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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.







CHAPTER 1



The Labour Party in power 1945–51





The period 1945–51 was one of the most formative in the whole of the twentieth century. In 1945, the Labour Party came into power with a large majority, following an impressive victory in the first general election after the Second World War. During the next six years it 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 up to 1979. This chapter, which serves as an introduction to the whole period 1951–2007, describes the domestic achievements of Clement Attlee’s post-war governments and examines the historical debate over those achievements under the following headings:





•  Labour’s creation of the welfare state



•  Labour’s economic policy 1945–51



•  Foreign affairs



•  Labour’s defeat 1951



•  The legacy of the Labour governments 1945–51
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Key dates






	1945

	Overwhelming election victory for Labour






	 

	Family Allowances Act






	1946

	National Insurance Act






	 

	Industrial Injuries Act






	 

	Nationalisation programme begun






	1947

	Government undertook to develop independent nuclear deterrent






	 

	Independence of India






	1948

	National Health Service began






	 

	National Assistance Act






	1948

	Britain began to receive substantial Marshall Aid






	1949

	Nationalisation of iron and steel






	 

	Government forced to devalue the pound sterling






	1950

	Start of Korean War






	 

	Election reduced Labour majority to five






	1951

	Bevanite rebellion over prescription charges






	 

	Election success for Conservatives, but Labour gained highest popular vote yet
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1 Labour’s creation of the welfare state




How had the Beveridge Report prepared the ground for Labour’s introduction 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


In late 1940, although Britain was in the throes of a war that it was not certain of winning, Prime Minister Winston Churchill had asked his officials to consider the preliminary steps that might be taken towards post-war reconstruction in Britain. The outcome was the production of a report by William Beveridge, a senior administrator with a long experience in social security provision.


Beveridge believed that it was possible to establish a national minimum level of welfare without recourse to extreme methods. He proposed a universal scheme of insurance which would provide protection against the distress that invariably accompanied sickness, injury and unemployment. Additionally, there would be grants to ease the financial hardships that came with maternity, parenthood and bereavement. The term ‘protection from the cradle to the grave’, although not Beveridge’s own, was an appropriate description of the envisaged scale of welfare provision. The plan was to replace the current unsystematic pattern of welfare with a centrally funded and regulated system.


Insurance was to form the base, with welfare organisations providing the superstructure. Beveridge’s ‘five giants’ (see box) to be defeated on the road to reconstruction were a figurative representation of Britain’s major social problems. Beveridge’s scheme pointed towards the ‘welfare state’, a term which pre-dated the report by some ten years but which began to be widely used during the war years. Hardly any of Beveridge’s proposals were new. What made them significant in 1942 was their integration into a comprehensive scheme. Beveridge had laid the theoretical foundations for all subsequent developments in the field of social-welfare provision.
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The five giants





•  Want: to be ended by National Insurance.



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



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



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



•  Idleness: to be ended by full employment.
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SOURCE A
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‘Beveridge’s five giants’. A cartoon first published in 1942.
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Beveridge proposed to take the best aspects of the existing welfare systems and incorporate them into a universal plan. He specifically denied that his plan aimed at ‘giving everybody something for nothing’. Freedom from want could not be ‘forced on or given to a democracy’; it had to be wanted by the people. Beveridge stressed that a good society depended not on the state but on the individual. He spoke of the retention of ‘personal responsibilities’. Individuals would be encouraged to save as private citizens. These ideas were very much in the Liberal tradition, as was his belief that his proposals would not involve an increase in government expenditure.


It is notable that at every point, Beveridge assumed the continuation of capitalism. His proposals were not socialist. One feature to all forms of socialism is a conviction that the capitalist system is exploitative and unjust and, therefore, ultimately indefensible. However, throughout the Beveridge Report there is an implicit understanding that post-war welfare reform will take place within the framework of the continuing capitalist system. It is for that reason that historically the report has to be seen as belonging to liberal, rather than socialist, thinking and planning.


Labour’s welfare programme


When Beveridge’s 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. Yet Churchill did not regard the report as socialist; his reluctance to put the report into practice was on the grounds of cost rather than principle. It was also the case that the Labour members of his wartime coalition supported him in 1942 and 1943 in defeating House of Commons’ motions calling for immediate implementation of the report.


Now in office after 1945 with a massive majority, the Labour government immediately took steps to put in place the main proposals in the Beveridge Report. Labour’s election campaign had promoted the notion that after six years of war effort, the people were entitled to their just reward. It would also be a fitting recompense for the sufferings of the nation during the depression of the inter-war years. The Report had provided the new government with its blueprint for social reconstruction.


The Labour government’s strategy for an integrated social-welfare system was expressed in four major measures, which came into effect in the summer of 1948. In a prime-ministerial broadcast on the eve of their introduction, Attlee explained that they were ‘comprehensive and available to every citizen’ and gave ‘security to all members of the family’. The measures to which Attlee referred were:





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



•  The National Assistance Act, which complemented National Insurance by establishing National Assistance Boards to deal directly with cases of hardship and poverty.



•  The Industrial Injuries Act, which provided cover for accidents that occurred in the workplace.



•  The National Health Service Act, which brought the whole population, regardless of status or income, into a scheme of free medical treatment. Drug prescriptions, dental and optical care were included. Under the Act, the existing voluntary and local authority hospitals were co-ordinated into a single, national system, to be operated at local level by appointed health boards. The National Health Service (NHS) would be funded through general taxation and National Insurance.





Two other measures need to be added to the four listed by Attlee: 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 (see page 21), a Conservative, and may be regarded as the first organised attack on one of Beveridge’s five giants: ignorance. It provided compulsory free education within a tripartite secondary education system. At age eleven, in their last year at primary school, pupils were to take the ‘eleven plus’, an examination to determine whether they were to attend a secondary-grammar (for the academically inclined), a secondary-technical (for the vocationally gifted) or a secondary-modern (for those not fitted for either of the former two categories).



•  The Family Allowances Act (1945) provided a weekly payment of five shillings (25p) for every additional child after the first. The money was paid directly to the mother and did not require a means test.





The welfare state: a revolution?


The Labour government’s implementation of the welfare state has been described as a social revolution. It was certainly an event of major significance, but it is important to see it in context. It was not a revolution forced on an unwilling people and it was not a revolution that pushed down existing structures. It built on what was already there. It is true that Beveridge had described his plan as a revolution, but he had been keen to stress that it was a ‘British revolution’, by which he meant it was not destructive but constructive, built on precedent. He said it was ‘a natural development from the past’; the nation was ready for such a revolution.


It can now be seen that rather than being the advent of revolutionary socialism, Labour’s moves towards a welfare state marked the high point of progressive liberalism. Although the Liberal Party long before 1945 had ceased to be a major political force, it could be argued that the coming of the welfare state marked the final great triumph of liberalism as a set of ideas. It had set the agenda for the foreseeable future. Yet, when due note has been taken of Liberal influence and of the ultimate consensus between the parties over welfare, the clear historical fact remains that it was the Labour Party under Attlee that between 1945 and 1951 found the commitment and sense of purpose to turn good intentions into workable and permanent structures. This was often, moreover, achieved in the face of determined opposition.


The NHS


The Act setting up the NHS was passed in 1946 and was intended to come into effect in 1947. However, the resistance of the medical profession meant its introduction was delayed until 1948. A poll of doctors in March 1948 revealed that out of the 80 per cent of the profession who voted, only 4735 supported the NHS scheme while 40,814 were against it.


When it finally came into effect in 1948 the NHS had these main features:





•  Primary care would be provided by general practitioners (GPs) who would work as independent contractors and be paid for each patient on their books.



•  Dentists and opticians, while providing NHS treatment, would continue to operate as private practitioners.



•  Hospitals would be run by fourteen regional boards who would appoint local management committees to oversee matters at local level.



•  Community services such as maternity care, vaccinations and the ambulance service were to be provided by local authorities.



•  Medical prescriptions would be provided free of charge.



•  Private practices and hospitals in which doctors charged their patients fees were to be allowed to continue, thus enabling GPs to be both NHS and private doctors.
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Summary diagram: Labour’s creation of the welfare state
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2 Labour’s economic policy 1945–51




How extensive was the Labour government’s restructuring of the economy?






Keynesianism


Every so often in history, a particular financial or economic theory comes to dominate its time and appears to oblige governments to structure their policies in accordance with it. For most of the period between the late 1940s and the late 1970s, it was Keynesianism that provided the basic frame of reference. John Maynard Keynes, a Cambridge academic, 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 it was a fall in demand for manufactured products that caused industrial economies to slip into recession. If demand could be sustained, decline could be prevented and jobs preserved.
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John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946)


A director of the Bank of England during the Second World War and the government’s chief economic adviser.
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Keynes maintained that the only agency with sufficient power and influence to keep demand at a high enough level was the government itself. He urged, therefore, that:





•  The government should use its budgets and its revenue-raising powers to acquire capital, which it could then reinvest in the economy to keep it at a high level of activity.



•  This artificial boost to the economy would lead to genuine recovery and growth. Companies and firms would have full order books and the workers would have jobs and earnings.



•  Those earnings would be spent on goods and services, with the result that the forces of supply and demand would be stimulated.



•  The government should abandon the practice of always trying to balance the budget between income and expenditure. It should be willing to run deficit budgets in the short term, even if this meant borrowing to do so. The government would eventually be able to repay its debts by taxing the companies and workers whose profits and wages would rise in a flourishing economy.






Nationalisation


From its earliest days, the Labour Party had advanced the principle that government had the right to direct the key aspects of economy in order to create efficiency and 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.
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Main industries and institutions nationalised under Labour





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



•  1947: road transport, electricity services.



•  1948: gas.



•  1949: iron and steel.
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Financial problems


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





•  It had debts of £4198 million.



•  The balance of payments deficit was £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.



•  Costs of maintaining overseas military commitments had quintupled between 1938 and 1946.






Defence costs



A factor that increased Britain’s 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. Despite demobilisation in 1945, Britain, as one of the occupying forces in Europe and as a member of the UN Security Council, continued to maintain a large peacetime army of a million men. 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. Such developments meant that by the late 1940s Britain was spending 14 per cent of its GNP on defence.


Austerity


Faced with these burdens, Hugh Dalton, chancellor of the exchequer (1945–7), and his successor, Stafford Cripps, embarked on a policy of national austerity, whose main features were:





•  the continuation of rationing of food and fuel



•  tight financial controls to prevent inflation




•  controls on wages and salaries



•  increased taxation on incomes and goods



•  restrictions on imports to keep dollar spending to a minimum.





Devaluation


Knowing that austerity alone could not meet the demands on Britain’s economy, Dalton had negotiated a loan of $6000 million from the USA and Canada. The government’s hope was that, in accordance with Keynesian theory (see page 6), the loan would provide the basis of an industrial recovery. But such recovery as did occur was never enough to meet expectations. A large part of the problem arose from one of the conditions attaching to the loan, which required that the British pound sterling had to be made convertible with the dollar in international trade. However, since the post-war US dollar was much stronger then the pound, the consequence was that Britain began to suffer from what was known as the ‘dollar gap’. US and other international traders could insist that Britain paid for its purchases from them in dollars. This drained Britain of a substantial part of the loan it had negotiated, while at the same time making it harder to meet the repayments.


The consequence of the financial imbalance led to what were known as sterling crises, the two most serious occurring in 1947 and 1949. In both cases the crises took the form of ‘a run on the pound’, foreign investors withdrawing their money from Britain in large amounts. The crisis in 1947 was deepened by the fact that the year witnessed the worst winter weather yet experienced in Britain in the twentieth century.


Britain eventually survived the 1947 crisis but the drain on its finances continued over the next two years. In 1949 Attlee’s government reluctantly took the step that all its deflationary and austerity measures had been intended to avoid; it devalued 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 in the short term, the devaluation was a sure sign that the government’s previous policies had not prevented the weakening of the economy.


Marshall Aid


It was something of a paradox that Britain, having been put under severe strain by its indebtedness to the USA, should find that it was the USA that offered it financial salvation. Britain’s economic difficulties would have been even greater had it not been 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, the only economy with sufficient resources, adopted a programme in 1947 to provide dollars to any country willing to receive them in return for granting trade concessions to the USA. Whatever the USA’s self-interest may have been, it is difficult to see how Europe could have recovered without a massive inflow of US capital. Under the plan, which bore the name of the US secretary of state, George Marshall, Europe received $15 billion, Britain’s share being ten per cent of that.
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Summary diagram: Labour’s economic policy 1945–51
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3 Foreign affairs




What issues in foreign affairs confronted the Labour government?


Why was foreign policy a divisive issue within the Labour Party?





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 ‘the big five’ members of the UN Security Council.



•  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.





These decisions indicated that Britain, led by a Labour government, had opted to remain a world power. By taking on such heavy burdens, Britain, at a time when it was implementing the welfare state at home, subjected itself to chronic economic strain.


Labour and the Cold War


In a speech in March 1946 at Fulton in the USA, Winston Churchill gave a dramatic definition to the Cold War in Europe. He spoke of the occupation of large areas of Eastern Europe by the Soviet Union as having created an ‘iron curtain’ running from the Baltic to the Adriatic. To the west of that line lay the democracies; to the east lay the Soviet-dominated countries of Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Yugoslavia, Albania and Bulgaria. He warned that while the USSR did not want war it did desire ‘the fruits of war and the indefinite expansion of their power and doctrines’. It was, therefore, the duty of the Western world, led by the USA, to unite to prevent further Soviet expansion. Although Attlee pointedly declined to comment on Churchill’s Fulton speech, there is little doubt that it coincided in its key points with the pro-American, anti-Soviet attitude that the Labour government had adopted.


It was as British statesmen rather than socialists that Attlee and Ernest Bevin, his foreign secretary, approached the problem of Britain’s policies in the post-war world. Their intention was to protect British interests, which in the nature of things after 1945 also meant Western interests, in the face of what they regarded as the threat to Europe presented by the Soviet Union. Joseph Stalin, the Soviet leader, had refused to withdraw his forces from the territories of Eastern Europe which they had occupied during the course of the war. Bevin often said that his natural desire was to be neither anti-Soviet nor pro-American, but that Stalin’s stubbornness in occupying half of Europe, and threatening the other half, obliged him to be so.


It was in this regard that early in his government Attlee faced a challenge in Parliament over his foreign policy. Interestingly, it came not from the opposition but from within his own party. In 1946 a group of 60 backbench Labour MPs, representing the left of the party, introduced an amendment criticising the government for its pro-American stance. Moved by Richard Crossman, the amendment called on Attlee’s government to co-operate less with the USA and more with the Soviet Union.
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Richard Crossman (1907–74)


Left-wing Labour intellectual who urged the government to follow truly socialist principles.
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Attlee replied by repeating Bevin’s claim that the government was not anti-Soviet through prejudice, but simply because the USSR under Stalin was continuing the aggressive, anti-Western approach that had characterised Russian policy since the days of the tsars. This made genuine co-operation with the Soviet Union impossible.


Behind this disagreement between Attlee and the left wing of his party lay a fundamental and lasting difference of opinion as to the real character and purpose of the Labour Party. The mainstream members, typified by Attlee, saw Labour as a radical but non-revolutionary force that was prepared to work within the existing political system to achieve its aim of social reform. In contrast, those on the Marxist left believed that Labour’s essential role was to work for the replacement of the prevailing capitalist system in Britain with a truly socialist one. They had anticipated that with a Labour Party in power, Anglo-Soviet relations would vastly improve: ‘left would understand left’. However, the rapid development of the Cold War after 1945 shattered this hope. Britain found itself siding with the USA against the USSR. The Labour left argued that this was not inevitable; they asserted that, in leaning so heavily on the USA for financial aid, the government was destroying the chance of genuine British independence in international affairs. Desperate though Britain was for Marshall Aid, the left wing of the Labour Party was dismayed by the government’s acceptance of it. For many Labour MPs, the financial arrangement tied Britain to the USA in the relationship of beggar and master and so denied the government any chance of acting independently in the post-war world.


Bevin’s angry reaction to this was to accuse the left of a total lack of political realism: without the US dollars from the Marshall Aid programme and military support, Britain and Europe could not be sustained. Bevin also angered the left of the party by his contribution to the creation of the NATO alliance. Bevin, having played a major role in forming the alliance, then invited the USA to be a member. The USA, which had declared its attitude two years earlier in the Truman Doctrine, eagerly accepted the invitation.


The importance of Ernest Bevin as foreign secretary at this critical period was that he established the tradition of post-war British foreign policy: pro-American and anti-Soviet. This was an approach that was to be followed by all the British governments, Labour and Conservative, throughout the existence of the Cold War between 1945 and the early 1990s.



The Berlin Airlift 1948–9



At the end of the Second World War, the four Allied powers divided defeated Germany into four separately occupied zones. The eastern zone, which was under Soviet control, included Berlin, which itself was divided into four sectors. The descent of the ‘iron curtain’ (see page 10) left West Berlin in a very vulnerable position. A hundred miles within East Germany, it was accessible from the West only by the most limited routes. When the Western powers in June 1948 introduced the new German currency (the Deutschmark), already operative in West Germany, into West Berlin, the Soviet Union retaliated by imposing a blockade. This amounted to cutting off all electricity and fuel supplies to West Berlin and closing all road and canal links to West Germany. The aim of the Soviets was to oblige the Western allies to abandon their plans for a separate German state.


The USA and Britain decided to break the siege by a massive airlift of essential supplies, using the narrow air corridors; if the Soviet Union dared to interfere with the planes, it would be an act of war. In a period of 318 days the Western allies maintained the 2.5 million population of West Berlin with 1.25 million tons of food and fuel by an average of over 600 flights per day. The prodigious effort was successful. In May 1949 the Soviet Union ordered the siege to be abandoned.


The Korean War 1950–3


This was the first open conflict of the Cold War. In 1945 Korea, after being liberated from Japanese occupation, was divided between a Communist-dominated north and a US dominated-south. In 1950, northern troops, strongly supported by Chinese Communist forces, invaded the south. (Mao Zedong had led his Chinese Communist Party to power in China in 1949.) South Korea appealed to the UN Security Council for assistance. The USA immediately proposed that a UN force be sent to aid the South Koreans. The Soviet Union had temporarily withdrawn from the Security Council in protest against its refusal to recognise Mao Zedong’s People’s Republic of China. This enabled the US resolution to be pushed through without the USSR being present to exercise its usual veto. Large numbers of US troops under the UN flag were dispatched to Korea, where bitter fighting causing heavy casualties, particularly on the Chinese side, ensued before a stalemate truce ended the war in 1953. From the first, Britain gave the USA substantial diplomatic and military support. British casualties were 1788 servicemen killed or missing, and 2498 wounded.


Labour and Europe


After 1945 there was a significant movement among the war-weary Western European nations to avoid future conflict by agreeing on mutual co-operation and the establishing of some form of economic and political organisation to link them. This culminated in 1951 with the acceptance of the Schuman Plan. First introduced by Robert Schuman in 1950, this was a scheme for the European nations to pool their most productive resources – coal and steel – in a European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Britain deliberately refrained from being involved in this. Not having experienced hostile occupation in wartime and now a nuclear power (see page 14), it was not convinced of the need for a formal European union as a means of preserving peace. Ernest Bevin, believing that Britain’s future could best be guaranteed by developing its ties with the USA and the Commonwealth, chose not to attend the preliminary talks and so did not join the Six in the signing of the Treaty of Paris in April 1951 which formally set up the ECSC.
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Robert Schuman (1886–1963)


Luxembourg-born, French statesman.
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When Clement Attlee was asked in the House of Commons in 1950 why his government was not considering joining the Schuman Plan, he replied unequivocally: ‘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. Harold Macmillan, a Conservative politician, directly echoed the view of Attlee and the trade unions when he declared, also in 1950, that Britain was not prepared to take risks with the British economy by subjecting it to the control of a foreign organisation: ‘We will allow no supranational authority to put large masses of our people out of work in Durham, in the Midlands, in South Wales and in Scotland.’


Labour and Indian independence 1947


In 1942, Mohandas Gandhi inaugurated the ‘Quit India’ movement, which openly agitated against British rule. The local police and army remained largely loyal and British control was maintained, although only through increased political repression. The Labour Party, which from its beginnings had condemned colonialism as immoral, came to power in 1945 fully committed to independence for India. The problem was when and how this could be best arranged. The Muslim League, led by Mohammed Jinnah, was increasingly suspicious of the Hindus, represented by the Congress Party and its leader Pandit Nehru. A sizeable Sikh minority was equally apprehensive of being swamped in an independent India.


Eager now to settle ‘the Indian problem’, the government dispatched Earl Mountbatten as special envoy to negotiate Britain’s final withdrawal. After much haggling, the Hindu Congress and Muslim League agreed to the Mountbatten proposals for partition:





•  The subcontinent was to be divided into two distinct states: India, overwhelmingly Hindu, and Pakistan and East Pakistan, predominantly Muslim.



•  The date for the formal end of British rule was brought forward from 1948 to 1947.





Considering the scale of the problem, this compromise was doubtless the best solution that could be arrived at, but how far it was from being a lasting one was soon revealed by the tragedy that ensued. In the same week in which the transfer of power from Britain became law, civil war broke out. Muslim–Hindu–Sikh passions spilled over into desperate acts of mutual violence.


Whatever the arguments about its timing, the granting of 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.


Britain’s independent nuclear deterrent


Ernest Bevin had claimed that if Britain wished to maintain parity with the USA as a world power, it had to have its own nuclear weapon. Referring to the atom bomb, Bevin declared: ‘We’ve got to have it here, whatever it costs, and it’s got to have a bloody Union Jack on it.’ Attlee fully accepted his foreign secretary’s reasoning. In January 1947, he told a secret Cabinet sub-committee that Britain could not allow the USA to have a nuclear monopoly and was, therefore, embarking on a programme for the construction of its own bomb. The research programme was begun in 1947, although this information was not revealed to Parliament or the people at the time of the decision. Britain’s first atomic bomb was detonated in 1952 and its hydrogen bomb in 1957.


The adoption of a nuclear weapons programme outraged the Labour left, who were offended both by the decision itself and by the way it had been arrived at in secret with no opportunity given to Labour MPs or party members to discuss the issue. The question of whether the possession of an independent nuclear deterrent was morally defensible or strategically necessary, quite apart from whether Britain could afford it, was to cause deep dissension in the Labour Party for generations.
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Summary diagram: Foreign affairs
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4 Labour’s defeat 1951




What caused Labour to lose the 1951 election?





In 1951, forced by its financial difficulties to make savings in public expenditure, Attlee’s government had imposed charges on medical prescriptions. Aneurin Bevan, the designer of the NHS (see page 5), led a number of ministers in resigning from the Cabinet in protest. Those who followed him in this became known as Bevanites. Their rebellion encouraged other Labour MPs and members of the party to voice their doubts over the direction the government had taken over economic and foreign policy. Such divisions stimulated the Conservatives and gave them ammunition to fight the 1951 election campaign. In the election itself the Conservatives gained a narrow victory.
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Reasons for Labour’s 1951 defeat


While the Bevanite revolt certainly contributed to Labour’s problems in 1951, there were a whole set of factors that cumulatively explain the election defeat:





•  Attlee’s government was worn down by heavy economic and financial difficulties.



•  Collectively and individually, the government was exhausted after six troubled years in office.



•  A number of its ministers, for example, Attlee himself and Ernest Bevin, had been working continuously in office since 1940.



•  Serious divisions had developed between the right and left 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 large majority made governing difficult and damaged party morale.



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



•  In their call for the austerity that they claimed the times demanded, leading ministers such as the ascetic Stafford Cripps as chancellor of the exchequer did not present an attractive picture to the electorate.



•  Britain’s entry into the Korean War in 1950 (see page 12) made Labour’s left wing unhappy; it argued that although technically British forces fought as part of a UN force, in reality the Labour government was sheepishly following the USA into a Cold War engagement.






Conservative strengths



There were, of course, more positive aspects to the victory of the Conservatives. Their heavy and unexpected defeat in 1945 had left them shell-shocked. However, by the late 1940s their fortunes had begun to improve. Much of this was due to the reorganisation of the party undertaken by Lord Woolton, the Conservative Party chairman. It was also at this time that younger Tory MPs, such as R.A. Butler, began to bring new ideas and confidence to the party. The nationalisation issue gave them a cause round which they could rally and on which they could attack the government. Conservative advantages in 1951 can be listed as:





•  The Conservatives had begun to recover from the shock of the party’s defeat in 1945.



•  The 1950 election saw an influx of bright young Conservative MPs eager for battle against a tiring government.



•  Under the direction of the dynamic Lord Woolton, ‘a cheerful cove’ as a colleague put it, the Conservative Party had reformed its finances and constituency organisation and was much better positioned to fight for seats and votes than in 1945.



•  The government’s nationalisation of iron and steel provided an easy target for opposition attacks.



•  Some of the electorate were impressed by the Conservatives’ projection of themselves as upholders of liberty and individualism against the deadening hand of state centralisation and collectivism.
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Lord Woolton (1883–1964)


Minister of food in Churchill’s wartime government. Minister of reconstruction 1943–5. Conservative Party chairman 1946–55.
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The explanation for Attlee’s losing office in 1951 is not so much Labour’s decline as the Conservatives’ recovery. Yet they only just squeezed into power. What benefited them was the Liberal Party’s decision to put up only 109 candidates, a drop of 366 compared with 1950. The nearly 2 million ex-Liberal votes that became available went largely to the Conservatives.


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 as follows:





•  Labour: 47,283 : 1



•  Conservative: 42,733 : 1



•  Liberal: 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, of the imbalance of the British electoral system.
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Summary diagram: Labour’s defeat 1951
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5 The legacy of the Labour governments 1945–51




What was the legacy of the Labour governments?





There is little doubt that the period 1945 and 1951 had been a momentous one:





•  Labour had created the welfare state.



•  Labour had carried into peacetime the notion of state-directed planning, which had always been one of its socialist objectives.



•  In doing so, Labour had established Keynesianism as the basic British approach to economic planning (see page 6).





In its six years of government, the Labour Party had laid down the policies that were followed in all essentials by successive Conservative and Labour administrations during the next 35 years. Until Margaret Thatcher came into power in 1979 and deliberately challenged this consensus (see page 118), there was a broad level of agreement on what the major domestic and foreign issues were and how they were to be handled.


Conservative and Labour strategies were both founded on:





•  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



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





R.A. Butler, a leading Conservative, put the Labour reforms into historical perspective by describing them as ‘the greatest social revolution in our history’. What gives particular significance to Butler’s words is that the Conservative Party came in all major respects to accept that revolution. The distinctive characteristic of the policies followed by Conservative governments from 1951 was how closely they coincided with those introduced by the Attlee governments. In the words of a modern historian, Dilwyn Porter, ‘Attlee’s patriotic socialists gave way to Churchill’s social patriots’. Just as Labour had moved to the right by accepting capitalism and the mixed economy, so the Conservatives moved to the left by accepting Keynesianism and the managed economy. While in opposition the Conservatives had opposed every nationalisation measure and many of the welfare proposals. Yet, in government themselves after 1951, they fully denationalised only one industry, steel, and built on the welfare programme which they had inherited. Labour could justly claim that it had converted the Conservative Party to the welfare state. This was perhaps one of Attlee’s most enduring legacies.
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Summary diagram: The legacy of the Labour governments 1945–51
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Chapter summary


Possessed of a huge majority after 1945, Attlee’s government set about establishing the welfare state and embarking on a nationalisation programme. These reforms were undertaken against a backdrop of chronic financial problems. Heavily in debt at the end of the Second World War and burdened with the cost of an extensive defence programme, which included the development of Britain’s own atomic weapons, Attlee’s administration resorted to increased taxes at home and borrowing from abroad. Yet Britain’s dollar gap continued to widen. The result was two major sterling crises, which led to huge losses in the government’s financial reserves. The crisis of 1949 was so severe that it caused the government to devalue the pound.


To the anger of the left of the party, Bevin followed an essentially pro-US, anti-Soviet policy which included the creation of NATO, the Berlin Airlift and the Korean War. Elsewhere, Britain gained credit for granting Indian independence but showed a less progressive attitude by declining to join Europe in the ECSC. The Labour government’s financial and political problems collectively led to its defeat in the 1951 election, but not before it had established, in the face of criticism from both left and right, the main lines of domestic and foreign policy that all subsequent governments were to follow.
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Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.





  1    How had the Beveridge Report prepared the ground for Labour’s introduction of the welfare state?



  2    What were the main features of the welfare state, as introduced under Attlee?



  3    According to Keynes, what role should government play in the economy?



  4    How did Labour attempt to deal with the financial problems it confronted?



  5    What did Labour achieve during its six years of office 1945–51?



  6    Why did the Labour government commit Britain to the support of the USA in the Berlin Airlift and the Korean War?



  7    What benefits did Britain derive from Marshall Aid?



  8    What was the economic and social legacy of the Labour governments (1945–51)?



  9    What political legacy did the Labour governments (1945–51) leave?



10    In what sense did the Attlee governments lay the basis of consensus politics in Britain?
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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:





•  The Churchill and Eden governments 1951–7



•  Macmillan’s government 1957–63



•  Britain’s relations with Europe



•  The Conservatives’ last years 1963–4



•  The Labour Party 1951–64





The key debate on page 28 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 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 2.1).


Table 2.1 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 12).





‘Butskellism’


With hindsight, it can be seen 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 4). 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, claiming a monopoly of 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 6). 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 8). 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 9), 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, he had had to wait far longer than he had expected since Churchill did not finally retire until 1955. The election that Eden 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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Hugh Gaitskell (1906–63)


MP 1945–63. Minister of fuel 1947–50. Chancellor of the exchequer 1950–1. Leader of the Labour Party 1955–63.


Anthony Eden (1897–1977)


Secretary for war 1940. Foreign secretary 1940–5, 1951–5. Prime minister 1955–7.
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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 affair 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.


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.
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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 accept the legitimacy of the allied invasion had become clear beyond doubt. This encouraged the Soviet Union to make its biggest move yet over Egypt. 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.’


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 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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