy Harrod’s Life of John Maynard Keynes (1951) is an 
effective eulogy but may be superseded by R. Skidelsky's Keynes (vol. i, 1983). 
Nicholson's George V (1952) is informative and pleasant to read; the 
official lives of Edward VII (P. Magnus, 1964) and George VI (J. Wheeler- 
Bennett, 1958) are less distinguished, but they contain a good deal of interest¬ 

ing information from the royal archives. 
Economic affairs were not really accepted as part of history or politics at 

the beginning of the century, and analysis tended to be specialized and dull; 
some life was put into it by the Tariff Reform arguments, and later by the 
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writings of Keynes (Economic Consequences of the Peace in 1919; Economic 
Consequences of Mr. Churchill in 1925) but there are not many easy con¬ 
temporary books about economic events for the pre-1945 period of the type 
given in the lists for the last four chapters of this book. There are some useful 
economic histories: Sir John Clapham’s Economic History of Modern Britain 
(1952) provides a good solid account of events in the earlier decades of the 
century, and there is a certain amount in W. Ashworth, Economic History of 
England 1870-1939 (1960). There is rather more in S. Pollard’s Development 
of the British Economy 1914-1950 (1962), and there is a commentary on 
some developments in A. Y. Youngson’s The British Economy 1920—1957 
(1960), though this book assumes a fair grasp of the economic situation in its 
readers. A. T. Peacock and J. Wiseman, The Growth of Public Expenditure 
in the United Kingdom (1961), is full of useful information about govern¬ 
ment spending, though there is a point in the text where the authors seem 
almost to contradict the evidence of one of their charts, which shows that 
government spending at constant prices per head of population has risen 
steadily and consistently since well before the beginning of the period. 
M. Bowley’s Housing and the State 1919-1944 (1945) is a very useful study 
of one of the most important sectors of the economy. A set of three books by 
B. S. Rowntree serves to show that things do get better: over the course of 
half a century he surveyed the condition of the working class and the poor 
in York on three different occasions, and published Poverty (1901), Poverty 
and Progress (1941), and Poverty and the Welfare State (1951)—each of them 
of course appeared a few years after the survey had been carried out. For the 
sake of completeness Rowntree’s English Life and Leisure (1951) may be 

added to the list. 
Commonwealth affairs in the twentieth century have not yet benefited from 

the flow of scholarly study that has been devoted to such aspects as imperial 
expansion in Africa at the end of the nineteenth century. However there are 
some very substantial contemporary works: W. K. Hancock, Survey of British 
Commonwealth Affairs 1918-1939 (1937, 1942) and N. Mansergh, Survey of 
British Commonwealth Affairs; war-time co-operation and post-war change 
(1952, 1958). K. C. Wheare’s The Constitutional Structure of the Common¬ 
wealth (1960) almost inevitably is heavily involved in legal forms; A. P. 
Thornton’s The Imperial Idea and its Enemies (1959) is a useful corrective to 
this sort of approach, because it is concerned with power and thoughts about 
power to the exclusion of forms and precedents. Patrick Gordon Walker’s 
The Commonwealth (1960) has the advantages and disadvantages of being 
written by an ex-Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations: he knows 
about the political activities of the Commonwealth but is inevitably a little 
inclined to overstate their importance. A colleague of his in the Attlee 
government, John Strachey, accepted the facts of the case rather better in 
The End of Empire (1959), a book which is heavily influenced by the 
arguments of J. A. Hobson in Imperialism (1902), where it is argued that 
imperial expansion was not only profitable but also of considerable 
importance to the whole British economy. This view no longer commands 
much support. There are some interesting biographies: W. K. Hancock’s 
Smuts (1962—8) is a well-controlled account of a complicated but well- 
controlled man; the life of Mackenzie King is appearing in a much more 
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confusing way, under the names of Macgregor Dawson, Blair Neatby, J. W. 
Pickersgill and D. F. Forster (1959- ). M. Brecher’s Nehru (1962) is written 
very close to the events it describes, but is still useful. 

CHAPTER 1 

Two substantial books for general information are R. C. K. Ensor, England 
1870-1914 (1936) and E. Halevy, The Rule of Democracy, pt. 1 (1934). More 
recently P. Rowland, The Last Liberal Governments, pt. 1 (1968), covers a wide 
range of material in a traditional way. C. Cross has a brief sketch, The Liberals 
in Power (1963), but it does not provide very full information. S. Nowell Smith, 
Edwardian England 1901-1914 (1964), is a collection of essays by different 
authors on politics and social life—some of them very useful. 

There are biographies of the leading statesmen: J. A. Spender’s Life of 
Campbell-Bannerman (1923), and Spender and C. Asquith’s life of Asquith 
(1932) are somewhat ponderous and occasionally carry too far the bio¬ 
grapher’s natural tendency not to exhibit his subject’s weaknesses. Spender 
was a little more relaxed in his autobiography, Life Literature and Politics 
(1927). There is a more modern Asquith by R. Jenkins (1964), which is very 
good for 1906-16; after that it tails off a little. His daughter. Lady Asquith, 
has reminiscences of the pre-1914 Liberals in Winston Churchill as I Knew 
him (1965). There is a fairly good official life, R. S. Churchill, Winston S. 
Churchill, The Young Statesman 1900-1914 (1967) with some very useful 
companion volumes of documents. The long-awaited last volumes of Joseph 
Chamberlain, by J. Amery, appeared in 1969. There is a rather thin life of 
Lloyd George (1951) by Tom Jones and bigger ones by Frank Owen, Tempestuous 
Journey (1954), and by P. Rowland (1976). Kenneth Young’s Arthur Balfour 
(1963) never faces the possibility that some of Balfour’s failures were his own 
fault. W. Stewart’s Keir Hardie (1921) is probably still the best account. The 
monarch: P. Magnus, Edward VII {1964), suggests that Edward was not really 
in touch with politics; H. Nicolson’s George V (1952) is full of useful material 
on the crises of the reign, is well written and not too courtier-like. 

On individual subjects, G. W. Monger, The End of Isolation (1963), dis¬ 
cusses British foreign policy from 1900 to 1907; B. Semmel’s Imperialism and 
Social Reform (1960) is a fairly firmly anti-imperialist account of social 
reformers like Chamberlain and Milner; A. L. Levine, Industrial Retardation 
in Britain 1880-1914 (1967) indicates some economic problems; A. M. Gollin 
in ‘The Observer' and J. L. Garvin (1958) gets a long way into the mechanics 
of running a political party; and Austen Chamberlain’s Politics from the 
Inside (1936) is also very informative. For a wider perspective, M. Bruce, The 
Coming of the Welfare State (1961), concentrates on the years before 1914 as 
the central point in his story; and Beatrice Webb gives details of what went on 
in the Poor Law Commission in Our Partnership (1948). O. Sitwell in the 
earlier volumes of Left Hand, Right Hand and V. Sackville West in The 
Edwardians (1936) give accounts of the upper layers of society. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Historians do not agree whether this was a period of repose and tranquillity 
or one of strife and incipient anarchy. For the first view see R Jenkins, 
Asquith (1964) or any of a number of memoirs, such as C. Hassalls Rupert 
Brooke (1964); on the other side there is E. Halevy’s The Rule of Democracy, 
ot. 2 (1952) or, for a more extreme version, G. Dangerfield’s seductively 
written Strange Death of Liberal England (1936). Rowland’s The Last Liberal 
Governments, pt. 2 (1971), is more agnostic. There are biographies of the Con¬ 
servative leaders: R. Blake, The Unknown Prime Minister (1952) is a full-length 
life of Bonar Law; A. M. Gollin, Proconsul in Politics (1964), studies Milner 
in English politics during the Lords’ crisis, the Ulster crisis, and the war. The 
suffragists, in Dame Millicent Fawcett’s Women's Suffrage (1912) and The 
Women's Victory (1920), and the suffragettes, in Dame Christabel Pankhurst s 
Unshackled (1959), left accounts of the struggle. A. Rosen’s Rise Up, Women 
(1974) is a good modern account. M. Hyde, Carson (1953), and F. S. L. Lyons, 
John Dillon (1971), present the two men who came closest to greatness in the 

pre-1914 Irish struggle. 

CHAPTER 3 

The military side of the war was covered in several dozen volumes of Official 
Histories of the War, published steadily between 1920 and 1948. The work of 
the government in domestic policy when faced with war-time problems was 
covered in less overwhelming detail in a series of volumes produced by the 
Carnegie Endowment. On a more manageable scale, C. R. F. Cruttwell’s 
History of the Great War (1936) is a good one-volume account of military 
operations, told from a standpoint somewhat critical of British commanders 
and their strategy. The politicians’ attitude to strategy is discussed in 
G. Guinn’s Politics and Strategy (1966). Liddell Hart’s The Real War (1930) 
is more determinedly critical of everybody. Lloyd George’s six volumes of 
War Memoirs (1933-6) also denounce the generals, though he was at pains 
to expose the follies of his civilian colleagues as well, dealing especially 
brusquely with those of the Asquithian Liberals. It is said that Churchill wrote 
five volumes of autobiography and the publisher made him disguise it as a 
history of the World War, The World Crisis (1923-9), but it is not much 
more egocentric than the other memoirs. Haig has been defended by Duff 
Cooper (1936) and by John Terraine (1963), though without complete success; 
Robertson by himself (1926) and by Victor Bonham-Carter (1963), again not 
completely successfully. Arthur Marwick’s The Deluge (1965) is a very useful 
account of economic developments and social change inside England while 
the war was on. David Mitchell’s Women on the Warpath (1967) is journalistic 
and sometimes clumsy but it does cover one aspect of change quite interest¬ 
ingly. The political intrigues of the period are covered in Beaverbrook’s 
Politicians and the War (1928) and Men and Power (1956), in Addison’s Four 
and a Half Years (1934), and in A. M. Gollin’s study of Milner, Proconsul 
in Politics (1964), as well as in the Churchill and Lloyd George memoirs 
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already noticed. Trevor Wilson’s Downfall of the Liberal Party (1966) makes 
more effort than any of these books to see the political struggle in the 
government from Asquith’s point of view. 

CHAPTER 4 

When Lloyd George wrote The Truth about the Peace Treaties in 1938, he 
knew that if he was to defend his role he had to fight the Keynesian 
denunciation of 'the Carthaginian Peace’ in The Economic Consequences of 
the Peace (1919); Lloyd George did not succeed, and lesser debaters have 
done no better. Harold Nicolson’s Peacemaking 1919 (1933) gives a good 
account of Versailles; Harold Nelson’s Land and Power (1963) gives a good 
account of British policy before and during the negotiations. R. B. McCallum’s 
Public Opinion and the Last Peace (1944) is a helpful reminder of the limits 
on Lloyd George’s freedom of action. A. C. Pigou's Aspects of British 
Economic History 1918-25 (1947) shows some signs of the fact that it was 
written to indicate possible hazards in the economic situation immediately 
after the Second World War. Blake’s Bonar Law is again useful; Beaver- 
brook’s The Decline and Fall of Lloyd George (1963) concentrates almost 
exclusively on the quarrels within the Cabinet, without really explaining 
why the Conservative back-benchers were becoming hostile—S. Salvidge s 
Salvidge of Liverpool (1934) and Gerald Macmillan’s Honours for Sale (1954) 
indicate some of the reasons for discontent—nor pointing out that the Labour 
party was gaining ground; books like G. D. H. Cole’s History of the Labour 
Party since 1914 (1947) and Catherine Ann Cline’s sometimes inaccurate 
Recruits to Labour (1963) present some of this side of the case, and more can 
be found from M. Cowling’s The Impact of Labour 1920-1924 (1971), concen¬ 
trating on political leaders, and from R. McKibbin, The Evolution of the Labour 
Party 1910-1924 (1974), on the party machine. N. Mansergh’s The Irish Question 
1840-1921 (1965) is perhaps a little too much of a commentary without facts; 
E. Strauss’s Irish Nationalism and British Democracy (1951) too inclined to 
stress economic factors. D. Gwynn’s History of Partition (1950) is a fairly 
reasonable statement of what went on. Lord Birkenhead s F.E. (1965) shows 
almost too much filial piety, but deals with a man of great influence in the period. 
Two useful books on foreign policy begin at about the end of the war. F. S. 
Northedge, The Troubled Giant (1966) goes to 1939; W. N. Medlicott s British 
Foreign Policy since Versailles (1968) is mainly about the inter-war years but 

has some extra chapters tacked on. 

CHAPTER 5 

This is a period curiously empty of satisfactory biographies or autobiographies 
—Harold Nicolson’s George V (1952) is of course an exception, and it is very 
helpful for the Labour government, but G. M. Young’s Stanley Baldwin 
(1952), an official life, contains very little material and attacked the subject 
of the’biography so vehemently that it provoked a defence, A. W. Baldwin’s 
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My Father: the True Story (1955), which makes some good points about the 
1930s; Marquand’s MacDpnald (1977) is good; M. A. Hamilton s Arthur 
Henderson (1938) is useful but perhaps makes Henderson a little too good to 
be true; Snowden’s Autobiography (1934) is not as informative as its often 
bitter tone might lead one to expect, and Colin Cross s recent life of him (1967) 
suffers because Mrs. Snowden destroyed her husband s papers; J. R. Clynes s 
Memoirs (1937) reveal a lot about the attitudes of a Labour leader, but not 
so much about the events in which he took part. Beatrice Webb s Diaries 
1924-32 (1956) find fault with everyone except Sidney. The issues of the 1920s 
died with the 1920s—in sharp contrast to those of the 1930s, which lived on 
and produced a mass of more or less polemical memoirs. R. W. Lyman s The 
First Labour Government (1957) is a neat and thorough study; R. K. Middlemas 
gives a not-too-sympathetic account of one base of Labour strength in The 
Clydesiders (1965) which is distinctly more coherent than the much more 
friendly account of the I.L.P. in E. G. Dowse’s Left in the Centre (1966). The odd 
events at the end of the Labour government’s tenure of office are made rather 
clearer by The Zinovieff Letter (1967) by L. Chester, S. Fay, and H. Young. 
Almost all of the section on the B.B.C. is drawn from A. Briggs, The Birth of 
Broadcasting (1961). W. H. Crook’s The General Strike (1931) approaches the 
topic from the industrial relations point of view; Julian Symons’s The General 
Strike (1957) gives more of the social history, though it does not go back as far 

in time. 

CHAPTER 6 

The rising importance of Neville Chamberlain makes Keith Feiling's Life 
(1946) very useful for this period—it is one of the better biographies of the 
century, although sometimes written in a bizarre style. But the years of the 
Baldwin government have not been well served, which may reflect the fact 
that not much happened. Sir Charles Petrie’s Austen Chamberlain (1940) is 
sometimes useful. The Labour government was a more exciting period, and 
has been written about more fully: R. Skidelsky’s Politicians and the Slump 
(1967) is critical of the government, and leans heavily towards the view that 
an alternative policy could have been followed without too much difficulty. 
Sir Oswald Mosley has published his My Life (1968), which understandably 
takes the same approach. R. Bassett’s 1931 (1958) is a determined defence of 
MacDonald and his policies which analyses the various accounts of the 
weeks of the change from a Labour to a National government, and finds 
discrepancies in almost everyone's story. On the other hand, his suggestions 
that MacDonald was really trying to act in the best interests of the Labour 
party seem a little strained. R. Graves and A. Hodges, The Long Week-end, 
1918-1939 (1940) is one of the best—though not the most serious—accounts 
of social life. Duff Cooper’s Old Men Forget (1953), though useful mainly for 
the 1930s, begins to become informative during this period. On the Labour 
side Hugh Dalton’s Memoirs, vol. i to 1931 (1953), is informative and 
irrepressibly cheerful about the 1929-31 government. The Macmillan report 
and the May report deserve some attention: they are almost the only reports 
to have had a direct effect on political and economic events. 
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CHAPTER 7 

The 1930s are one of the most discussed and disputed decades of the century, 
with supporters of a firm foreign policy, or of Keynesian economics, or 
enemies of a Conservative government using the events to prove their 
respective cases, and being resisted in their efforts. The opening chapters of 
Churchill's The Second World War (1948), or J. Wheeler-Bennett’s Munich 
(a new edition came out in 1966) or L. B. Namier's Diplomatic Prelude (1947) 
put the case against appeasement in terms which are a little more vehement 
than a professional historian might be expected to use. The attack is sup¬ 
ported by Lord Avon (Anthony Eden) in Facing the Dictators (1962) and in 
Dalton’s second volume of Memoirs (1957). M. Cowling read every private 
paper available for The Impact of Hitler (1975); Feiling’s Chamberlain has not 
been replaced and is still useful; Halifax has been defended by Birkenhead 
(1967); and Hoare published a good self-justification, Nine Troubled Years 
(1954). Tom Jones’s A Diary with Letters (1951) was written from an appeaser’s 
point of view, but does not help his side’s case. On the other hand, R. Bassett's 
Democracy and Foreign Policy (1952) is a good defence of the National govern¬ 
ment’s policy in Manchuria. 

Attitudes to the Spanish Civil War were analysed in a less committed, and 
less exciting, way by K. W. Watkins in Britain Divided (1963). There is an 
interesting contemporary study of one manifestation of feeling, The Peace 
Ballot (1935) by A. Livingston and M. Johnson. A more deeply committed 
book about an ugly part of the 1930s, George Orwell’s The Road to Wigan 
Pier (1937) is a shout of protest about unemployment without any way out; 
H. W. Richardson argued, in Economic Recovery in Britain 1932-1939 (1967), 
that things were not so bad during the slump, but he did seem to be rather 
easily satisfied. M. Muggeridge's The Thirties (1940) is an impressionistic 
book by a comedian who would like to write tragedy if only he had a point 
of view—it is the source-book for some of the jokes in A. J. P. Taylor’s 
English History. Colin Cross’s The Fascists in Britain (1961) probably tells 
us as much as anyone needs to know about this subject. Harold Nicolson s 
Diary, vol. i (1966), is a great achievement in self-revelation, and is also a 
useful historical source. Much the same can be said of Sir Henry Channon’s 
diary, Chips (1967), and it is even more entertaining. 

CHAPTER 8 

Writing about military events is dominated by the Official History of the 
War, military series, edited by Sir James Butler. The series is not yet complete, 
but only a few volumes remain to be published. A variety of different topics 
are handled, in one to four volumes; no doubt more will be known when the 
War Cabinet papers are released, but the series is informative and not 
uncritical of the British performance. Churchill’s Second World War (6 vols., 
1948-54) is also very helpful, and is much easier to read—Churchill made 
considerable use of government papers, though his account is naturally 
Churchill-centred. Chester Wilmot’s The Struggle for Europe, (1959) is a 
good example of the 'how we won the war and lost the peace school the 
phrase is printed on the cover of this edition. Lord Alanbrooke s diaries were 
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edited by Arthur Bryant into The Turn of the Tide (1957) and Triumph in 
the West (1959)—it has been suggested that he wrote his diary late at night, 
when he was too exhausted to see the difficulties of the day in perspective. 
C. Barnett’s The Desert Generals (1960) argues that Churchill and Mont¬ 
gomery, the popular heroes, did less than was believed and that Wavell and 
Auchinleck were underestimated. J. F. C. Fuller’s The Second World War 
(1949) is an attempt to repeat Liddell Hart by arguing that Germany could 
have been crushed with a lot less effort by the application of strategic prin¬ 
ciples rather than ‘ironmongery’, typified by the bombing offensive The 
official history of the bombing offensive by C. Webster and N. Frankland 
(1961) certainly seems to be going rather further than the evidence would 
allow when it claims that the bombing offensive was ‘decisive’, which pre¬ 
sumably means that Germany would have defeated America and Russia if it 
had not been for Bomber Command. There are also extensive American 
military histories, which show that the war against Germany was conducted 

on fairly amicable terms of equality with England. 

CHAPTER 9 

The Official History of the War (civil series, edited by Sir Keith Hancock) has 
volumes on a great variety of topics, but it is a bit harder to see them as a 
unity than the military series volumes. Churchill was not as interested in 
domestic developments as in strategy and foreign policy, so his book is not 
very useful. John Anderson (1962) by J. Wheeler-Bennett is quite a useful 
book about the man who was at the centre of domestic planning, but 
inevitably it can give only limited space to the war years in a one-volume 
biography and it does not go into much detail. The Beveridge Report (1942) 
is an important summary of social thought and proposals. N. Longmate, How 
We Lived Then (1971), is a lively account of life at home, Paul Addison, The Road 
to 1945 (1975), is useful on political developments, and Angus Calder’s The 
People's War (1969) puts a staunch Socialist case well. A. Bullock’s Ernest 
Bevin, vol. ii (1966) covers the work of the Minister of Labour in even more 
detail than the subject will stand. Sentiment around the end of the war can 
be explored in the novels of J. B. Priestley, though they do lean rather further 
in an optimistic, egalitarian, and left-wing direction than some people would 
have liked. Evelyn Waugh’s three-volume novel about Guy Crouchback has 
been praised, but it is written from a much more anti-Russian point of view 
than was common during the war'; once the war was over, of course, sentiment 
turned against Russia as quickly as it turned against France in 1918. The general 
election of 1945 was the first to be described in a Nuffield election study, by 
R. B. McCallum and A. Readman (1946). Studies on similar lines have been 
written about all subsequent elections, and are useful guides to follow. 

CHAPTER 10 

Two very good histories of the Labour government. Labour in Power 
by Kenneth Morgan and The Labour Government by Henry Pelling, came 
out in 1984. Biographies of Attlee by Kenneth Harris (1982), of Bevin 
by Alan Bullock (vol. iii, 1983), of Dalton by Ben Pimlott (1985), and 
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of Morrison by B. Donoughue and G. W. Jones (1973) leave Cripps as the 
only minister from the inner circle without a biography. The last volume 
of Dalton’s memoirs (1962) and the autobiography of Herbert Morrison are 
helpful; Attlee’s are not. G. D. N. Worswick and P. H. Ady, The British 
Economy 1945-50 (1952) is a good account written close to the event; J. C. R. 
Dow's The Management of the British Economy 1945-60 (1964) is probably 
a bit more accurate, but it is also distinctly more technical. M. Sissons and 
P. French, ed., The Age of Austerity (1961) is a collection of essays on 
various aspects of life under the Labour government; it is very useful for 
giving the atmosphere of the period, though it is by its nature not directly 
concerned to give facts. J. Marlowe’s The Seat of Pilate (1959) explains how 
the British government found itself in so unpleasant a position in Palestine 
by the end of the mandate; M. Edwardes, The Last Years of British India 
(1963) provides the background for independence and partition, and P. Moon, 
Divide and Quit (1961) is a good account of the difficulties and disasters of 
partition at one of the crisis-points. The process of nationalization has been 
studied by W. A. Robson in Nationalised Industry and Public Ownership 
(1960), which is moderately favourable, and by R. Kelf-Cohen in Nationalisa¬ 
tion in Britain (1958), which is rather more immoderately unfavourable; both 
books are naturally concerned with future policy but they do discuss the 
initial legislation. The historical background for the programme of nationaliza¬ 
tion can be studied in E. Barry O'Brien, Nationalisation in British Politics 

(1966). 

CHAPTER 11 

The early 1950s have been reasonably well covered: a few scholarly studies 
of the period have appeared, such as Joan Mitchell’s Crisis in Britain 1951 
(1963), a mildly pro-Bevanite account of the economic problems of the 
Labour government during its last year of office; and G. D. N. Worswick and 
P. H. Ady have produced a sequel to their volumes on the 1940s, The British 
Economy 1951-1959 (1962)—the authors lean a little to the Labour side, so 
that the more critical attitude taken to the government in the 1950s may 
reflect an opinion held on grounds that are not confined to economics. 
A. Shonfield’s British Economic Policy Since the War (1958) is really more 
directly concerned with the early 1950s than with the Labour government. 
When Leslie Hunter's The Road to Brighton Pier was published in 1959 it 
attracted a considerable amount of attention because it was, by the standards 
of the time, frank to the point of indiscretion about the internal problems of 
the Labour party in opposition during the period of conflict over the 
personality and policy of Aneurin Bevan. Frankness has become more com¬ 
mon: Anthony Nutting's No End of a Lesson (1967) and Hugh Thomas’s 
The Suez Affair (1967) present the facts of the Suez story fully and straight¬ 
forwardly; Lord Avon’s Full Circle (1960) is understandably less informative 
about Suez, but it does contain a good deal that is useful about his work as 
Churchill’s Foreign Secretary. Lord Moran’s Churchill: the Struggle for 
Survival (1966) is very interesting about Churchill’s personality, and is 
informative about the period when Churchill was incapacitated by his stroke. 
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Lord Woolton’s Memoirs (1959), which may be consulted for chapter 9 as 
well, is informative aboht the position of a slightly confused minister, who 
wasmore in touch with public opinion than with his colleagues—much the 
same can be said about Lord Hill’s Both Sides of the Hill (1964), though 
Woolton never felt quite as humble as Hill about sitting at the same Cabinet 
table as all these upper-class ministers of the Churchill government. 

CHAPTER 12 

It is difficult to find scholarly books dealing with a period as recent as this. 
As public life becomes slightly more open, well-informed if sometimes jour¬ 
nalistic books are published which supplement information from the press, 
parliamentary debates, and Blue Books. Nora Beloff’s The General Says No 
(1963) is a useful study of the Common Market negotiations, marred by a 
tendency to plunge off the deep end and compare the Labour party with the 
Nazi party or suggest that de Gaulle is insane. Anthony Sampson’s more urbane 
Anatomy of Britain (1962), an amiable eulogy of all the important people he 
could interview, and his Macmillan: a Study in Ambiguity (1967) present rather 
a bland picture of the world in which almost everything is for the best; Lord 
Kilmuir’s Memoirs (1964) show that things were not always as smooth in the 
Cabinet, F. W. Paish’s Studies in an Inflationary Economy (1963) remind the 
reader about the inconveniences that accompanied a policy of full employment 
(without necessarily proving the author’s case for an increase in unemployment), 
and Sir Roy Welensky’s Welensky’s 4000 Days (1965) is a sharp reminder of 
just how difficult the problem of the Central African Federation had become 
and how nearly it slipped over into armed conflict well before the unilateral 
declaration of independence in 1965. A large number of books urging reforms, 
such as Michael Shanks’s The Stagnant Society (1961) and Samuel Brittan’s The 
Treasury under the Tories (1964) do contain a fair amount of information 
which is very useful after it has been disentangled from the surrounding 
exhortations. 

CHAPTER 13 

The spreading flood of paperback books made it easier and easier to get some 
idea of what was going on in England, though whether it was the right idea 
was harder to tell. Clive Irving’s Scandal '63 (1963), probably the best study of 
the Profumo affair, was one good example of this; Randolph Churchill’s The 
Struggle for the Tory Leadership (1964) was another, with useful chunks of 
information clearly provided by Harold Macmillan after his retirement—the 
book was reviewed in a hostile manner by Ian Macleod in The Spectator for 
17 January 1964. There is a not particularly distinguished life of the winner, 
John Dickie’s The Reluctant Commoner (1964). The 1964 election has been 
covered not only in the normal Nuffield study (D. E. Butler and A. S. King, 
1965), but also in A. Howard and R. West, The Making of the Prime Minister 
(1965). One important aspect of the campaign is covered in Paul Foot’s 
Immigration and Race in British Politics (1965). The problems of the 
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Labour government in economic affairs have been described in Henry 
Brandon’s In the Red (1966)—an example of the difficulties of publishing 
instant history, because the book appeared at a time when the problems 
seemed to have been solved and took an altogether too optimistic attitude— 
and in William Davis’s Three Years' Hard Labour (1968), which brings the 
story up to the 1967 devaluation. There are books about Harold Wilson: the 
harshest, and perhaps the most informative, is Paul Foot's The Politics of 
Harold Wilson (1968), though there are other lives like that by Leslie Smith 
(1965) which provide an outline of the events in his career. George Brown 
writes well enough to make one wish he had said more in his In My Way (1971). 
And a number of books mentioned in the note on chapter 14 also cover the 
opening years of the Labour government. 

CHAPTER 14 

Lovers of political history and political gossip have been delighted by H. Wilson s 
The Labour Government 1964-1970 (1971) and the memoirs of his secretary, 
M. Williams, Inside No. 10 (1972), and by the subsequent opportunity to compare 
them with R. H. S. Crossman's informative and self-revealing Diaries of a 
Cabinet Minister (3 vols., 1975-7). For his second spell in office these books are 
paralleled by Wilson’s Final Term: The Labour Government 1974-6 (1979), by 
Joe Haines, The Corridors of Power (1979), and by Barbara Castle, The Castle 
Diaries 1974-6 (1980). In a period of so many elections D. E. Butler 
covered the election of 1970 with M. Pinto-Duchinsky, the two elections of 1974 
with D. Kavanagh, and the 1975 referendum with U. Kitzinger, whose Diplomacy 
and Persuasion'(1974) covers the E.F.C. struggle of the early 1970s. Economic 
policy of successive governments since 1964 is studied with fairly impartial 
disapproval in M. Stewart, The Jekyll and Hyde Years (1977), and The Labour 
Government's Economic Record 1964-1970 (1972), edited by W. Beckerman, 
gives a more detailed account of the first half ot that period. The Conservative 
side is not so well documented; among other things, Heath has been too busy 
producing other books to write his memoirs, but there is an introductory life of 
him by M. Laing (1972), and a comparable volume about Thatcher by G. 
Gardiner (1975), and N. Fisher has some interesting things to say in his lain 
Macleod (1973) and The Tory Leadership (1977). The nationalist crises are too 
recent for books about them to have been assimilated, but the background can 
be studied in H. J. Hanham, Scottish Nationalism (1969), M. Wallace, Northern 
Ireland (1970), and Alan Butt Philip, The Welsh Question (1975). 

CHAPTER 15 

Some of the political developments of the period have attracted the attention of 
well-informed journalists. The Pact (1978) by Alistair Michie and Simon 
Hoggart gives a sympathetic account of the period of Liberal-Labour co¬ 
operation. The Battle for the Labour Party (1981) by D. Kogan and M. Kogan 
acknowledges the skill with which the left pressed forward in the Labour party 
but is not otherwise sympathetic. Peter Wilsher’s Strike (1985) is probably as 
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good a narrative of the coal strike as is available yet. Political scientists have 
analysed samples of opinioft in great detail to trace the changes of the 1970s, 
perhaps B. Sarlvik and I. Crewe, in Decade of Dealignment (1983), have their 
feet planted more solidly on the ground than David Robertson in Class and the 
British Electorate (1984). Tam Dalyell’s Devolution: The End of Britain {1911) 
put the case against devolution with a force that may have helped decide the 
result. Not many of the biographies of the period are polished and deal with 
completed careers; Susan Crosland’s. Tony Crosland (1982) is a distinguished 
and melancholy exception, and John Campbell’s Roy Jenkins (1984) is useful if 
uncritical. Joel Barnett’s Inside the Treasury (1982) is the most informative 
memoir of the period. The zenith of union influence and its subsequent decline 
are mapped in Keith Middlemas’s Industry, Unions and Government (1983). 
Perspectives change with time: Tom Sheriff’s A Deindustrialised Britain? (1979) 
gave the impression that things could hardly go worse than they had under 
Labour, Alan Townsend’s The Impact of Recession (1983) suggested that they 
had gone on getting worse, and Martin Holmes’s The Labour Government 
1974-1979 (1985) found a certain amount to say in favour of the Labour 
government. Jock Bruce-Gardyne gives a rather more favourable account of 

Mrs Thatcher’s First Administration (1984). 

CHAPTER 16 

The new convention of ministerial responsibility which requires everyone who 
has held Cabinet office to publish a volume of memoirs about the experience 
has been obeyed by almost everyone subject to it; of the books that have 
appeared so far, Nigel Lawson’s The View from No. 11 (1992) looks the one 
most likely to be essential reading for historians of the period, though Margaret 
Thatcher’s account is awaited with a range of feelings as wide as those she 
evoked while in office. M. Leapman’s Kinnock (1987) gives some account of 
the man who was learning how to deal with her, only to be the victim of the 
Conservatives’ change of leadership. Her overthrow is covered neatly and 
informatively in Alan Watkins’s A Conservative Coup (1987); a useful but 
hostile interim biography, One of Us (1990 edn.) by Hugo Young will no doubt 
be replaced by something better balanced. Peter Jenkins’s Mrs Thatcher’s 
Revolution (1988) may be a little too certain that there really has been a great 
change in the 1980s; Peter Riddell, The Thatcher Decade (1989) and Dennis 
Kavanagh, Thatcherism and British Politics (1990 edn.) are ready enough to 
accept that she dominated British politics but are not so sure where that gets 
one. Some people certainly thought it led, with a great deal of fuss, to disaster; 
Edgar Wilson, A Very British Miracle (1992) will serve to expound this point of 
view, which can also be found in Tony Benn, The End of an Era: Diaries 1980- 
1990 (1992), which is worth mentioning not just for its own sake but also to 
remind people of the successive volumes of his diaries, going back to 1963, 
which he has been publishing over the years. Elections are covered as reliably 
as ever by D. E. Butler and Dennis Kavanagh in their The British General 
Election of 1987 (1988) and The British General Election of 1992 (1992), and 
there are some interesting essays in a volume edited by A. S. King, Britain at 
the Polls (1992). 



ADDENDUM 

Several books covering every part of the period—from the prelude in 

Alan Sykes’s Tariff Reform in British Politics 1903-13 (1979) onwards— 

have appeared and deserve attention. The election of 1906 and the two 

elections of 1910 have been covered in A. K. Russell’s Liberal Landslide 

(1973) and Neal Blewett’s The Peers, the Parties and the People (1972). 

Multi-volume Lives of Lloyd George by John Grigg (1973, 1978, 1985) 

and by Bentley Gilbert (1987, 1992) are moving forward and both of 

them have reached the beginning of his war premiership. Clearly neither 

of them will equal in size the eight-volume Winston Churchill (1966-88) 

by R. Churchill and M. Gilbert, with over a dozen companion volumes 

of documents. (Gilbert published a one-volume Life in 1991.) The three 

volumes of The Cambridge Social History of Britain, 1750-1950, ed. 

F. M. L. Thompson (1990) are not sub-divided chronologically, but 

parts of several chapters are useful. R. C. O. Matthews et al., British 
Economic Growth 1856-1973 (1982) provides a wide range of informa¬ 

tion and debate; R. Caves and L. Krause have edited Britain’s 

Economic Performance (1980), which is concerned with the 1970s. 

David Cannadine relates the troubles of the fortunate in The Decline 

and Fall of the British Aristocracy (1990), and W. R. Garside’s British 
Unemployment 1919-1939 (1990) explains the position of some of the 

less fortunate. K. O. Morgan and M. Kinnear deal with Lloyd George’s 

post-1918 government and its end in Consensus and Disunity (1979) and 

The Fall of Lloyd George (1973). P. Williamson, National Crisis and 

National Government (1992) provides more detail than ever about the 

1929-31 Labour government. D. C. Watt explained in massive detail 

How War Came (1989). A. Seldon’s account of the sometimes neglected 

1951-5 government, Churchill’s Indian Summer (1981) is rather stolid 

but deserves attention. A second wave of biographies has followed the 

official Lives: J. Wilson, C-B (1973), K. Middlemas and J. Barnes, 

Baldwin (1969) and the first volume of David Dilks’s Neville Chamberlain 

(1984) are perhaps the most important. Roy Jenkins has written an 

attractive autobiography A Life at the Centre (1991), and the ‘first wave’ 

biographies of Macmillan by Alistair Horne (1988-9) and of Wilson by 

Ben Pimlott (1992) leave rather less for ‘second wave’ biographers to do 
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than has sometimes been the case in the past. It is worth looking at the 

political science approachsin David Butler and Donald Stokes, Political 

Change in Britain (1974 edn), and in Philip Norton’s Dissension in the 

House of Commons (1975) and Dissension in the House of Commons 

1974-9 (1980). K. O. Morgan’s The People’s Peace (1990) is an 

excellent one-volume account of the post-war world down to the high 

tide of Thatcherism. 
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Map 1. The British Empire 1919 



Map 2. The Commonwealth 1967 
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1901 . . 1981 1961 
Thousands 38 231 * 55,113 52 709 Thousands 

Chart 1. Age distribution of the population 
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TABLE 1 

Cost of living 

(This table is used to deflate current prices back to 1913-14 prices in the previous chart. 
Like any such series it faces obvious difficulties in comparing prices over a seventy-year 
period in which the things people buy have changed a great deal and prices have changed 
very sharply. This is made all the harder by the way the figures at the end of the table look 
very large compared with those at the beginning.) 

1906 94 1949 334 
1907 97 1950 345 

1908 92 1951 372 
1909 92 1952 395 
1910 96 1953 402 

1911 97 1954 409 

1912 101 1955 422 

1913 101 1956 441 

1914 99 1957 453 

1915 122 1958 466 

1916 145 1959 469 

1917 174 1960 474 

1918 201 1961 490 

1919 213 1962 511 

1920 250 1963 521 

1921 237 1964 538 

1922 203 1965 564 

1923 204 1966 586 

1924 190 1967 600 

1925 190 1968 629 

1926 190 1969 663 

1927 184 1970 705 

1928 184 1971 771 

1929 180 1972 826 

1930 178 1973 902 

1931 169 1974 1046 

1932 169 1975 1300 

1933 162 1976 1560 

1934 162 1977 1856 

1935 162 1978 1987 

1936 164 1979 2227 

1937 169 1980 2495 

1938 172 1981 2706 

1939 177 1982 2940 

1940 202 1983 3076 

1941 222 1984 3233 

1942 236 1985 3396 

1943 243 1986 3583 

1944 250 1987 3723 

1945 255 1988 3846 

1946 283 1989 4133 

1947 302 1990 4499 

1948 326 1991 4848 



TABLE 2 

Government expenditure 

(a) Government expenditure by function, 1900-1967 
(Percentages of G.N.P. and total (i.e. central and local) government expenditure at current 

prices, £m.) 

1900 1910 1920 1928 1938 1950 1955 1967-8 

Administration 
GNP 1 0 8. 10 1-2 1-1 M 1-5 M 1-2 

Expenditure 5-9 8 1 4-5 4-5 3-8 3-9 30 2-2 

National Debt 
GNP 1 0 0-9 54 6-7 40 44 4-2 5 5 

Expenditure 70 74 204 27-9 134 11-2 115 10-0 

Law and order 
GNP 1 0-5 0-6 0-5 0-7 0-7 0-7 0-7 1*6 

Expenditure 3-5 4-7 2 1 2-8 24 1-7 1-9 2-9 

Overseas services 
GNP 1 0 1 01 .. 01 1-5 0-5 0-9 

Expenditure 1 0 4 0 4 0-2 0 1 0-2 3-9 1-3 1-7 

Military and defence 
GNP 6-9 3-5 8-6 2-8 8-9 7-2 9-6 7-0 
Expenditure 48-0 27-3 32-6 11-4 29-8 18-5 26-1 12-7 

Social Services 
GNP 2-6 4-2 6-8 9-6 11-3 18-0 16-3 24-9 
Expenditure 18-0 32-8 25-9 39-7 37-6 46-1 44-6 45-2 

Economic services 
GNP 1-9 1-8 3-3 2-6 2-9 4-9 3-2 129 
Expenditure 13-0 13-9 12-8 10-7 9-5 12-6 86 21-6 

Environmental services 
GNP 0-6 0-7 04 0-7 10 08 M 2-0 
Expenditure 4-3 5-3 1-6 2-9 3-2 21 30 3-7 

All services 
GNP 144 12-7 26-2 24-2 300 39-0 36-6 55-2 
Expenditure 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Sources: (1900-55): Peacock and Wiseman, p. 86; (1967-8): Public Expenditure: A New 

Presentation (Cmnd. 4017). 

(b) Central government spending, 1980 and 1984 

1980 1984 

Social Security (NI benefits) 14,405 21,514 
To local authorities (current) 13,201 19,921 
Defence 11,327 16,845 
Health 11,228 15,413 
Grants to personal sector 9,966 17,728 
Debt 8,713 14,416 
Other final consumption 7,290 9,600 
Subsidies 4,299 4,803 
Capital transfers 2,305 2,984 
Grants abroad 1,823 2,128 
Fixed capital 1,758 2,776 
Revenue 80,287 119,288 
Total spending 86,315 128,902 

Spending as % of national income 50.6 54.0 

Suurce: CSO Financial Statistics, March 1985. The proportion of national income spent by central 
government in 1975 was, by this measure, 58%. 



TABLE 3 

Production and output 

(a) Summary table of output from all census industries, 

1907-1989 

Gross output 
of production 
(£ million) 

Net output 
of production1 
(£ million) 

Average number 
of persons employed 
(Thousands) 

Net output1 per 
person employed 

(£) 

1907 1,765 ■ 712 6,984 102 
1924 3,748 1,548 7,979 212 
1930 3,371 1,504 7,899 211 
1935 3,543 1,640 8,130 225 
1948 12,961 5,377 10,149 530 
1951 18,733 6,838 10,669 641 
1958 25,496 10,441 10,568 988 
1961 32,066 14,316 10,639 1,346 
1973 70,271 29,865 8,370 3,568 
1983 241,903 84,613 7,129 11,869 
1989 412,674 144,135 6,494 22,195 

Source: Annual Abstract of Statistics. 
1 This is now called Gross Value Added, but it follows on from the figures in the old Net Output and 

Net Output per Head series. 
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.TABLE 5 

Trhde unions and strikes 

Total no. of 
members of trade 
unions (000s) 

Working 
days lost 
(000s) 

Total no. of 
members of trade 
unions (000s) 

Working 
days lost 
(000s) 

1906 1,997 3,019 1949 9,319 1,807 

1907 2,210 2,148 1950 9,274 1,389 

1908 2,513 10,785 1951 9,289 1,694 

1909 2,485 2,687 1952 9,535 1,792 

1910 2,477 9,867 1953 9,583 2,184 

1911 2,565 10,155 1954 9,523 2,457 

1912 3,139 40,890 1955 9,556 3,781 

1913 3,416 9,804 1956 9,726 2,083 

1914 4,135 9,878 1957 9,762 8,412 

1915 4,145 2,953 1958 9,813 3,462 

1916 4,359 2,446 1959 9,626 5,270 

1917 4,644 5,647 1960 9,610 3,024 

1918 5,499 5,875 1961 9,821 3,046 

1919 6,533 34,969 1962 9,883 5,795 

1920 7,926 26,568 1963 9,872 1,755 

1921 8,348 85,872 1964 9,917 2,524 

1922 6,633 19,850 1965 10,068 2,925 

1923 5,625 10,672 1966 10,180 2,398 

1924 5,429 8,424 1967 10,034 2,783 

1925 5,544 7,952 1968 10,036 4,719 

1926 5,506 162,233 1969 10,307 6,925 

1927 5,219 1,174 1970 11,000 10,908 

1928 4,919 1,388 1971 11,128 13,551 

1929 4,866 8,287 1972 11,353 23,909 

1930 4,858 4,399 1973 11,449 7,197 

1931 4,842 6,983 1974 11,756 14,750 

1932 4,642 6,488 1975 11,950 5,957 

1933 4,444 1,072 1976 12,286 3,284 

1934 4,392 959 1977 12,846 9,985 

1935 4,590 1,955 1978 13,112 9,306 

1936 4,867 1,829 1979 13,289 29,474 

1937 5,295 3,413 1980 12,952 11,964 

1938 5,842 1,334 1981 12,162 4,266 
1939 6,053 1,356 1982 11,694 5,313 
1940 6,298 940 1983 11,593 3,754 
1941 6,613 1,079 1984 11,236 27,135 
1942 7,165 1,303 1985 10,994 6,402 
1943 7,867 1,785 1986 10,821 1,920 
1944 8,174 2,194 1987 10,539 3,546 
1945 8,087 2,835 1988 10,475 3,702 
1946 8,775 2,158 1989 10,376 4,128 
1947 8,803 2,433 1990 10,158 1,903 
1948 9,145 1,944 

These figures are taken from D. E. Butler and J. Freeman British Political Facts, 
1900-1966 (London, 1967); I am grateful to David Butler for giving me permission to 
reprint them and for supplying me with more recent figures. 
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The balance of payments 

(£ million) 

Net 

Overall 
balance 

Imports 
Domestic 
exports 

overseas Net 
investment invisible 

Re-exports earning1 trade 

on 
current 
account 

1900 523-1 291-2 63-2 103-6 109-1 37-9 

1910 678-3 430-4 103-8 170-0 146-7 167-3 

1920 1,932-6 1,334-5 222-8 200-0 395-0 252-0 

1930 1,044-0 570-8 86-8 220-0 194-0 25-0 

1937 1,027-8 521-4 75-1 210-0 176-0 -144-0 

1950 2,608-2 2,171-3 
'-V- 

84-8 
J 

237-0 357-0 221-0 

1965 5,071 4,848 435 215 -110-0 

1975 21,972 18,768 949 1,695 -1,673-0 

1983 61,341 60,625 2,831 3,632 2,916 

1990 120,713 102,038 4,029 4,295 -14,380 

Source: Mitchell and Deane; Annual Abstract; Key Statistics. 
1 This figure is taken after allowing for investment income paid to foreign corporations and 

individuals. 



TABLE 8 

Overseas investment 

Accumulated 
balance (£m)‘ 

Investment 
income (£m) 

1906 2,745 134 
1910 3,351 170 
1930 3,725 209 
1937 3,754 198 
1946 2,329 110 
1956 6-7,000 660 
1964 10,000 800 
1979 12,500 1,100 
1983 55,565 2,831 
1984 70,000 5,000 
1990 29,570 4,028 

Sources: Imlah, Economic Elements in the 'Pax Britannica’: E.C.A. Mission; Schonfield, British 
Economic Policy since the War: 1965 Budget speech; Annual Abstract of Statistics. 

1 There are of course debts and foreign investments in England to be set against these assets. In 1964 
foreign investment in England was about £4,000m., the sterling balances amounted to £3,100m., and 
the government had other debts of £l,300m. and assets (not counted above) of about £l,000m. The 
1983 and 1990 figures are net. 
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