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            To the memory of Winston Churchill, who saved

Europe and inspired the European Union.

             

            ‘In the nightmare of the dark

All the dogs of Europe bark’

W. H. AUDEN
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            PREFACE

            ANDREW ADONIS

         

         The title Half In, Half Out aptly sums up the European policy of the British state since ‘Victory in Europe’ on 8 May 1945.

         I thought, on an initial mental overview, that it also summed up the European policy of each of the fourteen Prime Ministers since 1945. Some were marginally more pro- or anti-European than others – but the degrees of difference were fairly small in terms of actual policy, which followed the broad centre-ground consensus at each stage.

         All fourteen Prime Ministers sought, I thought, to reconcile raison d’état with vox populi, and the result was realpolitik.

         Having engaged closely with each of the fourteen holders of the supreme office since 1945, in and through these essays, I have reached a radically different conclusion. I now suggest that they represent a wide spectrum of views on Europe within the British political class. At each stage, there was no consensus on future policy, except to the extent that the Prime Minister of the day was able to forge one. Far from being preordained, policy was highly contingent on each of their prejudices and preferences.

         Only by according fundamental importance to the European policy of each individual Prime Minister since 1945, and grasping the differences between them, can one explain why we didn’t go into Europe in the 1940s and 1950s (the intense Euroscepticism of Attlee and Eden, opposed by Churchill in opposition but not in office); why we tried to do so in the 1960s (Macmillan and Wilson led strongly in favour); why we succeeded in doing so in the 1970s (Heath led where Macmillan and Wilson had left off and Wilson, confronting a hostile party in office for a second time, manoeuvred successfully to keep Britain in); and then why we refused to integrate further in the decades after the 1990s, as Thatcher launched modern Euroscepticism and her successors Major, Blair, Brown and Cameron, sharing or fearing it to varying extents, sought largely to maintain the status quo except on the Social Chapter and enlargement of the EU to central and Eastern Europe. It also explains why David Cameron held an in/out referendum in 2016 (a leadership gamble that went catastrophically wrong), and why Theresa May is attempting ‘hard Brexit’ in 2018 (because she is intent on it, although she is not clear in her own mind or public statements quite what ‘it’ is).

         At every point since 1945, European policy could have been different under different leadership. So today, and so in future.

         Leadership matters. Ideas matter. They both matter fundamentally. Jonathan Freedland’s profound insight into political behaviour – ‘people don’t believe in ideas, they believe in people who believe in ideas’ – shines through this book leader by leader. 

         A second conclusion emanates. Until the 2016 referendum, not one of the fourteen Prime Ministers sought in office to disengage from Europe to any marked degree, whatever the state of European relations they inherited. Nor did they seriously wish to do so. In this respect, there was indeed a consensus based on a practical assessment of the realm of the possible, whether desirable or not; and this consensus held until the referendum on 23 June 2016.

         Margaret Thatcher, the most dominant Prime Minister after Churchill in wartime, is highly ambiguous. Her European policy shifted dramatically at different stages of her premiership, as did Churchill’s before and after taking office in 1951. In her first years, she was a tough, unsentimental negotiator within the EU, but not sceptical so far as membership itself was concerned. Mid-term she became a remarkable force for Euro integration in the creation of the single market. Then, in 1988, came her showdown on ‘social Europe’ with the socialist President of the Commission, Jacques Delors. This gave rise to her Bruges speech of 20 September 1988, perhaps the single most influential prime ministerial statement on Europe in the seventy-three years under review, akin to Churchill’s Zurich speech of 1946, made when he was Leader of the Opposition. But even after 1988 – indeed within the Bruges speech itself – there was uncertainty and outright contradictions, reflecting Thatcher’s characteristic ambiguity when departing from establishment views and veering sharply right.

         It is time for bold, credible leadership on Europe. ‘Where there is no vision the people perish.’ As a strong pro-European, I see putting bold leadership back into the EU as imperative, and I draw inspiration from the two remarkable essays here by grandsons on their grandfathers – Sir Nicholas Soames on Churchill and David Faber on Macmillan. But if we are to leave, we need to leave with a plan that works, and there is none at present.

         Some of these essays began as the Hertford Lectures, which were generously hosted by Will Hutton, the principal of Hertford College, Oxford, and supported by Sir Clive Cowdery and Prospect magazine. Iain Dale, with his brilliant political and publishing insight, immediately said that the story had to go back to Churchill to make sense, and encouraged me to publish on the second anniversary of the 2016 referendum. I am hugely grateful to Charlie Atkins, Olivia Beattie, Max Wind-Cowie, Roger Liddle and Bernadette Marron for comments and assistance on the way to publication.

         Not all those who led decisively for and against British engagement in the European Union were Prime Ministers. Nigel Farage shares responsibility for Brexit with Margaret Thatcher, David Cameron and Theresa May, while Roy Jenkins stands alongside Churchill, Macmillan, Heath and Wilson for taking us in.

         Farage, who never held a responsible post of national leadership, is tellingly the only leader to break from the consensus on ‘staying in once in’. All the others share the credit for keeping the show on the road, without crisis leading either to war or economic collapse. In the long view of history, maybe that’s as good as it gets.

         
             

         

         Andrew Adonis

Westminster, 1 June 2018

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            WINSTON CHURCHILL

            NICHOLAS SOAMES AND

ANDREW ADONIS*

         

         
            When the Nazi power was broken, I asked myself what was the best advice I could give to my fellow citizens here in this island and across the channel in our ravaged continent. There was no difficulty in answering the question. My counsel to Europe can be given in a single word: Unite!

            CHURCHILL, 1947

         

         The 1945 election result was an intense disappointment to Winston Churchill. He won a House of Commons majority of only sixty seats, having expected a landslide after his valiant wartime leadership. But, after hearing the results on 26 July, he immediately returned to the Potsdam Conference with Stalin and Truman in occupied Germany and turned his mind to reshaping the post-war world. What happened next is a remarkable story. 

         
            • • •

         

         The experience of the Yalta Conference, which met to consider the future of central and Eastern Europe in February 1945, was searing. Churchill was forced to cede to Stalin suzerainty over half of Germany, much of the Balkans and all of Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. This was partly because of Uncle Joe’s ruthless ascendancy after defeating and occupying Germany from the East, but also partly because of the weakness of Roosevelt, ill and close to death, who thought he had a partnership with Stalin, and who distrusted British imperialism almost as much as Soviet communism. Churchill well knew that flimsy promises of multi-party elections in the territories relinquished to Stalin’s overlordship amounted to, in effect, a sentence of domination and even annexation.

         Churchill had a brilliant instinct for power: how to get it, how to wield it and how to recognise it in others. After Yalta, Potsdam and Truman’s detonation of nuclear bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, Churchill saw in Stalin and Truman the arbiters of the globe. He saw too that Britain and Europe’s interests lay unambiguously with the US. ‘Not quite as wicked, but much more formidable than Hitler,’ was his clear-sighted view of Stalin. He had none of the left’s initial sentimental wishful thinking about ‘Uncle Joe’, which persisted not only in Continental communist and socialist parties, but even in much of Attlee’s Labour Party, despite the systematic elimination of democracy across the Soviet Bloc after 1945.

         Churchill’s March 1946 Iron Curtain speech was the transformational moment, delivered in the presence of Truman in Fulton, Missouri. Controversial with the European left, and considered too anti-Russian by Truman at the time, it was soon regarded as prophetic by the US President and gave Churchill great sway thereafter as ‘the man who got it right’.

         The Fulton speech had two seminal effects. It gave an impetus to Churchill’s plan to unite the Continent’s Western democracies behind British leadership; and, as Truman came to share Churchill’s analysis, it led the US to back the European union with a US defence commitment to its constituent members through what became NATO.

         Hence the two dramatic developments of Churchill’s 1945–49 government, both in 1948 and closely interrelated: the North Atlantic Treaty, which established NATO, and the Treaty of Paris, which founded the European Defence and Economic Community, immediately dubbed the ‘United States of Europe’ (USE) after Churchill’s blueprint for it set out in his great Zurich speech of 19 September 1946, six months after Fulton.

         Zurich was Europe’s equivalent of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, just a bit longer. ‘I wish to speak to you today about the tragedy of Europe,’ are its famous opening words. ‘This noble continent,’ Churchill continued:

         
            comprising on the whole the fairest and the most cultivated regions of the earth, enjoying a temperate and equable climate, is the home of all the great parent races of the Western world. It is the foundation of Christian faith and ethics. It is the origin of most of the culture, arts, philosophy and science both of ancient and modern times. If Europe were once united in the sharing of its common inheritance there would be no limit to the happiness, prosperity and glory which its 300 million or 400 million people would enjoy.

         

         It was essential, Churchill continued, for there to be ‘a blessed act of oblivion’ about the past, as Gladstone had said a generation earlier about Britain and Ireland. But it was the practical agenda of the speech that made it so significant, and paved the way for the Treaty of Paris. ‘Why,’ he asked, ‘should there not be a European group which could give a sense of enlarged patriotism and common citizenship to the distracted peoples of this turbulent and mighty continent and why should it not take its rightful place with the other great groupings in shaping the destinies of men?’ Every schoolchild knows the urgent concluding words: ‘Time may be short. At present there is a breathing space. The cannons have ceased firing. The fighting has stopped. But the dangers have not stopped. If we are to form a United States of Europe, or whatever name or form it may take, we must begin now.’

         For Churchill, steeped in realpolitik, there was another imperative driving the formation of the USE, beyond strengthening the Atlantic Alliance and Western Europe’s democracies. The British Empire was disintegrating fast, and there was nothing Churchill could do about it. In February 1947, he appointed Lord Mountbatten as Viceroy of India, hoping to stabilise British rule on a more democratic basis. But it proved impossible. Significantly, the treaty to establish a European union was signed three months after India became independent in August 1947. In Churchill’s ‘three circles’ view of Britain’s international position – the Atlantic Alliance, the Commonwealth and ‘United Europe’ – the European circle became steadily more important. Crucially, Britain’s remaining and former colonies got preferential access to the new European market as a key element of the Treaty of Paris with France, Italy, the Benelux countries and Germany when it joined in 1949. The other six accepted this partly as the price for vital defence and security guarantees; partly because of Churchill’s immense prestige and leadership; partly because their own smaller colonies also received special treatment; and partly because of Britain’s continuing industrial ascendancy in the 1940s. Not until the mid-1950s did the economy of the rest of Europe revive sufficiently to be a major competitor to Britain.

         Crucially, Churchill seized the mantle of European leadership while there was no European competitor. Had a government taken office in 1945 unprepared to lead in Europe – say a Labour government led by the Eurosceptics Clement Attlee and Ernest Bevin – then Britain might have missed this vital window of opportunity and been faced with the humiliating prospect of supplicating to join a Franco-German enterprise sometime after the mid-1950s. The consequence might have been an ongoing ‘half-in half-out’ identity crisis bedevilling British politics for decades, maybe even until the present day. 

         Churchill became founder Secretary General of the United States of Europe in 1949 by acclaim of the founding Congress of European Parliaments of the seven initial member states. Robert Schuman, the outgoing Prime Minister of France who had been passionately in favour of the creation of the USE, became his deputy. He was succeeded as British Prime Minister by the strongly pro-European Harold Macmillan, who had made his name as post-war minister of housing before becoming Foreign Secretary in succession to Sir Anthony Eden. Eden ostensibly retired because of ill health; but behind the scenes, he had tried but failed to rally Tory ministers and MPs against Churchill on the sovereignty issue, in the early stages of the negotiations with Schuman on the Treaty of Paris.

         Macmillan narrowly won the 1950 election, which led to the retirement of the veteran Labour leader Clement Attlee. His successor, the opportunistically pro-European Labour rising star, Harold Wilson, went on to win the 1954 election, and made his mark with the creation of the National Health Service and a welfare state to rival Churchill’s achievements in the fields of defence, trade and European unity.

         Shortly before the end of his first European term in 1953, Churchill suffered a stroke and retired. On his final day in office, Konrad Adenauer, a year younger than Churchill and now in his stride as first Chancellor of West Germany, presented the Charlemagne Prize to Europe’s victor of war and peace. ‘Why is it that you, Sir Winston, became the champion for the European ideal?’ he asked rhetorically. ‘I believe this can be explained from two human qualities that also are the requisite qualities for statesmanship: greatness of thought, depth of feeling.’

         
            • • •

         

         Maybe something like this would have happened if Churchill had shaped the peace as well as the war in the 1940s and early 1950s. Maybe not. But it is plausible – all the speeches and people are for real, and so are most of the treaties, with some changes of dates – and it goes some way to explaining what in fact happened. The European ideal and European cooperation, largely stimulated by Churchill, flowered on mainland Europe in the late 1940s and 1950s, ultimately in the Treaty of Rome in 1957, yet Britain stood apart until Macmillan – one of Churchill’s closest pro-European lieutenants in the 1940s – finally made his ‘if you can’t beat them, join them’ decision to apply for membership in 1961.

         The following essays by Rachel Reeves on Attlee and David Dutton on Eden emphasise their deep Euroscepticism. Attlee created Churchill’s inheritance, including the decision to stand completely apart from the European Coal and Steel Community, six months before Churchill became Prime Minister for the second time. Eden was his Foreign Secretary and heir apparent, with the expectation that he would succeed in short order and much sooner than actually happened (April 1955). Eden’s view of ‘European union’ is summed up in his scribbled note on an early Foreign Office memorandum: ‘Strasbourg [the Council of Europe] was always a misfortune; it is now nearly a calamity.’ 

         Churchill in his prime was not hemmed in by either his predecessors or his colleagues. But by 1951, he was on the wane, physically as much as politically. ‘He was tired and his one big idea was a summit with Russia,’ said his friend and protégé Bob Boothby. Believing he had only months in office, and that preventing the Korean War becoming another world conflagration was his one last mission, he soft peddled on European union, not least because it would only further antagonise Stalin.

         A tantalising concluding thought. The notion of Churchill as first Secretary General of the European Union is not a flight of fantasy: it was there at the time. ‘If I were ten years younger,’ Churchill told his wife shortly after losing office in 1945, ‘I might be the first President of the United States of Europe.’

         The idea came up repeatedly in the early deliberations of the Council of Europe, Churchill’s creation. In a dramatic debate on a defence union in 1950, the former French Prime Minister Pierre Reynaud – to whom in 1940 Churchill had made his proposal for a full Anglo-French union to avoid France falling to Hitler – pointed to Churchill as the man suited to be ‘minister for war for Europe’ in the face of the growing Russian menace. In the historian Felix Klos’s account, ‘Churchill saw no reason to dismiss the idea out of hand and smiled kindly in Reynaud’s direction when the translation came through his headset.’

         And there was a Treaty of Paris. It was signed in 1951, not 1948 as it might have been with Churchillian leadership. It inaugurated the European Coal and Steel Community, which became the European Community six years later. These are its remarkable opening words: 

         
            THE PRESIDENT OF THE FEDERAL REPUBLIC OF GERMANY, HIS ROYAL HIGHNESS THE PRINCE ROYAL OF BELGIUM, THE PRESIDENT OF THE FRENCH REPUBLIC, THE PRESIDENT OF THE ITALIAN REPUBLIC, HER ROYAL HIGHNESS THE GRAND DUCHESS OF LUXEMBOURG, HER MAJESTY THE QUEEN OF THE NETHERLANDS,

            CONSIDERING that world peace can be safeguarded only by creative efforts commensurate with the dangers that threaten it,

            CONVINCED that the contribution which an organized and vital Europe can make to civilization is indispensable to the maintenance of peaceful relations,

            RECOGNIZING that Europe can be built only through practical achievements which will first of all create real solidarity, and through the establishment of common bases for economic development,

            ANXIOUS to help, by expanding their basic production, to raise the standard of living and further the works of peace,

            RESOLVED to substitute for age old rivalries the merging of their essential interests; to create, by establishing an economic community, the basis for a broader and deeper community among peoples long divided by bloody conflicts; and to lay the foundations for institutions which will give direction to a destiny henceforward shared, HAVE DECIDED to create a EUROPEAN COAL AND STEEL COMMUNITY

         

         Churchill could have written it. Just one thing was missing: ‘His Majesty the King of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.’

         
            * This essay was written by Andrew Adonis after conversations with Nicholas Soames.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            CLEMENT ATTLEE

            RACHEL REEVES

         

         
            ‘There would be no national planning, except under the guise of Continental planning. We shall not be able to deal with our own problems; we shall not be able to build up the country in the way we want to do.’

            ATTLEE ON MACMILLAN’S APPLICATION TO JOIN THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITY IN 1962

         

         Clement Attlee was Labour’s great internationalist Prime Minister. He was Churchill’s partner in wartime coalition and understood the need to stand defiant against Nazism. His government played a key role in the founding of NATO, the United Nations and the Council of Europe, as well as organising the European Recovery Programme (the ‘Marshall Plan’). How, then, are we to understand this internationalist and champion of liberal institutions who was, for the first twenty years of its existence, vehemently opposed to British membership in the various iterations of the European Community?

         Two aspects of Attlee’s thought explain this. On the one hand, his preference for the Commonwealth as an ally, out of conviction and widely held perceptions of British economic and geopolitical interest at the time. On the other, he felt a strong commitment to parliamentary sovereignty and was unwilling to see this compromised. This attitude was born both of Attlee’s socialism, which revolved around a belief in the need for state planning by elected representatives, and of his conservatism on questions of Britain’s former empire and its historic parliamentary institutions.

         Attlee’s biographer John Bew says that on taking office Attlee and his Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin faced three ‘unavoidable, uncomfortable and interconnected realities’. These were, respectively, Britain’s newfound economic and military dependence on the United States; the growing assertiveness of the USSR and the potential threat posed to British interests and security both in Europe and in the Eastern Mediterranean, North Africa and the Middle East; and the financial, political and moral unsustainability of empire. In this context, Attlee’s interest in the question of European integration was limited. On one occasion, Attlee complained to Hugh Dalton about the excessively negative tone of a Labour Party pamphlet on the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), signed off by Labour’s NEC – despite the fact that Attlee had been present at the meeting and his ‘sole contribution had been to demand insertion of a sentence requiring protection for the horticultural industry!’ For Roger Liddle, this showed that ‘he hadn’t thought the subject of European unity important enough to justify him reading the document thoroughly’. As another Attlee biographer, Kenneth Harris, wrote, while ‘on other major issues of foreign policy he dominated the party’, when it came to European integration, ‘he was not enthusiastic … but not unhelpful.’

         To understand Attlee’s policy on Europe, we should pay close attention not only to Attlee’s own words and actions, but those of Ernest Bevin, who shared a relationship so close that, in Bew’s words, ‘to those outside government they seemed to convey complete unanimity on foreign affairs’. Despite Attlee’s own apparent lack of interest, the European question loomed large throughout the period, climaxing at the tail end of Attlee’s premiership with the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Attlee’s government was the first to decide not to pursue entry. It would be more than two decades until Britain joined what was by then widely known as the common market.

         Hard economics were vital to this. The historian Robert Saunders argues that Britain’s reticence about participating in European integration in the immediate post-war years relates to the way its immediate economic interests were understood. In the years after 1945, Europe did not look like Britain’s key trading partner. A far greater proportion of British trade was with the Commonwealth than with the ECSC’s original six member states, through to the first half of the 1950s. Britain appeared to be economically self-sufficient. In 1947, Britain exported five times as much as France and as much as all the future ‘Six’ combined. As late as 1951, British industrial production was still roughly equivalent to that of France and West Germany put together.

         Meanwhile, the experience of war and fascism meant that the Six did not appear especially stable allies, and to integrate with their economies would have been to compromise imperial preference. As Stafford Cripps, Attlee’s first President of the Board of Trade and later Chancellor, told the Cabinet, Britain ‘could not integrate its economy into that of Europe in any way which would prejudice the discharge of its responsibilities towards the Commonwealth and the rest of the sterling area’. The UK was still at the centre of the Commonwealth universe, while being economically, politically and geographically at the periphery of Europe. Bevin reported that ‘the United Kingdom – because of its overseas connexions – could never become an entirely European country’. It is this context that is most important in understanding the Attlee government’s response to the question of European integration.

         Attlee’s political as well as economic priorities lay with the Commonwealth. Attlee had a strong emotional and personal bond with the Commonwealth, as Britain’s club of colonies and ex-colonies became after Indian Independence in 1949. Haileybury, his Hertfordshire public school, had been the East India Company’s training school and morphed into a public school with a mission for imperial service, and the young, idealistic ‘Clem’ went from Haileybury to Oxford in its imperial heyday. Bew argues that Attlee was motivated ‘more than anyone else in his government’ by the conviction that the old British Empire, that of Queen Victoria and the Diamond Jubilee, had come to an end, and should not be supported beyond its natural lifespan. Nonetheless, he saw the new Commonwealth as a real and vital political and economic bloc, not just a fig leaf for imperial decline.

         For many on the left, a British-led Commonwealth was appealing as an alternative bloc to the United States and to the totalitarian Soviet Union. Indeed, the term ‘Commonwealth’ had left-wing connotations, being grounded in Britain’s own radical and socialist traditions, to which Attlee was highly sensitised.

         Attlee believed that the Commonwealth made Britain fundamentally different from other Western European countries. In the sole, short passage in his autobiography, As It Happened, that addressed the question of Europe, Attlee wrote that ‘Britain has never regarded herself as just a European power. Her interests are world-wide. She is the heart of a great Commonwealth, and tends to look outwards from Europe, though maintaining a close interest in all that goes on in that Continent.’

         Later in his life, as the House of Lords debated the Macmillan government’s first application for British entry into the European Community in 1962, Attlee argued that the idea of an integrated Europe was ‘historically looking backward and not forward … to the Holy Roman Empire. We never belonged to the Holy Roman Empire, and we never belonged to the reactionary organisation after 1815. We have always looked outward, out to the new world; and today, we look out to the new world and to Asia and Africa. I think that integration with Europe is a step backward.’

         Warning the House of Commons of the potential for German dominance over the organisation, he opposed joining the ECSC in June 1950 on the grounds that ‘by marrying into Europe, we are marrying a whole family of ancient prejudices and ancient troubles, and I would much rather see an Atlantic organisation. I would much rather work for the world organisation.’ Attlee’s vision of Europe was shaped by a lifetime dominated by war and the conflicting colonial ambitions of Europe’s great powers. It is unsurprising that he looked beyond Europe for a hopeful vision of the future.

         Attlee’s constitutional conservatism was also an important factor. The historian and Labour MP Jon Cruddas has argued that Attlee’s romanticism and idealism fed into his belief in the superiority of British institutions, including Parliament and the monarchy, in nurturing British values and virtue. The corollary was seeing patriotism itself as a virtue-representing loyalty to the institutions of the country, the ‘emotion of every free-thinking Briton,’ as Attlee described it.

         Saunders notes, in his book on the 1975 referendum and its antecedents, that, unlike their European neighbours, ‘The British did not have to rebuild their institutions at the war’s end, or their sense of their own identity; indeed, the British state and its parliamentary institutions emerged from the conflict with their prestige and legitimacy enhanced.’ The model of socialism articulated in the 1945 manifesto was based around a strong faith in parliamentary democracy: ‘The idea that concentrations of economic power should be under the direction of a democratic Parliament was central to post-war social democracy in Britain, whose national institutions had not been tarnished by the experience of totalitarianism.’ Also in his June 1950 speech in the Commons against membership of the ECSC, Attlee was categoric that a Labour government could not accept that ‘the most vital economic forces of this country should be handed over to an authority that is utterly undemocratic and is responsible to nobody’. His view had not changed by the time of his Lords speech against Macmillan’s EU application in November 1962, when he warned that:

         
            if the designs behind the common market are carried out, we are bound to be affected in every phase of our national life. There would be no national planning, except under the guise of Continental planning. We shall not be able to deal with our own problems; we shall not be able to build up the country in the way we want to do.

         

         Put bluntly, Attlee believed the sacrifice of power over the economy that the ECSC and then the common market entailed would make it impossible to deliver socialism. Parliamentarism was central to Attlee’s politics and those of the post-war Labour Party. This commitment shaped the kind of European integration that the party could support. As a 1950 Labour Party document put it, Labour ‘could never accept any commitments which limited its own or others’ freedom to pursue democratic socialism’.

         However, Attlee’s thinking was more complex than his approach to the ECSC might suggest. Where urgent imperatives were involved, with which he agreed, Attlee engaged in European cooperation of the closest kind, particularly on defence. Nor was he precious about ‘parliamentary sovereignty’, or even Cabinet government, in such circumstances. The highly secretive process for the development of Britain’s first nuclear deterrent, shielded from most of the Cabinet, not just Parliament, is one instance. Equally far-reaching were the defence commitments, and limitations on independent national decision-making, involved in NATO. Long before the North Atlantic Treaty established NATO in 1949, Attlee and Bevin signed defence treaties with France and the Benelux countries which gave unconditional guarantees to go to war if they were attacked. Bevin at this stage thought Truman’s administration too weak on Stalin. These kinds of unlimited commitments were precisely what Chamberlain had been resisting until the final showdown with Hitler in 1939.

         It was because of the growing Soviet and communist threat across Europe, west as much as east, that in January 1948 Bevin came in belatedly behind Churchill and supported the creation of a ‘Western Union’. He called it a ‘spiritual union’, rooted in ‘the basic freedoms and ethical principles for which we all stand’. Bevin said this was intended to be ‘a real positive reorganisation of the West, and not [to] give any impression that we were simply preparing for defence’.

         Bevin’s move grew out of his intense concern for the democratic stability of Western Europe. Defence guarantees weren’t enough. Bevin was very opposed to the Popular Front governments, including communists, that took office in France and Italy in the immediate aftermath of war. He put huge pressure on the Italian Socialists to break with the communists, which was one of the first episodes that led to the Left Tribune attacks on Labour foreign policy. Hence, too, support for the Marshall Plan. Arguably Bevin’s mistake was not to agree to the creation of an international mechanism for the management of the Marshall Plan. His opposition to this annoyed the Truman administration, which backed the ECSC proposal which might otherwise never have seen the light of day.

         Attlee to some extent rationalised his approach as the difference between internationalism and supranationalism. He made this distinction in the Commons in 1950, when he explained his government’s willingness to pool British sovereignty as part of the Atlantic Charter and the United Nations, stressing that in each of these instances:

         
            that surrender [of sovereignty] is made to a responsible body, a body of people responsible to Parliaments, not to an irresponsible body appointed by no one and responsible to no one. That is the special need for the use of that word, which I do not like particularly, but it does indicate the difference between what is international and what is ‘supranational’.

         

         This distinction is debatable. NATO and the ECSC, as the latter developed into the European Community with a national veto by member governments within the Council of Ministers, arguably weren’t that different as international organisations. But the significant point is that Attlee, in the context of the post-war situation, sought to justify one form of internationalism (on defence) while rejecting it on another (economic regulation). Hence it was that within months of founding NATO, Attlee and Bevin refused to participate in discussions about the formation of the ECSC following the publication of the Schuman Plan. The Cabinet agreed they could not participate on these terms as ‘no British government could be expected to accept such a commitment without having had any opportunity to assess the consequences which it might involve for our key industries, our export trade and our level of employment’. In a 1951 paper to Cabinet, Attlee set out the government’s position in declining to join the ECSC:

         
            We are willing to play an active part in all forms of European cooperation on an intergovernmental basis but cannot surrender our freedom of decision and action to any supranational authority. We are quite ready to encourage Continental countries who feel disposed to adopt such plans and in the case of the Schuman Plan have declared our wish to be closely associated with any Authority that may be set up under it.

         

         But even here, Attlee did not close the door entirely on enhanced forms of European economic and political cooperation. He stated instead of the ECSC a preference for an increased role for the Council of Europe, as ‘the focal point of the European integration movement’.

         While this logic made some sense at the time, the final structure of the ECSC in fact met many of the ‘supranational’ concerns. The Dutch ultimately insisted on the creation of a Council of Ministers above the ECSC’s ‘High Authority’ (which was to become the European Commission), which would need to give final assent to policy formulated by the Authority.

         Some of Attlee’s strongest objections were therefore against an idea of the Community which never existed. These concerns, however, extended beyond Attlee and Bevin to much of the Labour movement. Of the Schuman Plan, Attlee’s Home Secretary Herbert Morrison famously remarked that ‘the Durham miners will never wear it’. As the historian Michael Newman explains, while this ‘might appear quite trivial’, it in fact reflected the government’s sensitivity to the position of the National Union of Mineworkers: ‘Morrison … was deeply conscious of the fact that the ownership and control of the coal industry was a crucial issue in the Miners’ Union.’ Conscious of the resentment generated by the conduct of mine owners throughout the post-war period, especially following the general strike of 1926, Labour’s leading figures were ‘aware that anything which even appeared to undermine the recent nationalisation of coal would precipitate serious opposition within the party and the trade union movement’.

         Another noteworthy aspect of Attlee’s involvement with Europe after 1945 is the reconstruction of West Germany. Bevin took a leading role in securing a model for the German economy based around decentralised industry and co-determination – workers’ participation in the running of industry. Influenced by wariness of the role of a central German state, by French and American opposition to nationalisation of coal and steel in the Ruhr and by growing support for the policy within the German labour movement, Bevin played an instrumental role in securing the introduction of a system of co-determination between management and trade unions. This represented a significant shift from some of the ideas prevalent among the Allies in wartime, which held that the only way to deal with post-war Germany was to flatten its industry. The introduction of co-determination, alongside the rapid economic recovery facilitated by the Marshall Plan, set the scene for the enviable success of Germany’s social market economy since.

         Whereas in West Germany, a new system was built which entwined workers’ interests with the company’s fate, in Britain, nationalisation took a different course. The Labour Party excluded workers from the nationalised industries in the UK, allowing them to be run by Whitehall and not by the workers. Only on the Continent could Bevin really achieve his vision of socialism which, in the words of his biographer Alan Bullock, meant ‘something more than planning and public ownership; it meant a change in the status of the worker, the end of that exclusion from responsibility, the stigma of inferiority, which he had always regarded as the key to improving industrial relations’.

         The British model left itself open to attack from both left and right and could not outlive the 1980s. By contrast, the German model has continued to thrive and played a key part in the resilience of the German economy in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis. As Frances O’Grady, the General Secretary of the Trades Union Congress, argued in her Attlee Memorial Lecture of 2013, Britain had suffered from the legacy of its ‘failure to seize the opportunity of the European model of co-determination and industrial democracy’. Today, as we attempt to build an alternative to Britain’s failing economic model, with growing inequality and low productivity, we might look again to the German example.

         
            • • •

         

         By 1962, when the Macmillan government made the first, unsuccessful application for Britain’s entry into the common market, Attlee was almost eighty years old and a member of the House of Lords. At this point – perhaps because he had hardened in his views or perhaps because he no longer felt bound to speak with the caution of a Prime Minister – he was considerably more strident in his opposition to entry. These arguments were often characterised by glib references to the war. For instance, he told one newspaper that ‘we beat Germany and we beat Italy, and we have saved France and Belgium and Holland. I never see why we should go crawling to them’. On another occasion, he is said to have remarked, when asked about joining the Six that ‘I seem to remember that we spent a lot of blood and treasure during the war rescuing four of them from the other two’.

         Despite these provocations, Attlee’s arguments against entry into 1962 were much the same as his reasoning had been over a decade before. Aware that the political tide had turned, he conceded to the Lords that ‘I am afraid I shall be accused of being old-fashioned and out of date, but I still think that for this country a degree of flexibility is desirable. The common market means a great deal of rigidity [in foreign policy].’ It remained crucial that ‘we have never before tied ourselves up so closely that our whole economic life depends on the work of people other than ourselves’. Despite his changed tone, his arguments remained largely the same: that he was ‘prepared to give up sovereignty to the world, but not to a selected number of countries’, particularly countries among whom ‘no one … has been very successful in running parliamentary institutions’, and still he objected to a supranational institution in which ‘the whole of the planning is done by officials [and] the Ministers come in at a later stage’. The same themes – a deep faith in Britain’s institutions, a preference for the Commonwealth and scepticism about the reliability of the Western European powers as allies, and a belief that socialism in Britain must be achieved through the exercise of power by Britain’s Parliament over the economy – animated Attlee’s opposition in 1962 much as they had in the late 1940s.

         In many ways, Attlee’s world seems a long way away. As Bew suggests, if we are to learn lessons from his great reforming government, it is more in terms of its ethos than in its specific policy programme. We cannot go back to 1945, in foreign policy terms as much as in any other respect. Nor should we wish to. When Attlee died, Britain still had an empire and we should be proud of the role that Labour governments played in ending colonial rule over much of the world. But there are also profound challenges that any social-democratic government faces today which Attlee did not have to take into account to the same extent, notably those challenges we associate with a globalised economy and powerful multinational corporates.

         In the aftermath of war, Britain’s institutions and its political class emerged strengthened in the political and popular imagination. Today we have lived through a decade of public distrust in our institutions, from Parliament to the media and the banks. Our political system and economic model are no longer able to deliver for people and they are not trusted to serve anyone but insiders. Our global role is unclear. It is a historical irony that Britain’s initial decision not to enter the European Community was born of faith in our institutions. Our decision to leave the European Union has drawn above all on a catastrophic collapse of faith in our institutions.

         There are lessons we can learn from Attlee. His partnership with Bevin was absolutely central to the construction of the post-war liberal international order which still endures today. They were politically bold in restructuring and building from the ground up, domestic and international institutions. Today we need some of that boldness of action and vision to meet the challenges of the broken neoliberal economic model, manmade climate change, and a volatile and unpredictable international order. John Bew describes so well Attlee’s ‘unobtrusive progressive patriotism – built on a sense of rights and duties, a malleable civic code rather than a legal writ, with its emphasis on the “common wealth” above individual self-fulfilment’. This ethos can still offer lessons to Labour about how to bring a fragmented country together.

         Our task in the decade ahead is to build an economy which delivers a profound and lasting redistribution of power and wealth from capital to labour. And so we should also learn from Attlee’s mistakes. His beliefs about Europe were sometimes based on wrong assumptions. They had been shaped by the world of empire and the Second World War, not by the new, post-war world Britain was entering. The relative importance of the Commonwealth to Britain’s economy declined. Western Europe made a remarkable political and economic recovery. Britain’s economic performance declined relative to its Western European neighbours. Attlee found himself an isolated voice in opposition to entry. On some level, he probably suspected as much. As Prime Minister, he told one group of younger MPs: ‘I want you to go to this new thing called the Council of Europe. I don’t know much about it, but in your time, you’ll have to.’
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