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To the great Ruairi – one of the relatively few to be born while Liz Truss was prime minister . . . alive during the starkest and yet most ambiguous turning point of the lot.










INTRODUCTION


Until the last decade the United Kingdom had an undeserved reputation of being a relatively calm country. While other equivalent nations struggled with unstable constitutions or corrupt governments, Britain apparently soldiered on, regularly electing Conservative administrations while allowing Labour to rule every now and then. With good cause that perception of solidity has changed over recent years. A country that has had three prime ministers and four chancellors in the space of twelve months, as the UK did in 2022, is not a model of stability. Indeed, the UK has been challenging the picture of smooth government since 2010 with a rare peacetime coalition at Westminster, the rise of the SNP, Brexit, the ascendancy of Jeremy Corbyn, Boris Johnson’s haphazard regime, and the brief tenure of Liz Truss. At times, the experience of the UK has made the politics of Italy seem tediously straightforward.


But was this picture of solid stability ever justified? We could debate for many hours what were and were not significant turning points in the UK since 1945, but most would accept that there have been several phases when seismic change seemed possible or desirable and not solely since the 2008 global financial crash. When I have discussed with friends and colleagues the theme of this book they have responded by saying something like, ‘Of course, you will include “X” ’, or ‘Surely you will include “Y”. That was a momentous event.’ Sometimes the suggestions coincided with those explored in the book. Sometimes they did not. A supposedly stable country before the 2008 crash, in fact, seems to have gone through quite a few potentially volcanic challenges since the end of the Second World War.


Partly the way news is reported makes some dramas seem more significant than they were. In terms of noise and frenzy, we appear to be hurtling towards turning points most of the time. The ubiquitous headline ‘Breaking News’ is one of the great media distortions. Many of the stories that lead bulletins or are on the front pages have few real consequences (even fewer are of consequence that generate uproar on Twitter).


I worked as a political correspondent in the 1990s at the BBC. Its generously staffed headquarters at Millbank was full of people rushing around from early in the morning until late at night as if another world war was about to break out when, in reality, some Conservative MPs might have been rebelling over a road closure. Viewers would have assumed that they were living through a turning point as they watched. They were not. In a frenzied way they were being told about a rebellion that meant virtually nothing even at the time. At least once a week there was speculation that John Major was about to fall as some new crisis or other surfaced. He never did until the election of 1997. This was before Twitter raised the political temperature.


Conversely there are themes that drive deep change over time. They include the so-called technological revolution, demographic trends and climate change. There is no clearly defined turning point in these most significant policy areas: governments adapt or fail to do so over a long period. In all three, it is hard to make the case that British governments have risen to the demands or addressed the possibilities that arise from these three big themes. Even so there is and will continue to be constant change, some of it veering towards the apocalyptic, arising from the climate crisis, growing elderly populations in advanced countries and the potential of technology. In these areas, no single year or event will mark a turning point.


The ten turning points I explore in this book can be dated precisely. They take three different forms. There are general elections: the ones held in 1945, 1979 and 1997. The first two brought about historic and enduring change, especially the second. The 1997 election led to a less vivid transformation of the country. I recall sitting next to the BBC’s Evan Davis at the launch of Labour’s manifesto. He observed to me that Tony Blair’s message was essentially: ‘Everything in this old castle is broken. We plan to change the ashtrays.’ Nonetheless, in some important respects the New Labour era also marked a break with the immediate past. At the very least there was a change in the governing party after eighteen years of Conservative rule.


There are also three turning points relating to foreign affairs, all of which triggered urgent questions about the UK’s place in the world: the Suez crisis in 1956, the war in Iraq in 2003 and the Brexit referendum in 2016. All three were also intense domestic sagas. The questions were far from answered at the time or arguably since.


Two global crises are explored in a single chapter: the 2008 financial crash and the Covid pandemic that spread like wildfire in 2020. Both brought about a revived dependency on the state after a long period in which government activity was viewed with suspicion, at least after Margaret Thatcher had cast her spell. In the first, the banks and those that used them pleaded for the government to intervene financially on a mind-boggling scale. This was nothing compared with the costs of supporting virtually every business during the pandemic, an emergency that also highlighted the value and fragilities of the NHS and the lightly regulated, underfunded social-care sector.


An external force was also a factor in another turning point, which tormented three prime ministers in the 1970s. In different ways Edward Heath, Harold Wilson and James Callaghan left office after struggling to adapt to the daunting consequences of a sudden quadrupling of oil prices in 1973. The costs of imported energy soared as miners in the UK were becoming more muscular and Margaret Thatcher hovered in the wings. She did not realize she was hovering in 1973, but that was when the stage was cleared for her leadership.


In their incomparably different ways Clement Attlee and Margaret Thatcher were resolute in their sense of mission but their exertion of political will was by no means unusual. Two turning points were also the product of resolute determination. Roy Jenkins’s social reforms in the late 1960s remained in place throughout the subsequent decades. They were followed much later by civil partnerships and the legalization of gay marriage. These life-changing reforms were introduced in spite of much noisy protest from opponents at the time, yet any attempt at revision failed dismally. In contrast the wilful impatience of a newly elected prime minister, Liz Truss, and her chancellor, Kwasi Kwarteng, to unveil an entirely new set of economic policies within days led to the quickest turning point in modern times. Almost as speedily the policies and ideas on which they were based were scrapped. Truss and Kwarteng fell too.


In the coming pages I seek to explore why these turning points arose and whether the lessons were learnt by the main political parties, the media and beyond. In each case, did the UK really change deeply and move on strengthened and emboldened? Or were the turning points a mere punctuation mark before the old familiar patterns reasserted themselves? To what degree are big personalities the main factor in explaining turning points since 1945, and how much is down to what James Callaghan called a ‘sea change’ during the 1979 election – a period in which leaders were almost powerless against underlying forces? Why do there seem to have been more seismic events in recent years? We seem to live in the age of constant crisis. As the comedian Stewart Lee observed during his live shows in the spring of 2022, ‘It’s nice to be here in the short break between the global pandemic and the start of World War Three.’










1


LABOUR WINS A LANDSLIDE


The Labour government that was formed in 1945 was a dramatic break with the past while being reassuringly familiar. Labour had not won an overall majority before, let alone a landslide on this scale. Here was a drastic change in the political landscape. During the first half of the twentieth century, Conservative governments tended to rule with interruptions from the Liberals in the early decades and then by fleetingly insecure Labour administrations without an overall majority. For the first time Labour had total command in the House of Commons.


Yet the new prime minister, Clement Attlee, and his cabinet took full charge as fully formed politicians with considerable experience of power. In the preceding years they were defined by mighty political battles, internal struggles, a formal schism in their party, economic storms and then the Second World War. Such definition based on wide experience became increasingly rare towards the end of the twentieth century and the start of the twenty-first.


Unusually Attlee and his senior ministers were developed ideologically too. Unlike some subsequent Labour governments, they were confident about the ideas and values on which their policies were based. It would not have been a Labour administration without intense division and internal tensions, but there was a broadly clear and coherent sense about their purpose in power. They looked to new forms of centralized planning to bring about social and economic change. They disagreed over the precise forms the planning should take but their central vision of a more active state bound them together in a common project. As importantly, they were not intimidated about the prospect of government. For Labour in the 1980s and again after 2010, winning and exercising power seemed almost mystical in its tantalizing distance.


In contrast Attlee had been deputy prime minister during the war, carrying out some of the more arduous administrative tasks that had passed Churchill by; the duo, a partnership of almost comically contrasting personalities, became bound by mutual respect while running the coalition. By 1945, not even Attlee’s deepest critics in the newspapers or in the Conservative Party could argue credibly that he was not suited for government, an allegation regularly made about Labour leaders. He had governed at the toughest of times.


The new foreign secretary, Ernest Bevin, had been there too, as an authoritative, widely respected minister of labour and national service. Before that he had been general secretary of the Transport and General Workers’ Union, the biggest union in the world and one that he had played a central role in forming. The new chancellor, Hugh Dalton, had been president of the Board of Trade in the wartime coalition. He had written two well-regarded books on economics and inequality before becoming an MP in 1923.1


Dalton’s successor at the Board of Trade, Stafford Cripps, had been leader of the house in the coalition. Before that he was ambassador to the Soviet Union, the thorniest of diplomatic roles. The new health and housing minister, Aneurin Bevan, was not in the wartime government, but had been a prominent MP since 1928 and a leading figure in the general strike two years before that. Herbert Morrison had risen through local government, leading the Labour group on London County Council, ultimately becoming Churchill’s home secretary.


While the senior Conservatives in the coalition, Churchill and Anthony Eden, had focused on the direction of the war, the Labour ministers had more domestic remits in the government and as a result greater direct engagement with British voters. Voters had got to know them as ministers, in striking contrast to the 1930s when they were only part of a diminished opposition party, far away from power. In terms of experience, only the Labour cabinet in February 1974 could compete. Yet unlike the 1974 government, Labour seemed dazzlingly fresh and novel. For the first time, here was a cabinet of exclusively Labour ministers with an overall majority that gave them room to act. The parliamentary context was the basis for much hopeful optimism. In 1974, an equally experienced cabinet ruled but with no governing majority at first and burdened by familiar divisions. There was no sense of a fresh beginning in 1974. In 1945 there was a freakish juxtaposition: an experienced government that was also new.


With the exception of the reticent Attlee, the big personalities would have flourished in an age when television became dominant for reporting politics, even if at the time only Morrison was gripped by the need to convey messages deftly through the media. They were a group of compelling, complex politicians with a profound sense of the past as well as hope for the future. They opened an era when the Labour front bench, in power (or later opposition), was crammed with charismatic politicians of depth. This did not necessarily mean electoral wins for the party or the successful implementation of policy, but from 1945 and for decades to come, Labour fielded formidable front-bench teams. Without intending to, Churchill did the Labour Party a huge favour by inviting them to form a government with him in 1940. He turned a diminished party into a governing force.


Even without that invitation the senior Labour ministers in 1945 had reflected about ideas, and the policies that arose from them, during the economic crises in the years that preceded the war. Attlee had written a meaty book in 1937 when still a relatively new and vulnerable party leader. The Labour Party in Perspective challenged ideas fashionable at the time in arguing that Labour should form a popular front with the Communist Party, the Independent Labour Party and other radicals. He also opposed an alliance with disillusioned Tories, including Churchill. Instead, he positioned Labour as a vehicle for change in the near future and as part of his argument raised several ideas that would shape his later government. Arguably Attlee was one of the least interested in the power of ideas amongst his senior team, but he was more ideologically engaged than his managerial demeanour suggested.


In some respects, therefore, the election of the first Labour government with a majority was not a turning point at all. Labour has often struggled to win elections from opposition but in 1945 Attlee contested an election as the outgoing deputy prime minister. In some respects the election outcome also marked a continuation of the recent past in terms of policy and ideas.


Deeper currents were in play as they tend to be during phases of historic change. Most obviously, the war had necessitated a collective resolve and a degree of government activity that helped to make Labour’s radical ambition seem more like a natural development than a reckless divergence from a conservative consensus. The climate also favoured a move leftwards after the war. Successive governments had failed to make ‘a land fit for heroes’ following the First World War. They could not fail again. The state had no choice but to become much more active, no matter which party won in 1945.


The Build-up to 1945


The Beveridge report on the future of welfare was published in December 1942 and there could have been no better prelude to a Labour government. There was not such groundswell before 1964 and 1997 when Labour won overall majorities from opposition. Those later victories were followed by a deep insecurity within the governments: Labour ministers considered themselves to be imposters disturbing the natural order. But by 1945 there was a match of sorts between prevailing ideas and the new government.


The Beveridge report came eleven years after a traumatic schism in the Labour Party. In 1931, the Labour prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, had felt it necessary to follow fashionable orthodoxy in the midst of a deepening economic crisis. He was leading a minority Labour government that could not agree by how much public spending should be cut. Even if his government could reach a unified conclusion, it faced defeat in the House of Commons. MacDonald was trapped. When he could secure no agreement, he turned to the Conservatives and led a national government. Most Labour MPs opposed the fiscally conservative economic consensus presented by the national government, and so the party became a smaller parliamentary force for the rest of the 1930s.


By 1942, during an even greater crisis, the argument about what the state should do and the level of public finance required made the stressful, draining rows of 1931 seem like ancient history. Beveridge proposed to spend money, not cut it. His remit was to come up with plans to reform threadbare welfare provision. Beveridge, who had as big an ego as any of those who were to form the Labour government, did much more than that. Famously he identified the ‘five great evils’, Want (poverty), Ignorance (education), Disease (health), Squalor (housing), Idleness (unemployment), and with a great flourish, he demanded government action to address them all.2


Beveridge was an unusual figure, combining a passion for forensic detail with exuberant showmanship. His persistent use of capital letters in his report helped to convey an evangelism that gave the most complex recommendations an almost tabloid dimension. When his report was published he made a magisterial BBC broadcast as if he were a chancellor of the exchequer explaining a recently delivered budget. To the unease of Conservative ministers, he spelt out his plans almost as if they were already government policy:




Disability benefit will be replaced by an industrial pension . . . proportionate to the earnings lost . . . the scheme provides benefits to meet other needs . . . including maternity, [and] training for new occupations . . . pensions will be conditional on retirement at work . . . those who need more than contributory pensions will have their needs met . . . the provisional rate of benefit is £2 a week . . . of course the security plan will mean a lot of money . . . amounting to £700m in 1945 . . . those are large figures but they’re not large figures compared with total national income . . . the total addition from taxes and rates is at most £86m . . .3





On he went, as if the proposals were soon to be implemented. Beveridge was wily too, describing his report repeatedly as ‘the security plan’ at a time when those watching and reading felt deeply insecure on so many levels. He also mischievously sought to win over Churchill by linking his own ideas with those of a former wartime prime minister: ‘I am seeking the completion of what Lloyd George began thirty years ago when he introduced health insurance . . . and what Churchill began as president of the Board of Trade with the introduction of unemployment insurance . . . I’d like to see him complete his plan . . .’4


Those references to Lloyd George and Churchill, both also carrying big egos, were not only clever politics. They were also a reminder that Beveridge was not an aberration, but part of a pattern of reform going back several years. As such, he inadvertently foreshadowed the ambiguity of the Labour government: one that followed trends from the past while being daring and fresh in its radical verve.


In spite of his revolutionary fervour, Beveridge was a Liberal. He was closest to the radical instincts of Lloyd George, another figure who helped to pave the ideological route towards 1945, as he suggested in his broadcast. The tone of the report reflected his liberalism as much as his recognition that the state must accept far greater responsibilities. It argued that policies for welfare ‘must be achieved by cooperation between the state and the individual’. The state ‘should not stifle incentive, opportunity, responsibility; in establishing a national minimum, it should leave room and encouragement for voluntary action by each individual to provide more than that minimum for himself and his family’. In celebrating the role of the state and the need for an individual to be responsible, Beveridge had hit – philosophically at least – on what Tony Blair might have later called a ‘third way’.5


Although there were echoes with previous reforms, Beveridge’s proposals marked a huge leap from the past. He was opposed to ‘means-tested’ benefits and supported a flat-rate universal contribution in exchange for a flat-rate universal benefit. In this respect he opted for simplicity and sought to avoid the complexities relating to income and when benefits may or may not apply. He also argued that a free national health service was as crucial as a new welfare state. In doing so he was leading the UK down a distinct path: his social security system proved very different from those of equivalent European countries. In return for national insurance contributions, it provided only a minimum guaranteed income, rather than the earnings-related income that much of Continental Europe adopted.6


The distinctiveness was less noticeable at first than the sweep of the ambition. On the day of publication such was the excitement there were long queues to buy it. Seventy thousand copies were sold and it was a bestseller. Although it may seem inconceivable today that a government report could generate such excitement, the ideas and the policies symbolized light amidst the wartime gloom.


But here is the first example of many that show Labour’s win in 1945 marked a turning point and was not merely part of a new consensus formed during the war and before. Labour welcomed the Beveridge report more or less unequivocally, in some cases wondering only whether it should have gone further. The Conservatives were less sure. Churchill’s chancellor, Sir Kingsley Wood, was alarmed at the spending implications and made no commitment to implement the report. There was nothing inevitable about the formation of an extensive welfare state in 1945. Nor was the NHS by any means a probable consequence. Following the publication of the report the coalition issued a commitment to ensure that in the future there would be ‘a publicly organized and regulated service [so] that every man, woman and child who wants to can obtain – easily and readily – the whole range of medical advice and attention.’7 The pledge was vague even if the direction of travel was clear. How could they ‘obtain’ help? What form would the ‘medical advice and attention’ take? The Conservative wing in the coalition felt compelled to address the shortcomings of health provision in general terms, part of a helpful backdrop for the Labour government a few years later. But the NHS was opposed at the time by the Conservatives.


Churchill was one of those doubtful about the scale of Beveridge’s ambition. He gave a broadcast on 21 March 1943 entitled ‘After the War’, when he warned the public not to impose ‘great new expenditure on the state without any relation to the circumstances which might prevail at the time’ and said there would be ‘a four-year plan’ of post-war reconstruction ‘to cover five or six large measures of a practical character’ which would be put to the electorate and implemented by a new government. These measures were ‘national compulsory insurance for all classes for all purposes from the cradle to the grave’; the abolition of unemployment by government policies which would ‘exercise a balancing influence upon development which can be turned on or off as circumstances require’; ‘a broadening field for state ownership and enterprise’; new housing; major reforms to education; and largely expanded health and welfare services.8


He was ready to announce a significant shift to a bigger and more active state in theory but his carefully calibrated words had several qualifications and ambiguities. He did not commit to universal health provision and the warning at the beginning about the pressures on public spending hinted at severe limits about how ambitious he would be once the war was over. The Conservatives’ partial resistance to the prevailing tides went well beyond Beveridge. There were also some doubts on the Conservative side about Rab Butler’s Education Act passed in 1944, another significant prelude to the Labour government. Butler was a subtly intelligent Conservative. He was the most willing to recognize and adapt to changing times and became a key figure in the Tory revival after 1945. Again the wariness on the Conservative side was partly about cost. The central proposition of the Butler act was to raise the school leaving age, a measure that would require more teachers, classrooms and resources.


There were other potential causes of internal dissent too in relation to Butler’s plans. With characteristic stealth and sensitivity, Butler had challenged the dominance of church schools by proposing to give more power to local authorities. The need to reform education had been recognized by Liberal and then Labour MPs since the end of the First World War. In 1918, Lloyd George, the Liberal prime minister, had passed an act aimed at raising the school leaving age and giving more responsibility to local authorities. Lloyd George’s changes were never implemented, largely due to resistance from parts of the Conservative Party after the First World War and throughout the 1920s and 1930s.


But by the outbreak of the Second World War, Butler had become used to challenging orthodoxies in his party. While for some Conservatives, education was still seen as a religious responsibility, churches did not have the resources or inclination to meet the demand for school places. Churchill wanted Butler to focus on ensuring schools made do in wartime conditions. But Butler insisted that the education system needed to adapt more fundamentally. He was much less demonstrative than Churchill but far more ambitious, at least in terms of domestic reform. Butler looked beyond the boundaries of the Conservative Party, calculating rightly that in the national wartime government he would have the support of Labour ministers including the deputy prime minister and Labour leader, Clement Attlee. In making the case for more secular education and a school leaving age of fifteen, rising to sixteen, Butler cited the left-wing political philosopher R. H. Tawney, as much as more conservative advocates of change.


The most enduring reform of the 1944 act established secondary education at the age of eleven, while abolishing fees for state secondary schools. The act also renamed the Board of Education as the Ministry of Education, giving it greater powers and a bigger budget. The legislation marked both a move towards greater centralization and, at the same time, an assertion of localism with councils acquiring more responsibility for schools. The act hinted at a much bigger vision of how to manage a public service through assertive central and local government. The hint was not followed through. Following decades of confused corporatism in the 1960s and 1970s, the Thatcher governments from 1979 opted for weaker central government and moribund local government. By then, Butler’s one-nation Conservatism was out of fashion. But it was not wholly in fashion when the act was passed in 1944.


It took the 1945 Labour government to fully implement Butler’s Education Act with his legislation providing the template for Labour’s education policy. The new education secretary, Ellen Wilkinson, from the left of the party, decided from the beginning that funding the revised school leaving age and substantially restructuring the management of schools was sufficiently ambitious in itself. During her brief tenure – she died in office – Wilkinson was criticized for not going much further but it was the Labour government that found the resources to ensure more pupils could fulfil their potential by staying on in school.


As with health and education so it was in other major policy areas. An incoming Labour government was given a route map of sorts from the recent past. The Emergency Medical Scheme introduced during the war led to much greater dependence on state funding for health provision: up to 90 per cent of funding for voluntary hospitals, for example. There was an obvious need for clearer forms of accountability given the higher levels of public spending. The need was met after 1945 by the establishment of the NHS with clear lines of accountability going back to the health secretary and the wider government.


Another dominant issue during the 1945 election was housing. It is usually a policy area overlooked as parties bid for power, but the issue could not be cast to one side after the war. Beveridge chose to describe it as ‘Squalor’. There have been many housing crises after 1945 in the UK and yet they have never played such a big part in any subsequent election campaign. In 1945, there was a loud clamour for more and better homes. Again, the past provided a limited guide. The Housing and Town Planning Act passed in 1919 required local authorities to address housing needs with central government providing the bulk of the money. As with Butler’s Education Act a new complex dance was taking shape between central and local government. But how was central government going to raise the money for a massive housebuilding programme? How would it be coordinated from the centre but with the added local dimension provided by councils? These questions were partially answered by the 1945 Labour government.


Perhaps the issue over which there was strongest consensus between the parties was employment, or the social and economic evil of unemployment. While the Conservatives and their newspapers were somewhat ambivalent about the other new social projects emerging, they recognized the virtue of full employment and accepted that governments had a responsibility to achieve this objective, a consensus that remained in place until 1979. The wartime coalition and the 1945 government were the first of several administrations in the UK that were shaped by the 1930s. They ruled with an assumption that the high levels of unemployment during the Great Depression were an economic and social disaster.


In 1944, the coalition published an employment white paper that declared the government accepted ‘as one of its prime aims and responsibilities the maintenance of high and stable levels of employment.’9 It was finally catching up with Lloyd George, who had been arguing for government action to address unemployment since the economic crisis of 1929. But even on this issue there was debate regarding how best to protect and generate employment amidst the huge post-war economic storms. A Labour government had the political space to act, but had to decide on the means. They also had to work within a dire economic context, one that might have intimidated a less talented and ambitious administration to near paralysis. Subsequent Labour governments had a tendency to limit their reforming zeal in order to prove to a sceptical media and electorate that they were economically prudent: Attlee decided from the beginning that wholesale reform was essential in spite of the economic challenges.


In August 1945 the new prime minister received a letter from the Treasury that had been written by the most prominent economist of his generation, J. M. Keynes. The message was far more alarming and its composer a thousand times more authoritative than equivalent notes received by other incoming governments. In 2010, the outgoing Labour chief secretary to the Treasury, Liam Byrne, famously wrote jokingly that ‘I’m afraid there is no money’. In 1964 the departing chancellor, Reginald Maudling, left a note to the new chancellor, James Callaghan, declaring: ‘Good luck, old cock . . . Sorry to leave it in such a mess.’ Both those frivolous messages had a whiff of truth about them. In each case the British economy was tottering, as it often is.


But compare those jocular warnings with Keynes informing Attlee that he faced a ‘financial Dunkirk’. The war had cost the UK one quarter of its national wealth. With industry geared to arms production, exports had fallen to one third of what was needed to pay for imports. To Attlee’s anger and alarm, financial aid from the US had been cut as soon as the war ended. There is much talk of ‘boldness’ in politics, usually when leaders are being cautious. In the first summer of his premiership Attlee made a genuinely courageous decision. He resolved to deliver the government’s programme of reform and to retain the UK’s status as a world power.


He sent Keynes to Washington to negotiate a new aid package. The economist succeeded in securing a loan of several billion dollars but with tough terms attached. Like the Labour government’s loan from the International Monetary Fund in 1976, the deal triggered deep internal tensions, as the US told the UK to end exchange controls in the UK. The pound would be freely convertible to dollars by July 1947. The loan bought Attlee some time, but the 1947 deadline was a ticking bomb. No wonder the government moved fast. This seemingly modest, reticent leader presided over a government that passed 347 acts over the following four years.10 It makes Thatcher’s counter-revolution in 1979 seem snail-like.


Aside from the fraught economic situation, there were plenty of other reasons why Attlee’s government might have been more cautious than it chose to be. The new government was seeking to change a country that had stood apart from most other European equivalents. As the historian David Marquand has highlighted, there was a fundamental cultural challenge to Labour’s ambitions: ‘Britain has lacked a state tradition of the sort which has shaped the politics of most other European nations. Part of the reason is that the doctrines and still more the ethos of early ninteenth-century market liberalism were more deeply embedded in her culture than in other European cultures’.11


A party’s recent past is as important as the wider political culture. Following the 1980s when Labour was slaughtered in four successive elections, Tony Blair responded by being more fiscally conservative than his predecessors and declaring his willingness to work with those from other parties. The opposite applied in 1945. The traumas of the schism in 1931 when Labour’s leader MacDonald formed a national government with the Conservatives and adopted a fiscally conservative economic policy were still fresh in the minds of the 1945 cabinet. In response the government was more determinedly tribal and there was an opportunity to mark a break with 1931 by being radical. For Blair in 1997, by contrast, there was a chance to be ‘new’ by adapting to the orthodoxies in fashion after eighteen years of Conservative rule.


Winning a Landslide


Before Attlee and his colleagues could contemplate their reforms, they had to win an election. There is a widespread view that victory was inevitable before the campaign got under way. This is not the case. There was certainly some polling evidence before the campaign that Labour was striding ahead in terms of popularity. But the inevitability of victory is impossible to prove. There have been other periods when the currents pointed leftward but the Conservatives won the election. The 2008 financial crash, which raised urgent questions about the nature of global capitalism, was followed by a Conservative victory in 2010. A fresh consensus between the Conservative and Labour parties about the potential benevolence of the state in the 2017 general election was followed by a landslide Conservative victory in 2019. In 1945, Labour faced big challenges in the election even if their pathway had opened up during the war and the economic crises of the 1930s.


One significant challenge was Churchill. In 1945 he was arguably the most formidable Conservative opponent a Labour leader could face. He was already a legendary figure. Attlee was a tentative campaigner and compared with the exuberant Churchill appeared to be retiring in his public projection. As is often the case with Labour as an election approaches, senior colleagues had their doubts about their leader: the party chair, Harold Laski, urged Attlee to resign shortly before the start of the campaign, claiming that his leadership was ‘a grave handicap to our hopes of victory in the coming election. You should draw the inference that your resignation of the leadership would now be a great service to the party.’ The terse reply has become justly famous: ‘Dear Laski, Thank you for your letter, contents of which have been noted. CR Attlee.’12


As the campaign got under way, Labour’s would-be chancellor Hugh Dalton assumed the Conservatives would win, an assumption that can often be self-fulfilling. Attlee himself expected a small overall majority for the Conservatives. He sensed that Churchill was bound to win, just as Lloyd George had won the 1918 election, a so-called ‘khaki election’. Even on election day, most of the newspapers calculated that Churchill would win. The leader in the Daily Express proclaimed joyfully: ‘There are reasons for expecting that, by tonight, Mr Churchill and his supporters will be returned to power.’13 Throughout the war, Churchill had high levels of support. His personal ratings in opinion polls never fell below 78 per cent, and for most of the time were well over 80 per cent. Leaders with such spectacular ratings tend to win elections.


Labour victories in UK elections are never inevitable but in this case Attlee judged the mood music better than Churchill. He was not easily provoked and remained genuinely calm, quite a feat when the stakes were so high. Churchill enjoyed elections but was never an especially effective campaigner. His love of vivid language, so potent in the war, led him to sound over the top in the 1945 campaign, not least when he declared even before the dissolution of parliament that ‘a Labour government would have to fall back on some form of Gestapo.’14 The assertion would have been preposterous in any circumstances but was even more so as he was referring to a party led by Attlee, his reliable deputy prime minister for five years.


There was also another unexpected dimension to Labour’s victory. In spite of himself, Attlee could be quite an effective communicator. He was never exuberant. He was not an orator who could cast a spell over an audience. He had no great interest in the art of communication. But occasionally he could cut through with the clarity of his thinking and his framing of arguments.


Attlee is the only Labour leader who has successfully reclaimed the term ‘freedom’ from the Conservatives. In the 1980s Neil Kinnock and his deputy, Roy Hattersley, tried to do so as Margaret Thatcher seized ‘freedom’ and defined her entire political project around ‘liberating’ the people from the state. In 1988 Hattersley published a well-argued and elegantly written book, Choose Freedom, in which he argued that the state could be the agent of freedom and not its enemy. He was railing against the mood of the times. Attlee was not as good a writer as Hattersley or an orator like Kinnock, who delivered several powerful speeches on the theme of freedom in the 1980s, but he had a crisp lucidity and was an instinctive reader of the political rhythms.


He knew that in order to win, especially after a momentous war in which the country’s very freedom had been threatened, he needed to win the wider argument over the term. He did so in his response to Churchill’s ‘Gestapo’ onslaught with an uncharacteristic verve. Future Labour leaders did not turn to Attlee for guidance as to how to frame an argument, but perhaps they should have done. For once, a Labour leader won the case about ‘freedom’:




There was a time when employers were free to employ little children for 16 hours a day . . . free to employ sweated women workers on finishing trousers at a penny halfpenny a pair . . . free to neglect sanitisation so that 1000s died of preventable diseases . . . every attempt to remedy these crying evils was blocked by the same plea of freedom for the individual. It was in fact freedom for the rich and slavery for the poor.15





It was only through the ‘power of the state’ that people had become free.


Attlee recognized the significance of the argument he put across as he cited the words with a hint of pride in his modest memoir, published after he had retired. Given that some of the historic reforms that were implemented were lucky to get half a sentence in his autobiography, here is evidence that Attlee sensed his famous election victory was won partly by making a fundamental case and then by advocating policies that arose from it. Future Labour leaders who lost elections might have fared better if they had been as nimble as Attlee in claiming the vote-winning term ‘freedom’ for their party.


The drafting of the 1945 manifesto was skilfully coordinated by Morrison, the only senior party figure fascinated by the importance of projection and presentation. The document, Let Us Face the Future, was an artful combination of radical fervour at a time of historic change and a careful pitch to the widest possible electorate. In the best possible way it was cunning. At the end there was an overt appeal to ‘progressives’, including non-Labour voters. Blair also reverted to ‘progressive’ as his favoured term to describe his leadership in the build-up to his 1997 landslide victory on the back of a much more cautious manifesto than the one in 1945. But the Labour leadership in 1945 also sought to portray their more radical ideas as practical as well as ideological.




Labour’s Call to all Progressives


Quite a number of political parties will be taking part in the coming Election. But by and large Britain is a country of two parties.


And the effective choice of the people in this Election will be between the Conservative Party, standing for the protection of the rights of private economic interest, and the Labour Party, allied with the great Trade Union and cooperative movements, standing for the wise organisation and use of the economic assets of the nation for the public good. Those are the two main parties; and here is the fundamental issue which has to be settled.


The election will produce a Labour Government, a Conservative Government, or no clear majority for either party: this last might well mean parliamentary instability and confusion, or another Election.


In these circumstances we appeal to all men and women of progressive outlook, and who believe in constructive change, to support the Labour Party. We respect the views of those progressive Liberals and others who would wish to support one or other of the smaller parties of their choice. But by so doing they may help the Conservatives, or they may contribute to a situation in which there is no parliamentary majority for any major issue of policy.


In the interests of the nation and of the world, we earnestly urge all progressives to see to it – as they certainly can – that the next Government is not a Conservative Government but a Labour Government which will act on the principles of policy set out in the present Declaration.16





While Labour was beginning to learn to be more agile in election campaigns the Conservative Party was suffering from exhaustion and, equally important, a perception that it was tired. One way or another the Conservatives had been in power since 1931. They had been the dominant governing force during the years of unemployment that were a recent memory as voters looked to a better future.


During general elections Labour is often seen – or portrayed – as ‘weak’ on matters of defence. While such arguments can be shallow to the point of absurdity, they also matter, symbolizing a party’s ‘fitness to govern’. To some extent, even with Churchill at the helm, the theme strangely worked against the Conservatives in 1945. Some of their number had been appeasers, supporting Neville Chamberlain, Churchill’s predecessor, in his attempts to avoid another war by determinedly misreading Hitler’s willingness to negotiate and compromise in the late 1930s. While Churchill had prevailed and became the victorious war prime minister, he led a party in which he had been in a minority on the backbenches until the fall of Chamberlain in November 1940. In contrast the Labour leadership had opposed Chamberlain’s foreign policy and had joined Churchill’s war cabinet. The likes of Ernest Bevin, soon to be foreign secretary, had proven themselves to be more Churchillian than Churchill:




The Parliament of 1935 had a big Conservative majority, and the policy pursued by the Conservative government landed this country into war. It was due to the action of the Labour Party that this Conservative Government resigned. Mr Churchill, who had opposed his own Party, formed an all-Party Government which successfully brought us to victory. Now, a new Parliament must be elected. The choice is between that same Conservative Party, which stands for private enterprise, private profit, and private interests, and the Labour Party, which demands that, in peace, as in war, the interests of the whole people should come before those of a section. Labour puts first things first: security from war, food, houses, clothing, employment, leisure, and social security for all, must come before the claims of the few for more rent, interest and profit. We have shown that we can organise the resources of the country to win the War; we can do the same in peace.17





Most of the usual factors that stop Labour from winning elections in the UK were not in play. Labour were not easily portrayed as ‘soft’ on defence. They were evidently ready for government as they had been governing. Although Churchill and the Tory newspapers sought to portray them as extreme and dangerous, those claims did not strike a chord with the electorate. The modest personality of Attlee was an asset and not a problem. Not even Beaverbrook or other Tory-supporting propagandists could portray him credibly as a dangerous, fuming revolutionary. Labour won 393 seats compared with 213 for the Conservatives. The party had an overall majority of 145.


Attlee, the Team Manager


Attlee was a deft leader of his cabinet, at least until towards the end of his premiership. He was much less self-absorbed than some prime ministers and showed no sign of concluding loftily that he alone was fulfilling a historic destiny in which other ministers played minor walk-on parts. Aneurin Bevan had been one of his most persistent critics on the backbenches. Yet Attlee recognized the obvious advantages of securing such a passionate, articulate figure inside the tent. All leaders make such calculations. But Attlee was also self-confident enough to see that Bevan had the drive to deliver and the strength to take on the medical profession. He gave him the huge brief of health and housing.


When senior party figures put pressure on Attlee to resign, as they did on a fairly regular basis, they often had Ernest Bevin in mind as a successor. Attlee was fully aware of this, but still made Bevin his foreign secretary, a post where the occupant can easily burnish leadership credentials especially in the context of 1945. Attlee also made other calculations in promoting potential rivals. Morrison had stood against Attlee in 1935 and was no fan of the Labour leader. But Attlee knew he was a highly effective administrator with a background as an innovative leader of London County Council in the 1930s. He made him leader of the house, responsible for coordinating the government’s huge legislative programme. This was the opposite approach to more recent prime ministers. Boris Johnson, in particular, appointed ministerial teams on the basis of how dotingly subservient they would be. Attlee’s method, appointing big figures, led to more effective government.


Most of the time, Attlee prevailed in cabinet even when there were formidable dissenting voices. As for his own position as leader, when Stafford Cripps suggested amidst economic turmoil in September 1947 that he stand down in favour of Bevin, Attlee knew precisely what to do. He offered Cripps a new job as minister for economic affairs. Cripps was delighted, accepted the post and Attlee pressed on. He managed the scheming egos and got the best out of them in terms of policy implementation.


Attlee’s cabinet were in their sixties and seventies, significantly older than governments in later decades but fairly typical then. Their collective age gave them the huge advantage of weighty experience. But, on the other hand, some ministers were quite often ill, exhausted and burdened by the demands of power. The education secretary, Ellen Wilkinson, died after suffering from bad health. There was speculation then and since that she had killed herself. Attlee took time off occasionally. Bevin died in 1951 while still a minister; he had reluctantly accepted the undemanding post of lord privy seal because he was ill. Others stood back from various crises to recover from illness in a way that rarely happens in modern cabinets of bewildered but youthful energy.


In October 1946 Herbert Morrison summed up the essence of the government’s key objective, one that united the entire cabinet: ‘Planning as it’s taking shape in this country under our eyes is something new and constructively revolutionary.’18 He was making a broad but important point. A British government planning ambitiously on several different fronts did mark a new era. The war provided the backdrop to this leap forward and the nationalization programme that followed the 1945 election. As far as Labour had a strategy for planning from the centre, it was largely to renew and continue the physical and financial controls of wartime, to help exports, to direct industry towards development areas and to direct the use of vital raw materials. The assumption behind public ownership was that it would lead to greater efficiency compared with the fragmented industries of the private sector. The aim was to coordinate production, distribution, investment and pricing policies within and across different sectors. The greater integration and central planning would lead to economies of scale along with the modernization of working methods and machinery. The government would lead from the front as it had during the war.


Deputy Prime Minister Morrison coordinated the various nationalizations. He had an expedient vision in which ‘competent business people will be appointed to manage the undertaking, with a considerable degree of business freedom . . . but it’ll be a public concern . . . the spirit of public interest must run through it . . .’19 The railways, coal, electricity, gas, iron and steel were taken into public ownership. So was the Bank of England. Production targets were set across the economy. The model was accepted with little debate within the government or beyond.


Public ownership was implemented with impressive speed and yet the pace left many unresolved questions. Pricing policy was set below market levels. There were relatively cheap train fares and energy. The notion that government should set prices lower than the market went out of fashion from 1979, but became a big theme again when energy costs soared in 2022 and the self-proclaimed Thatcherite chancellor at the time, Rishi Sunak, spent billions subsidizing fuel bills. Suddenly a new political generation understood the pressure on ministers in the post-war era to make essential services more affordable. Labour relations were fairly harmonious in the early years of public ownership. Better working conditions were introduced for miners and after 1948 the new National Coal Board began an impressive record of much-needed capital investment.


At the same time the welfare state expanded beyond recognition, the changes being based largely on the Beveridge report. Within a year of the election, the National Insurance Act provided financial protection in the event of unemployment and sickness, and established minimal working conditions for the employed. The elderly received pensions. The Industrial Injuries Act provided financial relief for those who were temporarily absent from work due to injury and for those absent long-term. Later the National Assistance Act provided financial assistance for the unemployed. On the key election issue of housing, by the time it left office the government had built more than a million homes. New towns were planned to reduce overcrowding. These were major achievements, especially in light of more recent governments post-1979, who struggled to build more than a clutch of affordable properties here and there.


In 1931 Labour ministers were arguing about which areas of public spending should be cut. In 1945 they were investing on all fronts. The great enduring innovation was the introduction of the National Health Service in 1948 only three years after the election, a triumph of vision, will and remarkably fast pace of implementation.


Inevitably the focus at the time and since was on the theatre of Bevan’s crusade against those who altogether opposed the concept of a state-financed NHS. Bevan’s biographer and close friend Michael Foot described Bevan’s challenge as ‘nothing less than to persuade the most conservative and respected profession in the country to accept and operate the Labour government’s most intrinsically socialist proposition.’20 For evidence Foot cited Alfred Cox, the former secretary of the British Medical Association, who wrote in the Health Journal in April 1946: ‘It looks to me uncommonly like the first step, and a big one, towards National Socialism practised in Germany’.21


With the support of the Conservative opposition in parliament the BMA refused to negotiate with Bevan at first. The consultants proved to be more flexible. As Bevan famously noted he ‘stuffed their mouths with gold’.22 But with unyielding focus, passionate spirit, prime-ministerial support, that huge Commons majority, and the support of most voters, Bevan triumphed. The NHS formally opened on 5 July 1948. In a land where ‘freedom’ was a contentious term people were ‘free’ to fall ill and not worry about the possible costs and availability of treatment.


A population accustomed only to a tentative relationship with the state before the war suddenly had free access to doctors, dentists, opticians and hospitals. Attlee framed the argument in favour of investment in his reforms with a striking persuasiveness. In the Commons when faced with questions about the cost of the national insurance bill that took legislative form in 1946 he declared with a resolute flourish:




The question is asked – can we afford it? Supposing the answer is ‘no’, what does that mean? It really means the sum total of the goods produced and the services rendered by the people of this country is not sufficient to provide for all our people at all times, in sickness, in health, in youth and in age, the very modest standards in life that are set out in the national insurance bill.23





This was an astute argument, connecting the work and productivity of voters with the reward of decent standards to be introduced and maintained by the state. Voters are not known for making connections between what they do and the capacity of the state to deliver. Attlee made the connections for them. He was a far more effective communicator than his reputation suggests.


Ministers had no choice but to move with speed. The challenges highlighted in the Beveridge report were urgent and could not be addressed after endless policy reviews. Soon after Labour’s landslide victory in 1997, David Blunkett, the new education secretary, joked privately: ‘We’ve hit the ground reviewing.’24 That option was not available to a government in post-war Britain. Here was the first Labour government with a majority and it was a landslide. There would be no problems getting legislation through the House of Commons. When MacDonald agonized what to do in 1931 he had no such luxury, leading a minority Labour administration. One of the questions MacDonald had had to ask when considering all options was whether or not any route would command a majority in the Commons. Attlee faced many pressures. He did not have to ask that question, at least in his first term.


The Pace of Change and Consequences


Because ministers moved with such commendable speed they had little time to reflect on unresolved questions about how best to plan an economy. What were the most efficient forms of public ownership? How to make those responsible for delivery accountable for their actions? When planning takes place from the centre, how to address varying local demands? What is the most effective way of measuring value for money and how to assess how much money is required for nationally funded services in the short term and to plan for the longer term? They are still unanswered today.


If there had been time, perhaps there should have been more ‘hitting the ground reviewing’. Ministers agreed that the government should plan and organize like no peacetime government had done before. But what form should the planning take? In 1937 the economist and future Labour MP, Douglas Jay, argued in The Socialist Case: ‘in the case of nutrition and health, just as in the case of education, the gentleman in Whitehall really does know better what is good for people than the people know themselves’.25


Soon the notion that ‘Whitehall knows best’ got bound up lazily in the eternal ‘freedom’ debate, with Conservatives seizing on the notion that Labour governments arrogantly thought they knew what was best for the people whereas the Conservatives ‘trusted’ the people with their ‘freedoms’. Yet Jay was hinting crudely at what is an unavoidable question arising from state activity. A government raises money and therefore has a responsibility to ensure it is spent wisely. What is wise and not wise is subjective but ‘Whitehall’ has a role in deciding what is ‘good for people’ if it is providing the resources for public services. The issue of accountability, which institution or institutions are responsible for what, was an unavoidable area of contention within the government.


The setting up of the NHS was emblematic. With a spectacular flourish and determined focus, Bevan, with the support of Attlee, resolved to introduce a nationally available system of free healthcare with costs to be met by taxation rather than the insurance model applied in parts of Europe. All hospitals would be nationalized. The bill was published in March 1946 and was implemented after a further energy-draining two years. Bevan’s epic battles took many forms. They included a significant internal debate with Morrison, who fought for control of hospitals by local authorities so that health provision was more accountable at a local level. With his background on London County Council, Morrison was an advocate of what later became known as ‘localism’, power being devolved away from the centre. When the 2010 coalition published its controversial health white paper, a document longer than Bevan’s mighty equivalent that set up the NHS in the first place, there were proposals to devolve some powers to local authorities. The Liberal Democrat deputy prime minister, Nick Clegg, supported the disruptive and reactionary white paper, naively extolling the introduction of new powers for local authorities and failing to recognize the degree to which the wider proposals undermined the entire basis of the NHS.26


The problem with Morrison’s arguments in 1946, and Clegg’s later, was that as central government was raising the cash for the NHS it was not clear how local authorities would play a clear and accountable role in the provision of healthcare. Bevan had a more coherent vision though not wholly so. The NHS would be run from the centre. Regional boards were appointed that had considerable powers in terms of delivery and standards, but the responsibility for raising the money and distributing it still lay with central government, after a negotiation between the Department of Health, the Treasury and Number 10. From the beginning the division of power meant that the NHS proved especially hard to control financially as executive direction lay with the regional boards rather than the Department of Health which was negotiating the financial package.


There was reasoning behind Bevan’s structuring of the NHS. He inherited a chaotic overlapping provision of local government and voluntary sectors. Meanwhile the Emergency Medical Scheme introduced during the war had already led to much greater dependence on state funding for voluntary hospitals. Like all health secretaries who succeeded him Bevan wrestled with the issue of accountability. He opted for a relatively simple nationalization. The voluntary hospitals became state-owned and therefore the government would be accountable ultimately for all health provision and the financial obligations. The delegation of day-to-day responsibilities would lie with regional and local bodies appointed by the minister. In the end if the minister disapproved he or she could change the composition of the devolved bodies. But Morrison continued to put an alternative case, arguing, ‘it would be disastrous if we allowed local government to languish by whittling away its most constructive and interesting functions’.27 Bevan prevailed but the debate was never fully resolved.


Bevan’s other challenge was housing. Although more than a million homes were built while Labour was in power the government was criticized for not moving even faster. As Conservative housing minister in the early 1950s, Harold Macmillan managed to build at a faster pace of around 300,000 a year. As with other initiatives in which the Labour government was exerting centralized direction there were thorny problems over who controlled what, and who was accountable to whom.


In his role as the government’s first chancellor Dalton decided on the level of money for new homes. Meanwhile the Ministry of Works directed the building industry, as the Ministry of Labour coordinated the number of workers required to build them. Construction material was arranged through the Ministry of Supply. Stafford Cripps as president of the Board of Trade was responsible for regulating employers. Councils were the local agents closest to where the houses were being built. Bevan was responsible in cabinet for housing, but the agencies and departments involved in delivery were many.


The various departments and ministers were not always dancing together and sometimes were not on the dance floor at all. Bevan was focused on the NHS as well as seeking to be the initiator of the housebuilding programme. The Labour government hailed the virtues of planning from the centre but had no time to work through and assess the best way of achieving delivery. The subsequent Conservative government, in which Harold Macmillan had the housing portfolio as a single cabinet post, improved matters. Macmillan’s elevated position was unusual. Since 1945, housing has mostly been part of a much wider cabinet remit, one reason amongst many that not enough houses have been built.


There were similar blurred lines of responsibility following the full implementation of the 1944 Education Act. A new complex relationship arose between state and local government over the provision of education, the standards, the structures and the funding. Again it has never been fully resolved.


Even sympathetic historians of the Labour government are not especially exuberant about its nationalization record, pointing out that ministers more or less lost interest after the late 1940s. The key industries had already been brought into public ownership. Attlee and his senior ministers became swamped by economic crises and new challenges. After Labour left office in 1951, there were many internal rows over the purpose of a future Labour government and on specific issues such as nuclear disarmament. There was not much focus on ownership despite there being important lessons to explore. Arguably the financial and business guidelines of the nationalized industries were too restrictive and too many complacent establishment figures were appointed to nationalized boards, including peers, retired generals and other non-specialists. No workers were appointed. There was little planning to relate the activities and targets of nationalized industries to the wider economy. To what degree could public ownership boost overall productivity and growth in the longer term? Amid an ongoing economic emergency, the longer term seemed far away and fire-fighting took precedence.


Partly the verdicts on the 1945 Labour government’s nationalization programme reflect the context in which they were written. By the 1980s public ownership was out of fashion amongst many in the Labour Party and some of the early verdicts of Thatcher’s privatization were prematurely glowing.


It was during the 1980s, at the height of Margaret Thatcher’s counter-revolution, that the historian Correlli Barnett made a wider argument in ‘The Audit of War’. He suggested that Attlee and his ministers had made a fundamental error in not prioritizing economic reconstruction over social reconstruction. He described the choices made as: ‘Social goodies rather than industrial reconstruction’, despairing of Beveridge’s influence in particular.28


In an illuminating and largely sympathetic account of the 1945 government a year after Thatcher’s 1983 landslide election victory, Kenneth O. Morgan outlined the successes of the nationalized industries but concluded they served an extremely limited purpose: ‘Without nationalization, above all, the morale and impetus of the 1945 Labour government could not have been sustained. For most members of the party and the movement that was its ultimate justification’.29


But in the years that followed Thatcher’s victories in 1983 and 1987, and beyond the Conservatives’ removal from power in 1997, the chaotic consequences of replacing state monopolies with private ones played out more vividly. The energy markets did not work effectively with companies of varying size gambling on the price of gas. When prices started to soar in the 2020s, it was a Conservative government that made use of a price cap, an intervention in a failing market that they had ferociously opposed when advocated by the Labour leader, Ed Miliband, in the run-up to the 2015 election. The privatized railways became even more expensive and unreliable under their fragmented ownership. Water companies were busy pumping sewage into rivers, to the alarm of even free-market, right-wing Conservative MPs. The rushed experiment in state ownership from 1945 looks more substantial in the light of the alternative chaotic arrangements in which governments had to constantly intervene in markets that did not work. By 2022, the transport specialist Christian Wolmar dared to publish a counter-intuitive book arguing that the nationalized British Rail was nowhere near as bad as its caricature suggested.30


Barnett presented a false dichotomy, as if there was only a crude choice between social welfare and economic growth. He was correct to observe that the economy tottered along weakly from one crisis to another after 1945. Industries that had suffered from underinvestment for decades – Barnett was also right about that – were having to adapt to the new challenges of peacetime production. Likewise, the spending demands on health and welfare provision inevitably began to exceed the original estimates. However, no government elected after the trauma of the Second World War would have had the choice of pushing Beveridge entirely to one side, or delaying the urgent need to address the iniquitous arrangements for healthcare and housing. Meeting these needs cost money. The scale of government investment contributed to economic growth of around 2.5 per cent per annum in the years of the Labour government.31


The space for such critiques as Correlli Barnett’s was available because ministers in the Labour government made no great persistent case about why they were planning from the centre in the way that they chose to do. That is partly because they were not entirely sure of the answer. There was no blueprint for nationalization. Manny Shinwell, the minister responsible for nationalizing the mines, noted that he had to more or less make it up from scratch. As ministers often do, Morrison returned to his own past experience, in his case at London County Council when he organized the Underground and the buses under a single authority. Bevan had a clear sense of responsibility for delivery at all levels in the NHS and yet he had no choice but to give power to regional boards that were accountable to him rather than the voters or patients in the areas they were in charge of. He could not deliver it all from the centre, keeping an eye on every hospital. Meanwhile local authorities, excluded from the NHS, acquired responsibility for schools, but central government provided much of the funding. As well as questions about who was accountable to whom and who was responsible for what, there were other persistent issues. How to empower employees or users of the new publicly owned services? What happened when demand outstripped the amount governments were willing to spend?


Quickly the Labour government had to face the consequences implicit in the questions. The 1950 election was a dull affair. Ministers were exhausted. They had faced a series of economic crises, including devaluing the pound a few months before the campaign that took place in a cold and wet February. Cripps had succeeded Dalton as chancellor. He had resigned after inadvertently leaking a small item in his budget, a comically small violation of integrity in light of how most of a budget’s contents are regularly leaked now. Cripps became the dominant figure in the government, pursuing a nuanced economic policy that included more rationing and tight controls on public spending and yet continued support for some social programmes amidst the impossible economic constraints. Bevan remained close to Cripps. He much preferred him to Cripps’s successor Hugh Gaitskell, appointed after the 1950 election, which Labour won with a tiny majority of five seats even though their share of the vote went up by 1.25 million.


During Gaitskell’s brief reign as chancellor there was a totemic split within the cabinet. Bevan and Wilson resigned over his plans to introduce prescription charges to pay for increases in defence spending. In doing so they highlighted one of those great unresolved issues in relation to the NHS, the appropriate level of funding. On the whole governments have opted for spending levels significantly below the European average. Only the Labour government after the 2001 election managed to reach the EU average.


The division over Gaitskell’s budget was far from short-lived. For years to come Labour were divided about spending levels and the importance of defence budgets. In this case Bevan and Wilson were proven right. Gaitskell’s spending plans for defence were never realized. Subsequent Conservative governments spent much less. Attlee and Bevin were resolved to maintain Britain’s place as a world power, authorizing in secret the development of independent nuclear weapons and being central to the development of NATO, which included a commitment to relatively high levels of defence spending. In planning to spend more than his Conservative successors deemed necessary, Gaitskell was showing that Labour could be ‘trusted’ on defence, an approach that later led Tony Blair towards his nightmare in Iraq. As for another Labour leader, Harold Wilson concluded that following the deep internal tensions during the rest of the 1950s and early 1960s the party could only win when an expedient leader kept some form of unity. Wilson became an artist in pragmatism and won four elections.


Attlee had to make do with two. After the landslide in 1945, 1950 felt close to a defeat, although he stoically pointed out that a majority of one would have been enough. Navigating further economic crises that had echoes with those he had been forced to address in the late 1940s, with ministers ill, exhausted and in some cases dead, Attlee called another election in October 1951. This was an act of generosity towards his opponents. He had no need to call an election so soon after the previous one. The Conservatives won an overall majority even though Labour secured more votes. The UK’s voting system brought down the change-makers of 1945.


Legacy


The Labour government established a new consensus rooted on the left. The Conservative governments of the 1950s did not seek to reverse many of the nationalizations and, having opposed its introduction, came to support the NHS. Even when in thrall to Thatcherism from 1979 they had to at least show enthusiasm for the NHS. Later when David Cameron’s coalition in 2010 briefly challenged the basis on which the NHS was formed, a succession of his health secretaries wore NHS badges in their lapels to show their support. Meanwhile the Tory administrations of the 1950s also felt compelled to build homes, NHS spending went up and there was no significant change in fiscal policies. The government had changed the political weather in ways the Labour administrations that were to follow did not. But the unanswered questions in relation to a more active state in terms of who runs what, accountability, lines of responsibility, and appropriate levels of spending, meant that the turning point in 1945 was not as durable as it might have been.


Future Labour governments were ambiguous about the 1945 government’s legacy. The Labour administrations in the 1960s closed significant sections of the nationalized railways, assuming the rise of the car rendered some train travel to be costly and unnecessary. As a result, British Rail was associated with decline even when it dared to be ambitious. From the early 1970s, Labour became immersed in an intense internal debate about the desirability of further extensive state ownership. From the left, Tony Benn campaigned on this theme to the extent that by the 1980 party conference he was calling for the banks to be nationalized. As with quite a lot of Benn’s crusades this almost happened, after the financial crash of 2008. At the time his zeal triggered huge resistance from various besieged Labour Party leaders. This was the nature of the debate. To nationalize more extensively or not? The question bypassed a potentially more fruitful area of exploration. What are effective forms of public ownership and are there lessons from the successes and failures of the 1945 government? Ultimately Labour’s divisions in the 1970s and 1980s cleared the space for Margaret Thatcher and others to privatize most of the industries that had been nationalized.


Nonetheless, the domestic reforms implemented from 1945 brought about a range of sweeping changes unmatched by any administration aside from the one led by Thatcher in 1979. Although there was much more continuity in foreign policy, there were still significant differences with what would have happened had Churchill won in 1945. Self-government for India was a project driven by Attlee with the same speed and focus that accompanied his agenda for the UK. In the 1930s Churchill had been a ferocious opponent of devolving power to India. He was equally critical of Attlee’s more ambitious policy.


Meanwhile Attlee’s highly contentious decision, made without the knowledge of his wider cabinet, to develop independent nuclear weapons was made with no sense of jingoistic grandeur. Attlee recognized that though the US was a pivotal ally it was not always a wholly reliable one. He concluded that the UK would need options as a power in its own right. In foreign policy there was a Churchillian edge, more from the foreign secretary, Ernest Bevin, than from Attlee himself, even if the two agreed with each other most of the time. With good cause, the former Labour minister Andrew Adonis called his biography of Bevin Labour’s Churchill. Adonis meant this to be an unqualified compliment. But the Labour government was the first to struggle with the new ambiguities of the UK’s place in the world in the post-war era, as it faced immense economic challenges while seeking to remain a global military power. Britain had seen off Hitler, but only with the intervention of the US. Subsequently the UK economy was dependent on loans from the US with stringent terms attached. Its currency was devalued four years after the war. Where did this leave Britain in the post-war world?


By the time Anthony Eden became prime minister in 1955 no leader had dared to attempt a precise answer. Arguably no leader has achieved one since. The Suez crisis in 1956 showed that even an incoming prime minister with a deep expertise in foreign policy could stumble fatally. Eden was not alone as a prime minister trying to discover where Britain stood. There were many dramatic prime-ministerial stumbles after him. But his fall from power was darkly spectacular.
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