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    A note on terminology

     

     

     

     

     

     

    The United Kingdom covers Great Britain (England, Scotland and Wales) and Northern Ireland. As is commonly the case, this book uses ‘Britain’ and ‘British politics’ as a shorthand for matters relating to the entire UK.
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    Introduction

    Two election results in 2015 illustrated that British politics is an unpredictable business with the public and parties capable of confounding the ‘experts’. In the 2015 general election, the vast bulk of political pundits had expected there to be no overall majority, with most predicting Labour as the largest party. David Cameron’s return to power as leader of a Conservative majority prompted much questioning of the accuracy of opinion polls, just as John Major’s surprise victory in 1992 had done. Four months later, there was a bigger shock in the Labour Party. Ed Miliband had resigned as party leader immediately after the general election and a contest to replace him took place. At the start of the party’s leadership election, Jeremy Corbyn had odds of 100-1 and they would rise to 200-1. Yet he swept to victory in a manner which is causing many to re-examine what they thought they knew about British politics and its likely direction in the years to come. There is now a serious discussion about left-wing politics in Britain, which has not been held since the 1980s, and much of that is because of Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour Party.

    These 2015 shocks came at the end of what The Times had called on 13 May 2010 ‘a very British revolution’: the coalition government of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats established following the general election held a week before. Before the 2010 election, no Liberal had sat in the Cabinet since 1945, when the wartime coalition ended. The UK’s electoral system is stacked very much in favour of one party having an overall majority, and the ‘hung parliament’ which led to a coalition has only occurred once in recent decades 1974, when a coalition was not the result. Most remarkable of all was that the Liberal Democrats sat in coalition with the Conservatives. Such a deal stuck in the throats of many members of both parties due to their long-standing ideological hostility to each other. Many pundits predicted that the coalition would not last a full five-year term. Yet it did so, with not a single Cabinet-level spat resulting in resignations. What did happen at its end, though, as many predicted, was the virtual annihilation of the Liberal Democrats, in parliamentary terms, in the 2015 election. They went down from 6.8 million votes and 57 MPs to 2.4 million votes and just 8 MPs. Meanwhile, a new force had emerged: the Scottish National Party, led by Nicola Sturgeon. It had hoped to win independence for Scotland in the 2014 referendum. It failed to do so, but the energy that ballot created saw it claim 56 of Scotland’s 59 seats, mostly at Labour’s expense, and emerge as the third largest party in the House of Commons. Simultaneously, although Nigel Farage’s United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) won only one seat, in gaining 3.8 million votes it could claim to be the UK’s third party in terms of vote share.

    The changes which took place over the 2010–15 period, since the first edition of this book, pose big questions in British politics. Can an overtly left-wing political agenda ever achieve political success in Britain? Is there a future for the Liberal Democrats? How will Scotland’s place in the world develop? Has UKIP peaked? Is UK politics the victim of cyclical political hegemony, where one party repeatedly dominates Westminster elections? This book places these questions in the context of some deeper and long-running issues in British politics in the hope that it will help readers make sense of the often confusing rituals of Parliament, and tackle the growing belief that many people have of politics being pointless.

    It is written partly from the perspective of someone who has been strongly involved in politics since the 1980s – for the Liberal Democrats for 25 years, before joining the Labour Party in 2013. But as a university lecturer in British politics, I also had the chance to stand back from the day-to-day process and to reflect on why, for so many people, British politics is so mystifying, frustrating and often just downright annoying.

    In the final analysis, it is society that produces its politicians. That partly means that if a society is obsessed with celebrities, then politicians will put themselves forward as personalities. The most mundane aspects of their daily lives become public property because that is what the public is interested in. The media tells us so much about the wives of party leaders because the public is genuinely interested in them, just as much as or more so than it has an interest in party policy. We saw much of that during the 2010 campaign, and for all that Nick Clegg very effectively argued for his party’s policies, the ‘Cleggmania’ which followed the leaders’ debates on TV can partly be understood in the context of a celebrity-obsessed culture. More recently, this may explain the appeal of Boris Johnson and Nigel Farage, and in a curious way, the avowedly anti-personality politician Jeremy Corbyn.

    Society’s influence on politics is not seen only in the froth of election coverage. It is also seen in the limits on politicians’ actions. For example, there are regularly local public campaigns against politicians apparently callously wanting to close local schools. But more often than not, these decisions are not driven by what politicians want or do not want to do. Rather, they are driven by population factors such as birth rates. In the 1980s, schools which had flourished as the ‘baby boomers’ went through school in the 1950s and 1960s became unsustainable due to there being fewer children. The Conservatives took much flak for school closures, but they were largely beyond the control of government. The vast range of social changes which have taken place in Britain in recent decades are well beyond the scope of this book. But they need to be stated at the outset as huge constraints on what politicians can achieve.

    One central question runs through this book: why should we care about British politics? That is a question increasingly on the minds of a public that tends to assume some or all of the following:

     

    
      
        
        
      
      
        
          	
            •

          
          	
            It makes little difference which party is in power because they are all generally the same.

          
        

        
          	
            •

          
          	
            Politicians promise much but deliver little, and sometimes know that they can deliver little even when they make promises.

          
        

        
          	
            •

          
          	
            Politicians generally serve their own interests and/or the interests of a small group of people, which might be, for example, their party, a business, a profession, or a union.

          
        

      
    

     

    Related to that broad ‘Why should we care?’ question are several other pressing contemporary issues.

    Is British politics in crisis? That question is crucial given the rise in public cynicism about politics and politicians. At the same time, in spite of occasional waves of enthusiasm for a specific leader, political parties find it increasingly hard to recruit members and activists. That is not necessarily because people are any less ‘political’, but because they choose to direct their political activities into single-issue campaigns and pressure groups. If that trend continues, can the current structures maintain themselves? In short, will there be anyone left to govern?

    What is Britain’s place in the world? Britain’s proud or shameful (depending on your perspective) imperial past has left it with a sense of being a world player. Yet it is now not even entirely sovereign over its own affairs, due to membership of the European Union, let alone the affairs of others. How influential is Britain now, and how do other countries influence us?

    Have all political parties become too similar? Parties are often the most mysterious part of the political process. This book addresses what really makes them tick and how people get involved, examining whether we really need parties.

    Who has real power in politics? Throughout the book, the roles of different government institutions and the power of personalities are considered. Who really is making the decisions? As a background to that, the influence of the media, sometimes difficult to quantify, is assessed.

    Does British politics work? There are two aspects to this subject. First, the book explores the mechanisms of politics so that readers can gain a better understanding of how the institutions of the state have evolved. For example, how does a policy contained in an election manifesto become enacted as law? Second, it considers whether these processes actually do a good job. As we will see, the answer to the question of whether the system ‘works’ depends on your values and what you want to achieve.

    I hope that anyone reading this book might get to its end and be at least a little less cynical about the political process. I believe that most politicians genuinely do have ideals and that they set out on a political career with the best intentions. Moreover, it is argued that political parties have (at times, though not always) made a significant impact on the direction of government policy in ways that have affected the lives of everyone in the country. Above all, the author hopes that people who read this book might realise that they can make a difference if they get involved in politics and will choose to do so.
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    ‘Events, dear boy, events’: a brief history of British domestic politics since 1945

    Today’s British politics begins in 1945. Although that may seem long past, we are still living with the legacy of the kind of welfare state set up by the Labour government of 1945–51. Its institutions and systems are fundamentally still in operation today. Ever since then, politicians have been trying to make them work, not least because the National Health Service remains dear to the hearts of the British people. The other reason for taking 1945 as a starting point is that the characters and events of the years since then are central to the intellectual hinterland of most of those (journalists and academics) who comment on politics today. There is a great propensity in Britain to look at the past as a guide to the future, and much political comment is littered with references to how Attlee handled his Cabinet, or how Callaghan tried to deal with the unions. So it is essential to have some idea of the history if one is to understand the comparisons that are drawn between it and politics today. This chapter includes some of the unexpected events that caused problems for politicians and which led Harold Macmillan to say, ‘Events, dear boy, events’ when asked by a journalist about the most challenging problems facing governments. Although policies do play a part in the chapter, it is not policy focused. Rather, policy is used to illustrate general points about the nature of governments, with details being left for the chapter devoted to policy.

    1945–51: creating the modern welfare state

    The welfare state was not suddenly established in 1945. Even prior to the First World War, the Liberal Party had laid the foundations of the welfare system with provision for some pensions and unemployment benefits. This system had been steadily developed in the inter-war years, with all parties playing a role. Neville Chamberlain as health minister was especially active in expanding healthcare provision. By 1939, Britain had one of the world’s more developed welfare systems.

    However, the Second World War brought about a revolution in the way people thought about welfare provision. This was partly due to the practical demands of war. The Luftwaffe’s bombs paid no attention to the ability of their victims to pay for hospital treatment and the Emergency Hospital Scheme was established at the outbreak of war to provide free treatment for the civilian wounded. Meanwhile, the Emergency Medical Service coordinated the work of previously disparate hospitals. Such measures can be seen as the basis of the National Health Service in that they proved that such coordination was possible.

    Aside from practical developments, there was also an ideological shift in 1939–45. As Paul Addison’s classic book, The Road to 1945 (1975), sets out, the shared experience of war encouraged people to embrace collective ways of tackling shared problems. This had an impact on government at the highest levels. As early as 1940, government decided that it was not only necessary but desirable to tackle the problems the country faced in a collective manner, not only during the war but after it. Its War Aims Committee agreed in August 1940 that it would:

    consider means of perpetuating the national unity achieved in this country during the war through a social and economic structure designed to secure equality of opportunity and service among all classes of the community.1

    This was exceptionally radical language for 1940 and committed the government to pursuing the kind of agenda which both Labour and the Liberals, but not the Conservatives, had favoured prior to the war. A result of this aim was the publication of the Report of the Inter-Departmental Committee on Social Insurance and Allied Services in late 1942. Known for short as the Beveridge Report after its chairman, the Liberal academic William Beveridge, the report proposed a national system of benefits (including pensions) financed by insurance contributions from workers, employers and state. Beveridge’s aim was to tackle five ‘giants’ which he said stalked the land: want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness. His scheme to do this would be supported by a safety-net system of ‘public assistance’ for those who had not been able to make contributions to the main insurance scheme. Beveridge also said that, to be effective, this system would need to be underpinned by a National Health Service, tax-financed family benefits and state action on unemployment. He did not go into detail on these, but set out a clear direction.

    The report was massively popular with the public, but the Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer, Kingsley Wood, saw it as far too radical. Consequently, plans were made for how the scheme could be implemented, but a decision over whether or not to do so was put off until after the war. For the remainder of the conflict, Labour campaigned for ‘Beveridge Now’, by which they meant that the proposals of the report should take effect immediately. That message had a significant positive impact on Labour’s popularity. None of that is to say that all Conservatives were opposed to post-war social reform. Indeed, the establishment of a new secondary-school structure was pushed through by a Conservative, R. A. ‘Rab’ Butler, in the Education Act of 1944. However, when it came to the 1945 general election, Labour was best placed to capture the new mood. Even though he had led Britain to victory, Winston Churchill was not seen as the best choice for post-war Prime Minister and Labour won by a landslide.

     

    
      
        LABOUR’S JULY 1945 LANDSLIDE

      

      
        
          
          
          
          
        
        
          
            	
               

            
            	
              Seats

            
            	
              Votes (no.)

            
            	
              Votes (%)

            
          

          
            	
              Conservative

            
            	
              213

            
            	
              9,988,306

            
            	
              39.8

            
          

          
            	
              Labour

            
            	
              393

            
            	
              11,995,152

            
            	
              47.8

            
          

          
            	
              Liberal

            
            	
              12

            
            	
              2,248,226

            
            	
              9.0

            
          

          
            	
              Others

            
            	
              22

            
            	
              854,294

            
            	
              2.8

            
          

          
            	
              Turnout: 72.8%

            
            	
               

            
            	
               

            
            	
               

            
          

        
      

      

    

    

     

    The Labour Party that won in 1945 had never secured a majority at any previous election. Yet it was full of experienced ministers. Many had served since 1940 as members of the coalition government set up in that year. The new Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, had been deputy PM to Churchill, while others such as Herbert Morrison and Ernest Bevin had played crucial wartime roles. Attlee was a very different character to Churchill and was no great rhetorician. But he led an extremely talented Cabinet and was a highly effective coordinator of those talents. He certainly needed to be, as the tensions between some of his ministers were great. One well-known story tells how, within Bevin’s earshot, someone remarked that Morrison was his own worst enemy. Bevin retorted, ‘Not while I’m alive he ain’t.’2

    Despite these rivalries, and the fact that the ministers had endured five years of wartime government, the Attlee governments of 1945–51 (punctuated by an election in 1950) were energetic and radical. In welfare, the Beveridge Report was implemented through the National Insurance Act (1946) and National Assistance Act (1948). Aneurin ‘Nye’ Bevan pushed through the National Health Service Act in 1946 against stiff opposition from the British Medical Association, whose members (doctors) resented being taken over by the state. When the NHS came into existence in 1948, it was the world’s most advanced health system providing free treatment for all.

    The war had left a severe housing problem in many bomb-damaged cities. When combined with the terrible conditions of pre-war slums, this meant that housing was a pressing issue for any government which wanted to better the day-to-day lives of the people. Labour sought to tackle the problem by building a million new homes by 1951. Many of these were in New Towns around London, which gave people the ability not only to get out of polluted cities, but enjoy quick access to the countryside. Meanwhile, the collective spirit was also applied to many industries. The government nationalised coal, gas and electricity production, the iron and steel industry, and inland transport (most notably the railways). This was based on a view that these areas of the economy were so crucial to the nation that they should be run by government in the interests of all. Moreover, all except iron and steel were loss-making and there was little argument from anyone about the need to keep such failing industries going for the nation as a whole, even if there was a cost to the taxpayer.

    The Labour Party could feel satisfied about implementing so many socialist measures, but it faced severe economic difficulties while it did so. The national finances (and therefore Labour’s welfare policies) rested on an American loan of over £1 billion. This had a very generous interest rate of two percent and annual repayments were not to begin until 1951. In addition, the UK received generous payments under the Marshall Plan, the US scheme for helping to boost post-war economies in Europe. However, as a condition of the loan, the US had insisted that the British pound should be convertible to the dollar by 1947 as a measure to encourage global trade. Yet the British economy was so weak that convertibility went badly wrong and trading in the pound was suspended. In late 1947, a series of cuts in spending and increases in taxation were introduced by the Chancellor, Stafford Cripps, initiating what became known as the ‘Age of Austerity’. The atmosphere of gloom had already been worsened by a terrible winter in early 1947 during which fuel stocks failed to keep pace with demand. Meanwhile, although the war was over, much rationing continued until at least 1948. Indeed, bread had never been rationed during the war but was in 1946–8.

     

    
      
        GREAT PRIME MINISTERS – CLEMENT ATTLEE

      

      The policies of Clement Attlee (1883–1967) dominated British politics until the 1970s and defined the era of post-war consensus. He was seen by many as an unlikely political leader. Churchill is widely held to have described him as a ‘sheep in sheep’s clothing’ although there has never been any proven source for that. Yet he led Labour into a majority government for the first time on the basis of two election victories, and the National Health Service his government built remains one of the most treasured institutions of British society.

      The basis of Attlee’s success was his ability to offer clear direction while at the same time dealing with the massive competing egos – such as Ernest Bevin, Nye Bevan and Herbert Morrison – in his own Cabinet. Attlee effectively managed the Cabinet, resolving differences between colleagues. Sometimes he did that through compromise and sometimes through clear direction, but it was always evident that he was in charge. Moreover, there were some issues on which he led from the front, most notably on Indian independence, which was a long-standing personal political passion for him.

      His terse style was crucial to this. On one occasion in September 1947, Attlee faced dissatisfaction over his leadership and was visited by Cabinet minister Stafford Cripps, who told him that he should stand down so that Bevin could take over, and that Bevin had agreed to this. While Cripps sat in his office, Attlee phoned up Bevin and said, ‘Ernie, Stafford’s here. He says you want my job.’ Bevin said he didn’t and Attlee replied, ‘Thought not’, and won Cripps over by offering him a promotion.3 Such economy of style, and also understanding of how to butter up Cabinet colleagues, illustrates how Attlee dealt with the many challenges he faced: face up to the issue, deal with it and move on. He was brilliant at it.

    

     

    The 1945–51 period also saw significant developments in Britain’s role in the world (which are discussed further in Chapter 8). The most damaging of these for Labour’s domestic policy was engagement in the Korean War of 1950–2. The costs of this were one factor which put pressure on government spending and led to the introduction of prescription charges. A general air of austerity led to the government becoming unpopular in the late 1940s and its majority was slashed in 1950. When a tired Clement Attlee, struggling to maintain a majority in Parliament, called an election in 1951 in a desperate bid to win more seats and shore up his position in Westminster, his gamble failed and the Conservatives were the beneficiaries.

    1951–70: Butskellism and consensus

    The Conservatives, initially led by Winston Churchill, were to remain in government for the next thirteen years. Ironically, they benefited from Labour’s economic policies, which may have been unpopular at the time, but had laid the foundations for economic growth in the 1950s. Labour had kept inflation low, had increased industrial production overall, and had boosted Britain’s success in global trade with exports rising much more than imports.

    The Conservatives built on much else that Labour had done in 1945–51. They had opposed the establishment of the NHS, arguing that its structure was over-centralised. But they had not opposed the principle of a free-to-use national system, and soon came to terms with the existence of the NHS. Moreover, they had become enthusiastic about other aspects of Labour policy and in 1951 pledged to build more houses than Labour had done. As regards nationalisation, they sought only to unpick some aspects of Labour’s radical measures: the road haulage aspects of inland transport and, crucially, the iron and steel industry, which was denationalised in 1953 (only to be renationalised by Labour in 1967). The extent to which the Conservatives had accepted Labour’s post-war settlement is perhaps best seen in the response of Churchill to the 1954 rail strike. The PM felt that railway workers’ demands for higher pay were justified and directed British Railways to agree to the demands, even though that would mean operating at a loss and making further demands on the national budget. Meanwhile, The Economist looked at the similar policies pursued by the outgoing Labour Chancellor (Hugh Gaitskell) and the incoming Conservative Chancellor (Rab Butler) and said that it did not matter which party was in power because ‘Mr Butskell’ remained as Chancellor.4

    The idea of ‘Butskellism’ has influenced much academic writing on the 1951–70 period, which is usually seen as a time of political ‘consensus’ even though there were changes of both the Prime Minister and party at the country’s helm. A dominant theme of writing on post-war politics, especially associated with the work of Dennis Kavanagh, one of the most respected academic experts on the post-war years, is that the Labour and Conservative parties (the Liberals were still small in the 1950s and 1960s) pursued similar policies in government. The consensus defined by Kavanagh and others can be seen as having five principal characteristics.5 First of all, governments were committed to maintaining full employment. None of them believed that it would be right to return to the mass unemployment of the 1930s. Many politicians of all parties had become politically conscious in that decade and regarded the unemployment they saw as morally wrong. That applied just as much to Conservatives such as Harold Macmillan and Edward Heath as it did to Labour leaders. Second, they saw an extensive role for government in running a mixed economy, hence disputes over the scope but not the principle of nationalisation. Third, they were committed to high levels of welfare spending. Fourth, they were committed to conciliating trades unions. Finally, these attitudes were underpinned by optimism that active government, reinforced by the expertise of the civil service, could tackle most challenges which came its way.

    This approach to the 1950s and 1960s has been challenged by some writers, who argue that profound differences existed between the parties, and that even when they pursued policies, they were doing so to achieve different ends.6 Much work now focuses on particular areas of policy in an effort to see how much agreement there really was on specific issues.7 Arguably, most writers accept the basic idea of consensus, while recognising that party disputes continued.8 So what becomes interesting about British politics in the 1950s and 1960s is establishing exactly where and why there were differences of opinion.

     

    
      
        GREAT PARTY LEADERS – HUGH GAITSKELL

      

      The people remembered as the greatest leaders in British politics tend to be Prime Ministers. Yet leadership is often seen in its rawest form in opposition parties. Unsupported by the power of office and the vast resources of tax-funded Prime Ministerial offices, there have been several examples of politicians who have made a significant impact on the shape of British politics without ever themselves being in a position to hold the highest office.

      Hugh Gaitskell (1906–63) was the first avowed Labour moderniser in the party, believing that the party was too left-wing to gain power and that it must change if it was ever to win. Like Attlee, he did not come from the party’s working-class roots, yet he was passionate about social justice and believed that the Labour Party needed to make this a priority. However, he felt that the party put off middle-class voters with its economic policies, and argued that this needed to change. He fought unsuccessfully to change Clause IV of the Party’s constitution, which dictated support for greater nationalisation. However, he ultimately won arguments over the need for the UK to maintain a nuclear deterrent – which many saw as a test of Labour’s commitment to a strong defence policy. Seen by many as a leader of great energy, he died suddenly in early 1963 and it fell to Harold Wilson to lead the next Labour government.

    

     

     

    
      
        MOVERS AND SHAKERS – TONY CROSLAND

      

      Tony Crosland (1918–77) was the most important thinker of post-war Labour politics. Although Crosland held high office (Foreign Secretary in 1976–7), and was very influential as Secretary of State for Education and Science in 1965–7, he was most important because of a book: The Future of Socialism (1956). It was in some way accidental that this book was ever written. First elected to Parliament in 1950, Crosland lost his seat in 1955, and having previously been an academic (after wartime membership of the Parachute Regiment), he returned to writing. Despite its title, the book he wrote was more about social democracy than socialism, arguing that the Labour Party needed to change to adapt to modern circumstances, embracing aspects of capitalism it had once opposed, while passionately pursuing a more egalitarian society. The book offered intellectual underpinnings to Gaitskell’s project to change the Labour Party and had a huge impact on the centre left more widely. A line runs directly from Gaitskell to Blair, Brown and New Labour. There is also a link between Croslandite thought and that of the Liberal Democrats. Few British politicians have written a book as influential as Crosland’s, which can well be described as the most influential British political text of the post-war years.

    

     

    Undoubtedly, the biggest single dispute between parties was the Suez crisis of 1956. The details of this are discussed in Chapter 8, but Britain’s role in it gave the Labour opposition (and the handful of Liberals) a big stick with which to beat the government. It brought to an end the political career of Anthony Eden, who cited ‘ill health’ as his reason for resigning as PM in 1957 to be replaced by Harold Macmillan. A further dispute between parties was over ‘sleaze’ (a term generally in use from the 1940s to indicate corruption and/or scandal in politics), as seems to be so often the case when a party has been in power for many years. The specific point at issue towards the end of the long period of Conservative rule was the relationship between the married Secretary of State for War, John Profumo, and call girl Christine Keeler. The latter was also involved with a Soviet Embassy official and there was public concern about a risk to national security. Profumo told Parliament that there was ‘no impropriety whatsoever’9 in his relationship with Keeler, but as details of the affair emerged (such as naked swimming at a party at Cliveden House) he resigned. When combined with other scandals of the time, such as the blackmailing of an Admiralty official, John Vassall, by the KGB, the Profumo affair undermined the government’s reputation. In contrast, Labour, led by Harold Wilson from 1963, was able to put forward a modernising agenda using the term ‘white heat of technology’ to summarise its energy for change. At the 1964 election it looked far more able than a sleazy Conservative Party, by this time led by the tweedy aristocrat Alec Douglas-Home, to lead Britain in the 1960s, a decade which was already beginning to swing.

     

    
      
        MEDIOCRE PRIME MINISTERS – HAROLD MACMILLAN

      

      Harold Macmillan (1894–1986) served as Prime Minister from 1957 to 1963 and presided over a period of high economic growth in which he could rightly claim that Britain had ‘never had it so good’. Macmillan can take little credit for the benign global economic conditions, and indeed he has been seriously criticised for failing to do anything about the threat of inflation, which he had identified as a problem. However, Macmillan was a significant figure on the international scene. He took over at a time when Britain’s reputation was severely damaged after the debacle of the Suez crisis, which had forced out his predecessor, Eden. Macmillan successfully rebuilt Britain’s relationship with the USA, especially through a close relationship with President John F. Kennedy who came to office in 1961. Meanwhile, Macmillan played a significant role in the peaceful ending of British rule in several African countries. Although Macmillan’s government had become increasingly tarnished with sleaze by the time he resigned in 1963, it was ill health which forced him out of office. Ironically, he had been incorrectly diagnosed as having an inoperable cancer, but when it became clear that this was not the case, he had already stood down.

    

     

    Despite such controversies, we can still see much consensus between parties at this time. Harold Macmillan’s reaction to pressure within his party for a new direction illustrates resistance to moving away from the centre ground. As Prime Minister, Macmillan made much of his success in presiding over an economy that was growing. The phrase ‘You’ve never had it so good’ became closely associated with him after he used words to that effect at a Conservative rally in Bedford in July 1957. However, he had an inkling that the growth may not be sustainable and that it was important to show restraint in how the proceeds of growth were spent. Other Conservatives shared these concerns, especially Peter Thorneycroft, then the Chancellor, who believed that steadily increasing public expenditure would lead to higher inflation. When in 1958 Macmillan decided that, despite his doubts, high spending should continue, Thorneycroft resigned. This row set the Conservatives firmly on maintaining the policies of consensus but it began to open up a fissure in the Conservative Party which would erupt in the 1970s.

     

    
      
        POOR PRIME MINISTERS

      

      It may seem odd to describe Winston Churchill (1874–1965) as a poor Prime Minister. Yet in the context of post-1945 politics, that is just what he was. Old age and illness left him very frail during his time as PM in 1951–5 and he was a shadow of his wartime self when he had arguably been Britain’s greatest ever PM. In the 1950s, Churchill was symptomatic of the crisis of leadership which faced the Conservative Party for much of the 1950s and 1960s. In some ways the party was struggling to find someone as great as the wartime Churchill and even the man himself could not fill that role post-war. When Churchill was succeeded by Anthony Eden (1897–1977), who had been the heir apparent for years, it looked like there might be new direction and vitality for the party. But Eden was gone within two years, ostensibly handing over to Macmillan on health grounds, but in reality damaged below the waterline by the Suez crisis (see Chapter 8). Because of Suez, Eden is quite often seen as Britain’s worst post-war Prime Minister. The other claimant to that title is Alec Douglas-Home (1903–95) who was Prime Minister for barely a year in 1963–4. His time was limited by the fact that when he took over, a general election was imminent and he had little time to make his mark. The dominant image of him is as the 14th Earl of Home (a title he held before becoming Prime Minister), more at home on the grouse moor than in the Swinging London of the 1960s. Compared to Eden, though, he made few mistakes.

    

     

    Entirely outside party politics was the situation in Northern Ireland. From the mid-1960s there had been pressure within Northern Ireland for reforms to institutions and laws which were widely held to discriminate against the Catholic minority in the population. Reforms came slowly – too slow for some, but too quickly for others. By the summer of 1969 a state of virtual civil war existed in some of Northern Ireland’s towns and cities. When British troops were deployed to keep order, although initially welcomed by Catholics who saw them as protectors, they soon became a target for the largest paramilitary group, the Irish Republican Army (or IRA), which wanted Northern Ireland to be part of a fully independent United Ireland. The brief honeymoon with the Catholic population ended within months and British troops came to be seen as a bulwark of the Protestant-dominated state. By 1972, the situation was so bad that Northern Ireland’s devolved Parliament had been suspended, with rule from London in its place. However, in the late 1960s, nobody could have guessed that thirty years of ‘The Troubles’ lay ahead.

    None of this divided the main parties in Britain. Much more problematic was the role of trades unions. By the late 1960s, successive strikes were making the leaders of all parties concerned that the unions held too much unaccountable power. Harold Wilson gave Barbara Castle, the Secretary of State for Employment, the task of coming up with recommendations for constraining union power. Her proposals in a government white paper, In Place of Strife (1969), included a requirement for unions to ballot all members before going on strike and were vigorously opposed by union leaders. In the face of this, the government dropped its scheme and unions were to become the central problem of British politics in the 1970s.

     

    
      
        MEDIOCRE PRIME MINISTERS – HAROLD WILSON

      

      The tone of politics in the Swinging Sixties was set by Harold Wilson (1916–95) who was Prime Minister from 1964 to 1970 and then again from 1974 to 1976. Wilson made ‘modernisation’ an overt goal and used the rhetoric of the ‘modern’. He saw technology as the driver of a better future and wanted a new meritocratic society forged in its ‘white heat’. Under Wilson, there was a massive expansion of comprehensive education, in addition to a raft of legislation which created a more liberal society. This suited the mood of the times which, like Blair, Wilson was great at judging. Consequently, Wilson did much to break down the image of politics and politicians as stuffy and aristocratic. He was one of three Prime Ministers who rose from humble origins through grammar school to Oxford University (the other two being Thatcher and Heath) and Wilson seemed to embody the idea that everyone could be successful in post-war Britain. He astutely courted celebrities, securing the award of MBEs to the Beatles, and remarking that England only seem to win the football World Cup (in 1966) under a Labour government. It should also be said that Wilson was highly effective at navigating divides within the Labour Party, keeping it broadly united on such controversial issues as the Vietnam War and membership of the European Economic Community. None of this makes Wilson a great Prime Minister, but it made him the supreme political fixer of his day.

    

     

    
      
        MOVERS AND SHAKERS – BARBARA CASTLE

      

      In her time, Barbara Castle (1910–2002) was one of the most prominent figures in politics. Partly, Castle was known for the relative rarity of women ministers at the time. Had the Labour Party ever chosen a woman as leader in the 1960s or 1970s, it would most likely have been her. She first gained public prominence in the later 1940s and 1950s as someone who was willing to speak her mind, especially on international issues, and was part of the Bevanite left of the Labour Party. However, it was her career as a minister which gave her a prominent place in the public mind. As Minister of Transport in 1965–8, she introduced the breathalyser to try to tackle ‘drunk driving’. In 1968–70 she was Secretary of State for Employment in which role she secured the landmark Equal Pay Act. This gave women the right to equal pay: it had previously been legal for employers to pay men more than women for the same work. In the same role, she was also embroiled in rows with unions through her In Place of Strife proposals. Although these failed, they put her in the public eye, as did her later introduction of the earnings link for pensions while Secretary of State for Social Services in 1974–6. Consequently, Barbara Castle was someone who became very prominent simply by doing what ministers do.

    

     

    Legislators had more success in passing a series of liberalising measures in the mid to late 1960s, which arose from and contributed to the new air of freedom which marked the Swinging Sixties. A series of laws regarding matters of life, death and morality were brought in on a largely cross-party basis. Homosexuality (in private and between consenting adults over the age of twenty-one) was decriminalised in 1967, as was abortion. Capital punishment was suspended in 1965, while divorce on the basis of ‘marital breakdown’ was allowed from 1969.

    1970–9: the Sick Man of Europe

    Most commentators expected Harold Wilson to win again in the 1970 election and it was something of a surprise that Edward Heath led the Conservatives to victory instead. This is sometimes attributed to the publication of poor economic statistics just before the election, which made people concerned about Labour’s stewardship of the economy. Heath had certainly been critical of Labour on the economy and public spending, and intended to behave differently in government. At a conference of the Conservative Shadow Cabinet at Selsdon Park prior to the election, Heath set out an agenda which involved reducing spending and getting tough on the unions. This was seen to be going back to an earlier form of Conservatism, and rejecting aspects of the post-war consensus, in the way that Thorneycroft had wanted back in 1958.

    Heath certainly entered government with the intention of carrying out these policies. The Industrial Relations Act (1971) established a special court to enforce pay agreements made through collective bargaining. The 1971 budget reduced income tax and cut some areas of public spending. However, Heath did not manage to face down a miners’ strike in 1972 (they got three times the pay increase they were originally offered) and dock workers also went on strike successfully in the same year. Meanwhile, inflation was rising and Britain was importing ever more manufactured goods than it was exporting. British industry simply did not seem to be competitive in global markets and, compared to most other European countries, Britain was in the doldrums, becoming widely known as the ‘Sick Man of Europe’.

    Heath’s approach to these problems was heavily constrained by his generational attitudes. In part, he felt that joining the European Economic Community, which Britain did from 1 January 1973 (see Chapter 8), would help solve Britain’s economic problems and, more widely, contribute towards peace in Europe. He was also willing to spend a great deal to bail out failing industries so that they would not have to lay off workers. So, for example, Rolls Royce was nationalised in 1971 rather than being allowed to go bankrupt. Moreover, the unions remained extremely powerful and the miners, buoyed up by their success in 1972, went on strike again in late 1973, at this stage only refusing to work overtime and weekends. By this time, the effects of the Arab–Israeli war were having a huge effect on fuel prices and the miners well knew that there was no cheap oil alternative to coal to keep the power stations going. By January 1974, electricity was becoming so scarce that businesses were forced to work a three-day week to save energy. In homes, the lights were liable to go out at any point due to regular power cuts. When the miners went on full strike in February 1974, Heath sought an election, telling the country that it had to choose between rule by Parliament or rule by the unions.

    The country seemed to be unclear about its answer to this question, with Labour and the Conservatives almost neck and neck when the votes were counted. One reason for this close result was that at various times since the early 1960s, voters had shown an increasing willingness to opt for parties other than Labour and the Conservatives. That partly meant Plaid Cymru and the Scottish National Party in Wales and Scotland, but throughout Britain it meant the Liberal Party. The Liberals had shown that they could win by-elections with protest votes against the government from the late 1950s, and occasionally did well in opinion polls, but this had not translated into a significant showing at a general election until February 1974. In that election, they increased their seats from six to fourteen, but more importantly, their vote share went up from 7.5% to 19.3%.

    Despite the lack of an overall majority, Harold Wilson, as incoming Labour Prime Minister, did not seek to form a coalition (although Heath did have unsuccessful talks with the Liberals to try to save his political skin). Instead, Wilson led a minority government before holding another election in October 1974 which gave him a narrow majority. One of Wilson’s first acts was to repeal Heath’s union legislation, which he did in return for the unions agreeing to restrain their wage demands voluntarily. That pledge did not last long and the story of the rest of the decade is one of Labour (led by James Callaghan after Wilson stood down in 1976) struggling to deal with an economy which was falling apart and unions which made ever more demands on the public purse.

    The crunch came in the summer of 1976 when the Treasury was incapable of meeting the demands on it for spending. Callaghan went to the International Monetary Fund and secured a loan of nearly £4 billion, but this was only given in return for a pledge that public spending would be reduced by £3 billion annually. Since the interests of union members were the targets of many cuts, the unions were enraged. The government was steadily losing its majority through by-election losses and a brief pact with the Liberal Party (the ‘Lib-Lab Pact’) only held off the inevitable. By the winter of 1978, there were strikes throughout the public sector. A symbol of the nation’s paralysis was that refuse collectors were on strike and piles of rubbish began to collect on the streets. In March 1979, in the wake of what became known as the ‘Winter of Discontent’, Callaghan lost a vote of confidence in Parliament. Inflation stood at over ten percent. Yet if the unions had been aggrieved about their treatment at the hands of a Labour government, they were about to face an even tougher opponent.

     

    
      
        MOVERS AND SHAKERS – ENOCH POWELL

      

      Enoch Powell (1912–98) presided over aspects of consensus politics quite happily, not least as Minister of Health in 1960–3. Yet Powell was outspoken on three issues which made him an extremely newsworthy figure. The first of these was levels of public spending. As far back as 1958, when he was Financial Secretary to the Treasury, he came to the view that Conservatives should be reducing state spending. He even resigned from office with Peter Thorneycroft in protest over Harold Macmillan’s spending plans. This was a theme to which he returned in the early 1970s and although he had managed to marginalise himself from the mainstream Conservative Party by this time, he was the most prominent Conservative to take this line, well before, for example, Keith Joseph did so. That Powell was so marginalised from his party was because he had by 1968 become a vociferous opponent of immigration into the UK from former colonies. He said in an infamous speech that he foresaw ‘rivers of blood’ running in the streets if immigration was not checked. Although he was certainly not calling for violence, it was an inflammatory speech which led Heath to sack him from the Shadow Cabinet. Powell’s formal separation from his party came in 1974 when he left the Conservatives over Europe. He did not support British membership of the EEC and called on people to vote against his party (which was then far more enthusiastic about Europe than Labour was) before he moved to become an Ulster Unionist MP. Throughout, Powell’s influence came through speaking for many who did not see a party which represented their views. As such, he was a mover and shaker simply by being in the news and creating debate.

    

     

    1979–97: Thatcherism

    Nobody had expected Margaret Thatcher to be elected as leader of the Conservative Party when she challenged Heath in 1975. She was simply seen as a ‘stalking horse’, somebody who would run against the existing leader to see how much discontent there really was, prior to bigger beasts (in this case, people like William Whitelaw) entering a proper leadership race if Heath was damaged enough to stand down. But she did so well in the first ballot against Heath that she had the momentum to continue in the next round of the election and emerged as the surprise winner, the first woman to lead a British political party.

     

    
      
        MOVERS AND SHAKERS – KEITH JOSEPH

      

      Keith Joseph (1918–94) had a pretty unremarkable career as a Conservative minister in the 1960s and 1970s. When the Conservatives lost office in 1974, nobody would have predicted that Joseph would very rapidly become one of the most influential political thinkers of his party, let alone of the country, and that he would play a crucial role in shaping the next Conservative government. Yet he did that, and, unusually for a British politician, he did it on the basis of zealous pursuit of ideology. He left office in 1974 convinced that the Conservatives needed a radical change of direction. He soon subscribed to New Right thinking, inspired by Friedrich von Hayek, Joseph Schumpeter and Milton Friedman, which led Conservatives to the view that the size and role of the state needed to be cut back drastically. He pushed these ideas within the Conservative Party, especially using the Centre for Policy Studies, and was influential in persuading Margaret Thatcher that the party should adopt a ‘small state’ and promote entrepreneurism. When he became Secretary of State for Industry in 1979, he issued senior civil servants with a reading list illustrating this new ideological direction. Joseph was never one to court public opinion: as an ideologue he was never popular, and that limited his effectiveness in the persuasive role of a minister, but it is hard to deny his influence.

    



OEBPS/Fonts/Bembo-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Images/9781780748788.jpg
— T

Richard S 8 Grayson

~ British Politics

| m\‘

)’).”

/ ”“/) \

. 9
N ciiies






OEBPS/Fonts/Frutiger-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/Frutiger-Black.otf


OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
ONEWORLD





OEBPS/Images/advert.jpg
Stay p 0 date wit thelaest books,
st ke coen
ottt oy et





OEBPS/Images/ii.jpg
ONEWORLD BEGINNER’S GUIDES combine an original, inventive, and engaging
approach with expert analysis on subjects ranging from art and history to religion and
politics, and everything in-between. Innovative and affordable, books in the series
are perfect for anyone curious about the way the world works and the big ideas of

our time.

aesthetics

africa

american politics
anarchism

ancient philosophy
animal behaviour
anthropology
anti-capitalism
aquinas
archaeology

art

artificial intelligence
the baha’i faith

the beat generation
the bible
biodiversity
bioterror & biowarfare
the brain

british politics

the Buddha

cancer

censorship
christianity

civil liberties
classical music
climate change
cloning

the cold war
conservation

crimes against humanity
criminal psychology
critical thinking

the crusades
daoism

democracy
descartes

dewey

dyslexia

economics

energy
engineering

the english civil wars
the enlightenment
epistemology

ethics

the european union
evolution

evolutionary psychology
existentialism

fair trade

feminism

forensic science

french literature

the french revolution
genetics

global terrorism
hinduism

history

the history of medicine
history of science
homer

humanism

huxley

international relations
iran

islamic philosophy

the islamic veil
journalism

judaism

lacan

life in the universe
literary theory
machiavelli

mafia & organized crime
magic

marx

medieval philosophy
the middle east

®
”
o ciiiies

modern slavery

NATO

the new testament
nietzsche
nineteenth-century art
the northern ireland conflict
nutrition

oil

opera

the palestine-israeli conflict
parapsychology
particle physics

paul

philosophy

philosophy of mind
philosophy of religion
philosophy of science
planet earth
postmodernism
psychology

quantum physics

the qur'an

racism

rawls

reductionism

religion

renaissance art

the roman empire

the russian revolution
shakespeare

shi‘i islam

the small arms trade
sufism

the torah

the united nations

the victorians
volcanoes

the world trade organization
world war Il






OEBPS/Fonts/Bembo.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/Frutiger-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/Frutiger-BoldCn.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/Frutiger-Roman.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/Bembo-Bold.otf


