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Conservative domination,
1951–64

Chapter 4

This chapter focuses on the reasons why the Conservatives were able to dominate
British politics for thirteen years between 1951–64 and considers the relative importance
of Conservative strengths, Labour weaknesses and the role of the economy, social
changes and individuals in explaining that dominance. The chapter also examines the
reasons for the end of this dominance, considering the impact of scandals, leadership and
Labour recovery. It addresses a number of key questions that relate to that dominance
and its ending:
●■
●■
●■
●■
●■

Why did the Conservatives win the 1951 election?
Why were the Conservatives able to dominate British politics for so long?
How important a factor was Conservative leadership in maintaining power?
How weak was the Labour party in the period 1951–64?
Why did support for the Conservative party decline?

This chapter also explains how to understand the wording of an essay question through
identifying the key words within it, and how to plan a response.

Timeline
1951

October

1955

April
May
October
July
July

1956
1957
1958-9
1959
1960
1962
1963

October
Februray
July
March
October
October

Conservative election victory, Winston Churchill returns as Prime
Minister
Churchill retires as Prime Minister, replaced by Anthony Eden
Conservative election victory
Suez crisis
Rent Act
Harold Macmillan’s ‘Never had it so good’ speech
Riots in major cities such as Nottingham, Bristol and parts of
London
Conservative election victory
Macmillan’s ‘Wind of Change’ speech
Night of the Long Knives
Profumo Affair
Macmillan retires as Prime Minister
Alec Douglas-Home replaces Macmillan
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Overview
The Conservatives won a narrow victory over Labour
in the 1951 general election but went on to remain in
power for the next thirteen years. The party was led by
Winston Churchill, who at 77 was not in good health
and was largely a figurehead. The government continued
the policy direction of the previous Labour government,
but brought an end to rationing and dramatically
increased the number of houses being built.
When Churchill retired in 1955 he was replaced by
Anthony Eden. Eden called a general election soon after
taking office, in which the Conservatives increased their
majority to 60. This was partly due to the increasing
prosperity that people were starting to feel after years
of food rationing following the Second World War, but
also because of the divisions within the Labour party
over nuclear weapons. However, Eden’s time in office
was short-lived; the Suez Crisis in 1956 destroyed his
credibility as leader both at home and abroad.
Eden was replaced by Harold Macmillan who was to
remain as prime minister until his resignation in 1963.
Macmillan became popular with the public through
his television appearances and by the time of the
next election, in 1959, voters had forgotten Suez, and
‘Super-Mac’, as Macmillan became known, increased
the Conservative majority to 100. He was undoubtedly
helped in this by the rising economic prosperity, which

provoked Macmillan’s famous phrase, ‘You have never
had it so good.’
However, by 1962 the party appeared to be running
out of steam and, in an attempt to bring in some
younger and fresher faces, Macmillan carried out a
cabinet reshuffle, which has become known rather
dramatically as the ‘Night of the Long Knives’. Despite
this, there were signs of increasing problems by 1963
as the economy began to stagnate, unemployment
rose and Britain failed in its attempt to join the
European Economic Community (EEC). In addition, the
government became embroiled in a series of scandals,
the most notorious of which involved the Minister of
Defence, John Profumo. These problems suggested
Macmillan and the Conservative party were losing their
claim to lead the nation.
Nearing 70 and in declining health, Macmillan resigned
and was replaced by the aristocratic Sir Alec DouglasHome who had been nominated as leader by Macmillan
and leading figures in the party. His nomination was seen
by many as an out-dated way of choosing a leader and
some Conservatives announced they would not serve
under him. In the October 1964 general election, faced
by a younger and more energetic leader of the Labour
party, Harold Wilson, the Conservatives were defeated
and Labour came into office with a majority of four.

Why did the Conservatives win the 1951 election?
The debate on the 1951 election result has centred around the extent to which
it was Labour weaknesses or Conservative strengths that determined the
outcome. However, Table 1 below suggests that there might be a third element
to the result: the electoral system.
Table 1 Election results, 1951

Political Party

Votes

Seats

Percentage of vote

Conservative

13,717,538

321

48.0

Labour

13,948,605

295

48.8

Liberal

730,556

6

2.5

Other

198,969

3

0.7

Table 1 shows that Labour polled more votes than the Conservatives, yet
won fewer seats because of the first-past-the-post system. What is also
noticeable is the poor performance of the Liberal party. As a financially
stretched party in decline, they decided to contest only 109 seats. This
helped the Conservatives into power as many ex-Liberal voters turned to the
Conservatives. Despite this, Labour had actually increased their popular vote
by over 2 million since 1945, but the Conservatives had gained over 4 million.
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First-past-the-post system
A system by which a parliamentary
candidate is elected if they
win more votes than any other
candidate in the constituency, with
no account taken of the proportion
of votes they won (i.e. whether
they won a majority of the total
votes).

79

21/08/14 9:26 AM

British Period Study: Britain 1951–1997

How important were Labour weaknesses?

Korean War, 1950–53
Communist North Korea, backed
by Russia and China, invaded the
democratic South Korea in 1950.
The resistance to the invasion was
led by a US-dominated United
Nations force, but with substantial
British help. The war lasted until
1953 when the Communist forces
were driven back to the same
position they occupied in 1950.

Although it is possible to argue that Labour failings in their two
administrations of 1945–50 and 1950–51 were responsible for their defeat
in 1951, this interpretation is not supported by their performance in the
election. Their number of votes in 1951 was, at that point, the highest
polled by a party in British politics, hardly a sign of a party in decline.
Their governments had achieved a great deal and laid down some political
principles that would be followed by all governments until 1979. However,
despite its achievements, the Labour government was not as strong as it had
been in its early years of office. There were a number of areas in both the
party and its policies with which the public were dissatisfied.
The difficulties of dealing with the post-war economic and financial
problems had exhausted many of the cabinet. In the popular mind they were
associated with the policies of austerity, rationing and high taxation, which
most of the public longed to see ended. The Labour government had taken
Britain into the Korean War in 1950, which only added to the financial
strains. Not only was the party exhausted, it was also divided. This division
was seen most clearly in the imposition of charges for dental treatment,
prescriptions and glasses, which appeared to undermine the principle that
the NHS should free at the point of treatment. Debates on this, and the
reduction of Labour’s majority to five in the 1950 election, encouraged
some MPs to voice their concerns about economic and foreign policy, which
further widened the divisions between the right and left of the party. The
electorate was therefore faced with a party which was internally divided,
while the Conservative party had recovered and reorganised itself after its
defeat in 1945.

How important were Conservative strengths?
It would be unfair to see the result of the 1951 general election as simply
a vote against the Labour party as there were many positive aspects to the
Conservative campaign. The party were undoubtedly shocked by their defeat
in 1945, but by 1950 had put in place both policies and a reorganisation
of the party that allowed them to recover and take advantage of Labour
difficulties.
Accounts often overlook the vital work of Lord Woolton, who reformed
party finances and local organisation, so that the party was in a stronger
position to challenge Labour. He was aided by an influx of young talented
politicians into the party, such as Reginald Maudling, who gave the party
new ideas and dynamism. Labour’s nationalisation of the iron and steel
industry provided a contentious issue around which the party could challenge
the government.
The party also offered an attractive programme. They promised to build
300,000 houses per year – a winning proposition given the serious housing
shortage, despite Labour overseeing the building of an average of over
200,000 houses per year – and to give the people ‘more red meat’ at a time
when meat was still strictly rationed. The party had also made it clear that
they would not reverse Labour’s achievements and were fully committed to
the Welfare State. In practice, this meant that after a period of dramatic
innovation, the Conservatives would consolidate. In 1945 the nation had
wanted change and the abandonment of those associated with the failed
policy of appeasement (see pages 00–00); this time they abandoned the party
associated with austerity. Finally, Winston Churchill was still a popular

80

9781471837296_Sample.indd 80

21/08/14 9:26 AM

Conservative domination, 1951–64
figure. Although he had lost the 1945 election, many still saw him as a hero
for leading the country to victory in the war and wanted to thank him.

How important was the electoral system?
Table 1 on page 79 shows that Labour polled over 200,000 votes more than
the Conservatives, but won 26 fewer seats. There were three interlinked key
reasons for this:
1 The nature of the British electoral system
In the 1945 election Labour had needed to poll only 30,522 votes for
each seat it won, whereas in 1951 it needed 47,283 votes. In contrast the
proportion of votes per seat for the Conservatives had declined from
46,892 in 1945 to 42,733 in 1951. This was the result of the first-past-thepost system (see page 79) whereby Labour piled up votes in safe seats, but
the Conservatives won many of the marginal Labour seats.
2 Boundary changes brought about by the 1948 Representation of the
People Act
Boundary changes meant Labour had to win 2 per cent more of the
popular vote to win the same number of seats because the redistribution
of seats meant that some of their seats became marginal or simply
increased the number of votes they could win in already safe seats.
3 The decline in the Liberal party
The problem for Labour was made worse by the decline in the Liberal
party, whose vote declined from 2.6 million in 1945 to 730,556 in 1951.
The Liberals did not contest every seat and many ex-Liberal voters turned
to the Conservatives, helping them win Labour marginal seats.
The nature of the defeat should have given Labour encouragement that their
period out of office would be short-lived, but they were to remain out of
office for the next thirteen years, losing two further elections. The chapter
will now examine the reasons why the Conservatives were able to remain in
power for so long.

Marginal seats and boundary
changes
Marginal seats are parliamentary
constituencies where the number
of votes cast for two parties are
very close and where, when a few
voters change their voting choice,
the candidate elected will change.
The boundaries of constituencies
are regularly reviewed to try
to ensure that they contain
approximately the same number
of voters, but this may result in
the boundary being moved to take
account of population changes.
The movement of the boundaries
may result in one party gaining an
electoral advantage as safe seats
become more marginal or a party
simply gains more votes in an
already safe seat.

Activity
Using the information on pages 79–81 complete the table below to explain
why the Conservatives won the 1951 election. You should:
●■ explain how each factor helped the Conservatives win the general election
●■ award each a mark out of 6 for how important the factor was in helping
the Conservatives: the higher the mark, the more important the factor
●■ explain why you have given the factor this mark.
Factor

How it helped the
Conservatives win
the 1951 election

Mark out
of 6 for
importance

Explanation
of the mark

Labour weakness
Conservative strengths
Electoral system
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Why were the Conservatives able to dominate
British politics for so long?
After the 1951 election there were thirteen years of Conservative government
under four different prime ministers and a further two election victories.
Most historians agree that one of the main reasons for this dominance was
the rise in living standards, for which the Conservatives took the credit.
However, it was also partially the result of both Labour weaknesses and
Conservative strengths.

How important was the economy?
Table 2 GDP growth rates, 1951–64

Country

Percentage
growth

Italy

5.6

Germany

5.1

France

4.3

Britain

2.3

GDP
GDP or Gross Domestic Product
is the annual total value of goods
produced and services provided. It
is used as a measure of economic
growth. Sometimes economists
refer to GNP or Gross National
Product, which also includes trade
abroad.

The Conservatives certainly had the advantage that much of the period was
one of economic growth, which led to a rise in living standards. Given the low
level of industrial output after the war some industrial growth was almost
inevitable. Industrial growth was also stimulated by an increase in trade
after the Korean War; countries had more money available to spend on goods
rather than defence policy. However, the growth rate was not as impressive as
other nations, as Table 2 (on the left) illustrates.
Moreover, Britain’s share of world trade shrank from 25 per cent to 15 per
cent, while Germany’s grew from 7 per cent to 20 per cent.
Some of this decline in world trade can be explained by Britain’s defence
expenditure, which amounted to 10 per cent of its GDP. The high cost of
maintaining military bases and an independent nuclear arms programme
meant that 34.5 per cent of funds for research and development was spent
on defence rather than providing funds for industrial growth. It is therefore
difficult to argue that the government aided industrial growth and their
policies might have actually limited it, giving some justification to later
Labour comments that these were ‘thirteen wasted years’.
In addition, the government was criticised for failing to modernise staple
and traditional industries and instead prioritising investment overseas
and maintaining a strong sterling area. The government defended its
performance by arguing that the relatively poor performance was due to
consumerism, with people spending money on goods rather than investing,
or due to industrial disruption. But the number of hours lost to strikes was
fewer than most countries.
This section will consider the rise in living standards and the reasons for
the rise as well as how much, and how far, the government was responsible
for this improvement. However, even if they were not responsible, they were
able to persuade a sufficient number of the electorate that they were, with
catchphrases such as ‘Never had it so good’ or ‘Life is better under the
Conservatives’, which were used in the 1959 election campaign.

Wages and living standards
Although it was a period of relatively slow industrial growth, it is clear that
most of the period was one of a continuous rise in living standards. This was
largely the result of two main factors. First, wages rose faster than prices so
that people were able to buy more with the money they earned. In 1951 the
average weekly wage of an adult was £8.30, but by 1964 it had risen to £18.35.
Second, Chancellors were able to cut income tax before both the 1955 and
1959 elections, reducing it by 2.5p in 1955 and by 3.75p in 1959, which helped
to increase the amount of money people had available to spend and therefore
increase the ‘feel-good’ factor. This increased purchasing power available to
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the electorate was reflected in a 500 per cent rise in car ownership during the
period and television ownership went up from 4 per cent of the population
to 91 per cent. Similarly the purchase of labour-saving white goods, such as
washing machines, also rose. These were all signs that austerity was over.
As a result, there was no reason for the electorate to vote for a change in
government or policy as most were benefiting from these developments.

Credit
The improvement in living standards was also made possible by the greater
availability of credit. People were able to borrow money and make small,
monthly repayments spread over a number of years; they were thereby able to
purchase items that would have been out of reach in the past. Coupled with
the tax cuts, a consumer boom began and many were able to go on foreign
holidays for the first time, further adding to Macmillan’s claim (see below).

Housing
The improvement in living standards was most clearly seen in a housing
boom. The government had promised to build 300,000 new houses per year
and they were mostly able to meet their target, reaching 354,000 in 1954 and
building some 1.7 million homes while in office. As a result of the building
of new houses and the 1957 Rent Act, waiting lists for housing declined. The
Rent Act abolished rent controls and resulted in more houses available to
rent, although it also led to rents rising, with some tenants finding it much
harder to afford leases.
The number of people who owned their own property rose from 25 per
cent before the Second World War to 44 per cent by 1964. The government
was able to claim credit for some of this as the housing boom had been made
possible by the ease with which money could be borrowed and repaid over a
long period of time. Macmillan certainly exploited this development when he
said in 1957:
Let’s be frank about it: most of our people have never had it so good. Go around
the country, go to the industrial towns, go to the farms, and you will see a state of
prosperity, such as we have never seen in my lifetime – nor indeed in the history of
this country.
Thus the middle classes, and even some of the upper working class, who
had been major beneficiaries of these developments, had no reason to vote
Labour as they had done in 1945.

Economic policy
Conservative economic policy remained consistent throughout the period
and was very similar to that pursued by the preceding Labour governments.
This was particularly noticeable under the Chancellorship of R. A. Butler
from 1951 to 1955. Increased borrowing allowed government expenditure,
particularly on health, education and housing to rise. The Welfare State saw
increased spending throughout the period; the amount of GDP spent on it
rose from 16.1 per cent in 1951 to 19.3 per cent in 1964. At the same time,
the government attempted to achieve full employment while bringing about
economic growth.
So similar were Butler’s policies to those of Labour, that the term
‘Butskellism’ was coined; it brought together the names and policies of
the Conservative Chancellor, who was on the left of the party, and Hugh
Gaitskell from the right of the Labour party. This approach continued under

9781471837296_Sample.indd 83

R.A. Butler, 1902–82
Butler was one of the most
influential Conservative politicians
of the period. He came close on
three occasions to being chosen
as leader of the party. He was
very influential in developing
Conservative policy after the 1945
election defeat. At various stages
of his career he held the offices
of Chancellor (1951–55), Home
Secretary (1957–62) and Foreign
Secretary (1963–64).
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Activity
1 In your own words explain what
is meant by the following terms:
●■ Butskellism
●■ Stop-go policies
●■ Stagflation
2 How valid is the view that
most people in Britain were
increasingly well off and
enjoying a higher standard of
living? Complete the following
chart to help you answer the
question.
Evidence to
support the
claim that
people were
increasingly
well off

Evidence to
challenge the
claim that
people were
increasingly
well off

3 In light of the evidence in your
chart, what is your view? Write
a paragraph to explain your view
and support it with evidence
from the chart.

84
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Macmillan’s leadership as successive Chancellors attempted to avoid high
inflation or deflation, using interest rates and import controls to manage
the economy. If spending or wages rose too rapidly, taxes and interest rates
were increased and import controls prevented purchases from abroad; but if
there was a fall in demand for goods, taxes and interest rates were lowered
and import controls relaxed.
The result of such an approach has led many commentators to suggest that
Britain did not have an overall economic policy, but instead followed a ‘stopgo’ approach as governments simply responded to economic developments,
rather than developing a strategy that created consistent growth. As a result,
some have seen the period as one of stagflation, where industry declined,
but inflation remained, with the result that the overall performance of
the economy was not as strong as it could have been. Clamping down
in a period when there was a balance of payment deficit slowed down
recovery and growth, while cutting taxes increased spending and inflation,
making a deficit more likely. This situation was made worse by a failure to
direct enough investment into important industries, such as textiles and
shipbuilding, with the result that they declined. Although industries such
as aircraft, cars and chemicals were expanding, their production costs were
high, making the goods expensive and uncompetitive in the export market.
The government also did not invest sufficiently in industrial research and
development, which further hindered growth.
Nevertheless, the government did introduce policies around credit and
housing which improved people’s standard of living. These, coupled with
the natural recovery from both the Second World War and the Korean
War and the move out of a period of austerity, contributed to an economic
improvement. However, their policies towards industry and trade meant that
the economy didn’t grow as quickly as other powers.

Unemployment
Although Macmillan spoke of prosperity in his 1957 speech (see page 83),
he was also aware of underlying problems in the economy: inflation and
unemployment. The former was partially controlled by taxes and interest
rates, but the latter was more difficult. The Conservatives had continued the
Labour pledge of full employment, but although there were some years when
unemployment did fall, the overall trend was upward and governments were
never able to get the figure below 250,000, as Table 3 shows.
Table 3 Unemployment in Britain, 1951–64

Year

Number of
unemployed

Year

Number of
unemployed

1951

367,000

1958

536,000

1952

468,000

1959

621,000

1953

452,000

1960

461,000

9154

387,000

1961

419,000

1955

298,000

1962

566,000

1956

297,000

1963

878,000

1957

383,000

1964

501,000

Not only did the high figures in many years cast doubt over the success of the
government’s policies, it also raised the question as to whether it was a period
of prosperity and rising living standards for all.
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The impact of the policies
Although there can be little doubt that living standards rose for most during
this period, how much of that was due to government policies is debatable.
Critics have argued that it was built on heavy government borrowing and
consumer credit, which was economically dangerous. It may even be argued
that the government’s economic policies hindered further growth and
prevented the securing of a strong economic base that would haunt both
Labour and Conservative governments in the 1960s and 1970s. Critics have
argued that the government used tax adjustments in budgets just before
elections to win votes, while the ‘stop-go’ economic policies also prevented
a coherent policy designed to bring about long-term economic growth.
Therefore, although many saw their living conditions rise to levels that could
not have been imagined before, the basis for that improvement was far from
secure, as The Times newspaper commented in 1962:
Britain’s economy has outstripped too many Chancellors. They come; they apply
their notions, declare the patient will recover; they go. Before the public have had
time to know much about their successor the trouble starts again.

How important was social policy?
The Second World War had brought about massive social changes to which
the Conservatives needed to adapt, particularly after their election defeat
in 1945. The war had weakened and blurred class distinctions, and this was
further reinforced by both the creation of the Welfare State and the growing
affluence of the 1950s and 1960s. As R.A. Butler commented:
As in the days of Peel, the Conservatives must be seen to have accommodated
themselves to a social revolution.
In many ways they were able to do this, increasing spending on welfare and
building more houses (see pages 82–83), as well as introducing changes to the
education system.
The three-tier secondary education system of grammar, technical and
secondary modern schools had only served to reinforce class divisions.
Although many Conservatives, particularly at a local level, disliked the
comprehensive system, party policy accepted it. Edward Boyle, the Minister
of Education, pushed for the abolition of the 11 plus and the first purposebuilt comprehensive schools were constructed under the Conservatives. In
fact, more comprehensive schools were opened in the second half of the
twentieth century under the Conservatives than under Labour; a sign not
only of official Conservative acceptance of change, but also the consensus
between the two main parties. This change was taken even further in
1963 with the Robbins Report which attempted to take the comprehensive
principles into further education by expanding universities and providing
larger grants so that students were not deterred by a lack of funds.

Impact of policies
The greatest impact was in the field of education with over 6000 new
schools and 11 universities built. There were some liberal reforms carried
out by Butler as Home Secretary, most notably the 1957 Homicide Act,
which effectively ended the death penalty. However, in the social field the
list of achievements, particularly when compared to the previous Labour
governments, appears limited, despite the dramatic improvement in the
supply of housing.
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How important a factor was Conservative leadership
in maintaining power?
The Conservative party was led by four different leaders during the period
from 1951 to 1964:
■■
■■
■■
■■

Winston Churchill won the 1951 election, having lost in both 1945
and 1950.
Anthony Eden won the 1955 election.
Harold Macmillan won the election in 1959.
Alec Douglas-Home lost the 1964 election.

However, the election results alone are not enough to judge the qualities of
their leadership. Both Eden and Douglas-Home served as prime ministers
for only a short time: Eden was forced out by public opinion, following Suez
(see left), within a year of increasing the Conservative majority; and DouglasHome lasted just under year before electoral defeat. This section will consider
the leaders’ importance in maintaining the Conservatives in power.

Was Churchill anything more than a figurehead?

The Suez Crisis, 1956
This conflict between Britain,
France and Israel against Egypt
took place in October–November
1956. The Egyptian leader, Nasser,
had nationalised the Suez Canal
in order to raise money. Despite
pressure Nasser would not reverse
his policy and Russian support
at the United Nations prevented
action there. As a result, an attack
was launched, but at the UN
the USA condemned the action
of the three powers and Russia
warned that it was willing to use
rockets against the invaders. Not
only international pressure, but
also opposition among the British
people and attacks from the
Labour party, particularly Gaitskell,
forced a British withdrawal.
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In 1951 it was Butler, rather than Churchill, who was the driving force behind
the party. Churchill was already 77 when he became prime minister and it
appeared as if the election victory was a belated thank-you from the electorate
for victory in the Second World War. There is little evidence to suggest he
was more than a figurehead as he was frail and sustained in power by his
reputation. This was made most evident in 1953 when he had a stroke and
was absent for some time, but was scarcely missed! Instead it was Butler who
provided the drive and ideas for this and subsequent administrations.
Butler had already played a significant role in helping the party recover after
1945, ensuring that it developed new and modern ideas. He was involved in the
production of the 1947 party ‘industrial charter’, in which the Conservatives
accepted the principle of a mixed economy of private and state, a further
sign of their willingness to accept change. His association with the 1944
Education Act (see page 00) indicated that he was also concerned with social
issues, an area that many perceived the Conservatives ignored. Once in office
as Chancellor, his policies were little different to those of Labour, but they
did allow the Conservatives to appeal to the centre ground of politics. It was
therefore Butler, rather than Churchill, who was responsible for modernising
the party and helping Eden to secure victory in the 1955 election.

Why was Eden’s premiership short-lived?
Anthony Eden replaced Churchill as prime minister in 1955 and soon after
called an election that resulted in an increased Conservative majority, in part
due to his personal appeal, particularly to many women voters, but also due to
the work of Butler. Despite this, his administration was short-lived. This was
due to one event: the Suez Crisis of 1956. Eden had been Foreign Secretary,
and with the press criticising his rather lacklustre domestic policy, he was
determined to achieve success abroad. The events are covered in more detail
on pages 00–00, but importantly for Eden, he had misjudged the mood of the
people and was heavily criticised by the Labour party for his ‘mad venture’.
Although Britain was not defeated militarily, Eden’s decision to withdraw
was seen as evidence of a lack of political will. With the rest of the world
condemning British actions, it was a clear sign that the country was no longer
a major power. Soon after the incident Eden stood down as prime minister.
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The official reason was ill-health and there was certainly some truth that he
was unwell, but his own personal standing had been undermined by events
and he was replaced by Harold Macmillan as leader. Given the damage the
affair had done to the party, Macmillan was fortunate that he did not have to
go to the electorate until 1959, as an election in the aftermath of Suez might
have seen the Conservatives defeated.

Does Macmillan deserve his nickname ‘Super Mac?’
Macmillan led the Conservative party from 1957 to 1963, during which time
he won the 1959 election and increased the Conservative majority to 100,
despite this being just three years after the disastrous Suez affair. Although
he was fortunate to preside over a period of growing prosperity and affluence,
at least until his latter years in office, his personal appeal to the electorate
also played a crucial role. His appearances on television won him much
support and despite satirists mocking him as ‘Super-Mac’ he was able to
turn this image to his advantage with the famous comment ‘Never had it so
good’. However, not all of the Conservative success should be attributed to
Macmillan. The work of Butler as Home Secretary, with the Homicide Act (see
page 85), gave the party the appearance of changing its traditional and often
reactionary attitudes. The 1959 election was the highpoint for Macmillan:
■■
■■

By 1961 a balance of trade deficit was evidence of a downturn in the
economy as the country was importing more than it was exporting.
By 1962 unemployment was rising and the number of days lost to strikes
was increasing.

In order to try to breathe new life into a tired government, Macmillan
reshuffled his cabinet in July 1962. The sacking of seven cabinet ministers
and nine other ministers became known as the ‘Night of the Long Knives’,
an over-dramatic comparison with Hitler’s 1934 massacre of supporters (see
pages 92–93). It did not have the desired impact and ‘Super Mac’ became ‘Mac
the Knife’ as opinion polls saw Conservative popularity fall. Macmillan was
also the victim of circumstances beyond his control.
Macmillan gained the reputation of a world-class statesman, in part
through his realisation that the British Empire had to be dismantled, despite
protests from within the party. He made this clear in 1960 with his call
for the need to recognise ‘the wind of change’ blowing through Africa and
grant independence to those who wanted it (see pages 00–00). However, it
was also foreign affairs that further damaged his and the party’s image.
First, developments in the Cold War (see pages 00–00) in the early 1960s
revealed that Britain was no longer a major power. Second, the French vetoed
Conservative attempts for Britain to join the EEC. The government was then
hit by a series of scandals (see page 94), most notably the Profumo Affair in
1963. Although Macmillan cannot be blamed for the failings of one minister,
critics suggested he was losing his grip and Lord Denning, a senior judge who
produced a report on the affair, criticised him for not acting quickly enough:

EEC
The European Economic
Community, the forerunner of
today’s European Union, was
established in 1957 and was made
up of the France, West Germany,
Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands
and Luxembourg. It established a
trading system between member
states which had the minimum of
controls, while members were also
forced to impose tariffs on goods
from non-member states so that
they were uncompetitive.

It is the responsibility of the Prime Minister and his colleagues, and of them only, to
deal with this situation: and they did not succeed in doing so.
Not only had Macmillan been damaged by these events, but he was also ill
and announced his intention to resign (see page 00). Macmillan’s final act as
leader was to ask the party to follow ‘customary processes’ in choosing his
successor, but this process damaged the party’s image and contributed to its
defeat in 1964.
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Why did Douglas-Home become leader?
Macmillan’s illness and tiredness following the scandals resulted in his
announcement that he intended to resign. The leadership appeared to be
a contest between Lord Hailsham (Quentin Hogg) and R.A. Butler. Many
thought that this time Butler would finally become leader, but Macmillan
did not wish to see him succeed and used his position to advise the Queen to
invite Sir Alec Douglas-Home to be Prime Minister. Initially Macmillan had
backed Hailsham, but eventually believed Home was a safer choice.
The process of choosing a leader by sounding out the cabinet and MPs was
seen as rather ridiculous in a democratic age, particularly as it brought to
power a man of aristocratic background, lacking in Commons experience and
perceived by many to be out of touch with ordinary people. Douglas-Home
was chosen by an old-boy network, which included many old Etonians; a clear
sign to many that the Conservative party had not changed its image. There was
resentment among some party members, and Enoch Powell and Iain Macleod
stated they would not serve under Douglas-Home. Although Douglas-Home
was affable and popular with some in the party, he faced a revitalised Labour
party, with a new programme, under the youthful and dynamic leadership of
Harold Wilson. It was therefore perhaps unsurprising that Labour won the
election that followed within a year of Douglas-Home taking office; what was
more surprising perhaps was the narrowness of the Labour victory.

Activity
1 Create a balance sheet for each of the Conservative leaders using the
chart below:
Leader

Successes as
leader

Failures as
leader

Mark/10

Explanation
of judgement

Churchill
Eden
Macmillan
DouglasHome

2 Using the above chart and information from earlier in the chapter,
consider how important leadership was in Conservative success in the
1955 and 1959 elections. Fill in the chart below to help you.
Leader

1955

1959

Leadership
Economic policies
Standard of living
Social policies
Other

3 In which election was leadership more important?
4 Now look back to the 1951 election and make a list of factors that
helped determine the result of that general election. Put them in order of
importance and explain the reasons for the order you have chosen.
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How weak was the Labour party in the period
1951–60?
One reason for the Conservatives remaining in power for so long was
the condition of the Labour party. Although Labour’s record in office
between 1945 and 1951 was strong, they were divided internally and were
less able to recover from defeat in 1951 than the Conservatives in 1945.
The lack of unity continued for much of the period, split between the
supporters of Gaitskell (known as the Revisionists, as they wanted to
modernise the party) and the supporters of Aneurin Bevan (known as
the Fundamentalists, because they wanted to maintain the traditional
principles of the party), with the result that the party did not look like one
of government.

Internal disputes
One explanation that has been offered for Conservative dominance in this
period was the divisions within Labour. Although the party was fortunate
that Attlee’s successor, Hugh Gaitskell, was a talented politician and excellent
public speaker able to undermine Eden’s credibility over the Suez Crisis, he
was not able to unite the party. The party was divided over whether it wanted
to move further to the left or right in British politics and Gaitskell was
unable to resolve this.

Aneurin Bevan, 1897–1960
Aneurin Bevan was the son of
a miner. He became Minister of
Health in the Labour government
of 1945 and was largely
responsible for the establishment
of the NHS and also housing
policy, but then moved on to
be Minister of Labour in 1951.
However, he resigned from the
cabinet over cuts to the NHS and
prescription charges. The left of
the party saw him as their hero
and although he was expelled in
1955 he became deputy leader
in 1960.

Socialism
The key issue that divided the party was the future of socialism. Those
on the left of the party (Bevanists) believed that the welfare measures
introduced between 1945 and 1951 were just the first step along the road
to a truly socialist Britain. They argued that there should be far more
state control of the economy and society and disagreed with the moderate
direction pursued by both Clement Attlee, the Labour leader from 1935 to
1955, and his successor, Gaitskell. In 1952 Bevan published In Place of Fear,
which argued that:
It is essential that we should keep clear before us that one of the central principles
of socialism is the substitution of public for private ownership. There is no way
round this.
The left of the party also believed that the unions, which represented the
working man, should have a real say in the development of party policy.
This conflicted with those on the right of the party who wanted policy
to be decided by the parliamentary party and not the unions, which were
dominated by committed left-wingers.
The party was also split over its attitude towards social reform and
economic change. The most notable politician on the right of the party
was Anthony Crosland who argued that the emphasis should be on social
equality, rather than economic change, as capitalism had been ‘reformed and
modified almost out of existence’. This led to divisions with the left of the
party over Clause IV of the Labour party about nationalisation. The left of
the party wanted a greater commitment to Clause IV with its call to ‘secure
for the workers by hand or brain the full fruits of their industry and the most
equitable distribution thereof that may be possible on the basis of common
ownership of the means of production’ and also to ensure the state had greater
control over industry, the economy and society.
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Nuclear policy

Activity
How important are internal
divisions in weakening a political
party? Look further ahead in
the book to Chapters 7 and 8
(pages 00, 00) to see the impact
that internal divisions had on
Labour during the 1980s and the
Conservatives during the 1990s.
Why do you think an electorate
is less willing to vote for a
divided party?

There were also divisions over Labour’s nuclear policy. The left of the party
wanted unilateral nuclear disarmament so that more money was available
for social reforms, while others on the left argued that Britain should
disarm so that the Soviet Union should not fall too far behind in the arms
race with the West. The right of the party were opposed to unilateralism
and wanted Britain to maintain its independent nuclear deterrent. However,
on this issue Bevan was less radical and rejected unilateralism at the Party
Conference of 1957. Nonetheless, he opposed the party’s approval of the
rearmament of Germany and its inclusion in NATO (see page 00), which he
believed would alienate the Soviet Union. These divisions were so great that
in 1955 Bevan was expelled from the parliamentary party for challenging
official Labour policy.
These divisions came to a head at the 1960 party conference. Gaitskell
had defeated Bevan for the leadership of the party in 1955 and believed that
this gave him the go-ahead to take the party in a more centrist direction.
Defeated for a third successive election in 1959, Gaitskell argued that the
left had weakened the party with their unilateralist views, which he argued
were unpopular with the country. However, the left of the party attacked the
party’s nuclear policy and at the party conference forced a unilateralist policy
on the party using the block vote of the unions, which allowed the left-wing
leaders of the unions to cast their votes on behalf of all the members of their
union, despite the fact the majority were moderates and did not agree with
the policy. However, within a year the policy was abandoned. There were also
divisions over nationalisation as the left accused Gaitskell of abandoning it
as a priority.

Attitudes to Europe
A further handicap for the Labour party was its attitude towards Europe.
Attlee had declared that Labour was opposed to Britain joining the EEC and
in 1962 this stance was continued by Gaitskell, which hardly gave the party
the appearance of modernisation and progression.

The 1959 general election
During the 1955 election campaign Attlee appeared both ill and tired
contrasted to Eden, the new Conservative leader. Following Labour’s defeat
Attlee was succeeded by Hugh Gaitskell, a gifted politician, sharply analytical
and a great speaker, as was seen in his attack on Eden during the Suez Crisis.
However, his death in 1963, at the age of only 57, meant that he never became
prime minister.
Gaitskell was on the right of the party, but he believed that his victory in
the 1955 leadership contest had given him the authority to lead the party
away from policies such as unilateralism, which were not popular with
the public. However, his period as leader coincided with divisions over the
party’s future and a poor election campaign in 1959. Labour stood a chance
of winning in 1959 as the election was only three years after the debacle of
Suez and the government’s budgetary policies appeared unsound. However,
the result was a disaster for the party as the Conservatives not only increased
their majority to 100, but also came close to winning 50 per cent of the
popular vote (see Table 4).
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Table 4 1959 general election results

Party

Number of votes

Number of seats

Percentage of vote

Conservative

13,749,830

365

49.4

Labour

12,215,538

258

43.8

Liberal

1,638,571

6

5.9

Others

255,302

1

0.9

The Conservatives were fortunate that the election coincided with a period
of economic recovery and allowed them to claim that ‘Life is better with
the Conservatives’. However, Labour also made mistakes. They promised an
increase in state pensions without a rise in taxes, and when questioned about
how it would be funded had few answers and were simply not believed. In
contrast, the government had reduced income tax before the election and,
with their record of improving living standards, appeared to offer security
and prosperity. Added to the other problems faced by the Labour party it was
not surprising that their performance was so poor, but it only added to the
internal arguments that reached their climax at the 1960 party conference.
The death of Gaitskell in 1963 resulted in Harold Wilson being elected
as leader of the Labour party. He presented a youthful and working-class
image, which was in direct contrast to Douglas-Home. He was able to
dominate the direction of the 1964 election campaign and stress the need for
the modernisation of the economy with his emphasis on ‘the white heat of
technology’. Labour therefore entered the election expecting to win.

Activity
1 Make a list and put, in order of priority, the failings of the Labour party in the 1959 election. Explain your
order.
2 How far can Labour’s leadership be blamed for electoral failures?
3 Labour lost three successive elections in 1951, 1955 and 1959. You should now come to a conclusion about
whether you think Conservative strengths or Labour weaknesses were more important in determining the
outcome of the elections.
a Complete the table below by entering any strengths or weaknesses of the two parties that you think
influenced the outcome of the election
b In the final column review your entries and decide whether you think the outcome was due to
Conservative strengths or Labour weaknesses.
c Having completed the chart, write a paragraph to explain whether you think Conservative strengths or
Labour weaknesses were more important in determining the outcome of the elections.
Election Labour strengths

Labour weaknesses

Conservative
strengths

Conservative
weaknesses

Reason for outcome

1951
1955
1959
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Why did support for the Conservative party decline?
The last years of the Conservative government were damaged by a series of
scandals which, although not the direct fault of the government, reflected
badly on it and gave the appearance of a ministry that had lost control.
However, it was not just a series of scandals that lost the government support
and ultimately the 1964 election. There were a number of reasons for the loss
of support: the economy was declining; the government had failed to secure
membership of the EEC; and the leadership of the party no longer appeared
to be strong after the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ and Macmillan’s subsequent
retirement.

The economy
If Conservative dominance had been based on the rising standard of living,
then their defeat in 1964 was due, at least in part, to the worsening economic
situation over which they presided. In 1959 they had been able to campaign
on ‘Don’t let Labour ruin it’, but now it appeared as if it was the present
government who were failing. From 1961 onwards, the economy went downhill:
■■

■■
■■

There was balance of trade deficit and government attempts to reduce
it, such as a ‘pay pause’ and the establishment of the National Economic
Development Council (NEDC) – an economic planning body made up
of representatives from the government, trade unions and industrial
managers – and the National Incomes Commission (NIC), which was to
control incomes, had no noticeable impact.
Unemployment began to rise and reached over 800,000 by the end of 1963,
with the north and Scotland suffering particularly badly.
There was a significant increase in the number of days lost to strikes,
particularly in the docks.

Compared with much of the rest of Europe, which had faster rates of
growth, Britain appeared to be lagging behind and this only added to the
government’s difficulties when its application for membership of the EEC was
rejected in 1963.

EEC rejection
Both major political parties had been hostile to Britain joining the EEC when
it had been established, but with the loss of empire and the Suez Affair, which
both raised questions about Britain’s status as a world power and damaged
Anglo-American relations (see page 00), politicians gradually began to change
their views. For many in the Conservative party, the most important reason for
a change in attitude was the economic performance of the EEC, which was far
better than that of Britain (see page 00). This became even more apparent with
the worsening performance of the British economy after 1961. However, the
French President, Charles de Gaulle, had serious reservations about Britain’s
sincerity and commitment to Europe and rejected its application. It was
humiliating for Britain and revealed to many just how weak the country was.

Night of the Long Knives
The Night of the Long Knives is the name given to the reshuffle in the
cabinet undertaken by Macmillan in 1962. The declining economy resulted in
losses in by-elections throughout 1962, such as Orpington where the Liberals
overturned a Conservative majority of 14,000 and won the seat by 7000 votes,
similarly Labour captured the safe Conservative seat of West Middlesbrough.
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This growing unpopularity was also seen in falling opinion polls as Labour
surged ahead and therefore Macmillan decided that a reshuffle was needed.
This was particularly necessary as compared with the young and dynamic
men emerging in both the Labour party and around the US president, J.F.
Kennedy, Macmillan’s cabinet appeared old. The reshuffle saw a third of
the cabinet replaced. Although there was some improvement in his ratings
afterwards, it resulted in him being seen as ‘Mac the Knife’ and damaged the
unity of the party, prompting a historian to comment:
Planning required either a government which commanded enough prestige to
force its will upon people or a system in which people could be confident that they
would be treated fairly. Macmillan did not possess either claim to authority after the
ministerial changes.

●

T.O. Lloyd, Empire to Welfare State: English History 1906–85, 1986, page 381.

Perhaps the decline in his reputation was put even more clearly by the rising
star of the Liberal party, Jeremy Thorpe, who made a play on words of the
final line of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities, and said:
Greater love hath no man than this – that he lays down his friends for his life.

●

Macmillan never recovered his authority in either the party or country as
seen in the opinion polls.

Scandals
The large number of scandals that befell the government in 1963 served only
to make matters worse and have prompted the historian, Paul Adelman,
to suggest that they delivered the ‘coup de grace to the Conservative
government’. Although the Profumo Affair is probably the most famous,
there was also the Vassal Affair, the Philby Case and the Argyll divorce case.
Each of the cases further weakened the government.
■■

■■
■■
■■

The inquiry into the Vassal Affair suggested that although there was
no evidence of cover-ups, the government was not in control of its
departments.
With the Philby Case, the government took the blame for the security
services failure to identify a traitor in the Foreign Office for so long.
With the Argyll divorce case, two government ministers were supposedly
on the list of 88 with whom the Duchess had been involved sexually.
The Profumo Affair raised issues of risks to national security through the
Minister of War, John Profumo, and his relationship with Christine Keeler,
who was linked to members of the Russian embassy. His initial denial
of the affair and then admittance that he had lied to parliament, raised
doubts about Macmillan’s control of the party and naivety in believing his
minister. More importantly, it also reflected badly on both parliament and
the party, raising questions as to the fitness of the government to lead. It
appeared as if the government was out of touch with reality and this was
only reinforced by the satire of the time.

Social problems
As class barriers were breaking down, Butler claimed that the Conservative
party was aiding the process. A strong case can be made for his claim that:
We [Conservatives] have developed an affluent, open and democratic society, in
which the class escalators are continually moving and in which people are divided
not so much between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ as between ‘haves’ and ‘have-mores’.
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●

●

Vassal was a civil servant in
the Admiralty who spied for
the Soviet Union. There were
rumours that senior figures in
the Admiralty tried to protect
him and although no evidence
of a cover-up was found, it
created distrust.
Kim Philby was a senior official
at the Foreign Office and had
been passing information to the
USSR and recruiting spies for
them. He fled to Russia in 1963
to avoid arrest.
In 1963 the Duke of Argyll
sued his wife for divorce on the
grounds of adultery. In court a
list of 88 names were produced
with whom it was alleged
she had, at various times, had
group sex. This was rumoured
to include some government
ministers and led to the
famous radio comment from a
comedian that she should have
married Plymouth Argyll rather
than the Duke of Argyll.
It was this scandal that caused
the government the most
problems. John Profumo’s
liaison with Christine Keeler
was a security risk because of
her links through prostitution
to the Russian embassy.
Not only did Profumo deny
the affair in the House of
Commons, but it also became
known that he had met her at
the home of Stephen Ward,
an osteopath who treated a
number of Conservative MPs,
and this damaged the party by
association.
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The education system had given greater opportunity to all youngsters and
the creation of a ‘property-owning democracy’, aided by credit, had done the
same for adults. However, despite these developments, where working-class
income often exceeded that of the lower-middle class, there were increasing
tensions that the government struggled to manage

Social tensions and riots (1958–59)
The clearest evidence of social tensions were the race riots that broke out in
1958 as Britain struggled to start to adapt to being a multi-racial society.
After the Second World War immigration from the Empire had been
encouraged as workers were needed to fill the labour shortage. However,
tensions developed as the immigrants were blamed for housing shortages in
many of the poorer areas where rent was cheaper. Similarly, immigrants were
blamed for job shortages because of their willingness to work for lower rates
of pay. In 1958–59 these tensions spilled over into riots in some of the main
cities, including London, Bristol and Nottingham. The most notable outbreak
of violence occurred at Notting Hill where white youths tried to attack blackowned properties. The police struggled to maintain order, but afterwards
heavy prison sentences were imposed on those who provoked the violence.
The government set up the Salmon Inquiry, which concluded the trouble
was due to increased immigration, and made no reference to the racism or
discrimination suffered by the immigrants in matters such as housing or
employment. The government responded to the report by passing the 1962
Commonwealth Immigrants Act, which limited the number of immigrants,
depending upon their ethnic origin. However, as the Act was moving through
parliament there was a rush of immigrants to avoid the restrictions, which
served only to further fuel the concerns of those who wanted greater controls
on immigration.

Youth sub-culture

Mods and rockers
These were the terms used to
describe the two groups whose
fights characterised the summer
of 1964. The ‘mods’ rode scooters
and were usually better dressed
than their counterparts the
‘rockers’, who rode motorbikes.
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The other social problem facing the government was the development of a
youth sub-culture. In some instances this escalated into violence, as seen in
the clashes between ‘mods and rockers’ who often clashed in holiday resorts
during bank holidays. Although there is no agreement as to the reasons for
this development, it is likely to be a combination of a variety of factors. Many
of the young were benefiting from the greater affluence and had more money
available to spend on the increasing variety of goods, such as transistor
radios. This generation had also not lived through the war and did not feel
restrained by the horrors and grim times of the past and as a result did not
feel bound by traditional hierarchical structures and a respect for authority,
which their elders still had. Moreover, new forms of entertainment, both
musical, with ‘rock and roll’, and satirical television shows challenged the
established behaviour of deference.
However, not all of the young gained from the increasing affluence and
those who had missed out on the increasing wealth often felt alienated and
developed a ‘sub-culture’ which resulted in the emergence of anti-social
behaviour, seen in the fights that took place between the mods and rockers
during the summer of 1964. Many of the young were losing respect for those
in authority because the increasing number of scandals usually involved
those in government or senior roles within the civil service (see page 93) and
therefore did not provide good role models.
All of this helped to undermine a Conservative party still closely associated
with tradition and hierarchy and which was lampooned in the new satirical
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magazine, Private Eye, or on the television in programmes such as That Was the
Week That Was. Despite attempts to modernise its image, the choice of Sir Alec
Douglas-Home as Macmillan’s successor in 1963 (see page 88) appeared to
confirm to many that it was out of touch.

Activity
1 Using the information on pages 92–95, complete the
following chart to explain why the Conservatives
declined had declined in popularity by 1963. You
should:
●■ explain how each factor caused the Conservative
decline
●■ award each a mark out of 10 for how important
its role was in the decline; the higher the mark, the
more important the factor

●■

explain why you have given the factor this mark.

Factor

Explanation
of role

Mark/10

Explanation
of mark

2 Write a paragraph explaining which factor you
consider to be the most important.

Historical debate
‘Never had it so good’ or ‘Thirteen wasted years’?
This historical debate on the Conservative performance 1951–64 centres
round the claims made by the two main political parties, which given their
partisan nature, suggests that the truth is likely to lie somewhere between. In
1957 Macmillan claimed in a speech to a Conservative rally in Bedford that
‘most of our people have never had it so good’, while Labour have described
the period as ‘thirteen wasted years’.
There is much to support Macmillan’s claim as it was a period of
continuously rising living standards, wages were certainly rising faster
than prices, with wages going up 72 per cent and prices only 45 per cent.
As the historians Alan Sked and Chris Cook have commented ‘Everyone
from the middle-aged mum with her domestic appliances to teenagers with
transistor radios’ agreed that after years of austerity they had the right to
take advantage of the improvement. The Conservatives had also, according
to Churchill in 1954, ‘improved all the social services and are spending more
this year on them than any Government at any time’.
Certainly the years 1957–59 appear to be the high point of affluence
and allowed the government to lower taxes and increase spending without
causing serious economic and financial problems. However, even Macmillan
in his speech warned that high public spending, rising living standards, full
employment and low inflation were not all possible at the same time, so it
would be unfair to argue that the government was not aware of problems in
the economy.
Despite these warnings, there is still a different perspective to the economic
and social policies that needs to be examined. Critics have argued that the
government did very little while in power, manipulating budgets for electoral
gain and giving little impression of understanding how the economy worked.
According to the alternative view, the governments were more concerned with
maintaining Britain as a world power, whatever the cost to the economy,
and paid little attention to the sluggish growth compared to Germany or
other European states. These critics also argued that Conservative economic
complacency ensured the necessary economic growth would not be generated:
stop-go policies discouraged investment and too much money went into
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defence or abroad, as key industries, such as textiles or shipbuilding, were
neglected. Even in the field of social reform critics argued that whatever
growth there was did not reach the Welfare State. Pensions were updated, but
erratically; and nothing was done to solve the problems of the NHS. In these
accounts, Churchill’s main concern was survival; Eden’s priority was foreign
policy; Macmillan, who was interested in social reform, presided over the
period when an economic downturn impacted on expenditure; and DouglasHome failed to change direction, perhaps justifying the title given to one
book, The Stagnant Society.
The two extracts below further develop the contrasting views outlined
above. These passages focus on the 1950s, rather than the whole period, with
the first passage supporting the view that it was a stagnant or wasted period,
while the second supports Macmillan’s claim that Britain ‘never had it so
good’.

Activity
1 In light of the two passages and
further reading, do you agree
with the view that the 1950s
were a period of great prosperity
for people in Britain? Explain
your answer.
2 Using the information in this
chapter, find information to
support the two views:
(i) Never had it so good
(ii) Thirteen wasted years
3 Which view do you find more
convincing? Explain your choice.

The object of every economic system is to increase the supply and range
of consumer goods and services available to its people, in other words to
increase the standard of living as fast as possible. In the long run, this can
only be done by expanding production. When Butler was Chancellor [April
1955] the cost of living was deliberately pushed up by raising purchase
tax on a wide range of goods, and at the same time a number of measures
were taken to discourage capital investment. Butler’s policies were followed
by his two successors; it was only reversed at the onset of the recession in
1958. What did this policy achieve? It did eventually succeed in slowing
down the pace of wage increases which was one of the main factors behind
the 1955 inflation. But it took nearly three years to do so, at the cost of a
virtually complete industrial standstill and a number of financial crises
and industrial disputes. It is too early to assess the long-term damage to the
British economy from this period of enforced standstill, but it certainly left
us with a lot of leeway to catch up.
M. Shanks, The Stagnant Society, 1961
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Conservative domination, 1951–64
By 1959 the economy stood on the edge of a great leap forward. Macmillan
said in July 1957 that people had ‘never had it so good’. At the time he said
it, it may not have been accurate; production figures in 1958 were no higher
than in 1955. But between September 1958 and December 1959 there was
a sudden explosive expansion, and Macmillan’s slogan dominated politics
and everyday life. Partly because the expansion was started by making
credit easier to come by, and partly because of a change in people’s wants,
a great deal of the expansion was devoted to buying ‘consumer durables’. A
majority of families had a washing-machine, about one family in three had
a refrigerator, and in the south the proportion was higher; about one family
in three owned a car. In 1955 40% of homes owned a television set; by 1959
the figure had risen to 70%.
T.O. Lloyd, Empire to Welfare State: English History 1906–85, 1986.

Further research
In reading some of the material
below you should consider
their view of the period and the
evidence they provide to support
their claims.
R. Blake, The Decline of Power,
1985, Chapters 17–20.
P. Clarke, Hope and Glory, 2004,
Chapters 7–8.
A. Marr, A History of Modern
Britain, 2007.
K. Morgan, Britain since 1945: The
People’s Peace, 2001.

Chapter summary
●■

●■

●■

●■

●■

Although the British public were disillusioned by the
continuation of rationing and austerity after the
Second World War, the 1951 election result produced
only a marginal victory for the Conservative party.
The policies pursued by the Conservative party were, in
many respects, similar to those begun by the previous
Labour governments; therefore as the Conservatives
brought about an improvement in living standards
there was no reason to remove them from office.
Many people credited the Conservative government
with the improvement in living standards and voted
for them in the elections of 1955 and 1959.
The Conservative party were able to modernise
and adapt to many of the significant social changes
as class distinctions declined and social mobility
increased.
Social tensions, such as the development of a multiracial society, culminated in a series of riots in cities
in 1958–59 and the growth of a ‘youth-subculture’,
both of which challenged the Conservatives.

●■

●■

●■

●■

●■

Adapting to the major change in Britain’s position
in the world challenged the leadership of the
Conservative party. The Suez Crisis ended Eden’s
period in office.
The loss of Empire was acknowledged by Macmillan
in his ‘Wind of Change’ speech, and this culminated
in Britain’s failed attempt to join the EEC in 1963,
which weakened the Macmillan administration.
The failure of governments to increase growth in the
economy as fast as other European countries further
weakened their position by 1962.
The final years of Conservative power were rocked
by a series of scandals, most notably the Profumo
Affair, but also the flight to Russia of Kim Philby, a
senior official in the Foreign Office, which lessened
trust in the government.
By 1964 Labour had overcome many of its internal
disputes over its direction and under the youthful
leadership of Harold Wilson was in a strong position
to challenge a tired Conservative party.
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British Period Study: Britain 1951–1997

Study skills: Understanding the wording of the
question and planning an answer
Understanding the wording of a question
It is very important that you read the wording of the question you are
answering very carefully. You must focus on the key words and phrases in
the question; this may be dates, ministers or phrases such as ‘how successful’.
Unless you directly address the demands of the question you will not score
highly.
The first thing to do is to identify the command words; these will give you
the instructions about what you have to do. You may be asked:
to assess the causes of an event
to what extent, or how far a particular factor was the most important in
bringing about an event
■■ how successful a government or prime minister was.
Here are two examples:
■■
■■

Example
1 Assess the reasons for Conservative dominance 1951–64.
In this essay you would need to analyse a range of reasons why the
Conservative party dominated British politics in the period 1951 to
1964. However, in order to reach the highest levels you would need to
weigh up – assess – the relative importance of the factors you have
discussed and reach a balanced conclusion, not simply produce a list of
reasons for their dominance.
2 ‘The most important reason for Conservative dominance in the
period 1951–64 was the improvement in the standard of living.’
How far do you agree?
Although this question, like the first, requires you to consider the reasons
for Conservative dominance, you must consider the importance of the
improvement in the standard of living and write a paragraph on the
named factor, even if you argue it was not the most important. However,
even if you think it was the most important, you must still explain why
other factors were less important.

Planning an answer
Once you have understood the demands of the question, the next step is
planning the answer. The plan should outline your line of argument – this
means that you will need to think about your thesis before you start writing
and the plan should help you maintain a consistent line of argument
throughout the answer. Consequently, your plan should be a list of ideas and
reasons about the issue in the question. Your plan should not be a date list of
events, as this will encourage you to write a narrative or descriptive answer,
rather than an analytical one.
Consider the first example above: ‘Assess the reasons for Conservative
dominance 1951–64’. A plan for this essay might take the following form:
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1 Increase in the standard of living
Evidence of wages, consumer purchases and
economic success at time of elections. Important
as persuades voters Conservatives doing a good
job, important as 1964 loss when economy weak,
therefore most important reason.
2 Timing of the elections
Link to the above and ‘feel good’, avoid elections close
to difficulties, such as Suez.
3 Leadership of Macmillan
His appeal, image and ability to convince electorate
party responsible for rise in living standards and
ensures elections at time of prosperity (link to 1
and 2). Important as under Douglas-Home lose, but
close result and therefore less important.

4 Reorganisation and modernisation of
Conservative party
Recovery from 1945, new policies, social issues and
attitudes, Butler, Woolton, therefore in a position to
take advantage of points 1 and 5.
5 Labour weakness
Divisions within party, consensus and why change
to Labour? Important as once united under young
and charismatic leader win 1964, but even under
Gaitskell who was talented did not win, had to wait
for economic downturn.
6 Conclusion
Link between factors, but prosperity crucial and
once achieved no need to vote Labour, but once in
decline that changed.

The answer should not just list the reasons, but offer a comment about their
importance and the conclusion should offer a clear line of argument which
has been supported in the previous paragraphs.
Planning an answer should help you focus on the actual question and
not simply write about the topic. In the first question you might write all
you know about the Conservative governments of 1951–64, but not explain
why they dominated. Under the pressure of time in the examination room it
is easy to forget the importance of planning and just start writing, but will
usually result in essays that do not have a clear argument or change their line
of argument half way through, making it far less convincing.

Question practice
The focus of this section has been on planning. Use the information in this
chapter to plan answers to the following questions:
1 ‘The most important reason for Conservative dominance in the period
1951–64 was the improvement in the standard of living.’ How far do
you agree?
2 Assess the reasons why Labour lost three elections in the period from
1951 to 1964.
3 ‘The scandals of 1963 were the most important reason for the
Conservative defeat in 1964.’ How far do you agree?
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