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Page 119     Evacuation is a key example of the social impact of the war.
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A lively controversy has been generated among modern historians
over the changes produced in British society by the Second World
War. The four extracts represent some of the major lines of thought,
Writing as a contemporary of the war, A M. Low sees it as positively
beneficial; the war elevated social aspirations, helped to clear away
obsolete ideas, and encouraged the population to show s finer char-
acteristics.

Twenty years after the end of the war, AJ.P. Taylor compares its
impact on Britain with the experience of revolutionary Russia. He
makes the contentious claim that Britain underwent an economic
revolution during the course of the war and that the degree of cen-
tral control and direction assumed by the government created a
nation more truly socialist than that of Soviet Russia. In contrast,
Angus Calder’s conclusion is that, far from causing a revolution, the
Second World War merely hastened Britain’s progress along the path
already taken. Dismissing the concept of revolution altogether,
Henry Pelling argues that there is no necessary causal connection
between the war and social change in Britain; using the Latin tag, he
accuses those who see such a connection of having fallen into the
obvious error that merely because one event follows another it can be
assumed that the one caused the other, Does the fact that Low was
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1 The Labour Party in Power: the
Attlee Years, 1945-51

Votes Seats % Vote

Conservative 9,988,306 213 39.8
Liberal 2,248,226 12 9.0
Labour 11,995,159 393 47.8
Communist 102,780 2 0.4
Others 751,514 20 3.0

a) Labour’s Landslide Victory in the 1945 Election

he scale of the Labour Party’s victory in 1945 surprised even
itself. Ten years earlier it had gained 37.9 per cent of the overall
vote but had won only 154 seats (see page 77). In 1945 it gained ten
per cent more of the vote, increased its support by three and a half
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million, and won 393 seats. This gave it a massive majority of 180 over
he Conservatives. In hindsight, the reasons are not difficult to find.
Churchill’s great popularity as a wartime leader did not carry over
into peacetime. In the minds of a good part of the electorate his
Conservative Party was associated with the grim depression years of
the 1930s and with the failure either to prevent war or to prepare for
it adequately.

In 1945 there was also a powerful feeling in Britain that effective
postwar social and economic reconstruction was both vital and
eserved, and that the tired old Conservative establishment that had
ominated the interwar years would be incapable of providing it.
People could remember clearly how a generation earlier the Lloyd
George Coalition and the Conservative governments of the 1920s
had failed to deliver ‘the land fit for heroes’ that the nation had been
promised. Robert Pearce, a modern analyst, captures the public
mood in 1945:

Periods of warfare — that is to say of violence, brutality and general
mayhem — are often followed by outbreaks of tender idealism whose
most common symptom is the vision of a fairer society. As in 1918,
with ‘a fit country for heroes to live in’, so in 1945, when the Labour
party was closely associated with hopes for better housing and a
welfare state ... Labour did not have to win the election but merely
avoid losing it.

The Labour Party had been created specifically to protect the
interests of ordinary people. Now its hour had come. Despite its own
failure to handle the financial crisis of 1931 during its brief period of
minority government, the Labour Party was not associated in the
minds of the electorate with the mistakes of the preceding 25 years.
It was, therefore, judged to be best fitted to undertake the task of

reconstruction in 1945.

Source A From Attlee’s Labour
Governments 1945-51 by Robert
Pearce, 1994.
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mon purpose. This in tirn was evidence of the influence of the mod-
erate socialism that the Labour Party espoused. Yet Churchill did not

regard the Report as socialist; his reluctance to Put the Report into
ather than principle. It is note-

practice was on the grounds of cost r
Cabinet supported him

worthy that the Labour members of his War
in 1942 and 1943 in defeating Commons motions demanding legis-
lation to implement the Report.

ssive majority, the Labour

However, in office after 1945 with a ma
plementing the main propos-

government turned its attention to im

als in the Report. Labour’s strategy for an integrated social-welfare
system took the form of four major measures, which came into effecr
in July 1948. In a Prime Ministerial broadcast Attlee explained in

plain terms what the intention was:
The four Acts which come into force tomorrow —
Insurance, Industrial Injuries, National Assistance and the National
Health Service — represent the main body of the army of social secu-

rity. They are comprehensive and available to every citizen. They give

National

security to all members of the family.

The National Insurance Act of | 946

built upon the Act of 1911 (sec page 11) b
universal and compulsory governmentemployer-employee con-

tributions to provide against unemployment, sickness, maternitcy

expenses, widowhood and retiremenct.

The Industrial Injuries Act of 1946

provided cover for accidents occurring in the workplace.

The National Assistance Act of 1948

established National Assistance Boards to deal directly and finan-

cially with cases of hardship and poverty.

The National Health Service Act of 1946

brought the whole population into a scheme of free medical and
hospital treatment. Drug Prescriptions, dental and optical care
were included. Under the Act the existing voluntary and local
authority hospitals were co-ordinated into a single, national sys-
tem, to be operated at local level by appointed health boards.

Sowurce € From a BBC broad-
cast by Clement Actlee, 4 July

1948.
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Source D From a speech of
Ernest Bevin in the House of

Commons, 18 July 1949,

THE EDUCATION

ACT, 1944 (THE
BUTLER ACT)

preceded the Attlee pro-
gramme. It was introduced
by R.A. Butler, and may be
regarded as the first organ-
ised attack on one of
Beveridge's five giants —
Ignorance. It provided com-
pulsory free education with-
in a tripartite secondary
education system. At the age
of |1 pupils were to take an
examination (‘the | I-plus’)
to determine whether they
were to attend a secondary-
modern, a secondary-
grammar, or a secondary-

technical school.

From the point of view of what is called the welfare State and social
services, | beg the House not to drag this business into a kind of par-
tisan warfare. This so-called welfare State has developed everywhere.
The United States is as much a welfare State as we are only in a dif-
ferent form.

In saying this Bevin was hoping to take the question out of the
political arena, arguing that the welfare state was not peculiar to
Britain. In the light of such views, it is perhaps best to see Labour’s
impressive achievement in the field of social services not as an entire-
ly new departure but as the implementation of welfare policies that
represented progressive thinking in all parties. But the fact remains
that it was Labour under Attlee that found the commitment and con-
sistency of purpose to turn good intentions into workable and per-
manent structures, often in the face of determined opposition, such
as that of the British Medical Association (BMA) to the NHS. How
well the various schemes actually worked remains a matter of dispute.
Some writers ~ Sources E and F are examples — regard them as hav-
ing, in practice, fallen far short of their original aims.

The BMA

Professions are notoriously reluctant to put the public first. The
majority of consultants and senior doctors, fearing a loss of privi-
leges and reduction in income, initially refused to co-operate with
Aneurin Bevan, who was responsible for the introduction of the
NHS. In the end he had to buy off the BMA. In return for a guar-
antee that they would not lose financially and would be allowed
to keep their private practices, the doctors agreed to enter the
NHS. Bevan remarked bitterly that he had won them over only by

‘stuffing their mouths with gold’.
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5 election that its oppo-

So large was Labour’s majority in the 194
nents feared it would enable the new government to usher in sweep-
ing socialist changes into Brirain. It is true that during the next six
years many significant and lasting reforms were introduced, but the

no attempt eirther to disrupe the capital-

>y the social storucture. That indecd
itics of Attlee’s government, who

in a position to

Labour governments made
ist system in Britain or to de
was the complaint of the left-wing cr
with its unassailable majority, wa
ansformation of British soc ety. But instead,

tr

argued that L.abour,
bring about a genuine -
they asserted, it threw away the opportunity by settling for half mea-
surces. Its nationalisation Programme was not really an attempt to take
central control of the ceconomy. Tt was restricted to non-profit making:
concerns and made no effort to rake over the pPrivate banks or insur-
ance companics. Another left-wing charge was that, by borrowing
heavily from the USA in order to meect its financial difficulties,
Attlee’s government lost its frecdom of action in forcign policy.
Dependent on America, Britain found itsclf locked irself into a last-

ing Cold War hostility towards the Soviet Union.
A powerful argument from an opposite political viewpoint was
that the Labour government had indeed thrown away a historic
opportunity to reform Britain — not, however, by doing too little but
by doing too much. Wiiters such as Clorelli Barnctt have claimed that

was the reconstruction ofits indus-

what Britain nceded after the war
should have been given to financial recovery and
t’s argu-

trial base. Priority
nation’s infrastructure. This, runs Barnc
Britain to re-establish itsclf

investment in the
ment, would have provided the means for
able to respond to the POstwvar

But, instead., Britain

as a major manufacturing cconomy,
of social welfare.

international demand for commodity goods.
made a priority mot of indusorial recovery but
However, weltare was costly and Britain, being practically bankrupt ar
the end of the war, had to borrow heavily to fund it. Saddled with
large debts, Britain was able to achieve only low economic growth. To
strengthen his case, Barnertr quoted the example of West Germany,
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which, by delaying its welfare state until it had achieved industrial
recovery, put itself on the path to an economic miracle.

The Labour government of this period laid down the policies that
were to be followed in all essentials by successive Labour and
Conservative governments during the next 85 years. Until Margaret
Thatcher came into power in 1979 and deliberately challenged this
consensus, there was a broad level of agreement on what were the
major domestic and foreign issues and how they were to be handled.

Whatever the later questions concerning the Labour govern-
ments’ performance there was little doubt among contemporaries
that something momentous had occurred. They were conscious that
Labour had created the welfare state, that it had carried into peace-
time the notion of State-directed planning, which had always been
one of its basic socialist objectives, and that in so doing it had estab-
lished Reynesianism as the basic British approach to economic plan-
ning (see page 123). RA. Butler, a leading Conservative, put the
Labour reforms into historical perspective by describing them as ‘the
greatest social revolution in our history’. What gives particular sig-
nificance to Butler’s words is that the Conservative Party came in all
major respects to accept that revolution.
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b) The War's Influence on Social Attitudes

An interesting feature of the collective war effort in Britain was the
way it increased social perception. The shared experience of the dan-

gers of war and developments, such as evacuation, helped make
ple aware of each other in ways that had not happened bel

class differences that existed. Privilege and deprivation would
course, continue after the war but, insofar as the twentieth cen

World War was 2 major factor in making it so. This s not to argue

ple of this was the flowrishing black market. Another was the

Knowledge of ‘how the other half lives” led to a questioning of the

ecame the ‘age of the common man'’, the impact of the Second

£0-
ore,

, of
ury

hat

everybody pulled together as suggested by the Ministry of
nformation propaganda films or the patriotic BBC broadcasts.
Britain was far from being a united nation during the war, One exan-

fre-

quency of industrial disputes. Although these fell in number with the

outhreak of war, by 1942 they were back at pre-var level.
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