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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.





Introduction: about this book


This book has been written primarily to support the study of the following courses:





•  AQA Component 2: Depth Study: Britain 1951–2007



•  OCR Units Y143 and Y113 Britain 1930–1997.





The specification grid on pages vii–viii will help you understand how this book’s content relates to the course that you are studying.


The writer hopes that student readers will regard the book not simply as an aid to better exam results, but as a study which is enjoyable in itself as an analysis of a very important theme in history.


The following explains the different features of this book and how they will help your study of the course.


Beginning of the book


Context


Starting a new course can be daunting if you are not familiar with the period or topic. This section outlines what you need to know about the beginning of the period and will set up some of the key themes. Reading this section will help you get up to speed on the content of the course.


Throughout the book


Key terms


You need to know these to gain an understanding of the period. The appropriate use of specific historical language in your essays will also help you improve the quality of your writing. Key terms are in boldface font the first time they appear in the book. They are defined in the margin and appear in the glossary.


Profiles


Some chapters contain profiles of important individuals. These include a brief biography and information about the importance and impact of the individual. This information can be very useful in understanding certain events and providing supporting evidence to your arguments.


Sources


Historical sources are important in understanding why specific decisions were taken or on what contemporary writers and politicians based their actions. The questions accompanying each source will help you to understand and analyse the source.


Key debates


The key debates between historians will help you think about historical interpretations and understand the different points of view for a given historiographical debate.


Chapter summaries


These written summaries are intended to help you revise and consolidate your knowledge and understanding of the content.


Summary diagrams


These visual summaries at the end of most sections are useful for revision.


Refresher questions


The refresher questions are quick knowledge checks to make sure you have understood and remembered the material that is covered in the chapter.


Question practice


There are opportunities at the end of each chapter to practise exam-style questions, arranged by exam board so you can practise the questions relevant for your course. The exam hint below each question will help you if you get stuck.


End of the book


Timeline


Understanding chronology (the order in which events took place) is an essential part of history. Knowing the order of events is one thing, but it is also important to know how events relate to each other. This timeline will help you put events into context and will be helpful for quick reference or as a revision tool.


Exam focus


This section gives advice on how to answer questions in your exam, focusing on the different requirements of your exam paper. The guidance in this book has been based on detailed examiner reports since 2017. It models best practice in terms of answering exam questions and shows the most common pitfalls to help ensure you get the best grade possible.


Glossary of terms


All key terms in the book are defined in the glossary.


Further reading


To achieve top marks in history, you will need to read beyond this textbook. This section contains a list of books and articles for you to explore. The list may also be helpful for an extended essay or piece of coursework.


Online extras


This new edition is accompanied by online material to support you in your study. Throughout the book you will find the online extras icon to prompt you to make use of the relevant online resources for your course. By going to www.hodderhistory.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras you will find the following:


Activity worksheets


These activities will help you develop the skills you need for the exam. The thinking that you do to complete the activities, and the notes you make from answering the questions, will prove valuable in your learning journey and helping you get the best grade possible. Your teacher may decide to print the entire series of worksheets to create an activity booklet to accompany the course. Alternatively they may be used as standalone activities for class work or homework. However, don’t hesitate to go online and print off a worksheet yourself to get the most from this book.


Who’s who


A level history covers a lot of key figures so it’s perfectly understandable if you find yourself confused by all the different names. This document organises the individuals mentioned throughout the book by categories so you know your Bevan from your Beveridge!


Further research


While further reading of books and articles is helpful to achieve your best, there’s a wealth of material online, including useful websites, digital archives, and documentaries on YouTube. This page lists resources that may help further your understanding of the topic. It may also prove a valuable reference for research if you decide to choose this period for the coursework element of your course.
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Chapter 1





Context: Britain in 1951





Britain in 1951 was the direct product of one of the most remarkable periods in its long history. Between 1945 and 1951 it had embarked on a programme of national restructuring. During that six-year period, Clement Attlee’s Labour government introduced the welfare state and nationalised a significant part of the industrial economy. In doing so, it set a pattern that was largely followed by all succeeding governments until 1979. Under the following headings, this chapter examines the key features which shaped the Britain of 1951.





•  The creation of the welfare state.



•  Economic policy 1945–51.



•  Financial problems.



•  Foreign affairs.



•  Labour’s legacy.






1 The creation of the welfare state


Having won an overwhelming victory in the 1945 general election, the Labour Party under Clement Attlee formed the government and proceeded to adopt a radical reforming policy aimed at establishing the welfare state. They based their policy on the Beveridge Report.


The Beveridge Report 1942


In 1942 a plan had been by presented by William Beveridge, a senior civil servant, detailing key areas for post-war reconstruction, aimed at establishing a national system of welfare for the people. It identified ‘five giants’ that were to be overcome:





•  Want: to be ended by National Insurance.



•  Disease: to be ended by a comprehensive health service.



•  Ignorance: to be ended by an effective education system.



•  Squalor: to be ended by slum clearance and rehousing.



•  Idleness: to be ended by full employment.





When the Beveridge Report first appeared, it was welcomed by all the parties. There was broad agreement that social reconstruction would be a post-war necessity in Britain. This showed how much ground had been made in Britain by the principle of collectivism, which in turn was evidence of the influence of the moderate socialism that the Labour Party espoused. It was to be the Labour Party, voted into office with a huge House of Commons majority in 1945, that implemented Beveridge’s main proposals, thereby establishing the welfare state, a system which all governments after 1951 accepted in its essentials. This common acceptance became known as consensus.


Labour’s establishment of the welfare state


The Labour government’s welfare strategy was expressed in four major measures, which came into effect in the summer of 1948. These were:





•  The National Insurance Act created a system of universal and compulsory government–employer–employee contributions to provide insurance against unemployment, sickness, maternity expenses, widowhood and retirement.



•  The National Assistance Act set up National Assistance Boards to deal with cases of hardship and poverty.



•  The Industrial Injuries Act provided cover for accidents in the workplace.



•  The National Health Service Act brought the whole population, regardless of status or income, into a scheme of free medical and hospital treatment.





Two other measures complemented the four listed above: the Education Act of 1944 and the Family Allowances Act of 1945. These were introduced before Labour came into office but were implemented by Attlee’s government.


The Education Act or Butler Act (1944) was introduced by R.A. Butler, a Conservative. It provided compulsory free education within a tripartite secondary education system consisting of grammar, technical and secondary-modern schools.


The Family Allowances Act (1945) provided a weekly payment of five shillings (25p) for every additional child after the first.



2 Economic policy 1945–51


Keynesianism


Every so often in history, a particular economic theory comes to dominate its time. The dominant post-war theory was Keynesianism. John Maynard Keynes believed that economic depressions, such as the one that had afflicted the economy in the 1930s, were avoidable if particular steps were taken. His starting point was demand. He calculated that if demand for industrial products could be sustained, decline could be prevented and jobs preserved. The Labour government adopted Keynesianism, a basic approach that was followed by all governments after 1951.


Nationalisation


From its earliest days, the Labour Party had argued that government had the right to direct the key aspects of economy in order to create social justice. Clause IV of the party’s constitution committed it to nationalisation, which it defined as ‘the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange’. In practice, common ownership meant government control.


The main industries and utilities nationalised between 1946 and 1949 were:





•  1946: coal, civil aviation, Cable and Wireless, the Bank of England



•  1947: road transport, electricity services



•  1948: gas



•  1949: iron and steel.






3 Financial problems


The idealism that inspired the government’s welfare and nationalisation programmes came at a heavy financial cost, which added to the financial burdens it had inherited in 1945. By the end of the war, Britain faced the following problems:





•  debts of £4198 million



•  a balance of payments deficit of £750 million



•  exports of manufactures had dropped by 60 per cent in wartime



•  invisible exports had shrunk from £248 million in 1938 to £120 million in 1946.





Defence costs


A factor that increased Britain’s financial difficulties was that it had agreed with the USA, its Cold War ally, to increase its spending on defence from £2.3 billion to £4.7 billion. In addition to the expense entailed by this was the extra financial burden the nation had shouldered when Attlee’s government in 1947 committed Britain to the development of its own independent nuclear deterrent. By 1951 Britain was spending fourteen per cent of its GNP on defence.


Austerity


Faced with these burdens, the government adopted a policy of national austerity, whose main features were:





•  the continuation of wartime rationing



•  controls on wages and salaries to prevent inflation




•  increased taxation on incomes and goods



•  restrictions on imports to reduce dollar spending.





Devaluation


Knowing that austerity alone could not meet the demands on Britain’s economy, the Attlee government had borrowed $6000 million from the USA and Canada. The loan was intended to provide the basis for an industrial recovery. But the recovery achieved did not meet expectations. An associated problem was the ‘dollar gap’, the situation in which Britain paid in dollars for the large amounts of imports that it desperately needed from the USA. Since the pound sterling was worth less than the dollar, Britain lost out heavily in trade dealings.


Britain’s financial weakness led to ‘a run on the pound’, with foreign investors withdrawing their money from Britain in large amounts. In 1949, Attlee’s government reluctantly took the step of devaluing the pound. The exchange rate of sterling was reduced from $4.03 to $2.80, a fall of 30 per cent. While this certainly made British exports cheaper and boosted overseas sales, the devaluation was a sure sign that the government’s previous policies had not prevented the weakening of the economy.


Marshall Plan aid


Britain’s economic difficulties would have been even greater but for the relief provided by the Marshall Plan, which began to operate from 1948. After 1945 the world’s trading nations all experienced severe balance of payments problems. Worried that this would destroy international commerce, the USA adopted a programme to provide dollars to any country willing to receive them in return for granting trade concessions to the USA. Without Marshall Plan aid, Europe could not have recovered. Under the plan, which bore the name of US Secretary of State George Marshall, Europe received $15 billion, Britain’s share being ten per cent.



4 Foreign affairs


The question that confronted Britain after 1945 was what role it should play in the post-war international order. The Labour government’s answer came in the form of a range of momentous decisions:





•  Britain became one of ‘the big five’ members of the United Nations Security Council (which consisted of Britain, France, Nationalist China, the USA and the USSR).



•  Britain chose to side with the USA in the Cold War divide.



•  Britain declined to become formally involved in Europe.



•  Britain granted India independence.



•  Britain became a nuclear power.



•  Britain was a founder member of NATO.



•  Britain entered the Korean War (1950–3) as part of a United Nations force resisting Communist North Korea’s expansion into South Korea.






Labour and Europe


Post-1945, a number of Western European nations were attracted to the idea of economic cooperation. This culminated in 1951 with the acceptance of the Schuman Plan, a scheme for the European nations to pool their most productive resources in a European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Britain chose not to be involved. Attlee explained in the Commons in 1950 why his government was not considering joining ‘the six’ nations in the ECSC: ‘We … are not prepared to accept the principle 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.’ Interestingly, the Conservatives at this time fully shared the Labour government’s view on Europe.


Indian independence 1947


The Labour Party came to power in 1945 fully committed to independence for India. This was motivated by both a sense of morality and the knowledge that Britain could no longer afford the costs of trying to maintain control of India. The problem was how independence could best be arranged. After much hard bargaining between them, the Hindu Congress and Muslim League agreed to the proposals for partition put forward by Earl Mountbatten, Britain’s special envoy. The subcontinent was to be partitioned into two distinct states: India, overwhelmingly Hindu, and Pakistan, predominantly Muslim. The granting of Indian independence was hugely significant. It marked the point at which Britain began to dismantle its empire and set in train a process of decolonisation that all subsequent governments would follow.



5 Labour’s legacy


In its six years of government, the Labour government had laid down the policies that were followed in all essentials by successive Conservative and Labour administrations during the next 35 years. Labour had created a consensus:





•  economic policies based on Keynesian principles of public expenditure and state direction



•  welfare policies based on the implementation of the Beveridge Report



•  foreign policies based on a pro-American, anti-Soviet stance



•  colonial policies based on the principle of independence for Britain’s former colonies.








Chapter 2





The Conservatives in office 1951–64





Having gained a marginal victory over Labour in 1951, the Conservatives went on to govern for the next thirteen years. During that time they continued in all major respects the policies begun by the previous government. This chapter considers how the Conservative governments of 1951–64 dealt with the issues and policies that they inherited from Labour, and examines why they remained politically dominant during this period. The major themes covered are:





•  Labour defeat, Conservative victory 1951



•  The Churchill and Eden governments 1951–7



•  Macmillan’s government 1957–63



•  Britain’s relations with Europe



•  The Conservatives’ last years in government 1963–4



•  The Labour Party 1951–64





The key debate on page 15 of this chapter asks the question: How unpopular was Eden’s Suez venture?
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KEY DATES






	1951

	Conservative election victory






	1952

	UK’s first atomic bomb tested






	1953

	End of Korean War






	1956

	Suez affair






	1957

	UK’s first hydrogen bomb tested






	 

	Homicide Act






	 

	Rent Act






	1958

	Life peerages introduced






	1959

	Conservatives won general election






	 

	Britain became founding member of EFTA






	1960

	Macmillan’s ‘wind of change’ speech






	 

	Labour Party adopted unilateralism






	1962

	Commonwealth Immigration Act






	 

	Cuban Missile Crisis






	1963

	Britain’s application to join EEC vetoed by France






	 

	Profumo affair






	 

	Macmillan retired as prime minister






	1963–4

	Douglas-Home Conservative prime minister
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1 Labour defeat, Conservative victory 1951




Did Labour lose the 1951 election or did the Conservatives win?





The explanation for Attlee’s losing office in 1951 is not so much Labour’s decline as the Conservatives’ recovery. Yet the Conservatives only just squeezed into power.





Table 2.1 Election results in 1951
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The election figures for 1951 reveal one of the oddest aspects of British electoral politics. It is possible for a party to poll more votes than its opponents yet still be defeated. After six years of government, Labour had in fact more than held its share of the vote. Remarkably, the 1951 election saw Labour gain the highest aggregate vote ever achieved by any party up to that point. It outnumbered the Conservatives by a quarter of a million and had nearly one per cent more of the vote. The ratio of votes to seats was:





•  Labour: 47,283 : 1



•  Conservatives: 42,733 : 1



•  Liberals: 121,759 : 1.





It was clearly not the case that Labour had been thrown out of office by a disillusioned electorate. It was more a matter on this occasion of Labour’s being the victim, not the beneficiary (as it would be on other occasions), of the imbalance of the British electoral system.


Reasons for Labour’s 1951 defeat


The narrow defeat of Clement Attlee’s government can be explained by the following chief factors:





•  After six arduous years in office, Attlee’s government was worn down by heavy economic and financial difficulties. A number of ministers, such as Attlee himself and Ernest Bevin, had been working continuously in office since 1940.



•  Serious divisions had developed between the right and left wings of the party over economic, welfare and foreign policies.



•  There was resentment among some trade unions at Labour’s slowness in responding to workers’ demands.



•  The shrinking in the 1950 election of its previously large majority made governing difficult and damaged party morale.



•  Labour found it difficult to shake off its image as the party of austerity, rationing and high taxation.





Conservative strengths


There were, however, more positive aspects to the victory of the Conservatives. Their heavy and unexpected defeat in 1945 had left them shell-shocked, but by the late 1940s their fortunes had begun to improve. Much of this was due to the reorganisation of the party. It was also at this time that younger Tory Members of Parliament (MPs), such as R.A. Butler, began to bring new ideas and confidence to the party. Conservative advantages in 1951 included:





•  The Conservatives had begun to recover from the shock of their defeat in 1945.



•  The 1950 election had seen the influx of bright young Conservative MPs eager for battle against a tiring government.



•  Under the direction of the dynamic Lord Woolton, the Conservative Party had reformed its finances and organisation and was much better positioned to fight for seats and votes than in 1945.



•  The attack on the government’s nationalisation of iron and steel (see page 3) provided a strong platform for opposition attacks.



•  Some of the electorate were impressed by the Conservatives’ projection of themselves of upholders of liberty and individualism against the deadening hand of state centralisation and collectivism (see page 1).
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Practise planning essays by completing Worksheet 1 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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2 The Churchill and Eden governments 1951–7




What key developments took place under the Conservatives 1951–7?





During the thirteen years the Conservatives were in power after 1951, there were four leaders who held office as prime minister (see Table 2.2).


Table 2.2 Conservative prime ministers 1951–64






	Years in office

	Prime minister






	1951–5

	Winston Churchill






	1955–7

	Anthony Eden






	1957–63

	Harold Macmillan






	1963–4

	Alec Douglas-Home







Churchill’s government 1951–5


Winston Churchill was 77 years old when he became prime minister for the second time. He regarded his return to office in 1951 as a belated thank you from the British people for his wartime leadership. He was now too old and frail to be much more than a figurehead. Indeed, for some months in 1953 he was out of action altogether following a stroke, although this did not become public knowledge. But he did not need to do much; he was sustained by his past reputation as a statesman. Yet his period in government between 1951 and 1955 witnessed a number of important developments.


Developments 1951–5





•  Rationing was ended.



•  The steel industry was denationalised.



•  The Conservative Party committed itself to building 300,000 houses a year.



•  The government continued with Keynesian policies.



•  The accession of Queen Elizabeth II (aged 25) in 1952 ushered in a new ‘Elizabethan age’.



•  Britain detonated its first atomic bomb in 1952.



•  The Korean War ended in 1953 (see page 4).





‘Butskellism’


With hindsight, it is evident that the key figure in Churchill’s government of 1951–5 was not the prime minister but R.A. Butler, his chancellor of the exchequer.


Although Butler never became prime minister or Conservative leader, he held all the other major offices of state (chancellor of the exchequer 1951–5; home secretary 1957–62; foreign secretary 1962–4), and was a formative influence in the development of modern Conservatism, pushing the party in a progressive direction. As minister of education in Churchill’s wartime coalition, Butler had been responsible for the Education Act of 1944 (see page 2). Arguably, this was to remain his greatest achievement; it indicated his concern for social issues, something that the Conservatives were to adopt as one of the planks in their political platform.


After his party’s heavy defeat in 1945, Butler went on to play a central role in restoring Conservative morale during the Attlee years. He was a leading light among a group of Conservatives who had begun to study ways in which they could modernise their party’s attitude and policies so as to prevent the Labour opposition from claiming a monopoly on progressive thinking. An interesting product of this was the presentation in 1947 of a document, known as the Industrial Charter, in which Butler and his colleagues accepted that Britain should operate a mixed economy in which the trade unions would have a legitimate and respected role. It was Butler who set the pattern of economic policy that was followed throughout the period of Conservative government to 1964. His policies between 1951 and 1955 showed that he had accepted the new form of Keynesian economics adopted by the preceding Labour government (see page 2). He continued Labour’s main aims of:





•  trying to maintain full employment while at the same time achieving economic growth



•  expanding the welfare state



•  keeping to Britain’s heavily committed military defence programme (which included the costly Korean War 1950–3)



•  developing a nuclear weapons’ programme.





Butler acknowledged that the deflationary policies of the Labour government before 1951 had had beneficial effects in the short term (see page 3). The cost of British goods had dropped and exports had picked up. There was also a major uplift in the international economy in the early 1950s, largely as a result of the Marshall Plan (see page 4), which led to increased demand for British products. Yet Butler was faced, as Labour had been, with the hard fact that Britain was heavily in debt, a consequence of its wartime borrowing and continuing defence commitments. All this had produced a severe and chronic balance of payments deficit. A strong criticism made at the time and voiced by later observers was that, after 1945, British governments, Labour and Conservative, over-reached themselves. They tried to rebuild a modern competitive industrial economy but hampered themselves by taking on the huge costs involved in running a welfare state and maintaining an extensive defence programme.


Butler’s ideas were seen to be so close to those of the Labour Party that his name was used to coin a particular term: ‘Butskellism’. The word, first used in 1954 by the journal The Economist, joined together the names of Butler, seen as representing the Conservative left, and Hugh Gaitskell, regarded as a key figure on the Labour right. It suggested that the left and right wings of the two parties met in the middle to form a consensus on matters such as finance, the economy and the welfare state.


There have been suggestions that there was insufficient common ground between Butler and Gaitskell for the word to be more than a clever but inaccurate piece of terminology. However, although it is true that there were differences between Butler and Gaitskell over detail, particularly in financial matters (Gaitskell favoured high direct taxation and greater government direction, while Butler believed in economic control through the use of interest rates), the two men did share a noticeably similar approach in a number of key areas. Kenneth Morgan (2001), a leading authority on British political history, suggests that ‘Butskellism’ existed as ‘a state of mind’: ‘It implied a coherent attempt to maintain a social consensus and to try to “set the people free” through greater liberalization, lower [indirect] taxation and decontrol, without dismantling the popular welfare and industrial fabric of the Attlee years.’ What is clear is that all the succeeding administrations, Labour and Conservative, tried to govern from the centre, believing that that was the position the bulk of the electorate would support.


Eden’s government 1955–7


Anthony Eden had long been regarded as the heir-apparent to Churchill as Conservative leader. However, since Churchill did not finally retire until 1955, Eden had had to wait far longer than he had expected. The election that he called soon after becoming prime minister in 1955 produced an increased Conservative majority. This was to prove the only real success of his short administration.
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ONLINE EXTRAS


OCR


Test your understanding of the work of R.A. Butler by completing Worksheet 1 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Table 2.3 Election results in 1955
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It was Eden’s fate to have lived the greater part of his political life in the shadow of Winston Churchill, the man he admired and whom he was destined to succeed, but not until 1955 when he himself was ageing and past his best. It is true that Eden had held the prestigious office of foreign secretary for ten years under Churchill. However, given that throughout that time Churchill had made foreign affairs his particular area of interest, Eden’s role as foreign secretary was reduced to that of the ever-present loyal confidant and background figure.


Having had to wait so long, by the time he reached the highest office in 1955 Eden was a man in a hurry. Irritated by criticism in the Tory press that his uninspiring domestic policies lacked ‘the smack of firm government’, he was determined to silence criticism by achieving success in foreign affairs, in which he felt he had a special expertise. This drew him into the ill-fated Suez affair, the event which overshadowed his years as prime minister and destroyed his reputation as a statesman.


The Suez Crisis 1956


Colonel Nasser, the president of Egypt since 1952, had at first been on good terms with the West. He had been promised US and British loans for the construction of the Aswan Dam on the upper Nile river, a project on which he had staked his own and his country’s future. However, when the USA learned that Nasser had also approached the Soviet bloc countries for aid, it withdrew its original offer. In July 1956 Nasser, in desperation, announced the nationalisation of the Suez Canal as a means of raising the necessary finance. Foreign ships would have to pay to pass through what was now an Egyptian waterway, this despite Britain’s still having a 40 per cent ownership of the Canal.


Eden declared that such a man as Nasser could not be allowed ‘to leave his thumb on Britain’s windpipe’, a reference to the threat to the essential oil supplies that came to Britain from the Middle East through the Canal. He began to plan ways to bring Nasser down. The French, long resentful of Egypt’s support of Arab nationalists in French Algeria, were very willing to join the British in anti-Nasser moves. Eden also hoped that the Americans would favour such a policy; he had been led to believe that the USA would give at least moral backing to Anglo-French attempts to free the Canal. The Americans did, indeed, join Britain and France in seeking to apply pressure to Egypt by the creation of a Canal Users’ Association.


Nasser, however, despite the international line-up against him, refused to budge. Britain and France then referred the issue to the UN Security Council. This proved fruitless, since the Soviet Union used its veto to block proposals in the Council to have Egypt condemned internationally. To Eden, all this confirmed his belief that only force could shift Nasser. Eden began secret discussions with the French and the Israelis, who were eager to launch a major strike against Egypt, which had become a major base for terror attacks on Israel. British–French–Israeli plans were prepared for a combined military invasion of Egypt. The strategy, finalised in mid-October 1956, was that the Israelis would attack Egypt across Sinai. Britain and France, after allowing sufficient time for the Israelis to reach the Canal, would then mount a joint assault on the Canal region from the north, under the pretence of forcing Egypt and Israel to observe a ceasefire. The plan was accepted by Eden’s Cabinet. On 29 October 1956 the Israelis duly attacked across the Gaza Strip; on 30 October the Anglo-French ultimatum was delivered and on the following day the two European allies began their invasion of Egypt.


The UN immediately entered into an emergency debate in which the Americans, infuriated by Eden’s having totally ignored them, led the condemnation of Israel and its two allies. Over the special telephone hotline that linked the US president and British prime minister, Eisenhower swore at Eden in four-letter expletives. In a particular irony, Britain, deprived of US backing, used its veto for the first time to defeat a UN resolution demanding an immediate ceasefire.


Soviet involvement


Besides resentment at not being informed of Britain’s plans, what angered the Americans was that in the Cold War atmosphere of the day, Eden’s actions threatened to allow the Soviet Union to seize the initiative. As it happened, the USSR had been initially distracted by its own problems arising from the Hungarian crisis, which coincided with the Egyptian affair. After Stalin’s death in 1953, the Soviet Union appeared to allow greater freedom to its satellites. However, when, in October 1956, Hungary pushed too hard for independence, the new Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, sent in tanks to occupy Budapest, the Hungarian capital. The Hungarians made desperate appeals for Western assistance, but, while the West expressed outrage at Soviet actions, intervention was not seriously considered. The military and geographical difficulties were simply too great. Moreover, the British–French–Israeli attack on Egypt made it difficult for the West to adopt the moral high ground over matters of invasion.


By the first week of November, the Hungarian rising had been crushed and the USA’s refusal to support the allied invasion of Egypt had become clear beyond doubt. This encouraged the Soviet Union to make its biggest move yet. On 5 November it issued a formal note to Britain. Condemning the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt as the bullying of the weaker by the stronger, the note warned that the USSR was prepared to use rockets against the Western invaders: ‘We are fully determined to crush the aggressors and restore peace in the Middle East through the use of force. We hope at this critical moment you will display due prudence and draw the corresponding conclusions from this.’
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Figure 2.1 The Suez invasion in 1956.





British withdrawal from Suez


The day after the receipt of the Soviet note, Eden gave way and Britain accepted the UN demand for disengagement. But while the possibility of Soviet intervention undoubtedly helped to concentrate Eden’s mind, the still more pressing reasons for his ordering a withdrawal from Suez were the following:





•  the strength of opposition among the British people; Gaitskell and Bevan made withering attacks on what they described as Eden’s ‘mad venture’



•  the fury of Eisenhower and the Americans at not being consulted



•  Britain’s failure to gain international backing



•  condemnation of Britain at the UN



•  the reluctance of all but a few of the Commonwealth countries to support Britain



•  a catastrophic fall in Britain’s currency reserves caused by large withdrawals of deposits by international investors. Britain faced the threat of economic collapse.
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Test your understanding of Eden’s role in the Suez affair by completing Worksheet 2 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Eden’s personal role


Historians, reflecting on the Suez Crisis, have made much of the role played personally by Anthony Eden. It has been suggested that the crisis took the form it did largely because of his particular perception of the problem and how it might be solved. Eden had a deep distaste for Nasser, whom he saw in the mould of the dictators of the 1930s, with whom he had dealt as foreign secretary between 1935 and 1938. This led him to put the worst construction on the Egyptian leader’s actions. Anxious for the maintenance of essential oil supplies, Eden suspected that beneath Nasser’s campaign to modernise Egypt lay an essentially anti-British motive. He concluded that in the end it might be that Nasser would have to be stopped by military force. Mistaking the initial Western disapproval of the Egyptian seizure of the Canal as implying support for any moves he might initiate, Eden had colluded with France and Israel for a pretext to invade Egypt and topple Nasser.


Already on dangerous ground, Eden did not help his cause by the manner and style in which he acted. Tetchy and short-tempered, he did not try to hide his distaste for those who disagreed with him. This mattered especially in his dealings with the USA, the ally that the British government most needed at this critical juncture. Eden’s undisguised annoyance with Eisenhower was hardly likely to win the Americans over to his point of view. A particular blindness of Eden’s was his failure to appreciate that with a presidential election imminent in the USA, the US government was simply not prepared to become embroiled in a costly, military venture that recalled old-style imperialism.


It has also to be said that Eden’s poor health, which deteriorated further during the crisis, weakened his judgement. The strain of Suez wore him out. J.P. Mallalieu, a Labour MP, gave a striking description of the physical and mental state to which Eden had been reduced (see Source A).
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SOURCE A


A Labour MP describes Eden, quoted in Paul Johnson, The Suez War, MacGibbon & Kee, 1957, p. 126.


The Prime Minister sprawled on the front bench, head thrown back and mouth agape. His eyes, inflamed with sleeplessness, stared into vacancies beyond the roof except when they switched with meaningless intensity to the face of the clock, probed it for a few seconds, then rose again in vacancy. His hands twitched at his horn-rimmed spectacles or mopped themselves in a handkerchief, but were never still. The face was grey except where black-ringed caverns surrounded the dying embers of his eyes. The whole personality, if not prostrated seemed completely withdrawn … the overwhelming burden of taking on his own account, decisions which have come near to breaking the Anglo-American alliance and the Commonwealth have now made him incapable of distinguishing between success or failure as it has made him incapable of distinguishing between truth and lies.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION


What image of the strain Eden was under is presented in Source A?
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Eden’s wife, Clarissa, recorded that during the weeks of the crisis it felt as if the Suez Canal was flowing furiously through her drawing room. Within weeks of the crisis Eden stepped down as prime minister. The official reason was ill-health and it was certainly true that he was seriously unwell, but the Suez disaster had shattered his standing at home and abroad. Even if he had been fully fit, he could not have carried on as head of government.
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ONLINE EXTRAS


OCR


Test your understanding of Eden’s role in the Suez affair by completing Worksheet 2 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Significance of the Suez Crisis for Britain


Britain was not defeated militarily in Egypt. Indeed, British forces were close to successfully completing their mission when they were withdrawn from Suez. That was why the Israelis were so bitter with the British for leaving the job half done. The truth was that Britain’s withdrawal was a failure not of military resolve but of political will. Fearing the consequences of being internationally isolated, Eden’s nerve broke and he accepted that Britain could no longer continue with a policy that the world condemned. It was an admission that in the post-war world Britain could not act alone. The realisation of this led a number of people in both major political parties to consider whether Britain should consider closer union with Europe (see page 37).


The Suez Crisis was a landmark in Britain’s foreign policy. In attacking Egypt, Britain had acted independently of NATO and the USA, without consulting the Commonwealth, and in disregard of the UN. The international and domestic protests that the Suez invasion aroused meant that it was the last occasion Britain would attempt such independent action. While there would be occasions in the future when Britain would use armed force unilaterally, as for example over the Falklands (see page 110), this would only be when it considered that its own sovereign territory had been occupied by a hostile power.



3 Key debate




How unpopular was Eden’s Suez venture?





So vociferous was the anti-war campaign in Britain that it is easy to forget that Eden may well have had majority support among the British people. This has led writers then and since to debate the key question, ‘How unpopular was Eden’s Suez venture?’


The tone was set in a sense by the anti-war rally of 4 November 1956 in London’s Trafalgar Square, at which the principal speaker was Aneurin Bevan. Addressing the 30,000 protesters in passionate terms, Bevan, the shadow foreign secretary, accused the government of blackening the name of Britain: ‘They have offended against every principle of decency and there is only one way in which they can even begin to restore their tarnished reputation and that is to get out! Get out! Get out!’ Powerful rhetoric though this was, it did not necessarily reflect public opinion. British historian Barry Turner later wrote about the situation.
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[image: ] INTERPRETATION QUESTION


How convincing are Extracts 1–4 in their assessment of Eden’s popularity?
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EXTRACT 1


From Barry Turner, Suez 1956, Hodder & Stoughton, 2006, p. 354.


The public reaction to press comment highlighted the divisions within the country. But there was no doubt that Eden still commanded strong support from a sizable minority, maybe even a majority, of voters who thought that it was about time that the upset Arabs should be taught a lesson. The Observer and Guardian lost readers; so too did the News Chronicle, a liberal newspaper that was soon to fold as a result of falling circulation.
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The Conservative novelist and essayist A.N. Wilson suggested that those who remained silent at the time may have been for Eden rather than against him.
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EXTRACT 2


From A.N. Wilson, Our Times, Hutchinson, 2008, p. 66.


The bulk of the press, the Labour Party and that equally influential left-leaning party, the London dinner party, were all against Suez together with the rent-a-mob of poets, dons, clergy and ankle-socked female graduates who deplored British action, but they did not necessarily constitute the majority of unexpressed public opinion.
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It was certainly true that the left-wing press assumed that the British people were overwhelmingly against Britain’s attack, yet Eden himself was able to claim that the correspondence he received swung from eight to one against his Egyptian intervention to four to one in favour of it by the time of the ceasefire. However, Robert Blake, the leading analyst of the Conservative Party, while accepting that it was possible to exaggerate the degree of opposition to Eden, cautioned that neither should the degree of support be overstated.
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EXTRACT 3


From Robert Blake, The Conservative Party from Peel to Major, Arrow Books, 1998, p. 279.


The ‘nation’ as far as judgement can be made about that intangible quality, felt bewildered rather than humiliated. It is not true, as sometimes said, that public opinion was strongly pro-Suez, but it was not against. Polls on 11 November and 2 December 1956 recorded slightly over 50 per cent in favour of Eden’s policy. The moral issue cut little ice. Gaitskell, Attlee’s successor, did himself harm by pressing it.
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A balanced perspective of the question was offered by the left-leaning historian Dilwyn Porter.
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EXTRACT 4


From Dilwyn Porter, From Blitz to Blair, Phoenix, 1997, p. 115.


For some British people [the Suez affair] was a traumatic experience, mercifully short lived, which challenged widely held assumptions about the nation to which they belonged. Public opinion, though confused, had rallied to Eden at the height of the crisis, responding not just to headlines of the ‘EDEN GETS TOUGH’ and IT’S GREAT BRITAIN AGAIN!’ variety, but to deeply rooted patriotic instincts and a sense of Britain’s rightful place in the world.
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM


THE CHURCHILL AND EDEN GOVERNMENTS 1951–7
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Test your understanding of the consequences of the Suez affair for Britain by completing Worksheet 3 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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ONLINE EXTRAS


OCR


Assess the impact of the Suez affair on Britain by completing Worksheet 3 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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4 Macmillan’s government 1957–63




In what sense did Macmillan follow ‘a middle way’?





Eden was followed as prime minister not by R.A. Butler, who, until Suez, had been generally regarded as the likely successor, but by Harold Macmillan. Although an outstanding figure in the Conservative Party, Butler had a diffident and detached manner that made him reluctant to engage in the in-fighting that party politics requires. Nor had he impressed when he had stood in for Eden during the Suez Crisis. Macmillan, in contrast, had a much sharper political sense. Although he had firmly supported Eden over Suez, he came out of the escapade relatively unscathed. As chancellor of the exchequer, he made a rallying call to the Cabinet on 3 January 1957. Admitting that the military operation had swollen Britain’s debts by £564 million, he told his colleagues that they must learn lessons from Suez but not be overwhelmed by it: ‘The Suez operation has been a tactical defeat. It is our task to ensure that, like the retreat from Mons and Dunkirk, it should prove the prelude to strategic victory.’


Macmillan’s rousing speech undoubtedly helped his bid for leadership. A week later he became prime minister. At this time the Conservative Party obtained opinions from MPs and party workers as to who should be appointed prime minister. It was not a democratic system and both Macmillan and his successor in 1963, Sir Alec Douglas-Home (see page 43), ‘emerged’ as premiers as a result of this informal and secretive system.


In forming his first Cabinet in 1957, Macmillan made Butler his home secretary. This proved an important move. At the Home Office, Butler took a basically liberal approach towards legal and social issues, placing the emphasis in penal matters on reform rather than punishment. A significant example was the introduction of the Homicide Act in 1957, which effectively ended the death penalty except for certain rare categories of murder. Butler’s liberal stance as home secretary hinted strongly that the Conservative Party under Macmillan was prepared to modify its traditional social attitudes. Its opponents would find it harder to dismiss it simply as a party of reactionaries. Butler’s liberal attitude was one on which subsequent home secretaries, such as Labour’s Roy Jenkins, would build (see page 60), providing another example of the consensus that applied to so many areas of British politics and government in the second half of the twentieth century.
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Harold Macmillan
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	1894

	Born into the Macmillan publishing family






	1924

	Elected as Conservative MP






	1938

	Published The Middle Way







	1940–2

	Minister of supply






	1942–5

	Minister with special responsibility for the war in North Africa






	1951–4

	Minister for housing and local government






	1954–5

	Minister of defence






	1955

	Foreign secretary






	1955–7

	Chancellor of the exchequer






	1957–63

	Prime minister and leader of the Conservative Party






	1986

	Died







Rise


Macmillan had served gallantly in the First World War, an experience which gave him a particular respect for the working class. This was deepened by his witnessing, as MP for a Durham constituency, the grim effects of the depression in the north-east of England. Having held key posts in Churchill’s governments and undamaged by the Suez Crisis, he became prime minister in 1957.


Significance


Macmillan expressed his progressive Conservatism in 1938 in his book, The Middle Way, which may be regarded as an early appeal for consensus politics. He argued for the acceptance of Keynesianism and pressed the case for extending state direction of a broad range of services. He committed Britain to entering the European Economic Community (EEC) and keenly supported independence for African colonies. He consistently backed the USA in its Cold War conflicts with the Soviet Union, notably in 1962 during the Cuban Missile Crisis.


Achievements


Despite his outwardly relaxed style, Macmillan worked diligently and could be ruthless on occasion, as in 1962 when he dismissed half his Cabinet. He turned the satirists’ portrayal of him as ‘Supermac’ into a representation of his own success in creating a Britain in which he claimed that under Conservatism the people had ‘never had it so good’.
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Conservative economic policy 1957–64


Although Britain had picked up economically in the Churchill and Eden years, allowing the ending of rationing, its recovery was not as pronounced as had been hoped. Compared with developments in Europe and the USA, the British economy appeared sluggish. Nevertheless, Macmillan’s chancellors of the exchequer after 1957 made no serious attempt to change Britain’s economic and financial strategies. They continued Butler’s main lines of policy:





•  to operate a mixed economy



•  to follow a loose form of Keynesianism.





The aim of these policies was to avoid the extremes of inflation and deflation by a series of adjustments to meet particular problems as they occurred. If inflation (seen in Britain, in the second half of the twentieth century, as the major threat to economic stability) rose too quickly, measures to slow it down were introduced. These invariably involved raising interest rates to discourage borrowing and increasing import controls to limit purchases from abroad, with the aim of reducing the trade gap. The annual budgets were an important part of the mechanism. As a check on overspending or too rapid a rise in wages, taxes might be increased. Treasury officials spoke of such moves as preventing the economy from ‘overheating’.
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Macmillan’s chancellors of the exchequer





•  Peter Thorneycroft 1957–8



•  Derick Heathcoat-Amory 1958–60



•  Selwyn Lloyd 1960–2



•  Reginald Maudling 1962–4
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Alternatively, if there was a fall in demand for goods, which meant difficulties for manufacturers and retailers, the chancellor of the exchequer of the day might introduce ‘a give-away’ budget in which taxes and interest rates were lowered. It was hoped that this Keynesian approach would encourage more spending and thus result in a demand-led recovery.


Budget politics


A common criticism from both parties when in opposition was that budgets were too often used as short-term measures to buy votes in general elections. An interesting illustration of vote-catching was the Conservative budgets of the late 1950s and early 1960s. In his 1959 budget, Derick Heathcoat-Amory made an effort to boost support for the government in the forthcoming election by introducing a range of tax cuts, this at a time when the prevailing high inflation suggested that financial restraint would have been more appropriate. The result was increased consumer spending, which led to still higher inflation and a wider trade gap. Faced with this, Heathcoat-Amory changed direction and adopted deflationary measures which included tax and interest-rate rises, cuts in public spending, and an attempt to put a limit on wage increases.
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SOURCE B
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‘Introducing Supermac’, published in the Evening Standard newspaper, 6 November 1958. Macmillan is portrayed as Superman, the popular comic-book hero for whom nothing was impossible. Macmillan became the butt of the political and social satirists who flourished in the late 1950s and 1960s in the press and in the theatre, and in particular in the BBC programme That Was The Week That Was.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION


Why, despite its mocking intention, did the cartoon in Source B become one of Macmillan’s favourites?
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Successive Conservative chancellors continued with these restrictive measures until the 1964 election loomed. To regain lost popularity, Macmillan’s government in 1963 returned to an expansionist budgetary policy; taxes and interests rates were again lowered. The consequence was another boom in consumer spending. Since the sudden demand for goods could not be met from British stocks there was a sharp increase in the import of foreign manufactures. The net result was that by the end of 1964 Britain had a balance of payments deficit of over £800 million.



‘Stop–go’



According to some observers, such events showed that Britain lacked a genuine economic strategy. The series of adjustments made by governments did not really add up to an integrated plan. Policy lagged behind events; it did not direct them. This is what led to the coining of the terms ‘stop–go’ and ‘stagflation’ to denote the failure of governments to develop policies that encouraged a consistently performing economy. The ‘stop’ part of the term described the situation arising when consumption and prices rose too quickly, which the government responded to by putting on the ‘brake’ through increased taxation and raised interest rates, thus making it more difficult to borrow money. The ‘go’ part referred to the situation where production and exports declined, prompting the government to press the ‘accelerator’ by cutting taxes and lowering interest rates, thus making it easier to borrow money.


Stagflation


‘Stagflation’ was a compound word of stagnation and inflation. It referred to the situation in which industry declined but inflation still persisted, with the result that the economy suffered the worst of both worlds. All this pointed to the difficulty of managing a modern economy, which is always vulnerable to the play of unforeseeable circumstances. When Harold Macmillan was asked by a reporter what he regarded as the most difficult feature of government planning, he replied ‘events, dear boy, events’.


Britain’s industrial growth rate


Britain’s economic record cannot be taken in isolation. A principal worry was that Britain was performing poorly in comparison with its chief international competitors. Its GDP growth rate was the lowest in Western Europe.


The figures did not mean that Britain was less productive or less efficient than those other countries in Table 2.4. The major reason for Britain’s relatively weak performance was heavy defence expenditure. It still maintained costly military and naval bases around the world and it ran an expensive nuclear arms development programme. None of the other European countries listed in the table carried the burdens that Britain did. By 1964, the final year of the Conservative government, Britain was spending £1.7 billion on defence, ten per cent of its GDP. Compared with its major industrial competitors, Britain was committing an extraordinary proportion of its R&D investment to defence. Only the USA spent more.


Table 2.4 GDP growth rate 1951–64






	State

	Percentage growth







	Italy

	5.6







	West Germany

	5.1







	France

	4.3







	UK

	2.3








Table 2.5 Relative percentage of R&D spent on defence 1963–4






	State

	R&D percentage







	Japan

	0.9







	Netherlands

	1.9







	Italy

	2.6







	West Germany

	10.8







	France

	26.2







	UK

	34.5







	USA

	40.6








Living standards under the Conservatives: consumerism


In July 1957, Harold Macmillan memorably stated that the British people had ‘never had it so good’. Although the assertion was challenged by his opponents, it has come to be regarded as a representative description of the achievements of the Conservative governments between 1951 and 1964. What has sometimes been overlooked is that in the speech Macmillan also sounded a note of warning:
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