
























































































































































































































































































































An Illustrated History of Britain 

The face of the towns had greatly changed in the 
middle years of the century. The organised 
improvement of workers' homes, of factory 
conditions, public health and education had all 
come fast, once the Victorians had developed the 
administrative and scientific means. Sidney Webb, 
an early socialist, amusingly described the pride of 
the new town authorities, or municipalities, which 
carried out these changes: 

The town councillor will walk along the munici­
pal pavement, lit by municipal gas and cleansed 
by municipal brooms with municipal water and, 
seeing by the municipal clock in the municipal 
market, that he is too early to meet his children 
coming from the municipal school . . .  will use 
the national telegraph system to tell them not to 
walk through the municipal park, but . . .  to 
meet him in the municipal reading room. 

I t  was easy to see the physical changes such as the 
growth of towns and cities and villages. It was less 
easy to see the social changes. But in fact, power 
had moved from the shires to the towns. At the 
beginning of the nineteenth century the country 
squire could use his power to rule the village, send 
children to work in the workhouse, and enclose 
common land for his own use. By 1900 he was a 
harmless reminder of an earlier age. JPs lost all their 
local government and administrative powers in 
1 888, and could now only make judgements in very 
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small cases. New county councils took their place, 
which were made up of elected men and women, 
with a staff of administrators to carry out their 
decisions, a system which still operates today. 

The authority of the Church was also weakened. In 
the country, the village priest no longer had the 
power he had had a century earlier. Churches were 
now half empty, because so many people had gone 
to live in the towns, where they stopped going to 
church. By 1 900 only 1 9  per cent of Londoners 
went regularly to church. Those who did usually 
lived in richer areas. This remains true today, when 
under I 0 per cent are regular churchgoers. 

Why did the poor no longer go to church ? One 
reason was that the Church of England offered 
them no help with the problems of their daily lives. 
Staying away from church was also a kind of 
rebellion against the ruling establishment with 
which the Church was still closely connected. In 
the village, many people had gone to church 
because they were forced to do so by the squire, 
who probably employed them. In the great cities of 
industrial Britain they were free, and they chose to 
stay away. 

They were also attracted by other ways of spending 
their Sundays. By the 1 880s, for the first time, 
working people could think about enjoying some 
free time. Apart from museums, parks, swimming 

The seaside became the place 
where everyone wished to go on 
holiday. Different seaside towns 
around the country attracted 
diff erem classes. Scarborough in 
Yorkshire, illustrated here, 
attracted the middle classes. On 
the west coast Blackpool, 
Lancashire, attracted lower 
income families. 



Cricke[ wru a gendeman's game 
in which others could also join in 
ru "players". The division 
be[ween "gendemen" ([he ruling 
esrablishmem) and "players" (of 
lower social suuu.s) was a clear 
S!tltemem of [he divide be[ween 
classes in Britain at the ·end of [he 
century. However, cricke[ was 
an impor!tlm bridge between 
classes, where respect was given 
[O those who played well, 
regardless of class. It was pardy 
for this reason, and also because 
i[ was a game which mixed ieam 
work with individual excellence, 
that the game became a symbol of 
fair play in narional life. 
Shameful behaviour in policies or 
in public life was frequendy 
described in [he press as "not 
cricke[". 

pools and libraries recently opened in towns, the 
real popular social centre remained the alehouse or 
pub. Thousands of these were built in the new 
suburbs. 

From the middle of the century many people had 
started to use the railway to get to work. Now they 
began to travel for pleasure. The working class went 
to the new seaside holiday towns. The middle class 
enjoyed the countryside, or smaller seaside resorts 
of a more expensive kind. But for both, the seaside 
was a place where families could take holidays 
together. 

The invention of the bicycle was also important. 
For the first time people could cycle into the 
countryside, up to fifty miles from home. It gave a 
new freedom to working-class and middle-class 
people, who met each other for the first time away 
from work. More importantly, it gave young women 
their first taste of freedom. Up till then they had 
always had an older woman as a companion to 
make sure that nothing "happened" when they met 
men. Now these young women had a means of 
escape, and escape they did. 

The importance of sport 

By the end of the nineteenth century, two sports, 
cricket and football, had become of great interest to 
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the British public. Cricket, which had started as a 
"gentleman's" sport, had become an extremely 
popular village game. Although it had first 
developed in the eighteenth century, it was not 
until a century later that its rules were organised. 
From 1 873 a county championship took place each 
year. Cricket was a game which encouraged both 
individual and team excellence and taught respect 
for fair play. As one Englishman said at the time, 
"We have a much greater love of cricket than of 
politics. "  Cricket was successfully exported to the 
empire: to the West Indies, India, Pakistan, 
Ceylon, Australia and New Zealand. But while it 
was popular in Wales, it never had the same 
popularity in Scotland. 

Britain's other main game, football ,  was also 
organised with proper rules in the nineteenth 
century. As an organised game it was at first a 
middle-class or gentleman's sport, but it quickly 
became popular among all classes. Football soon 
drew huge crowds who came to watch the full-time 
professional footballers play the game. By the end 
of the nineteenth century almost every town 
between Portsmouth on the south coast of England 
and Aberdeen in northeast Scotland had its own 
football, or "soccer" team. These often encouraged 
local loyalties. Sometimes they symbolised 
something more. In Glasgow Celtic was supported 
by the thousands of Irish immigrants and other 
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Catholics, while Rangers was supported by 
Protestants. But at this time there was no violence. 
Crowds were well behaved. Britain also exported 
football abroad, as young commercial travellers 
took the game with them, particularly to Europe 
and to South America. 

Changes in thinking 

The most important idea of the nineteenth century 
was that everyone nad the right to personal 
freedom, which was the basis of capitalism. This 
idea had spread widely through the book Enquiry 

into the Wealth of Nations, written by the Scotsman 
Adam Smith in the eighteenth century. After 
Adam Smith, several capitalist economists argued 
that government should not interfere in trade and 
industry at all. Fewer laws, they claimed, meant 
more freedom, and freedom for individuals would 
lead to happiness for the greatest number of people. 
These ideas were eagerly accepted by the growing 
middle class. 

However, it soon became very clear that the 
freedom of factory owners to do as they pleased had 
led to slavery and misery for the poor, not to 
happiness or freedom. By 1 820 more and more 
people had begun to accept the idea that 
government must interfere to protect the poor and 
the weak. The result was a number of laws to 
improve working conditions. One of these, in 
1833 ,  limited the number of hours that women and 
children were allowed to work. Another law the 
same year abolished slavery throughout the British 
Empire. While this set a new example 
internationally, factory owners were quick to point 
out that while slave owners were compensated for 
the loss of slave labour, they were not compensated 
for the new limits on labour in Britain. 

Such laws did hot make British factories perfect 
places in which to work, and many factory owners 
did their best to avoid obeying them. But by the 
end of the century, few people thought it was 
wrong for the government to interfere in factory 
conditions, health in towns, and education for 
children. People now saw these as government 
duties. 
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As so often happens, government policy was 
influenced by individual people. At the beginning 
of the century Robert Owen, a factory owner in 
Scotland, gave his workers shorter working hours. 
He built his factory in the countryside, away from 
the fog and dirt of the cities, and provided good 
housing nearby, and education for the workers' 
children. Owen was able to prove that his workers 
produced more in less time than those forced to 
work long hours. Owen also encouraged trade 
unions, and supported the T olpuddle Martyrs. 
Owen's ideas and example began to spread. Other 
reformers, like the Quaker, Arthur Cadbury, 
famous for his Birmingham chocolate factory, built 
first-class housing for their workers. 

In spite of men like Owen, improvements were 
slow. By the end of the century, 30 per cent of the 

Most of che poorer classes lived in unhealthy conditions in small, damp 
"back-co-back'' houses, with few open spaces. As the middle classes moved 
out co better suburbs, parts of the city centres became areas of poverty, Uke 
chis screet in Newcastle in 1880. 



nation was still extremely poor. It was an 
uncomfortable fact for the most powerful nation on 
earth. Again, it was individual people who led the 
fight against this problem. William Booth starred a 
new religious movement, the Salvation Army, to 
"make war" on poverty. His book In Darkest 
England and the Way Out was a reminder chat while 
the British called Africa "the dark continent", 
areas of possibly greater "darkness" were just down 
the road in their own towns. 

Literature was influenced by the new mood of 
change. In the middle of the century Charles 
Dickens attacked the rich and powerful for their 
cruelty towards the weak and unfortunate in 
society. Painting too was affected. A century earlier 
it had been the great landowning aristocracy who 
had bought paintings and paid artists. In the 
nineteenth century it was the mainly urban middle 
class, and to please chem, artists painted different 
subjects, such as sentimental scenes of the 
countryside, and paintings which told a moral 
story. But some painted industrial scenes which 
raised questions about the new society Britain had 
created. "Pre-Raphaelite" painters looked back to 
the pre-industrial medieval and classical worlds 
with fresh and romantic eyes. Later on in the 
century, many of the first socialists in Britain were 
writers or artists. Some of these belonged to the 
"Arts and Crafts Movement", whose members 
turned away from the new middle-class values, and 
looked to pre-industrial handcraft and to nature for 
inspiration. 

Above all, Victorian society was self-confident. 
This had been shown in the Grear Exhibition in 
185 I .  British self-confidence was built not only 
upon power but also upon the rapid scientific 
advances being made at the time. In 1857 Charles 
Darwin published The Origin of Species. His theory 
of evolution, based upon scientific observation, was 
welcomed by many as proof of mankind's ability to 
find a scientific explanation for everything. But for 
churchgoing people, who were mostly to be found 
among the middle classes, the idea that all animals, 
including human beings, had developed from more 
simple creatures shook this self-confidence and led 
to a crisis in the Church. Most of the churchgoing 
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population believed every word of the Bible. They 
found it difficult to accept Darwin's theory that the 
world had developed over millions of years, and had 
not been created in six days in the year 4004 BC. 

Even less acceptable was the idea that over a period 
of thousands of years man had developed from the 
ape. The battle between "faith" and "reason" lasted 
for the rest of the century. 

There was one dangerous result of Darwin's book. 
Some of those who accepted his ideas began to talk 
of "advanced" and "inferior" races. These ideas 
soon influenced Britain's imperial policy. Several 
European countries already shared the view that for 
reasons of religion and "higher" civilisation, they 
could justify their colonial policy. But the idea of 
racial or genetic superiority was a new one, from 
which the colonised peoples could not hope to 
escape. They could accept Christianity and could 
become "more civilised", but they could not change 
their race. 

Today it is difficult to understand how these ideas 
could have been accepted. But at the time there 
was little doubt among most of the British that 
Britain was the most advanced of the "advanced" 
races, with a duty to govern the "inferior" races. 

The end of "England's summer" 

At the beginning of the twentieth century people 
did not, of course, realise that they were living at 
the end of an age. There was still a general belief in 
the "l iberal idea", that the nation could achieve 
steady economic and social improvement as well as 
democracy without revolution. Things for Britain 
could only get better and better. 

A growing demand for reform led "New Liberal" 
governments to try to improve social conditions. In 
1 907 they provided free school meals, to improve 
the health of Britain's children. The following year 
they started an old age pensions scheme. It was an 
astonishing new idea that government should 
prevent the old from starving or becoming home­
less. ln 1 909 Labour Exchanges were opened, where 
those without work could look for jobs. Two years 
later all working people were made to pay for 
"national insurance". lt was another new idea that 
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those unable to earn money through sickness or 
unemployment would be helped by the state. 

The New Liberals had begun to establish what 
became the "welfare state". By doing so, they made 
important changes to the free capitalism of the 
nineteenth century. Government, said the Liberals, 
had a duty to protect the weak against the strong. 
As in the gentlemanly sport of cricket, the Liberals 
believed that even within capitalism there had to 
be "fair play". 

In 191 1 another important political event occurred. 
The Liberal drive for reform, both in Irish politics 
and in social affairs at home, was extremely 
unpopular with most Conservatives, who had a 
majority in the House of Lords. They used this 
majority to stop many of the bills introduced by the 
Liberal government in the Commons in the years 
1 906- 10. The battle of wills between the two 
Houses produced a crisis when the Liberals tried to 
introduce a new budget in 1 909 which was in­
tended to increase the taxes paid by the rich, 
particularly the large landowners. The Lords turned 
down the new budget. The new king, George V, 
put an end to the crisis by warning that he would 
create enough new Liberal lords to give the Liberals 
a majority. The Lords gave in. One result of the 
dispute was that taxation was increasingly seen as a 
social matter as well as an economic one. 

The crisis, however, was not only about money, 
or about reform. There was a constitutional 
disagreement. The Conservatives still favoured a 
two-house parliamentary system, but they now 
recognised that the Lords would have to be 
changed. The Liberals wanted one strong house, 
with the powers of the Lords so weakened that it 
could not prevent the will of the Commons from 
being carried out. The result of this constitutional 
debate was the Parliament Act of 1 9 1 1 .  Like much 
of British political development it resulted from a 
compromise, but one in which the Liberals won 
most of what they wanted. The House of Lords lost 
its right to question financial legislation passed in 
the Commons. Its powers in all other matters were 
limited. It  could no longer prevent legislation but 
only delay it, and for not more than two years. The 
system still operates. 
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In the same year, for the first time, the Commons 
agreed that MPs should be paid. This was a far 
more important step than it might seem, for it 
meant that men of low income could now become 
MPs. In 1 906 a new "Labour" party had managed 
to get twenty-nine representatives elected to Parlia­
ment. It was clear to even the most conservative­
minded that socialists should work inside the 
parliamentary system rather than outside it. The 
dangers of political evolution were far less than 
those of revolution. 

The storm clouds of war 

By the end of the century it had become clear that 
Britain was no longer as powerful as it had been. ln 
1 885 a book entitled England noted "we have come 
to occupy a position in which we are no longer 
progressing, but even falling back . . .  We find 
other nations able to compete with us to an extent 
such as we have never before experienced." In 
Europe Germany was now united and had become 
very strong. Its economic prospects were clearly 
greater than Britain's. Like the USA it was 
producing more steel than Britain, and it used this 
to build strong industries and a strong navy. 

Why did Britain lose the advantages it had over 
other countries at the time of the Great Exhibition 
of 185 1 ?  There seem to be a number of reasons. 
Other countries, Germany particularly, had greater 
natural wealth, including coal and iron, and wheat­
producing lands. Most British people invested their 
money abroad rather than in building up home 
industry. British workers produced less than those 
in other countries, and Britain was behind other 
countries in science and technology, as well as in 
management skills, and did little to change this. 
Public schools, the private system of education for 
the richer middle class, did not encourage business 
or scientific studies. Britain had nothing to compare 
with the scientific and technical education of 
Germany. Finally, the working class, used to low 
pay for long hours, did not feel they were partners 
in manufacture. 

The balance of power in Europe that had worked so 
well since Waterloo was beginning to collapse. The 



British believed that the long period of peace had 
been the result of Britain's authority in world 
affairs. This authority came from Britain's imperial 
and economic power. By 1 880 the British merchant 
fleet was four times larger than it had been in 1 84 7 ,  
when it  was already the world leader. More than 
two out of every three tons of shipping passing 
through the Suez Canal was British. By 1880, too, 
Britain led the world in telegraphic 
communications, with lines to almost every part of 
the world. London was beyond doubt the centre of 
the growing international financial system. But in 
spite of such things, Britain found that Germany, 
France and the USA were increasingly competing 
with her. Britain was not used to being so strongly 
challenged. 

Suddenly Britain realised that it no longer ruled the 
seas quite so assuredly, and that others had more 
powerful armies and more powerful industries. As a 
result of the growth of international trade Britain 
was less self-sufficient, and as a result of growing US 
and German competition started to trade more with 
the less developed and less competitive world. This 
experience increased its sense of political 
uncertainty. Britain had been surprised and shocked 
by the way in which almost the whole of Europe 
had taken the part of the Boers against Britain 
during the South African war, 1 899- 1 902. It was a 
sharp reminder that friendship in Europe did 
matter, and that Britain was no longer able to 
persuade other countries how to behave in quite the 
same way that it had fifty years earlier. It had to 
reach agreement with them. Between 1902 and 
1907 Britain made treaties or understandings of 
friendship with France, Japan and Russia. It failed 
to reach agreement with the Ottoman Empire, and 
with the country it feared most, Germany. 

The danger of war with Germany had been clear 
from the beginning of the century, and it was this 
which had brought France and Britain together. 
Britain was particularly frightened of Germany's 
modem navy, which seemed a good deal stronger 
than its own. The government started a programme 
of building battleships to make sure of its strength 
at sea. The reason was simple. Britain could not 
possibly survive for long without food and other 
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essential goods reaching it by sea. From 1 908 
onwards Britain spent large sums of money to make 
sure that it possessed a stronger fleet than Germany. 
Britain's army was small, but its size seemed less 
important than its quality. In any case, no one 
believed that war in Europe, if it happened, would 
last more than six months. 

By 1 9 1 4  an extremely dangerous situation had 
developed. Germany and Austria-Hungary had 
made a military alliance. Russia and France, 
frightened of German ambitions, had made one 
also. Although Britain had no treaty with France, 
in practice it had no choice but to stand by France 
if it was attacked by Germany. 

A dreadful chain of events took place. In July 1 9 1 4  
Austria-Hungary declared war o n  its neighbour 
Serbia following the murder of a senior Austrian 
Archduke in Sarajevo. Because Russia had 
promised to defend Serbia, it declared war on 
Austria-Hungary. Because of Germany's promise to 
stand by Austria-Hungary, Russia also found itself 
at war with Germany. France, Russia's ally, 
immediately made its troops ready, recognising that 
the events in Serbia would lead inevitably to war 
with Germany. Britain still hoped that it would not 
be dragged into war, but realised only a miracle 
could prevent it. No miracle occurred. 

In August 1 9 1 4  Germany's attack on France took 
its army through Belgium. Britain immediately 
declared war because it had promised to guarantee 
Belgium's neutrality by the treaty of 1 838. But 
Britain went to war also because it feared that 
Germany's ambitions, like Napoleon's over a 
century earlier, would completely change the map 
of Europe. In particular Britain could not allow a 
major enemy power to control the Low Countries. 
Gazing sadly across St James's Park from his room 
in the Foreign Office, Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign 
Secretary, remarked, "The lamps are going out all 
over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our 
lifetime." In a sense the "lamps" went out for ever. 
For what neither Britain, nor Germany, nor anyone 
else realised was that after the war no one, not even 
the winners, would be able to return to life as it had 
been before. 

1 5 7  
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The twentieth century 
22 Britain at war 

The First World War • The rise of the Labour Party • The rights of 
women • Ireland • Disappointment and depression • The Second World 
War 

At the start of the twentieth century Britain was 
still the greatest world power. By the middle of the 
century, although still one of the "Big Three", 
Britain was clearly weaker than either the United 
States or the Soviet Union. By the end of the 
seventies Britain was no longer a world power at 
all, and was not even among the richest European 
powers. Its power had ended as quickly as Spain's 
had done in the seventeenth century. 

One reason for this sudden decline was the cost and 
effort of two world wars. Another reason was the 
cost of keeping up the empire, followed by the 
economic problems involved in losing it. But the 
most important reason was the basic weaknesses in 
Britain's industrial power, and particularly its failure 
to spend as much as other industrial nations in 
developing its industry. 

Now, near the end of the century, Britain has lost 
much of its earlier self-confidence, but no one is 
sure what the reasons for this are. Some argue that 
the workforce is lazy, or that the trade unions are 

An adver1iseme111 for ihe London Underground in 1908 offers ihe twenrieih­
ceniury dream far many Briiish people. As 1he "rube" reached ow inio rhe 
countryside, ne1.11 suburbs were buili. Here. so 1he adt1er1isemenr suggested. a 
family could live in a mburban house in 1he "mock" Tudor siyle. suggesiive 
of a /xisi age of national glory, with 1heir own garden. The husband waiers 
the flowers, while his wife and child prepare wool for knitting. It is a scene 
that suggests boih domestic happiness and also a middle-class properiy-owning 
democracy. It 1s cm excremely clever advercisemenr, for it hcis lost none of its 
appeal eighty years later. 

too powerful, or that there are not enough good 
managers. Others blame the immigrants who have 
settled in Britain from the old colonies since the 
Second World War. No one doubts that Britain is 
living in an age of uncertainty. 

Britain still has some valuable advantages. The 
discovery of oil in the North Sea has rescued the 
nation from a situation that might have been far 
worse. And in electronics and technology Britain is 
still a world competitor. 

A nation's story is not, or should not be, solely 
about wealth or power, but about the quality of the 
community's existence. Britain's loss of power need 
not damage that quality, unless this is measured 
only in material terms. 

The First World War 

Germany nearly defeated the Allies, Britain and 
France, in the first few weeks of war in 1 9 1 4. It had 
better trained soldiers, better equipment and a clear 
plan of attack. The French army and the small 
British force were fortunate to hold back the 
German army at the River Marne, deep inside 
France. Four years of bitter fighting followed, both 
armies living and fighting in the trenches, which 
they had dug to protect their men. 

Apart from the Crimean War, this was Britain's 
first European war for a century, and the country 
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The awfulness of war: one of Britain's 750,000 dead in the First World 
War. 

was quite unprepared for the terrible destructive 
power of modern weapons. At first all those who 
joined the army were volunteers. But in 1 9 1 6  the 
government forced men to join the army whether 
they wanted to or not. A few men, mainly 
Quakers, refused to fight. For the first time, a 
government accepted the idea that men had the 
right to refuse to fight if they believed fighting to be 
wrong. But the war went on, and the number of 
deaths increased. On 1 July 1 9 1 6  Britain attacked 
German positions on the River Somme. By the 
evening it had lost 20,000 dead and 40,000 
wounded. In fact, five months of fighting from 1 
July 1 9 1 6  cost Britain 400,000, France 200, 000 and 
Germany 500,000 dead and wounded. At 
Passchendaele, the following year, the British army 
advanced five miles at the cost of another 400,000 
dead and wounded. Modern artillery and machine 
guns had completely changed the nature of war. 
The invention of the tank and its use on the 
battlefield to break through the enemy trenches in 
1 9 1 7  could have changed the course of the war. It 
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would have led to fewer casualties if its military 
value had been properly understood at the time. 

In the Middle East the British fought against 
Turkish troops in Iraq and in Palestine, and at 
Gallipoli, on the Dardanelles. There, too, there 
were many casualties, but many of them were 
caused by sickness and heat. I t  was not until 1 9 1 7  
that the British were really able to drive back the 
Turks. 

So�ehow the government had to persuade the 
people that in spite of such disastrous results the 
war was still worth fighting. The nation was told 
that it was defending the weak (Belgium) against 
the strong (Germany),  and that it was fighting for 
democracy and freedom. 

At the same time popular newspapers, using large 
print, memorable short sentences and emotional 
language, encouraged the nation to hate Germany, 
and to want Germany's destruction. National 
feelings were even stronger in France, which had 
already been badly defeated by Germany in 187 1 .  
As a result, when Germany offered to make peace 
at the end of 19 16 ,  neither the British nor the 
French government welcomed the idea. Both were 
prisoners of the public feelings they had helped to 
create. 

The war at sea was more important than the war on 
land, because defeat at sea would have inevitably 
resulted in British surrender. From 1 9 1 5  German 
submarines started to sink merchant ships bringing 
supplies to Britain. At the battle of Jutland, in 
1 9 1 6, Admiral Jellicoe successfully drove the 
German fleet back into harbour. At the time it was 
said, with some truth, that Admiral Jellicoe was the 
only man on either side who could have lost the 
war in a single afternoon. If Germany's navy had 
destroyed the British fleet at Jutland, Germany 
would have gained control of the seas around 
Britain, forcing Britain to surrender. In spite of this 
partial victory German submarines managed to sink 
40 per cent of Britain's merchant fleet and at one 
point brought Britain to within six weeks of 
starvation. When Russia, following the Bolshevik 
revolution of 1 9 1 7, made peace with Germany, the 
German generals hoped for victory against the 



Allies. But German submarine attacks on neutral 
shipping drew America into the war against 
Germany. The arrival of American troops in France 
ended Germany's hopes, and it surrendered in 
November 1918.  

By this time Britain had an army of over five 
million men, but by this time over 750,000 had 
died, and another two million had been seriously 
wounded. About fifty times more people had died 
than in the twenty-year war against Napoleon. 
Public opinion demanded no mercy for Germany. 

In this atmosphere, France and Britain met to 
discuss peace at Versailles in 1 9 1 9. Germany was 
not invited to the conference, but was forced to 
accept its punishment, which was extremely severe. 
The most famous British economist of the time, 
John Maynard Keynes, argued that it was foolish to 
punish the Germans, for Europe's economic and 
political recovery could not take place without 
them. But his advice was not accepted. 

Apart from hatred of Germany, there was great 
sorrow for the dead. The destruction had been 
terrible. As one young soldier wrote shortly before 
he himself died, "Everywhere the work of God is 
spoiled by the hand of man . "  Wives had lost their 
husbands, children had lost their fathers, parents 
had lost their sons. It was natural for a nation in 
these circumstances to persuade itself that the war 
had somehow been worth it. Those who died in 
battle have been remembered ever since in these 
words: 

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow 
old: 

Age shall not weary them, nor the years 
condemn. 

At the going down of the sun and in the morning 
We will remember them. 

"For the Fallen", Laurence Binyon 1869-1 943 

There was also anger about the stupidity of war, 
best expressed by Britain's "war poets". As the most 
famous of them, Wilfred Owen, wrote, shortly 
before he himself died on the battlefield, "My 
subject is War, and the pity of War." The poems 
written by young poet-soldiers influenced public 
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opinion, persuading many that the war had been an 
act against God and man. "Never again" was the 
feeling of the nation when it was all over. 

When peace came there were great hopes for a 
better future. These hopes had been created by the 
government itself, which had made too many 
promises about improved conditions of life for 
soldiers returning from the war. As soon as the war 
had ended, the government started a big 
programme of building homes and improving health 
and education. But there was far less progress than 
people had been led to hope for. 

The rise of the Labour Party 

An important political development during the war 
was the rapid growth of the Labour Party. Although 
it was formally established in 1 900, its beginnings 
dated from 1 874, as part of the trade union 
movement. The trade unions themselves had grown 
enormously, from two million members to five 
million by 19 14 ,  and eight million by 1 9 18. In that 
year, for the first time, all men aged twenty-one 
and some women over thirty were allowed to vote. 
The number of voters doubled from eight to sixteen 
million people, most of whom belonged to the 
working class. 

As a result of these changes, the Labour Party, 
which had won twenty-nine seats in the 1906 
election, won fifty-seven seats in 1 9 1 8, 1 42 seats in 
1922, and 1 9 1  seats in 1923. The following year 
the first Labour government was created. The 
Labour Party, however, was not "socialist". Its 
leaders were, or had become, members of the 
middle classes. Instead of a social revolution, they 
wanted to develop a kind of socialism that would fit 
the situation in Britain. This was partly because 
Labour's leaders did not wish to frighten the voters. 
It was also because middle-class thinkers before the 
war had almost completely failed to interest the 
working class in socialist ideas. In fact Karl Marx, 
who spent most of his life in Britain studying and 
writing, was almost unknown except to a few 
friends. Both he and his close friend Friedrich 
Engels, who owned a factory in Manchester, had 
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little hope of the British working classes becoming 
truly socialist. In 1 885 Engels had written of the 
trade unionists: "The fools want to reform society 
to suit themselves, but not reform themselves to 
suit the development of society." Most working­
class people wished to improve their financial 
situation and to enjoy the advantages of the middle 
class without becoming involved in socialist beliefs. 
The trade unions and the Labour movement had 
been shaped by the experiences of the nineteenth 
century. They did not believe they could bring 
down the existing form of government, and in any 
case they wanted to change things by accepted 
constitutional means, in Parliament. This was 
partly because they were supported not only by the 
working class but also by radicals already in 
Parliament. 

By 1 9 1 4  the socialist Beatrice Webb could write: 
"The landslide in England towards social democracy 
proceeds steadily, but it is the whole nation that is 
sliding, not one class of manual workers. " That 
slide has continued for most of this century. As a 
result, the effect on Britain of the 1 9 1 7  Bolshevik 
revolution in Russia was not as great as many feared 
it would be. Enough people were interested in 
Marxism to establish a Communist Party, but the 
Labour Party firmly refused to be connected with it. 
However, Marxism stirred a deep-seated fear in the 
Conservative Party, which has continued to see 
evidence of Marxist Socialism behind the Labour 
Party, the trade unions and strike action. 

As a result of Labour's success in 1 924, the Liberal 
Party almost completely disappeared. Liberals with 
traditional capitalist ideas on the economy joined 
the Conservative Party, while most Liberal 
"reformers" joined the Labour Party. 

The rights of women 

I n  1 9 1 8 ,  some women over the age of thirty gained 
the right to vote after a long, hard struggle. John 
Stuart Mill, a radical thinker, had tried 
unsuccessfully to include votes for women in the 
1867 Reform Bill. The industrial revolution had 
increased the power of men, and their feelings 
about property. Karl Marx noticed that the factory-
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owning Englishman's attitude of "chivalry" to 
women had not prevented them from forcing 
women to work like slaves in their factories and 
workhouses. 

A man thought of his wife and daughters as his 
property, and so did the law. It was almost 
impossible for women to get a divorce, even for 
those rich enough to pay the legal costs. Until 
1 882, a woman had to give up all her property to 
her husband when she married him. And until 
1 89 1 ,  husbands were still allowed by law to beat 
their wives with a stick "no thicker than a man's 
thumb", and to lock them up in a room if they 
wished. By 1 850, wife beating had become a serious 
social problem in Britain. Men of all classes were 
able to take sexual advantage of working women. 
Women were probably treated worse in Britain than 
in any other industrialising European country at 
this time. 

After 1 870 the situation, particularly for middle­
class women, began to improve. Women were 
allowed to vote and to be elected to borough or 
county councils. A very small number started to 
study at Oxford and Cambridge in separate women's 
colleges. But while they were allowed to follow the 
same course of study as men, they could not receive 
a degree at the end. Middle-class women became 
increasingly determined to have equal rights. 

Working-class women were more interested in their 
legal rights concerning working conditions, and 
they found support in the trade union movement. 
In 1 888 the policy of the unions was that "where 
women do the same work as men, they should 
receive equal pay". It was nearly another century 
before this principle became law. Female 
membership of the unions increased, but it was not 
always easy to persuade working men to respect the 
equal rights of their wives, particularly in times of 
unemployment. 

In 1 897 women started to demand the right to vote 
in national elections. Within ten years these 
women, the "suffragettes", had become famous for 
the extreme methods they were willing to use. 
Many politicians who agreed with their aims were 
shocked by their violent methods and stopped 



Suffragettes arrested after "attacking" Buckingham Palace, May 1914. 
Suffragettes caused great feelings of hostility by their lawless acts, but they 
believed that it was only by acting in such a way that they could gain the 
attention of the nation. The First World War interrupted their campaign. 

supporting them. However, if they had not been 
willing to shock the public, the suffragettes might 
not have succeeded. 

The war in 1 91 4  changed everything. Britain would 
have been unable to continue the war without the 
women who took men's places in the factories. By 
1918  29 per cent of the total workforce of Britain 
was female. Women had to be given the vote. But 
it was not until ten years later that the voting age 
of women came down to twenty-one, equal with 
men. 

The liberation of women took other forms. They 
started to wear lighter clothing, shorter hair and 
skirts, began to smoke and drink openly, and to 
wear cosmetics. Married women wanted smaller 
families, and divorce became easier, rising from a 
yearly average of 800 in 1 9 1 0  to 8,000 in 1939. 
Undoubtedly many men also moved away from 
Victorian values. Leading writers like D. H.  
Lawrence, Aldous Huxley, James Joyce and 
Virginia Woolf freely discussed sexual and other 
sensitive matters, which would have been 
impossible for earlier generations. 

Once women could vote, many people felt that 
they had gained full and equal rights. But there was 
still a long battle ahead for equal treatment and 
respect both at work and at home. The struggle for 
full women's rights is one of the most important 
events in recent British social history, and its 
effects continue to be felt. 

22 Britain at war 

Ireland 

Before the beginning of the First World War the 
British government had agreed to home rule for 
Ireland. I t  was afraid, however, that the Protestants 
in the north would start a civil war in Ulster if 
home rule was introduced. For this reason, when 
war began in 1 9 1 4 ,  the government delayed the 
introduction of home rule, and called on Irishmen 
to join the army. Many thousands did, encouraged 
by their MPs, who hoped that this show of loyalty 
would help Ireland win self-government when the 
war ended. 

There was another group of Irishmen, however, 
who did not see why they should die for the British, 
who had treated Ireland so badly. They did not 
only want home rule, but full independence. At 
Easter 1 9 1 6, these republicans rebelled in Dublin. 
They knew they could not win, but they hoped 
their rising would persuade other Irishmen to join 
the republican movement. The "Easter Rising" was 
quickly put down, and most Irish disapproved of it. 
But the British executed all the leaders, which was 
a serious mistake. The public was shocked, not only 
in I reland, but also in London. Irish Americans 
were also angry, just at the moment when America 
had joined Britain in the war against Germany. 

In the 1 9 1 8  elections the republicans won in almost 
every area except Ulster. Instead of joining the 
British parliament, however, they met in their own 
new parliament, the Dail in Dublin, and 
announced that Ireland was now a republic. 
Irishmen joined the republic's army, and guerrilla 
fighting against the British began. As a result the 
British government decided to make peace. In 1 9 2 1  
it agreed to the independence of southern Ireland. 
But it also insisted that Ulster, or Northern Ireland 
as it became known, should remain united with 
Britain. 

The Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1 9 2 1  led to civil war 
between the Irish themselves. By this treaty the 
new "Irish Free State" accepted continued British 
use of certain ports, the sovereignty of the British 
Crown, and most important of all, the loss of 
Northern Ireland, which remained under British 
control. The pro-Treaty forces won, and the 
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republicans, who insisted that all Ireland, including 
Northern Ireland, should be an independent 
republic, were defeated. But a group of republicans 
formed a new party, Fianna Fail, which won the 
election of 1932 and the new Prime Minister, 
Eamon de Valera, began to undo the Treaty and in 
193 7 declared southern Ireland a republic. The 
British Crown was now no longer sovereign in 
Ireland. 

Ireland and Britain today find themselves in the 
strange position of being entirely separate states, 
but by agreement their citizens are not considered 
foreigners in one another's country. Within the 
Republic of Ireland the majority have continued to 
believe that all Ireland should one day be united, 
but without the use of force. A minority, however, 
has remained since 1 9 2 1  ready and willing to use 
violent means to achieve a united Ireland. 

Disappointment and depression 

The men who had fought in such terrible 
conditions during the war had been promised a land 
"fit for heroes". But this promise could not easily be 
kept, even by the popular new Labour Party. 

Alongside the social effects of the war were far­
reaching economic ones. The cost of the war had 
led to an enormous increase in taxation, from 6 per 
cent of income in 1 9 1 4  to 25 per cent in 1918 .  The 
demands of the war had also led to a doubling in 
the size of the civil service, and greater government 
control of national life. I t  was inevitable that there 
should be increasing disagreement between workers 
and the government. Just before the war in 1 9 1 4  
there had been an outbreak of strikes. Immediately 
after the war there were further serious strikes, and 
in 1 9 1 9  and 1 9 2 1  soldiers were used to break these 
strikes, and force men back to work. 

In 1926 discontent led to a general strike by all 
workers. The reasons for the strike were 
complicated, but the immediate cause was a 
coalminers' strike. An earlier miners' strike in 1 9 2 1  
had been defeated and the men had returned to 
work bitterly disappointed with the mine owners' 
terms. In  1925  mine owners cut miners' wages and 
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another miners' strike seemed inevitable. Fearing 
that this would seriously damage the economy, the 
government made plans to make sure of continued 
coal supplies. Both sides, the government and the 
Trades Union Congress ( representing the miners in 
this case) ,  found themselves unwillingly driven into 
opposing positions, which made a general strike 
inevitable. It was not what the TUC had wanted, 
and it proved deeply damaging to everyone 
involved. 

The general strike ended after nine days, partly 
because members of the middle classes worked to 
keep services like transport, gas and electricity 
going. But it also ended because of uncertainty 
among the trade union leaders. Most feared the 
dangers both to their workers and the country of 
"going too far". The miners struggled on alone and 
then gave up the strike. Many workers, especially 
the miners, believed that the police, whose job was 
to keep the law, were actually fighting against 
them. Whether or not this was true, many people 
remembered the general strike with great bitterness. 
These memories influenced their opinion of 
employers, government and the police for half a 
century. 

It is possible to argue that Britain missed an 
opportunity to reform the economic structure of the 
country after the war. But instead of careful 
planning, businessmen were allowed to make quick 
profits, particularly in the cotton mills, the 
shipyards and engineering industries. But perhaps 
there was little the government could do to control 
the situation, as it was not in control of economic 
forces. All over Europe and America a serious 
economic crisis, known as "the depression", was 
taking place. It  affected Britain most severely from 
1930 to 1 933 ,  when over three million workers 
were unemployed. 

I n  Germany the depression was even more severe, 
and it destroyed Britain's second most important 
market from before the war. John Maynard Keynes's 
warning - that if Germany did not recover then 
neither would its European trading partners -
became horribly true. Far worse, the economic 
collapse of Germany led to the rise of Adolf Hitler. 



Because the worst effects of the depression in 
Britain were limited to certain areas, the 
government did not take the situation seriously 
enough. The areas most affected by the depression 
were those which had created Britain's industrial 
revolution, including Clydeside, Belfast, the 
industrial north of England and southeast Wales. 
The working class in these areas still lived in poor 
conditions. Men and women could not expect to 
live as long as people in richer areas, and more 
babies died in the first year of life. There was little 
hope for these people because almost no one was 
willing to invest the large amounts of money 
needed to get industry working again. The Labour 
Parry was no better at dealing with the situation 
than the Conservatives. 

It is surprising that Britain avoided a serious 
political crisis in the 1920s. The unfairness of the 
situation was so obvious to working-class people, 
who had neither political nor economic power. 
Two-thirds of the wealth of the nation was in the 
hands of only 400,000 people, less than 1 per cent 
of the population. In other European countries 
economic crisis and social unrest had led to great 
changes. In Russia there had been the Bolshevik 
revolution. Powerful new Nazi and Fascist 
governments were taking over in Germany, Italy, 
Austria and Spain, while France also faced political 
crisis. Britain's reasonably calm political life was 
proof of an astonishing level of popular agreement 
about the basis of government which did not seem 
to exist in many parts of Europe. 

In the 1 930s the British economy started to 
recover, especially in the Midlands and the south. 
This could be seen in the enormous number of 
small houses which were being built along main 
roads far into the countryside. 

This new kind of development depended on 
Britain's growing motor industry, which was based 
in the Midlands. In the nineteenth century, towns 
had been changed by the building of new homes 
near the railway. Now the country around the 
towns changed as many new houses were built 
along main roads suitable for motoring. Middle­
class people moved out even further to quieter new 

22 Britain at war 

The despair of unemployment This fine photograph is simply entitled "Street 
scene in Wigan". In Lancashire clogs were still the usual footwear for the 
working class 1mril after the Second World War. 

suburbs, each of which was likely to have its own 
shops and a cinema. Unplanned suburbs grew 
especially quickly around London, where the 
underground railway system, the "tube", had spread 
out into the country. It seemed as if everyone's 
dream was to live in suburbia. 

Economic recovery resulted partly from the danger 
of another war. By 1 93 5  it was clear that Germany, 
under its new leader Adolf Hitler, was preparing to 
regain its position in Europe, by force if necessary. 
Britain had done nothing to increase its fighting 
strength since 1 9 1 8  because public opinion in 
Britain had been against war. The government 
suddenly had to rebuild its armed forces, and this 
meant investing a large amount of money in heavy 
industry. By 1937 British industry was producing 
weapons, aircraft and equipment for war, with the 
help of money from the United States. 
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The Second World War 

The people of Britain watched anxiously as German 
control spread over Europe in the 1 930s. But some 
had foreseen this dangerous situation. They 
believed that the reasons for German expansion 
could be found in the harsh peace terms forced on 
Germany by the Allies in 1 9 19, and the failure to 
involve it in the post-war political settlement. In 
1920 the Allies had created the League of Nations 
which, it was hoped, would enable nations to co­
operate with each other. Although the League did 
not forbid war, its members agreed to respect and 
preserve the borders and territory of all other 
members. But in 1935  Italy invaded Abyssinia 
(Ethiopia) ,  a fellow member of the League. Britain 
and France were anxious to win Italy's co-operation 
against Hitler, who was illegally rearming 
Germany, and therefore decided against taking 
action against Italy as the rules of the League 
required them to do. This failure to use the 
League's authority had serious results. Italy's Fascist 
leader, Benito Mussolini, and Hitler realised that 
Britain and France lacked the will to make sure the 
standards the League demanded of its members were 
followed. 

For the next four years Germany, Italy and their 
ally in the Far East, Japan, took advantage of this 
weakness to seize territory of interest to them. 
There was good evidence that the demands of 
Germany could not be satisfied. But in order to 
avoid war in 1 938, the British Prime Minister, 
Neville Chamberlain, accepted and co-operated in 
the takeover of German-speaking parts of 
Czechoslovakia by Germany. Chamberlain returned 
from meeting Hitler in Munich. He reassured 
Britain that he had Hitler's written promise that 
Germany had no more territorial ambitions, in the 
memorable words, "peace for our time". Six months 
later Germany occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia. 
Britain, realising that war was inevitable, gave a 
guarantee of support to Poland if Germany invaded. 

Chamberlain was widely blamed for his 
"appeasement" of Germany. But he expressed the 
feelings of many people in Britain, to avoid war at 
all costs. As one of his opponents, Ernest Bevin, 
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generously said in 1 94 1 ,  "If anyone asks me who 
was responsible for the British policy leading up to 
the war, I will ,  as a Labour man myself, make the 
confession and say, 'All of us. '  We refused 
absolutely to face the facts ."  

In September 1 939 Germany invaded Poland, and 
Britain entered the war. The British felt again that 
they were fighting for the weaker nations _of Europe, 
and for democracy. They had also heard about the 
cruelty of the Nazis from Jews who had escaped to 
Britain. 

Few people realised how strong the German army 
was. In May 1 940 it attacked, defeating the French 
in a few days, and driving the British army into the 
sea. At Dunkirk, a small French port, the British 
army was saved by thousands of private boats which 
crossed the English channel. Dunkirk was a 
miraculous rescue from military disaster, and 
Britain's new Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, 
persuaded the nation that it was a victory of 
courage and determination at Britain's darkest 
hour. Although the army had lost almost all its 
weapons in France, Churchill told the nation there 
could be no thought of surrender or peace 
negotiation: "we shall defend our island, whatever 
the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we 
shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in 
the fields and in the streets, we shall fight on the 
hills; we shall never surrender . . . .  until in God's 
good time the New World, with all its power and 
might, sets forth to the liberation and rescue of the 
Old." And he offered his countrymen nothing but 
"blood, toil, tears and sweat." 

Everyone in Britain expected Germany to invade, 
but the British air force won an important battle 
against German planes in the air over Britain. This, 
however, did not prevent the German air force 
from bombing the towns of Britain. Almost one 
and a half million people in London were made 
homeless by German bombing during the next few 
months. Once again Churchill brilliantly managed 
to persuade a nation "on its knees" that it would 
still win. 

The war had begun as a traditional European 
struggle, with Britain fighting to save the "balance 



of power" in Europe, and to control the Atlantic 
Ocean and the sea surrounding Britain. But the war 
quickly became worldwide. Both sides wanted to 
control the oil in the M iddle East, and the Suez 
Canal, Britain's route to India. In 1 94 1  Japan, 
Germany's ally, attacked British colonial 
possessions, including Malaya (Malaysia) ,  Burma 
and India. As a result, Britain used soldiers from all 
parts of its empire to help fight against Germany, 
Italy and Japan. But the weakness of Britain was 
obvious to the whole world when its army 
surrendered Singapore to Japan, described by 
Churchill as the worst surrender in British history. 

In 1941 Germany and Japan had made two mistakes 
which undoubtedly cost them the war. Germany 
attacked the Soviet Union, and Japan attacked the 
United States, both quite unexpectedly. Whatever 
the advantages of surprise attack, the Axis of 
Germany, Italy and Japan had now forced onto the 
battlefield two of the most powerful nations in the 
world. 

Britain could not possibly have defeated Germany 
without the help of its stronger allies, the Soviet 
Union and the United States. By 1943 the Soviet 
army was pushing the Germans out of the USSR, 
and Britain had driven German and Italian troops 
out of North Africa. Italy surrendered quickly 
following Allied landings in July 1943.  I n  1944 

22 Britain at war 

Winston Churchill aL his desk, 
March 1944. 

Britain and the United States invaded German­
occupied France. They had already started to bomb 
German towns, causing greater destruction than 
any war had ever caused before. Such bombing had 
very doubtful military results. Dresden, a 
particularly beautiful eighteenth-century city, and 
most of its 1 30,000 inhabitants, were destroyed in 
one night early in 1945. In May 1945, Germany 
finally surrendered. In order to save further 
casualties among their own troops, Britain and the 
United States then used their bombing power to 
defeat Japan. This time they used the new atomic 
bombs to destroy most of N agasaki and H iroshima, 
two large Japanese cities. Over 1 10,000 people died 
immediately and many thousands more died later 
from the after-effects. 

It was a terrible end to the war, and an equally 
terrible beginning to the post-war world. But at the 
time there was great relief in Britain that the war 
had finally ended. It had lasted longer than the 
First World War, and although less than half as 
many British troops had died this time, the figures 
of over 303 ,000 soldiers and 60,000 civilians in air 
raids was a very heavy price to pay for the mistakes 
of the inter-war years. The Soviet Union, Germany 
and Japan paid a fair more terrible price, as did 
ethnic groups like the Jewish and gypsy peoples, 
several million of whom were deliberately killed. 
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The new international order 
During the war the Allies had started to think of 
ways in which a new world order could replace the 
failed League of Nations. Even before it joined the 
war against the Axis powers, the United States had 
agreed an "Atlantic Charter" with Britain. The 
basis of this new charter was US President 
Roosevelt's "Four Freedoms": freedom of speech 
and expression; freedom of worship; freedom from 
fear; and freedom from want. 

At the end of the war the victorious Allies created 
the United Nations, which expressed the ideas of 
the Atlantic Charter. The Allies formed themselves 
into a "Security Council", into which they invited 
some less powerful nations. They hoped that the 
success of wartime alliance could be carried into 
peacetime. But this depended on a continuing 
feeling of common purpose, which no longer 
existed. The idea of the four allies (Soviet Union, 
United States, France and Britain) working 
together for the recovery of central Europe 
collapsed. Europe became divided into two, the 
eastern part under communist Soviet control, the 
western part under a capitalist system protected by 
US power. 

In 1948-9 the Soviet Union tried to capture West 
Berlin by stopping all road and rail traffic to it, and 
it was only saved by a huge airlift of essential 
supplies from the West, which lasted almost one 
year. As a result of the struggle for West Berlin, 
opposing alliances were formed: the North Atlantic 
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Treaty Organization of the Western nations, and 
the Warsaw Pact of the Eastern bloc. 

In 1950 the United Nations faced new difficulties 
in the Far East. Troops of North Korea, which was 
under Soviet control invaded South Korea, which 
was under US control. British troops formed part of 
the United Nations force which defended South 
Korea. Only fear on both sides limited the level and 
extent of the war. But while Britain became more 
fearful of Soviet intentions, it also became more 
unhappy with the forceful attitude of its ally, the 
United States. 

British foreign policy was not only concerned with 
the danger from the Soviet Union. It was also 
concerned with finding a new part to play in a 
fast-changing world, and getting used to changing 
relations with its friends, particularly with the 
United States, with the European countries, and 
with members of the Commonwealth, a new 
association of former British possessions. 

Britain still considered itself to be a world power, 
and this confidence was strengthened by three 
important technical developments in the 1 950s 
which increased its military strength. These 
developments were in research into space, in the 
design of nuclear weapons, and in the design of 
intercontinental ballistic missiles. Britain's 
leadership in nuclear power resulted in the 
development of nuclear weapons. But it also led to 
the building of the first nuclear energy power 
station in the world in 1 956 .  All these military and 



scientific developments drew Britain more closely to 
the United States, both for political and financial 
reasons. 

However, by the early 1 960s Britain was 
increasingly interested in joining the new European 
Community (EC). Britain wanted to join the 
Community because of the realisation that it had 
lost political power internationally, and because of 
a growing desire to play a greater part in European 
politics. 

It was in Egypt that Britain's weakening 
international position was most obvious. Until 
1 956 Britain had controlled the Suez Canal, but in 
that year Egypt decided to take it over. Britain, 
together with France and Israel, attacked Egypt. 
But the rest of the world, in particular the United 
States loudly disapproved of Britain's action, and 
forced Britain to remove its troops from Egypt. 
Until Suez, Britain had been able to deal with the 
United States and the Soviet Union as an equal, 
but after Suez this was no longer possible. From 
now on, Britain was viewed in a new light, not 
only by the two Great Powers, but also by many 
weaker countries in Asia and Africa, particularly by 
the Arab countries. They began to challenge 
Britain's authority more openly. Even more 
importantly, Suez opened a painful debate inside 
Britain, in which politicians tried to define Britain's 
new international role after such a humiliating 
political defeat. 

The welfare state 

In 1 9 1 8  there had been a wish to return to the 
"good old days". There was no such feeling during 
the Second World War, when Winston Churchill 
had told the nation, "We are not fighting to restore 
the past. We must plan and create a noble future." 
At the end of the war many reforms were 
introduced, both by Conservative and Labour Party 
ministers. Most of them agreed that there were 
social wrongs in British life which had to be put 
right. The reforms introduced were based on the 
"New Liberal" reforms which had been carried out 
just before the First World War. But they went 
much further, and it could be said that the whole 
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nation, Conservative and Labour, had moved 
politically to the left. This move was one of the 
greatest achievements of the British labour 
movement, and its effect was felt for the next thirty 
years. 

In 1944, for the first time, the government 
promised free secondary education for all, and 
promised to provide more further and higher 
education. In 1946 a Labour government brought 
in a new National Health Service, which gave 
everyone the right to free medical treatment. Two 
years later, in 1 948, the National Assistance Act 
provided financial help for the old, the unemployed 
and those unable to work through sickness. 
Mothers and children also received help. 

Progress in these areas was the result of new ideas 
about basic human rights. Important citizens' 
rights, particularly freedom of speech, had been 
firmly established in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Political rights, particularly 
the right to vote, and to vote secretly, developed 
during the nineteenth century. In the twentieth 
century people began to demand basic social rights, 
such as the right to work, the right to proper health 
care, and the right to care in old age. The Times 
newspaper wrote in 1 940: "If we speak of 
democracy we do not mean democracy which 
maintains the right to vote but forgets the right to 
work and the right to live." 

The Labour government went further, taking over 
control of credit (the Bank of England) ,  power 
(coal, iron and steel) ,  and transport (railways and 
airlines). These acts were meant to give direction 
tc the economy. But only 20 per cent of British 
industry was actually nationalised, and these 
nationalised industries served private industry 
rather than directed it. Nationalisation was a 
disappointment. Even the workers in the 
nationalised industries did not feel involved in 
making them succeed, as the planners had hoped. 
Strikes in the nationalised industries were as big a 
problem as they were in privately owned industries. 

As a result of the changes which gave importance 
to people's happiness and wellbeing, the 
government became known as "the welfare state". 

169 



An lllustrated History of Britain 

For the next quarter century both the Conservative 
and Labour parties were agreed on the need to keep 
up the "welfare state", in particular to avoid 
unemployment. Britain became in fact a social 
democracy, in which both main parties agreed on 
most of the basic values, and disagreed mainly 
about method. The main area of disagreement was 
the level of nationalisation desirable for the British 
economy to operate at its best. 

However, although the welfare state improved 
many people's lives, it also introduced new 
problems. Government administration grew very 
fast in order to provide the new welfare services. 
Some people objected to the cost, and claimed that 
state welfare made people lazy and irresponsible 
about their own lives. 

Youthful Britain 

Like much of post-war Europe, Britain had become 
economically dependent on the United States. 
Thanks to the US Marshall Aid Programme, 
Britain was able to recover quickly from the war. 
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The Royal Festival Hall was 
among the best of 1950s 
architecture. ft was built as pan 
of the Festival of Britain 
celebration in 1951,  one hundred 
years after the Great Exhibition. 
But its real importance was w 
mark the end of the hardships 
caused lry the war. ft was a 
popular celebration of national 
recovery, with a new concert hall 
on London's South Bank and a 
funfair further upstream at 
Battersea. 

Working people now had a better standard of living 
than ever before. There was enough work for 
everyone. Wages were about 30 per cent higher 
than in 1 939 and prices had hardly risen at all. 

People had free time to enjoy themselves. At 
weekends many watched football matches in large 
new stadiums. In the evenings they could go to the 
cinema. They began to go away for holidays to 
low-cost "holiday camps". In 1950, car production 
was twice what it had been in 1939, and by 1960 
cars were owned not only by richer people but by 
many on a lower income. I t  seemed as if the sun 
shone on Britain. As one Prime Minister said, 
"You've never had it so good, "  a remark that 
became famous. 

It was also the age of youth. Young people had 
more money in their pockets than ever before, now 
that wages for those j ust starting work had 
improved. The result was that the young began to 
influence fashion, particularly in clothing and 
music. Nothing expressed the youthful "pop" 
culture of the sixties better than the Beatles, whose 
music quickly became internationally known. It was 



no accident that the Beatles were working-class 
boys from Liverpool. They were real representatives 
of a popular culture. 

Young people began to express themselves in other 
ways. They questioned authority, and the culture in 
which they had been brought up. In particular they 
rebelled against the sexual rules of Christian 
society. Some young people started living together 
without getting married. In the early 1 960s the 
number was small, perhaps only 6 per cent, but it 
grew to 20 per cent within twenty years. 
Improvements in birth control made this more open 
sexual behaviour possible. Divorce became much 
easier, and by 1 975 one marriage in three ended in 
divorce, the highest rate in Europe. Older people 
were frightened by this development, and called the 
new youth culture the "permissive society". Perhaps 
the clearest symbol of the permissive age was the 
mini skirt, a far shorter skirt than had ever been 
worn before. 

But there was a limit to what the permissive society 
was prepared to accept. Two cabinet ministers, one 
in 1 963, the other in 1 983, had to leave the 
government when their sexual relationships outside 
marriage became widely known. Public disapproval 
could still be unexpectedly strong. 

The Beatles were an example of 
the new popular culture. They 
came from an ordinary suburb of 
Liverpool, and quickly became 
world famous for their music 
from 1964 onwards. 

23 The age of uncertainty 

A popular monarchy 

During the twentieth century the monarchy became 
more popular than ever before. George V, the 
grandson of Victoria, had attended the first football 
Cup Final match at Wembley Stadium, and royal 
attendance became an annual event. On Christmas 
Day, 1 93 2 ,  he used the new BBC radio service to 
speak to all peoples of the Commonwealth and the 
empire. His broadcast was enormously popular, and 
began a tradition. In 1935 George V celebrated his 
Silver Jubilee, and drove through crowded streets of 
cheering people in the poorest parts of London. "I'd 
no idea they felt like that about me," he said, 'Tm 
beginning to think they must really like me for 
myself. " To his own great surprise, George V had 
become a "people's king". 

However, in 1 936 the monarchy experienced a 
serious crisis when George V's son, Edward VIII ,  
gave up the throne in order to marry a divorced 
woman. Divorce was still strongly disapproved of at 
that time, and the event showed how public 
opinion now limited the way the royal family could 
act in private life. At the time it caused much 
discussion, and has remained a matter for heated 
argument. 
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During the Second World War George VI, 
Edward's brother, became greatly loved for his visits 
to the bombed areas of Britain. He and his wife 
were admired for refusing to leave Buckingham 
Palace even after it also had been bombed. Since 
1 952 ,  when Elizabeth II became queen, the 
monarchy has steadily increased in popularity. 

The loss of empire 
At the end of the First World War, the German 
colonies of Africa, as well as Iraq and Palestine in 
the Middle East, were added to Britain's area of 
control. Its empire was now bigger than ever 
before, and covered a quarter of the entire land 
surface of the world. 

There were already signs, however, that the empire 
was coming to an end. At the 1 9 1 9  peace 
conference US President Woodrow Wilson's 
disapproval of colonialism resulted in Britain's latest 
territorial gains being described as "mandated" from 
the League of Nations. Britain had to agree to help 
these territories towards self-government. The real 
questions were how long this would take, and how 
much Britain would try to control the foreign 
policies of these territories even after self­
government had been achieved. In fact it took 
longer than the populations of some of these areas 
had been led to hope, and by 1 945 only Iraq was 
independent, and even here Britain had a strong 
influence on its foreign policy. 

The United Nations Charter in 1945 also called for 
progress towards self-government. It seemed hardly 
likely in this new mood that the British Empire 
could last very long. This feeling was strengthened 
by the speed with which Britain had lost control of 
colonial possessions to J apan during the war. 

I n  India there had been a growing demand for 
freedom during the 1920s and 1930s. This was 
partly because of the continued mistrust and 
misunderstanding between the British rulers and 
the Indian people, well described in E.M. Forster's 
novel A Passage to India, published in 1 924. But it 
was also the result of a growing nationalist 
movement, skilfully led by Mahatma Gandhi, 
which successfully disturbed British rule. By 1 945 1t 
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was clear that British rule in India could no longer 
continue. It was impossible and extremely 
expensive to try to rule 300 million people without 
their co-operation. In 194 7 the British finally left 
India, which then divided into a Hindu state and a 
smaller Muslim state called Pakistan. Britain also 
left Palestine, where it was unable to k�ep its 
promises to both the Arab inhabitants and the new 
Jewish settlers. Ceylon became independent the 
following year. 

For most of the 1950s Britain managed to keep its 
other possessions, but after Suez it began to give 
them up. On a visit to Africa in 1 960 Prime 
Minister Macmillan warned of a "wind of change 
blowing through the Continent." On his return to 
London he began to speed up plans to hand over 
power. This was partly because of the rapid growth 
of local independence movements, but also because 
of a change in thinking in Britain itself. Most 
people no longer believed in Britain's right to rule. 
Between 1945 and 1965 500 million people in 
former colonies became completely self-governing. 
In some countries, like Kenya, Cyprus and Aden, 
British soldiers fought against local people. Other 
countries became independent more peacefully. 

On the whole, however, the ending of Britain's 
empire was a highly successful process, carried out 
in spite of some who opposed surrendering power, 
however costly this might be. It compared well with 
the bloody events which occurred when both 
France and Belgium pulled out of their colonies. 
This successful retreat resulted partly from the great 
skill of Prime Ministers and those they chose for the 
difficult job of handing over power in each colony. 
But it was also the result of the quality of its 
colonial administrators, particularly those in junior 
positions. In spite of the great wrongs of colonial 
rule, many of these administrators had the highest 
ideals of duty and service. I t  was largely due to their 
work that the newly independent countries felt they 
wanted to remain on friendly terms with Britain. 

Britain tried to hold onto its international position 
through its Commonwealth, which all the old 
colonies were invited to join as free and equal 
members. This has been successful, because it is 
based on the kind of friendship that allows all 



members to follow their own policies without 
interference. At the same time, it allows discussion 
of international problems in a more relaxed 
atmosphere than is possible through the United 
Nations. It was with the help of the 
Commonwealth that Zimbabwe finally moved 
peacefully from rebellion by the whites to 
independence and black majority rule. 

Britain also tried to keep its influence by a number 
of treaties with friendly governments in the Middle 
East and in southeast Asia. But most ex-colonies 
did not wish to be brought into such arrangements, 
either with Britain or with any other powerful 
country. 

By 1 985 Britain had few of its old colonial 
possessions left, and those it still had were being 
claimed by other countries: Hong Kong by China, 
the Falklands/Malvinas by Argentina, and Gibraltar 
by Spain. In 1 982 Britain went to war to take back 
the Falklands after an Argentinian invasion. In 
spite of the great distance involved, British forces 
were able to carry out a rapid recapture of the 
islands. The operation was very popular in Britain, 
perhaps because it suggested that Britain was still a 
world power. But Britain's victory made an 
eventual solution to the problem more difficult, and 
possession of the islands extremely expensive. The 
war itself had cost £900 million, but the total cost 
of defending the island since 1982 had risen to £3 
billion by 1 987. 

Britain, Europe and the 
United States 

It was, perhaps, natural that Britain was unable to 
give proper attention to its relations with Europe 
until it was no longer an imperial power. Ever since 
the growth of its trade beyond Europe during the 
seventeenth century, Britain had ceased to be fully 
active in Europe except at moments of crisis. As 
long as Europe did not interfere with Britain's 
trade, and as long as the balance of power in 
Europe was not seriously disturbed, Britain could 
happily neglect European affairs. 

At the end of the eighteenth century N apoleonic 
France drew Britain further into European politics 
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than it had been, perhaps, since the Hundred Years 
war. In 1 8 1 5  Britain co-operated with the other 
European powers to ensure peace, and it withdrew 
this support because it did not wish to work with 
the despotic powers then governing most of Europe. 
For the rest of the century, European affairs took 
second place to empire and imperial trade. 

After the First World War it was natural that some 
Europeans should try to create a European union 
that would prevent a repetition of war. A few 
British people welcomed the idea. But when France 
proposed such an arrangement in 1 930, one British 
politician spoke for the majority of the nation: 
"Our hearts are not in Europe; we could never share 
the truly European point of view nor become real 
patriots of Europe. Besides, we could never give up 
our own patriotism for an Empire which extends to 
all parts of the world . . .  The character of the 
British people makes it impossible for us to take 
part seriously in any Pan-European system. " 

Since then Britain has found it difficult to move 
away from this point of view. After the Second 
World War the value of European unity was a good 
deal clearer. In 1946 Churchill called for a "United 
States of Europe", but it was already too late to 
prevent the division of Europe into two blocs. I n  
1949 Britain joined with other Western European 
countries to form the Council of Europe, "to 
achieve greater unity between members", but it is 
doubtful how far this aim has been achieved. 
Indeed, eight years later in 1957 ,  Britain refused to 
join the six other European countries in the 
creation of a European Common Market. Britain 
was unwilling to surrender any sovereignty or 
control over its own affaii:s, and said it still felt 
responsibility towards its empire. 

It quickly became clear that Britain's attitude, 
particularly in view of the rapid loss of empire, was 
mistaken. As its financial and economic difficulties 
increased, Britain could not afford to stay out of 
Europe. But it was too late: when Britain tried to 
join the European Community in 1963 and again in 
1 967, the French President General de Gaulle 
refused to allow it. Britain only became a member 
in 1973, after de Gaulle's retirement. 
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After becoming a member in 1 973,  Britain's 
attitude towards the European Community 
continued to be unenthusiastic. Although trade 
with Europe greatly increased, most British 
continued to feel that they had not had any 
economic benefit from Europe. This feeling was 
strengthened by the way in which Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher argued for a better financial deal 
for Britain in the Community's affairs. The way in 
which she fought won her some admiration in 
Britain, but also anger in many parts of Europe. She 
welcomed closer co-operation in the European 
Community but only if this did not mean any 
lessening of sovereignty. Many Europeans saw this 
as a contradiction. Unless member states were 
willing to surrender some control over their own 
affairs, they argued, there could be little chance of 
achieving greater European unity. I t  is not 
surprising therefore that Britain's European partners 
wondered whether Britain was still unable "to take 
part seriously in any Pan-European system. "  

De Gaulle's attitude to Britain was not only the 
result of his dislike of "les Anglo-Saxons". He also 
believed that Britain could not make up its mind 
whether its first loyalty, now that its empire was 
rapidly disappearing, was to Europe or to the 
United States. 

Britain felt its "special relationship" with the 
United States was particularly important. It was 
vaguely believed that this relationship came from a 
common democratic tradition, and from the fact 
that the United States was basically Anglo-Saxon. 
Neither belief was wholly true, for the United 
States since 1 783 had been a good deal more 
democratic than Britain, and most US citizens were 
not Anglo-Saxons. Even Britain's alliance with the 
United States was very recent. In 1 8 1 4  British 
troops had burnt down the US capital, 
Washington. In the middle of the nineteenth 
century most British took the part of the South in 
the American Civil War. By the end of the century 
the United States was openly critical of Britain's 
empire. 

Britain's special relationship rested almost entirely 
on a common language, on its wartime alliance 
with the United States and the Cold War which 
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followed it. In particular it resulted from the close 
relationship Winston Churchill personally enjoyed 
with the American people. 

After the war, Britain found itself unable to keep 
up with the military arms race between the United 
States and the Soviet Union. It soon gave up the 
idea of an independent nuclear deterrent, and in 
1962 took American "Polaris" nuclear missiles for 
British submarines. The possession of these 
weapons gave Britain, in the words of one Prime 
Minister, the right "to sit at the top of the table" 
with the Superpowers. However, Britain could only 
use these missiles by agreement with the United 
States and as a result Britain was tied more closely 
to the United States. 

Other European countries would not have felt so 
uneasy about the close ties between the United 
States and Britain if they themselves had not 
disagreed with the United States concerning the 
Soviet Union and other foreign policy matters. 
Ever since 1 945  the United States and the political 
right in Britain were more openly hostile to the 
Soviet Union. The Europeans and the British 
political left were, on the whole, just as suspicious 
of Soviet intentions, but were more anxious to 
improve relations. However, even under Labour 
governments, Britain remained between the 
European and American positions. It was natural, 
therefore, that under Thatcher, who was more 
firmly to the right than any Conservative Prime 
Minister since the war, British foreign policy was 
more closely linked to that of the United States, 
particularly with regard to the Soviet Union. This 
was most clearly shown when, after the Russians 
invaded Afghanistan, Britain joined the United 
States in boycotting the Moscow Olympics in 1980. 
Britain sided with the United States in other 
foreign policy matters too, which alarmed its 
European partners. In 1986, for example, it allowed 
US aircraft to use British airfields from which to 
attack the Libyan capital, Tripoli. One thing was 
clear from these events . ·  Britain still had not made 
up its mind whether its first political loyalty lay 
across the Atlantic, or in Europe. 



Troops on the front line in 
Belfast, Ulster. When the 
conflict broke out in 1 969 police 
faced civil rights proiesters. After 
the IRA scarred its campaign of 
shootings and bombings, the 
Ulster police was unable to 
maintain awhority unassisced and 
the British army was draum inro 
the fight. Civi lian procesters and 
rioters became younger and 
younger, making it harder for the 
army and police w keep control. 
The use off orce against twelve­
year-old demonstrators looked 
bad on celevision. Those who 
believed Britain should continue 
w govern Nor them Ireland saw 
the conflict as a security struggle, 
while those who believed Ulster 
should become part of the 
Republic of Ireland saw it as a 
liberation stmggle. 

Northern Ireland 

When Ireland was divided in 1 92 1 ,  the population 
of the new republic was only 5 per cent Protestant. 
But in Ulster, the new province of Northern 
Ireland, 67 per cent of the people were Protestant. 
For many years it seemed that almost everyone 
accepted the arrangement, even if some did not like 
it. 

However, many people in Northern Ireland 
considered that their system of government was 
unfair. It was a self-governing province, but its 
government was controlled by the Protestants, who 
feared the Catholics and kept them out of 
responsible positions. Many Catholics were even 
unable to vote. 

Suddenly, in 1969, Ulster people, both Catholics 
and Protestants, began to gather on the streets and 
demand a fairer system. The police could not keep 
control, and republicans who wanted to unite 
I reland turned this civil rights movement into a 
nationalist rebellion against British rule. 

In order to keep law and order, British soldiers were 
sent to help the police, but many Catholics saw 
them as a foreign army with no right to be there. 

23 The age of uncertainty 

Violence has continued, with bomb attacks and 
shootings by republicans, which the British army 
tried to prevent. I n  1972 the Northern Ireland 
government was removed and was replaced with 
direct rule from London. Since then, Britain has 
been anxious to find a solution which will please 
most of the people there, and offer peace to 
everyone. 

In 1985 Britain and I reland made a formal 
agreement at Hillsborough that they would 
exchange views on Northern I reland regularly. This 
agreement was bitterly opposed by Protestant 
political leaders in the province. But their failure to 
put a stop to the Hillsborough Agreement resulted 
in a growing challenge from those Protestants who 
wanted to continue the struggle outside Parliament 
and possibly in a military form. 

The future of Northern Ireland remains uncertain. 
The Catholic population is increasing slightly faster 
than the Protestant one, but there are unlikely to 
be more Catholics than Protestants for a very long 
time. Meanwhile young people in Northern Ireland 
cannot remember a time when there was peace in 
the province. 
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Scotland and Wales 
In Scotland and Wales, too, there was a growing 
feeling by the 1 970s that the government in 
London had too much power. In Wales, a 
nationalist party, Plaid Cymru, the party of "fellow 
countrymen", became a strong political force in the 
1 970s. But Welsh nationalism lost support in 1979 
when the people of Wales turned down the 
government's offer of limited self-government. 
Almost certainly this was because many of them did 
not welcome wider official use of the Welsh 
language. In spite of the rise of Plaid Cymru, the 
Welsh language was actually spoken less and less. 
In 195 1 29 per cent of the Welsh population spoke 
Welsh. By 1981 th is figure had fallen to 19  per 
cent, even though Welsh was used for many radio 
and television programmes, and in schools. 

In Scotland, the Scottish Nationalist Party 
(SNP) showed its growing popularity by increasing 
its percentage of the national vote from 20 per cent 
to 30 per cent during 1 974. The SNP became the 
second party in Scotland, pushing the 
Conservatives into third place. When Scotland was 
offered the same limited form of self-government as 
Wales, just over half of those who voted supported 
it. But the government decided that 54 per cent of 
those who voted was not a big enough majority, 
and to the anger of the SNP it abandoned the self­
government offer. As a result the SNP itself 
collapsed at the next election, losing nine of its 
eleven seats. But like Plaid Cymru in Wales, the 
SNP remained active in Scottish politics. In both 
countries most people continued to support the 
Labour Party, partly in protest against mainly 
Conservative England. Although in Wales Welsh 
was declining, and although in Scotland only a 
very few people still spoke Gaelic, the different 
political and cultural life of Celtic Wales and 
Scotland seemed unlikely to disappear. 

The years of discontent 

During the 1 950s and 1 960s Britain remained a 
European leader economically as well as politically. 
But Britain suddenly began to slip rapidly behind its 
European neighbours economically. This was partly 
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The discovery of oil in commercial quanriries in rhe Norrh Sea provided 
welcome help ro Brirain when irs 1radirioTU1I smirces of income were in decline 
in ihe 1 970s. The cons1rnc1ion of oil rigs provided work for rhousands of 
shipb"ilders for whom rhere were no more ships ro build. By 1l1e early I 980s, 
however, no more oil rigs were required and unemploymenr followed. In 
addirion, mm:h of Briurin's income from oil was losr on 1memploymenr 
bene/ir for rhe rhree million or so people 0111 of work. 

Concorde, ihe resuli of Anglo-French co-operarion, was rhe mosr advanced 
civil jer airliner in rhe world. B111 ir was 100 expensive, no one wished ro buy 
ii, and ir was a commercial failure. /1 was only used by 1he French and 
British naiional airlines. 



the result of a new and unpleasant experience, a 
combination of rising prices and growing 
unemployment. Governments were uncertain about 
how to solve the problem, and no longer agreed 
that the state had a responsibility to prevent 
unemployment. 

How real were Britain's economic problems? Most 
people's wealth had continued to grow. By the end 
of the 1 970s four-fifths of homes had their own 
telephones and refrigerators, and two-thirds owned 
their own homes and cars. 

Compared with its European neighbours, however, 
Britain was certainly doing less well. In 1 964 only 
West Germany of the six European Community 
countries produced more per head of population 
than Britain. Thirteen years later, however, in 
1 9 7 7 ,  only Italy produced less. Britain eventually 
joined the European Community in 1973,  hoping 
that it would be able to share the new European 
wealth. By 1987 this had not yet happened, and 
Britain has continued to slip behind most other 
European countries. The British Ambassador in 
Paris wrote in 1 979, "today we are not only no 
longer a world power, but we are not in the first 
rank as a European one . . .  We talk of ourselves 
without shame as being one of the least prosperous 
countries in Europe . . .  If present trends continue, 
we shall be overtaken . . .  by Italy and Spain well 
before the end of the century . "  And he pointed out 
that for the first time in three hundred years the 
average individual income in Britain was well below 
that in France. France itself, however, made a great 
economic recovery in the seventies. Some believed 
that Britain could do the same. 

Britain also experienced new social problems, 
particularly after the arrival of immigrants in 
Britain. All through British history there have been 
times when large numbers of immigrants have come 
to settle in the country. But until recently these 
people, being Europeans, were not noticeably 
different from the British themselves. In the fifties, 
however, the first black immigrants started to arrive 
from the West Indies, looking for work. By 1 960 
there were 250,000 "coloured" immigrants in 
Britain and also the first signs of trouble with young 
whites. 

23 The age of uncertainty 

Later, Asian immigrants started to arrive from India 
and Pakistan and from East Africa. Most 
immigrants lived together in poor areas of large 
cities. Leicester's population became 1 6  per cent 
immigrant, Wolverhampton and Bradford about 
8 per cent each. By 1985 there were about five 
million recent immigrants and their children out of 
a total population of about fifty-six million. By 
1985 , too, almost half this black population had 
been born in Britain. Even so, there were still 
white people who, in the words of one newspaper, 
"go on pretending . . .  that one day the blacks can 
somehow be sent 'home', as though home for most 
of them was anywhere else but Britain." 

As unemployment grew, the new immigrants were 
sometimes wrongly blamed. In fact, it was often the 
immigrants who were willing to do dirty or 
unpopular work, in factories, hospitals and other 
workplaces. The relationship between black 
immigrants and the white population of Britain was 
not easy. Black people found it harder to obtain 
employment, and were often only able to live in 
the worst housing. The government passed laws to 
prevent unequal treatment of black people, but also 
to control the number of immigrants coming to 
Britain. 

The old nineteenth-century city centres in which 
black immigrants had settled were areas with serious 
physical and economic problems. In the 1 980s bad 
housing and unemployment led to riots in 
Liverpool, Bristol and London, worse than any seen 
in Britain since the nineteenth century. Black 
people were blamed for causing these riots, but they 
were in fact mainly the result of serious and 
longstanding economic difficulties, which affected 
the black population living in the old city centres 
more than the white. 

There were other signs that British society was 
going through a difficult period. The Saturday 
afternoon football match, the favourite 
entertainment of many British families, gradually 
became the scene of frightening and often 
meaningless violence. British football crowds 
became feared around the world. In 1984 an 
English crowd was mainly responsible for a disaster 
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at a match in Brussels in which almost forty people 
were killed. People were shocked and ashamed, but 
still did not understand the reason for the violence. 
The permissive society and unemployment were 
blamed, but the strange fact was that those who 
started the violence were often well-off members of 
society with good jobs. 

Women, too, had reasons for discontent. They 
spoke out increasingly against sexism, in 
advertising, in employment and in journalism. 
They protested about violence against women and 
demanded more severe punishment for sexual 
crimes. They also tried to win the same pay and 
work opportunities as men. This new movement 
resulted from the growth in the number of working 
women. Between 1965 and 1985 the number of 
wives with jobs increased from 37 per cent to 58 per 
cent. In 1 975  it became unlawful to treat women 
differently from men in matters of employment and 
pay. But this law was not fully enforced, and it 
continued to be harder for women to take a full part 
in national life. 
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lmmigrancs from differenc 
Commonwealih countries tended 
to live together in parciwlar 
districts. In Southall, west 
London, many Punjabis, 
G14jaratis and Sikhs from India 
se11led doum, opening shops and 
becoming successful in trade. 

Unemployment increased rapidly at the end of the 
1970s, reaching 3 . 5  million by 1 985.  In many 
towns, 1 5  per cent or more of the working 
population was out of work. Unemployment was 
highest in the industrial north of England, and in 
Belfast, Clydeside and southeast Wales, as it had 
been in the 1930s depression. Things became worse 
as steel mills and coal mines were closed. In 1 984 
the miners refused to accept the closing of mines, 
and went on strike. After a year of violence during 
which miners fought with the police the strike 
failed. 

The defeat of the miners showed how much power 
and confidence the trade unions had lost. This was 
partly because they faced a government determined 
to reduce the power of the unions. But it was also 
because they seemed unable to change themselves 
to meet changed circumstances, and they seemed 
afraid of losing their power. 

Inflation had made the situation more difficult. 
Between 1 754 and 1 954, prices had multiplied by 



six. Then, they multiplied by six again in the space 
of only thirty years, between 1 954 and 1 984. In 
such circumstances it proved almost impossible to 
make sure that all workers felt that they were fairly 
paid. 

Industrial problems also increased the differences 
between the "comfortable" south and the poorer 
north. I t  is easy to forget that this division already 
existed before the industrial revolution, when the 
north was poorer and had a smaller population. 
The large cities and towns built during the 
industrial revolution have had great difficulty in 
creating new industries to replace the old. 

The new politics 

Few of the problems of the 1 980s were entirely 
new. However, many people blamed them on the 
new Conservative government, and in particular, 
Britain's first woman Prime Minister, Margaret 
Thatcher. Thatcher had been elected in 1 979 
because she promised a new beginning for Britain. 
The need for such a break with the past had been 
widely recognised for some years. As a result the old 
Conservative-Labour agreement on the guiding 
principles of the welfare state had already broken 
down. In the Conservative Party there had been a 
strong movement to the right, and in the Labour 
Party there had been a similarly strong move to the 
left. Both moved further away from the "centre" of 
British politics than they had done in living 
memory. 

This basic change in British politics caused a major 
crisis for the Labour Party. Labour was no stranger 
to internal conflict, nor to these conflicts being 
damagingly conducted in public. In the 1930s the 
party had turned against its own first Prime 
Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, when he formed a 
national government with the Conservatives to 
handle the financial crisis of 1 93 1 . Four years later 
it had again been split between its traditional anti­
war members and those who recognised the Nazi 
danger. In 1959 Labour had again publicly 
disagreed about two issues, nationalisation and 
nuclear weapons, which a large section of the party 
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Margaret Tha1eher, the longest sertling Prime Minister of the twentieth 
century. Her style and her tliews appealed w many British people who had 
lost confidence in the welfare state and in the direction the nation had taken. 
Jn some ways she was the first genuine leader the nation had had since 
Churchill, the politician on whom she consciously modelled herself. In spite of 
the fact that over half the nation disagreed with her policies, they were unable 
w vote her out of office. 

wished to give up, whether other nuclear armed 
nations did so or not. This time, however, the 
disagreements between the party's left and right 
were far more damaging. The 1979 election result 
was the worst defeat since 193 1 .  Worse, however, 
was to follow, and as the bitter conflict continued, 
many people ceased to believe in the party's ability 
to govern itself, let alone the country. 

Labour suffered a further blow when four senior 
right-wing members left the party to form their own 
"Social Democratic Party" in 1 98 1 ,  in alliance with 
the small but surviving Liberal Party. For so�e 
years the Liberal Party had been calling for a 
change in the electoral system. I t  had good reason 
to do so. I n  1974 the Liberals had received 20 per 
cent of the national vote but only 2 per cent of the 
seats in Parliament. By March 1 982 the new 
"Alliance" was gaining ground both from the 
Conservative and Labour parties. 
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Margaret Thatcher had come to power calling on 
the nation for hard work, patriotism and self-help. 
She was not, however, a typical Conservative. As 
one of her ministers said, "I am a nineteenth­
century Liberal, and so is Mrs Thatcher. That's 
what this government is about. "  There was much 
truth in the remark, for she wanted free trade at 
home and abroad, individual enterprise and less 
government economic protection or interference. 
However, she was more of a Palmerston than a 
Gladstone. She wanted more "law and order" but 
was a good deal less willing to undertake the social 
reform for which later nineteenth-century Liberals 
were noted. 

Not everyone in the Conservative Party was happy 
about the change in policy. The discontented 
members became known as "wets", one of whom 
argued that "people . . .  must at least feel loyalty to 
the state. This loyalty will not be deep unless they 
gain from the state protection and other benefits", 
and he warned against the state's "failure to 
create a sense of community". Thatcher, however, 
ignored these views, saying that she "could not 
waste time having any internal arguments. "  

By the beginning of 1982 the Conservative 
government had become deeply unpopular in the 
country. However, by her firm leadership during 
the Falklands War Thatcher captured the 
imagination of the nation, and was confidently able 
to call an election in 1 983. 

As expected, Thatcher was returned to power with 
a clear majority of 144 seats in the 650-seat 
Parliament. It was the greatest Conservative victory 
for forty years. In part Thatcher's victory was a 
result of the "Falklands factor". Far more, however, 
it was the result of a split opposition vote, between 
Labour and the Alliance, and the continued 
weakness of the Labour Party, which suffered its 
worst result since the early 1920s. Once again the 
Alliance had the disappointment of gaining 26 per 
cent of the national vote, but only 3 . 5  per cent of 
the seats in Parliament. A clear majori.ty had voted 
against the return of a Conservative government, 
showing dissatisfaction with Thatcher's policies. It 
was not difficult to see why this was so. 
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Thatcher had promised to stop Britain's decline, 
but by 1983 she had not succeeded. Industrial 
production since 1 979 had fallen by 10 per cent, 
and manufacturing production by 1 7  per cent. By 
1983, for the first time since the industrial 
revolution, Britain had become a net importer of 
manufactured goods. There was a clear economic 
shift towards service industries. Unemployment had 
risen from 1 . 25 million in 1979 to over 3 million. 

However, Thatcher could claim she had begun to 
return nationalised industries to the private sector, 
that she had gone even further than she had 
promised. By 1 987 telecommunications, gas, British 
Airways, British Aerospace and British Shipbuilders 
had all been put into private ownership. She could 
also claim that she had broken the power of the 
trade unions, something else she had promised to 
do. In fact, the trade unions had been damaged 
more by growing unemployment than by 
government legislation. She could be less confident 
about increased law and order. In spite of increasing 
the size of the police force, there was a falling rate 
of crime prevention and detection. In addition, the 
rough behaviour of the police in dealing with 
industrial disputes and city riots had seriously 
damaged their reputation. 

The most serious accusation against the Thatcher 
government by the middle of the 1 980s was that it 
had created a more unequal society, a society of 
"two nations", one wealthy, and the other poor. 
According to these critics, the divide cut across the 
nation in a number of ways. The number of very 
poor, who received only a very small amount of 
government help, increased from twelve million in 
1979 to over sixteen million by 1 983. In the 
meantime, reductions in income tax favoured the 
higher income earners. 

The division was also geographical, between 
prosperous suburban areas, and neglected inner city 
areas of decay. Although the government sold 
many state-owned houses and flats to the people 
who lived in them, it also halved the number of 
new houses it built between 1981 and 1 985,  a 
period in which the number of homeless people 
increased. 



More importantly, people saw a divide between the 
north and south of the country. Ninety-four per 
cent of the jobs lost since 1 979 had been north of a 
line running from the Wash, on the east coast, to 
the Bristol channel in the west. People were aware 
of growing unemployment in the "depressed" areas, 
and fewer hopes of finding a job. Indeed, by 1 986 
41 per cent of those unemployed had been out of 
work for over a year, compared with only 25  per 
cent in 1 979. As a result, it was not surprising that 
Labour continued to be the stronger party in the 
north, and in other depressed areas. In the more 
heavily populated south, the Alliance replaced 
Labour as the main opposition party. 

The black community also felt separated from 
richer Britain. Most blacks lived in the poor inner 
city areas, not the richer suburbs, and 
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London's docklands. From the eighceench century until the 1950s the 
inhabitants of these areas worked in London's busy docks. Then the docks 
died, and remained empty until the 1980s when the whole area was 
redeveloped. Young prof essianals from outside the area moved mro the new 
housing (foreground) because it was close to che banks and financial 
institutions (background) in which they worked. Although redevelopment 
broughc new wealth co the area, some of the old low-incomed dockland 
community who saw no benefit for themselves moved out. 

unemployment among blacks by 1986 was twice as 
high as among the white population. 

In spite of these problems, Thatcher's Conservative 
Party was still more popular than any other single 
party in 1987. I n  the national elections that year, 
the Conservative Party was returned to power with 
a majority of 1 02 seats. This was partly because 
since 1 979 personalities had become politically 
more important. Thatcher was seen as more 
determined and more convincing than the Labour 
or Alliance leaders. I t  was also because the 
opposition to Conservative policy remained split 
between Labour and the Alliance, and it appeared 
permanently so. 

There were other reasons why the Conservative 
Party, with only 43 per cent of the national vote, 

181 



An Illustrated History of Britain 

won so convincingly. Its emphasis on personal 
wealth and property ownership had begun to 
change the way many traditional Labour supporters 
voted. It may be that many lower income people 
living in the Midlands and south shifted their 
loyalties to the right. On the other hand, in 
Scotland the Conservatives lost half their seats, 
mainly to Labour or the Scottish National Party, an 
indication of the increased sense of division 
between richer and poorer Britain, and an 
indication that Scottish radicalism was as strong as 
ever. 

Thatcher's victory caused concern for both 
opposition parties. Labour had done better than 
many had expected. However, it still had to face 
the fact that Thatcher's policies were creating a 
society which seemed decreasingly interested in 
Labour philosophy, and it had to decide how it 
could make this philosophy more attractive without 
giving up its principles. The Alliance also faced 
serious problems. It had done worse than expected, 
calling into question its claim to replace the two­
party system with a three-party one. I t  now seemed 
that it would take two or three national elections 
before this question, and the connected question of 
proportional representation, would be decided. 

The 1987 election brought some comfort, however, 
to two underrepresented groups. I n  1 983 only 
nineteen ( 3  per cent) of the 650 members of 
Parliament had been women, almost the lowest 
proportion in western Europe. In  1 987 this figure 
more than doubled to forty-one women MPs (6. 5 
per cent), a figure which suggested that the political 
parties realised that without more women 
representatives they might lose votes. Blacks and 
Asians, too, gained four seats, the largest number 
they had ever had in Parliament, although like 
women they remained seriously underrepresented. 

Britain: past, present and future 
By the late 1 980s most British people felt that the 
future was full of uncertainty. These doubts resulted 
from disappointment with lost economic and 
political power. Many people looked back to the 
"Swinging Sixties" as the best ten years Britain had 
had this century. 
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However, people were divided concerning the 
nation's future possibilities. Some, those who had 
voted for Thatcher, were optimistic. They believed 
that material wealth was vital for national renewal, 
and that economic success was about to happen. 

Others were unhappy with the direction the nation 
was raking. They believed that the emphasis on 
material wealth encouraged selfishness, and a 
retreat from an ideal of community to a desire for 
personal gain. They were worried by the �eakening 
of the welfare state, particularly in the educational 
and health services. 

The government said much about maintaining 
"traditional values", particularly law and order. 
Respect for the law, it argued, was rooted in British 
tradition. It also spoke of a return to Victorian 
values. On the other hand, its opponents argued 
that the tradition of broad popular agreement on 
the management of the nation's affairs was in grave 
danger. Neither side was wholly right in its claim. 
For example, the Conservative argument forgot 
that in the past, the law had been frequently 
broken not only by criminals but also by those for 
whom it was oppressive, like the Tolpuddle 
Martyrs. It forgot, too, that the Victorians had 
valued not only enterprise and hard work but had 
also cared about social reform to assist the weaker 
members of society. In the same way, when Labour 
accused the Conservatives of putting broad national 
agreement in danger, it forgot that its own parry 
origins lay with the radicals who stood against 
accepted national political practice. But such 
awkward facts were easily placed on one side, and 
the political parties appealed to "history", as this 
fitted their view of modern Britain and the glorious 
future they offered if the people supported them. 

There was nothing new in this. People have always 
looked at history in the way that suited their system 
of beliefs. In  1988 Britain celebrated two major 
anniversaries, the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 
1 588, and the Glorious Revolution in 1 688. One 
was about Britain's successful military and foreign 
policy, the other about its successful constitutional 
development. The popular view is that both were 
truly glorious events. However, the truth is less 



The roytil family celebrates the 
wedding of Prince Andrew and 
Sarah Ferguson. In the 1980s the 
royal family became "world 
property" in a way it had not 
been before. Members of the 
royal family became the subject 
of journalistic invesrigarion, both 
in their public and private lives, 
and began to mirror television 
"soap operas" in their 
entertainment value. 

simple. The Spanish Armada was defeated more by 
the weather than by the English navy, the Spanish 
navy became stronger rather than weaker after 
1 588, and the war with Spain seriously damaged 
the economy of England. Nevertheless, the defeat 
of the Armada has remained a symbol of Britain's 
seafaring success. It was given particular importance 
in the late nineteenth century, when British world­
wide command of the seas was at its height. By 
1 988 it was harder to think in the same way, 
because British foreign policy had shrunk in recent 
years, with a decline in its interests beyond Europe 
and the United States. 

There was also something slightly uncomfortable 
about celebration of the Glorious Revolution. The 
Glorious Revolution was about the sovereignty of 
Parliament in the nation's affairs. But not everyone 
was happy with parliamentary life by 1988. Was its 
constituency system truly democratic? Was 
Parliament itself too powerful? There was another 
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reason for discomfort. The Glorious Revolution had 
been a disaster for I reland. In 1988 there was a 
reminder of this side of Britain's history in the 
confl ict in Northern Ireland, where even the 
Protestant "Loyalists" were unhappy with rule by 
the Westminster Parliament. In Scotland, Wales, 
and parts of England, too, there were people who 
disliked the centralised power of Westminster, 
which had increased in the Thatcher years. 

Britain has more living symbols of its past than 
many countries. It still has a royal family and a 
small nobility. Its capital, cities and countryside 
boast many ancient buildings, castles, cathedrals, 
and the "stately homes" of the nobility. Every year 
there are historical ceremonies, for example the 
State Opening of Parliament, the Lord Mayor's 
Show, or the meeting of the Knights of the Garter 
at Windsor each St George's Day. It is easy to think 
these symbols are a true representation of the past. 
Britain's real history, however, is about the whole 
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people of Britain, and what has shaped them as a 
society. This means, for example, that the recent 
story of black and Asian immigration to Britain is 
as much a part of Britain's "heritage" as its stately 
homes. Indeed more so, since the immigrant 
community's contribution to national life lies 
mainly in the future. 

When looking at Britain today, it is important to 
remember the great benefits from the past. No 
other country has so long a history of political 
order, going back almost without interruption to 
the Norman Conquest. Few other countries have 
enjoyed such long periods of economic and social 
wellbeing. 

It is also important, however, to remember the less 
successful aspects of the past. For example, why did 
the political views of the seventeenth-century 
Levellers or nineteenth-century Chartists, which 
today seem so reasonable, take so long to be 
accepted? Why did the women's struggle to play a 
fuller part in national life occur so late, and why 
was it then so difficult and painful?  Why is there 
still a feeling of division between the north and 
south of Britain? Is Britain, which in many ways 
has been a leader in parliamentary democracy, 
losing that position of leadership today, and if so, 
why? 

The questions are almost endless, and the answers 
are neither obvious nor easy. Yet it is the continued 
discussion and reinterpretation of the past which 
makes a study of Britain's history of value to its 
present and its future. 
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An Illustrated History of Britain traces 
the development of the nation from 
prehistoric times to the present day. It 
looks at British history not merely in 
terms of kings, queens and battles, but 
also emphasises economic, social and 
intellectual forces and how these 
affected the everyday lives of people 
from different sections of society. 

An Illustrated History of Britain is a 
history of Britain, not just of England. 
It looks at major developments within 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland as well as 
their relations with England. 
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