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Preface to the Paperback edition

The bulk of the book was written before the Brexit vote, though it was completed after it. I write now as Parliament rejects the May-EU withdrawal agreement. The book does not deal with Brexit (which should be known as UKexit) or indeed the financial crisis and the austerity which it followed. It ends its story in 2000, with some extension to the Iraq War. But as the topics this book deals with are so central to Brexit debates, and indeed because history has been so important in them, some reflections on this thorny subject seem appropriate. Indeed they help highlight some ways in which this British history is different from its predecessors.

This book endorses neither Remainer nor Brexiteer histories. Both are deeply wanting, not least in their insistence that history has something profound to tell us about the present because we are trapped by it, or waiting to be guided by it. We shouldn’t grant the Brexiters their own argument that they are somehow in tune with the essence of Britishness as lived through centuries of history. Neither should we let Remainers get away with the repeated claim that the Brexiteers and the Brexit vote are expressing old, ghostly and deluded imperialist sentiments. Both arguments are nonsense. Brexit a is recent phenomenon, with causes in the here and now, and is opposed by roughly half the population. Brexit has nothing to do with deep history.

The politics of Brexit are a new phenomenon, a distinctly post-Thatcher one, a fresh combination of radical economic internationalism with ideological and racial nationalism. It is also new in that Brexit has been a promise without a plan. The best policy the Brexiteers have come up with is unilateral free trade. More often it seems simply a deluded belief that no plan was needed for an independent UK to just slot into its supposedly pre-ordained place as global champion of free trade. In fact, unilateral free trade would make the exciting trade deals they want impossible to negotiate, and mean the UK would be a rule-taker in every market in the world. Such indifference to the realities of global capitalism contrasts sharply with other restructuring movements of the past – in the Edwardian years Joe Chamberlain looked at future policy for tariffs in detail and with experts; in the 1940s Labour’s nationalisers had a plan, of what to do and how to do it; in the 1960s and 1970s those who argued for going in to the EEC had to think long and hard as to what it meant for the UK and its allies. The Thatcherites of the 1970s also had a programme, as did the Labour Left of the time. At no time during the twentieth century could one find an influential section of the British elite so obviously deluded about how the global economy works or so keen to recreate a place for the UK it can no longer have as has been displayed by Brexiteer politicians.

How are we to explain this difference, this discontinuity in political realism? The first point to make is that Brexit was not mostly about the EU at all, but a protest about domestic politics. The second is that no serious political party or government had Brexit as its policy, indeed it was never expected to succeed. It is only after the Brexit vote that the Conservative party has become Brexiter and official organs now scream out a delusional revivalism in which Britain was now, again, an innovation nation, ready to lead the world into the fourth industrial revolution as it led it into the first, and a, for some, the, global champion of free trade. There is a cynical disregard for evidence here, but it is worth noting that the delusions are framed not in the language of empire but of British liberal exceptionalism already in use in more moderate forms by New Labour as well as the Conservatives since the beginning of this century.

Between the Brexiteers and the voters for Brexit there was an extraordinary mix of irreconcilable and inchoate nostalgias. Voters for Brexit were not voting for the radical economic cosmopolitanism of the Brexiteers. They were voting it seems for controls on immigration, at least as much from outside the EU as from within it, and for taking back national control. In the blaming of the voters there was much talk of there being poorly educated, left behinds, as well as being carriers of an imperialist virus. That missed two crucial points – that the Brexiteers were overwhelmingly old Tories, and as Anthony Barnett points out very powerfully, were English living outside the big cities. The result of the vote was itself a discontinuity not just historically but biographically. The over-65 Brexit voters (who as one would expect would, however rich, have had fewer years of education than younger voters) would have voted in the 1975 referendum, when they voted Yes. If they were motivated by imperialism, and imperialism correlates with being hostile to European integration, what needs to be explained is why they were anti-imperialist in 1975 and imperialist in 2016.

What most struck me was the expressed desire to take back internal control, not control of others, and the sense of losing a country, by people of whom many were well-off. The book helps make sense of this. Since the 1970s, this book argues, there has been (for good and ill) a loss of national control (though not mainly to the EU). That suggests that the Brexit vote, far from being imperialist or free trading, was a cry of nationalist rage from inner England, largely from those who grew up in a national age when there was national industry making national goods. It also helps explain the old working class vote from areas which once had national industries, not least coal mines. But such has been the catastrophic and sudden decline in quality of public ratiocination in what is supposed to be a ‘knowledge economy’ in an ‘information age’ that they voted not for national renewal but for self-harm.

My account of British history is, like my account of Brexit above, a story of discontinuities rather than of invented continuities either celebratory or condemnatory. This book shows there have been extraordinary changes in the nature of the economy, its connections to empire and the rest of the world over time, and in the politics of those relations. Over time parties reversed their historical positions on these matters, from free trade to protection; from anti-marketeers to pro-Europeans. Things changed, profoundly so, even though much national discourse insists, as it perhaps must, on continuity.

What writers think they have written and what readers read are not always the same thing. A preface to a new edition gives an author a chance, having learnt a little about how a book is read, to make clearer what was intended, and to extend the argument in fresh ways in the light of those readings.

Inevitably perhaps the title of this book has been taken by some to suggest that at least in part it is a story of growth and decline, with the decline transplanted in time to the years after 1970s rather than after 1870, or 1945. But that is not so. British people got richer over the whole twentieth century, though the proportion of the world’s income they controlled decreased as other peoples also became richer. As it happens that national period from the late 1940s into the early 1970s was one of high and still unsurpassed rates of economic growth, though also of rapid relative decline. Since the Thatcher years, growth was no better overall, and the global relative decline continued. For me, however, this rise and fall is nothing to do with relative economic power over time, or relative to the rest of the world. It is about the making and unmaking of the particular kind of formation I call the British nation, one which came into being through economic controls at its borders, whether of goods, or finance, or people, and through a self-understanding of itself as a distinct political and ideological unit with a certain internal homogeneity. But this is also the story of the non-national – of the openness to the world of the British economy at times, and also of Empire. It could have been entitled ‘The Strange Death and Rebirth of Liberal England’ or ‘How the British Nation freed itself from the British Empire’.

There are some elements of the story which I have not made enough of. The first is that of course all sorts of local affiliations mattered before 1945, and some had a national character. Equally, that is true of the period since the 1980s. For the latter it is important to note that a national UK-wide welfare state is a greater presence in the economy than ever before. There are also many industries and services which are necessarily local (like transport) which may, or may not, be locally owned and run, but are of their nature local. I have made some minor changes to bring this ‘foundational economy’ out more. I am grateful to Jim Tomlinson for making me make this clear. I hope then that the book will not be read to say there was no national organisation before 1945 or after say 1990. But it should certainly be read to say that the balance of what is national and what is not changed very radically. A related point is that different policy and politics and were always in tension, it was just that some were stronger than others at particular times. For example, the imperial project was not dead in 1945, nor a liberal one, but a national one, weak before then, was now dominant though not hegemonic. History is complicated! More than that it is full, British history too, of ironic reversals.

Readers have been drawn most to my argument that a new nation arose from 1945, and what happened to it. Perhaps it attracts attention because this part of the story is a new story of a nation, a form with which we are very familiar. Indeed I make the point that it was in this national era that peculiarly national histories of this nation which still dominate our understanding of modern British history were written. Extending this point Adam Tooze has noted rather felicitously that right across Europe historians writing after the second world war created a short and narrow twentieth century, writing out empire and the global economic relations of Europe, and taking the story from say 1914 or 1917, or even later, as a story of nations. My book is an attempt to break out of those confines, to write both a longer and broader history, by going back to 1900 and forward to 2000 to tell non-national stories too.

However, much less attention has been given to my account of the period to 1945, perhaps because it is just too different from the national story mode to be easily assimilated, though personally I found these sections the most challenging and interesting to get to grips with. It is a story of a remarkable non-national, free trading, capitalist formation. It is a story of a powerful global enterprise, which relied on this very globality to emerge victorious in two world wars. For the more recent non-national period I make clear that this was a return to openness, but with very different consequences: the bringing of foreign capitalism into what had been the nation, rather than extending the reach of British capital. Indeed I have been surprised how little reaction there has been to my emphasis on the story of British capitalism, its economics and its politics.

In this light some words on the assumptions this book makes and the way it tells its story might be helpful. This book is not to be thought of, say, as a refutation of some deluded declinist, or a daring revision of conventional wisdom. Instead it suggests we need to understand the peculiar ways in which British history has been constructed, and that once that is clear, a new history can emerge. The book thus contains within it a thoroughgoing critique of the hidden and practically unknown assumptions that have been foundational to understanding modern British history. For example, it rejects the assumptions and arguments of what I take to be richest formulation of modern British history there has been – that created by the New Left of the 1960s. It is a critique too of what I see as the pioneering national histories of the 1960s, which remain central to shaping the (limited) imaginarium of twentieth century British history. They have in common hidden elements of nationalist critique of globalism and of imperialism. In these histories, and others, are many claims to historical continuity, which are in reality the repetition of a particular thesis about British history. There is indeed a long tradition of criticisms of an enduring British imperialism, using it to explain everything from economic decline to delusions of grandeur, making it not surprising at all that readers of histories, particularly of the centre and left, should blame Brexit on the empire. Nor is it a surprise that Brexiteers should come up with fanciful notions of what happened during the second world war as a key part of how they appear to think about Brexit. Such ideas were central to national and nationalist histories of the war for years, including those of the left. But the brutal reality is that there are other very different ways of telling the story of the second world war, and the politics of accession to the EEC, as this book will show.

One of the deep ways in which British history has been structured is through the welfarist assumption that New Liberalism, Labour and New Labour have been the main creative forces in British history. Thus, my brief treatment of New Labour has been criticised precisely for failing to highlight its progressive social democratic welfare measures. Yet my point was that what was most interesting about New Labour was not its welfarism but its rejection of national productivism. As far as its welfarism is concerned what is most interesting is that it did not follow from the social democratic welfarism of the 1960s and 1970s, but from the previous Tory focus on the extension of means testing. In welfare New Labour really was very different from Old Labour, just as Old Labour was very different from New Liberalism. Indeed one of the key arguments of the earlier part of the book is precisely that the 1945 Labour welfare state was an (important) reworking of a Tory welfare state for the working class dating mainly to the 1920s.

Welfare has been too visible in histories. The book also seeks to understand and overcome the ways in which many crucial elements of British history were hidden in plain sight. For example the dominance of a certain kind of abstract political economy as the language of enquiry and debate, meant the realities of capitalism and militarism proved difficult to understand. I try to bring to light these histories, not least telling very material stories of both, to challenge highly partial ways the material is usually addressed in modernity. Pig-iron and power stations are not very visible in histories, but the politics of the past knew about them, and at times were about them.

As a result of these multiple reworkings of how we understand British history this book has an unfamiliar structure. This is obviously not a so-called political history – in fact a term for one-administration-after-another histories – but nor is it a thematic history which goes from chapters on politics, to the economy to society and culture, with each interpreted through the schemes developed by modern economists, sociologists of welfare, and literary critics. Instead each chapter develops elements of an argument, layering on the previous ones, and within them interleave different aspects of history each understood in much more historical and critical ways. All this makes for a complex read at times, but adds a depth that could not otherwise be achieved at all compactly.

For this paperback edition, as well as making some clarifications as noted above, I have corrected an error on public spending in the Thatcher era and given more details on welfare under New Labour, as well as correcting a few other detailed points, thanks to some observant and knowledgeable readers, among them Catharine Elliott who spotted a subtle error in my rendering of the Romans in Britain trial over which her father presided. Peter Mandler by chance told me that he had discovered that the biography of a post-war writer I had included in the first edition was in fact invented by its subject. Alas the book was already in press, but I have excised it from this edition, and look forward to Peter telling the whole real story, which is even more interesting than the invented one. I have also taken the opportunity to straighten out many convoluted sentences and paragraphs.

London, January 2019




Introduction


Objectivity is not the same thing as conventional judiciousness. A celebration of the virtues of our own society which leaves out its ugly and cruel features, which fails to face the question of a connection between its attractive and cruel features, remains an apologia even if it is spoken in the most measured academic terms.

Barrington Moore Jnr, The Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (1966)



The past, it has been said, is another country, but twentieth-century British history is a familiar place. We know how it looked, how it changed, how it thought. We know its heroes, its villains and its storylines. This book offers an unfamiliar when, why and who of British history, reflecting transformative historical research of recent years. This research, in social and cultural history, but also in economic, political, imperial and military history, has not only widened the scope of recent British history, but perhaps most significantly also refreshed and revised accounts of core themes. We can now write our history not just as observers of the theatre of government but as analysts peering behind the scenes in Westminster and Whitehall, and indeed beyond. We can distance ourselves from national sentimentalities about people, politics and parliament. We need not follow the politicians and pundits of the past or present in focusing on the welfare state, or the empire, or economic decline or more recent revival. We can address ideas from the outside rather than writing from within them, and can discuss national stories we do not take at face value. Above all we can engage with the question of power in its many dimensions, both power within the United Kingdom, and the power of the United Kingdom. In other words, we can study the history of the United Kingdom as we might study that of Germany or the Soviet Union. As well as making the past foreign we need to take account of foreigners in our national history. While this point would be obvious in the historiographies of Germany and Russia, it bears making for the UK.1 The United Kingdom did not just forge itself – it was made as other nations were, and other nations had a great impact on its making. If the United Kingdom was distinctive in 1900, and it was in astonishing ways, it was transformed over the century into a nation much like other rich nations. In making the United Kingdom’s national past different, at times unsettlingly so, I hope to render it less suitable for the political purposes it currently serves.

This book tells the history of the United Kingdom around a core theme of the twentieth-century rise, as well as the fall, of something I call the British nation. The United Kingdom, just like Ireland and India, Canada and Australia, had its own post-imperial, indeed anti-imperial, nationalism, though one which could not speak its name. This nationalism, which flourished from 1945 to the 1970s, manifested itself in, for example, the internal rebuilding of the nation. A British nation was created, by which I mean a distinctive economic, political, and social unit within the borders of the United Kingdom. This new British nation was then unmade. The many barriers between the British nation and other nations were pulled down from the 1970s, a process which in part meant a return to the situation existing at the beginning of the century. Rise and fall refer to these processes and not to the rise and decline of British power, or the rise and fall of the British Empire, or the British economy, which concerned an entity different from the British nation in my sense. Indeed, as I show, it is a mistake to conflate nation, empire, power and economy: each had different dynamics. Untangling them is a central concern of the book, and it does so by highlighting the rise and fall of a very distinct object. This British nation is something a history of the United Kingdom should necessarily be centrally concerned with, but it has been curiously invisible, for reasons to be discussed.

The British nation, as I define it, was not a natural state of affairs. The British nation was created: it emerged out of the British Empire, and out of a cosmopolitan economy, after the Second World War. Leaving behind empire entailed the rejection of imperial citizenship and imperialism and the development of a peculiar kind of nationalism. Leaving behind economic liberalism meant creating not just an economic border but increasingly a culture of national self-supply. None of this was the product of a choice by the British elites, who favoured free-trading and/or imperialist projects, but they were thwarted by many brute realities. Taking serious note of this British nation, and in that light, what came before and after, provides richer explanations for many well-known elements of the story of the United Kingdom, from its politics, to its economics and foreign relations, to the evolution of its welfare state and more, than conventional histories do. It also allows previously marginalized aspects such as the warfare state and the history of its capitalism into the picture in fresh ways.

The term ‘British nation’ requires some more explanation. It was used in the early nineteenth century, meaning the political nation within the United Kingdom, and less so in the early twentieth century, when its meaning often extended to encompass a broader empire.2 For the remainder of the twentieth century it was barely used, even as a term of art. In my account, ‘British nation’ refers unambiguously to the United Kingdom as a whole rather than to a larger entity such as the British Empire, or a smaller one, such as England and Wales. It is important to note that ‘United Kingdom’ was itself a term barely used in political and historical discourse through most of the century. It was the preserve of statisticians, diplomats and the military. But its use is now required in historical work in recognition of legal and economic realities. I don’t use the term ‘Britain’ except when actors did, which was often. After 1945, especially, ‘Britain’ was the standard usage in politics, and in histories, apparently shifting its meaning between Great Britain and the United Kingdom without warning.

The national moment was the time of what might be called a developmental state, one of many features of the nation which have been supposed not to exist (among the others in older accounts are militarism and technocracy). This was the time (and not the nineteenth century) when the United Kingdom was at its most industrial. It was also the moment when it was refashioned by the state to look much more like its continental neighbours, with conscription and development of national agriculture, and protected industry. Ideologically it generated national rather than imperial histories, a nationalist critique of cosmopolitan capitalism and a powerfully nationalist declinism. Thinking of this period in this way is a more explanatory alternative than the common references to Keynesianism, the welfare state, decline, social democracy and consensus. It allows us to rethink the politics of the Labour Party, which I see as much more national productionist than welfarist after 1945. It also allows us to rethink the story of racism and immigration, and of emigration. It also points to the need to think of foreign policy in new ways, from the Suez invasion to going into the Common Market. I see the former as a national not an imperial war, and entry to the EEC not as moving from liberalism and empire to protectionism and subsidy, but from economic nationalism to a European economic liberalism.

Making the national element explicit allows us to notice the vital non-national features of earlier and later periods. Recognizing its temporary nature allows us to also write what might seem paradoxical – a non-national national history. For while nationalism has not been overt in histories of the United Kingdom, a certain methodological nationalism which assumes away the nation and nationalism overtly, but covertly makes both central, has been.3 Taking seriously the nationalism of the national period allows us to see that in the first decades of the twentieth century cosmopolitanism, and imperialism, were central. This allows a reasoned account of the very great differences then existing in its economic structure and military posture compared with the nations and empires of continental Europe. These differences are of vital importance in understanding British power in two world wars – it was based on its position as a great trading enterprise, as well as an imperial one. British power at its peak was not national power, but rather a form of global and imperial power.

Turning to the end of the twentieth century, I suggest we can only understand the move to economic liberalism from the 1970s, and especially the 1980s, if we recognize the significance of previous nation-building. Thatcherism relied on the earlier successes of national development to make it workable, whether self-sufficiency in food or the expanding welfare state. The great transformation of the economy from the 1980s followed from its reintegration with the external world to such an extent that it no longer made sense to talk of a national economy. In addition, the United Kingdom ceased to have a distinctly national capitalism and became instead a major financial centre, now largely for the capital of others. The re-emergence of sub-national nationalist parties from the 1970s made a specifically British nationalism politically ever more incoherent as well. New Labour more than the Conservatives embodied this new non-nationalist politics and economics.

The central concern of this book, the British nation and what came before and after it, is supplemented by considering three main sub-themes: the stories of British capitalism, of militarism and the state, and of political economic ideas. These are not there to provide colour or context, but are central to the story itself. My aim especially in telling very material stories of capitalism and militarism is to suggest fresh ways of thinking about British history more generally, rather than to provide material examples to supplement existing stories. British capitalism, to be understood not just as the market system, or the political doctrine of liberalism, but as the private ownership of capital, was at the core of the economy through the century. This capitalism was never merely abstractedly financial, though it has often been treated as such. The story of British capitalism was one of particular metals and textiles, of factories and farms, of managers and workers, of plants and of animals, from pit ponies to continental cattle breeds, both in the United Kingdom and overseas. British capitalism, as well as geology, made the United Kingdom the largest exporter of energy in the world down to 1939, as well as the largest exporter of manufactures. British multinational enterprises operating overseas supplied the United Kingdom, the largest importer in the world at the beginning of the century. Ships of many types, and ports, docks and warehouses were as central to it as factories. British capitalism, its global, and especially European reach, was a source of strength, not weakness. Although it became relatively less important, it was at least into the 1960s one of the three great capitalisms of the world, and far more successful than its many critics contended. But in the recent past it is hardly possible to speak of British capitalism, and to the extent it exists, it is hardly confined to or even dominant within the United Kingdom.

The success or otherwise of British capitalism was the central issue in British politics through the century. More than this, throughout, but especially before 1945, British capitalist families supplied many members of the political class including prime ministers. The two main political parties into the 1920s were parties of capitalists, as was the dominant political party of the rest of the century. The Conservative Party was in office for nearly seventy of the 100 years of the century, and at least thirty years in each half of the century. The politics of capital – whether of free trade versus protection or national versus global – were the central political fights of the twentieth century. There was a politics of returns on investments, not mainly of investments in the empire, but in the British national debt. Capitalism was also, of course, a matter of class, and this book discusses business, politics and the politics of labour very much within this context. The Labour Party was a party which, while it wanted to do away with class distinction, was created and maintained by the organized employees of a class-divided society and needs to be understood as such. Its relationship to power was structurally different from that of the other main parties.

The second theme is not so much war as the warfare state. The United Kingdom was long distinctive in its approach to warfighting, opting for machines over men. Its distinctive liberal militarism was a thoroughly modern way of war, one which, like British capitalism, needs to be understood in its material manifestations, not least great battleships and long-range bombing aircraft and atomic bombs. Only from 1945 did the United Kingdom conform to the European pattern of conscription in peacetime. The warfare state was always strong, and at the core of the state, and shaped the United Kingdom, the rest of the empire and much of the world so as to emerge victorious, with allies, in two world wars. The Dunkirk/Blitz Churchillian national moment of 1940 and 1941 was, in my account, the last moment of the British Empire, and the global United Kingdom, as a great power, a period which ended with the Japanese conquest of Malaya. The warfare state was also central to the internal story of the colonial empire – it was kept by force, kept going in part to preserve military bases and lost by an inability to use enough force to keep it. British imperial power flowed out of the barrel of a British gun, not the Anglican Bible or textbooks of liberal political economy. The empire was not lost or given up; it was taken away. In matters military the national moment was brief, its life that of the short-lived independent national nuclear bomb. It gave way to a policy of dependence on the USA, from as early as the late 1950s, though the fiction of an independent bomb and defence policy was maintained. Yet the post-national period saw the creation of a new expeditionary force and new claims for the need for a global military capacity – bizarrely and tragically British arms returned East of Suez from the 1990s. The warfare state, like the story of British capitalism, makes clear that empire needs to be kept in proportion. The empire was far from the only foreign entanglement – Europe was generally more important.

The third theme is ideas. We need to recover the nature and power of the key animating ideas, not least the powerful assumptions that undergird national histories – the idea of the centrality of governments, rather than the state, of Westminster rather than Whitehall, of ‘political’ ideas rather than economic or scientific ones. The key set of ideas discussed in this book are summed up by the term ‘political economy’, which I take to be the central language and conceptual scheme for understanding and acting in the twentieth-century United Kingdom. It is an abstract, universalist language which hid as much as it illuminated, yet was the language not only of politics, but of thinking about international relations, and indeed of thinking about the nation. The most important form was liberalism, with its cosmopolitanism, its economism and its internationalism. It was hugely influential in shaping even British militarism, whose central ideas owe more to British liberalism than to jingo Tories or US imperialists. Liberal political economy was the language of the key public intellectuals from Beveridge to Hayek and beyond. It is also important because of what it made difficult to think about or describe. One cannot get a full enough picture of the economy from within the conventions of liberal political economy, Keynesianism included. Political economy even rendered the empirical manifestations of a capitalist economy invisible – its abstractions had no need for the discussion of particular capitalists or particular firms. The British left, steeped in political economy, itself notably failed to write an account of actual British capitalism, of British militarism, of the British state, and instead, in nationalist mode, criticized British capitalism for not being British enough and the nation for being subservient to the militarism of others. Social democratic political economy was weakly developed, at least until the 1970s, as was Marxist political economy. The language of class has been important, but not class analysis.4

British nationalist political economy is much less familiar not least because it had little overt presence. I associate it mainly but far from exclusively with Labour, though only after 1945. This is in contrast to the more common view in which Labour is seen as a weak carrier of social democracy, which is itself seen as the main alternative to liberalism. But nationalism too was a great challenge to both liberal and imperial orthodoxies and was, I suggest, at least as important as weak forms of socialism in the British case. I think, for example, that the actual post-Second World War United Kingdom was in some ways better prefigured in the programme of the Tories and the British Union of Fascists (BUF) than that of the Liberals or the Labour Party. Although explicit nationalist political economy was a rarity, it was to become implicit in much economic commentary, concerning everything from the balance of payments to research policy. As economic practice it was very important.

Nationalism was also important in history-writing. Like historians in other post-imperial formations, whether Hungary or Australia, or Ireland, British historians from the 1960s especially created national histories of the twentieth century, which downplayed and/or criticized the imperial and global context in which the proto-nation existed. Many national histories tended to criticize the United Kingdom for not being national enough, and were both national-celebratory and declinist. They also downplayed the fact that the United Kingdom was and is a country of countries, a nation of nations – England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. These national histories, mostly written by the centre-left, especially those from the 1960s, tended to tell the story of the nation in terms of the rise of the welfare state. Other key concepts deployed in national histories were such notions as appeasement, consensus, Keynesianism, post-war settlement, people’s war, decline, welfare state, affluence, permissiveness, reconstruction and indeed neo-liberalism. Such ideas have powerfully constrained the writing of histories, much more so than they constrained or explained the actions of historical actors. We no longer need to think with such clichés, but rather with new principles which help us understand the power they once had.

This book has a much greater focus than most on the right rather than the left, on capitalists rather than workers, on liberals, imperialists and nationalists rather than socialists, on warfare rather than welfare, on the material rather than particular assumptions about the material. The consequence is not to ignore the welfare state, the Labour Party and social democracy, and the empire – all staples of histories – but rather to put in a new light. For example, Lloyd George’s people’s budget, so called, funded the building of battleships and not only the emergent welfare state. The Great War led, in the 1920s, to the creation, by Conservatives, of a comprehensive, specifically working-class welfare state. This was extended by Labour in the 1940s, as a national welfare state, and transformed in the 1960s and 1970s. In the 1940s welfare had a lower priority, for the Labour government, than warfare and production, understood very nationally. Peak welfare in terms of generosity arrived in the 1970s, and in many respects very much later, and came into its own only with the decline of the warfare state, and indeed of the weight of industrial production. The empire was an alternative to globalism, a controversial one, desired by a fraction of capital and the Conservative Party in particular. Empire was an economic, political and racial project, which very largely failed. The British economy was in fact at its most imperial in the 1940s and 1950s, long after the ideological or military heyday of empire.

Much recent historical work on the United Kingdom has stressed the significance of imperialist ideas, seeing nationalism as indivisible from imperialism. In fact nationalism needs distinguishing from imperialism. If we do so we can see the significance of nationalist critiques of imperialism, from both the right and the left. Many on the left have for a long time attacked British imperialism and its domestic consequences long and short term from a national perspective. They have blamed militarism, economic decline, racism, global pretensions and more on it. Some external force, it seemed, had corrupted the true beneficent nature of the British, whose mission to, say, rid the world of nuclear weapons was being thwarted. Even on the left, there has been a deep reluctance to criticize close to home. Overplaying the significance – economic, ideological and political – of empire has been at the expense of understanding non-imperial, indeed national, sources of inequality, racism, economic problems and militarism too. Blaming empire and imperialism has let the guilty get away scot free!

In histories of the twentieth-century United Kingdom we have to take into account what I call anti-histories. Anti-history is a history of opposition to things which the commentator values, leading to the disappearance from history of what such histories intended to promote. Thus the national project was invisible partly because the nation was not nationalist enough in that it was always too imperial and too liberal for nationalist critics, especially of the left. Promoters of military power wrote the military out of British history, putting in its place a peculiarly powerful liberal pacifism and/or imperialist illusions. Declinism rendered positive economic growth and change invisible and emphasized backwardness and immobile continuity from the nineteenth century. Successful British capitalism was buried in mountains of evidence of what supposedly thwarted it, like aristocratic culture, cosmopolitan finance and empire. It is said, by those who wanted the United Kingdom to join the Common Market, that it damagingly resisted European integration because of the strength of imperial, global and US orientations, such that it was not possible to explain why it in fact applied as early as 1961. C. P. Snow and many followers insist on the patently delusive thesis that science was smothered by the condescension of an elite of novelists and poets. We need to take account of this particular form of historiography from below, in which the realms of elite practice – of soldiers, scientists, politicians, and economists and politics – generated their own sets of historical stories. They have been very influential in telling stories now so tangled that they could be described as things that never happened being routinely explained by imaginary argument and evidence. Instead of being a history of absences, this book makes power present.

Although it is rightly observed that most history is the history of elites, for twentieth-century British history this is perhaps not the case. Paradoxical as it might seem, British labour is better known than British capital, the working class than the ruling class, trade unions than businesses. The reason is clear – histories reflect visibility in the public sphere. Welfare, trade unions, and labour had to operate publicly, in a way which British capitalism, given its power, never did. Thus the welfare state has been much more visible than the warfare state, the welfare sociologist more visible than the defence intellectuals. Many men operated in the public sphere while most women were confined to a separate private world. Private British capitalism was less visible than public nationalized industries. Socialists have been more present than reactionaries, Labour figures more than Conservative ones. Liberalism as ideology is much more visible than capitalism as practice. The state has been more visible than the private sector, the state pension more than the occupational pension, the ordinary old-age pension more than the military pension. The imperial, extra-European orientation has been more visible than the orientation towards Europe. Immigration by non-white people has been more visible than that by white people, or the very important white emigration. Indeed, one of the threads running through the book is a concern with what was public and what was private, what was open and what was closed, visible and obscured. The mere visibility of ideas and of things is no guide to their significance; the visibility of arguments no guarantee of their plausibility.

This, then, is a history in many dimensions – cultural, political, economic and military – which is sceptical of the standard analytical apparatus used to understand British history. The very ideas which structure historical accounts, how they conceptualize the nation, the economy, war, knowledge, need to be challenged, it suggests. It is sceptical, too, when it comes to many key claims. It is a history full of paradox and contradiction, of ideas often out of kilter with reality. However, the main point is to tell a coherent story at a time when the old apparent certainties have crumbled, one which is more consonant with what we now know and what we now need. That includes more description of what for earlier generations would have been obvious, and a stronger analytical grip than older narrative histories allowed. I hope that by the end of this book the reader will find it obvious that just as no British historian would dream of writing a history of the Soviet Union or Germany without ideology, militarism, nationalism, I. G. Farben, the Wehrmacht, Magnitogorsk and the Dnieper dam, no British historian of the United Kingdom should ignore British militarism and nationalism, Imperial Chemical Industries and the Royal Air Force. If there was a German iron cage of modernity there was assuredly a British one too. But I also hope the reader will reflect on how and why histories without one should have made so much sense to generations of readers.

History has played and continues to play a powerful role in British public life. The past is appealed too as explanation of the present, as legitimation for this or that policy, the place where a true national essence is revealed. The issue is not that historical perspective is lacking in policy and politics, it is very obviously present. The issue is the kind of history that is in play. I hope that for those in public life, for those concerned with politics and policy, this book will help liberate us from the conventional framings of British history and all they imply for political action. For I show again and again that history was not destiny: things changed, radically so, over time. Not only are there many pasts, there are also many histories. The histories of this or that episode, the national as a whole, are not the same in every book. History, like politics and policy, is, or rather should be, a contended matter. In any case the time is long overdue for a good rattling of the cage of clichés which imprison our historical and political imaginations.
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Part 1



1900–1950




The first half of the book covers the period 1900 to 1950. This is an unusual periodization – starts in 1914 or 1918 and breaks in 1939/40 or 1945 are more common. Beginning in 1900 allows analysis of much that was novel around 1900, in politics, economics, ideology and industry, and to explore fully the extraordinary global liberal economy the United Kingdom was central to. 1950 has the convenient arbitrariness of being halfway through the century, but there are other points in its favour. While the 1940s as a whole are usually taken as the most important beginning in twentieth-century British history, they were more of an ending than might be obvious. The 1940s welfare state was in many ways the fixing of that of the 1920s. In military terms 1941/2 saw the ending of the British Empire as a great power. Economically force of circumstance kept the United Kingdom tied to the past: the years 1945 to 1950 saw the rebuilding of the Edwardian economy, while rationing from 1940 into the 1950s froze the interwar diet in time. While many historians have taken the period 1939–51 as a whole, I emphasize the importance of changes from 1945, a dramatic rupture with the internationalism of the war, the emergence of a workers’ party with power for the first time and a distinctly nationalist programme.

This part consists of nine thematic chapters. Each can be read independently, but they build on each other, developing common threads of argument. The first chapter introduces the themes of nationalization through the analysis of the politics of free trade and empire, and the history of the party and political systems. We then proceed through chapters on war and militarism, the transformations in energy and food supply, the nature of the British ruling class and its relation to politics, and on to the industrial economy. The story then shifts to ideas, focusing on those most relevant to statecraft, war, economics and politics, with a chapter on ideas and another on plans for the future. Only then do we get to two chapters on workers, the rise of the Labour Party and the creation of the welfare state, once the central themes of histories of this period, including the wars. Here they are seen in a new light, and in new contexts.
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	Parliament
	Government
	Prime Minister



	1900
	Conservative /Liberal Unionist
	Marquess of Salisbury



	1902 Arthur Balfour



	Liberal minority
	1905 Henry Campbell-Bannerman



	1906
	Liberal
	Henry Campbell-Bannerman



	1908 Herbert Asquith



	January 1910
	Liberal minority



	December 1910



	1915 Coalition



	1916 David Lloyd George



	1918
	Conservative / Lloyd George Liberal



	1922
	Conservative
	Andrew Bonar Law (prime minister for a week before as well)



	1923 Stanley Baldwin



	January 1924
	Labour minority
	Ramsay MacDonald



	November 1924
	Conservative
	Stanley Baldwin



	1929
	Labour minority
	Ramsay MacDonald



	1931 National



	1931



	June 1935 Stanley Baldwin



	1935 November



	1937 Neville Chamberlain



	1940 National / Labour / Liberal Coalition and brief ‘Caretaker’ National Government
	Winston Churchill



	1945
	Labour
	Clement Attlee



	NB: detailed election results are available online. Note that summary results for the Conservatives usually include those for Liberal Unionists and Ulster Unionists and for 1945 the various Liberal Nationals and National Labour. In the interwar years there were various Liberal parties.



Parliaments, governments and prime ministers, 1900–1950




1

The Country with No Name


The Englishman has long been used to living in a certain haze as to what his country is – whether England, or England-and-Wales, or Great Britain or the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland or the United Kingdom plus its dependent territories or that larger unit which he used to call the British Empire …

Sir Dennis Robertson, speaking to a US audience, 19531

The inhabitant of London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in bed, the various products of the whole earth, in such quantity as he might see fit, and reasonably expect their early delivery upon his doorstep; he could at the same moment and by the same means adventure his wealth in the natural resources and new enterprises of any quarter of the world, and share, without exertion or even trouble, in their prospective fruits and advantages … The projects and politics of militarism and imperialism, of racial and cultural rivalries, of monopolies, restrictions, and exclusion, which were to play the serpent to this paradise, were little more than the amusements of his daily newspaper, and appeared to exercise almost no influence at all on the ordinary course of social and economic life, the internationalization of which was nearly complete in practice.

John Maynard Keynes, The Economic 
Consequences of the Peace (London, 1919)

Side by side, unaided except by their kith and kin in the great Dominions and by the wide Empires which rest beneath their shield, the British and French peoples have advanced to rescue not only Europe, but mankind from the foulest and most soul-destroying tyranny which has ever darkened and stained the pages of history. Behind them – behind us – behind the armies and fleets of Britain and France – gather a group of shattered States and bludgeoned races: the Czechs, the Poles, the Norwegians, the Danes, the Dutch, the Belgians – upon all of whom the long night of barbarism will descend, unbroken even by a star of hope, unless we conquer, as conquer we must; as conquer we shall.

Winston Churchill, ‘Be Ye Men of Valour’, 
broadcast 19 May 19402

I was very glad that Mr Attlee described my speeches in the war as expressing the will not only of Parliament but of the whole nation. Their will was resolute and remorseless and, as it proved, unconquerable. It fell to me to express it … It was a nation and race dwelling all round the globe that had the lion heart. I had the luck to be called upon to give the roar.

Sir Winston Churchill on his eightieth birthday, 19543



‘You can’t understand Great Britain when all you know is the island itself’. This resonant banality came from the lips of the German industrialist and philosopher of industry Walter Rathenau addressing the Austrian novelist Stefan Zweig.4 It was hardly original. It half plagiarizes the British writer Rudyard Kipling, who asked: ‘what should they know of England who only England know?’ The line comes from his poem ‘The English Flag, 1891’, an attack on the street-bred English, who did not know what the British did abroad, especially in the empire, where Kipling was born. The expression, which became a cliché, has a lot going for it. To understand the United Kingdom (and not just Great Britain, or England) one needs to know its peculiar relations with the rest of the world. This was not, as fans of Kipling might imagine, primarily a question of empire. The United Kingdom’s relations, economic, military and political, with foreigners, mostly Europeans, like Rathenau, were almost always more significant. The United Kingdom’s economy was quite exceptionally open. Its people, ships and factories were spread all over the world; its largest wheat fields and its abattoirs were abroad, and its coal fuelled a whole hemisphere. It was not, in short, self-contained. The story of the United Kingdom was not, for the first half of the twentieth century, a domestic, insular story, nor a merely imperial one, even in two great wars.

In 1900 the United Kingdom was (comparatively speaking) cosmopolitan, liberal, free-trading with the rest of Europe and the world, and part of a much larger British empire. It was the world’s greatest importer and the empire the world’s richest and most populous. By 1950 the force of foreign events and the evolution of domestic politics created a novel situation which satisfied neither internationalists nor imperialists. By 1950 the United Kingdom had national borders impermeable in ways they were not in 1900. While the United Kingdom had been part of an empire, it now had an empire, but a much reduced colonial one. It was part of a Commonwealth of Nations, but one which was no longer British. It had been changed, by what happened abroad, more than by the desires of its people.

The new British nation increasingly knew only itself. The character of its politics was different from what had gone before. Now the nation was at the centre of politics, and for the first time one-person-one-vote was achieved. The Labour Party, which transformed the character of the House of Commons in 1945, saw itself as a new sort of national party whose politics were those of the collective, national interest. Politics was now national politics, based on the politics of class, of production and of national social services. Whereas once politicians addressed ‘the nation’ – a term of unclear geographical scope, and in any case referring to a notion of a political community, not all the people – they now spoke of ‘Britain’.

To understand the history of the period 1900–1950 we need to think our way out of national assumptions and enter a world in which the nation as it existed in the third quarter of the century was not yet in existence, nor yet even much argued for. The political story of the United Kingdom can usefully be framed as a contest between two programmes or projects: the liberal, internationalist, free-trading one and the imperial-protectionist one. Imperialism was probably more visible than liberalism. But the third option, nationalism, is practically invisible, and insofar as it is seen, it is as a feature of the Second World War. This trio of positions may be compared with the standard implicit story which is that liberalism, perhaps liberal-imperialism, was superseded by a weak socialism or social democracy in the war or after 1945. Events, foreigners, elevated nation over Empire or the world economy, after 1945.

FREE TRADE

Whether measured by stocks or flows, the United Kingdom in 1900 was a place of plenty. The great fluxes of modernity – materials, people, information – passed through it as nowhere else, in unprecedented density. The United Kingdom was the largest importer as well as the largest exporter in the world. Trade followed the potentials of capitalist production, not empire. Telegraphic traffic with the United States was much greater than that to British Africa; tremendous tonnages of British coal flowed into the Baltic, but not the Caribbean.

It was the only major free-trading economy on earth, the most exposed and integrated into the trade of the world. Anything could be imported into the United Kingdom free of duty, excepting those applied on such things as tobacco, alcohol, sugar, tea, hydrocarbon oils, for the purpose of raising revenue and which were applied (many only in principle) to domestic production too. Indeed, indirect taxes, including the internal excise and the external custom duties, accounted for nearly half of state revenue before the Great War. All other countries of any size were defined by economic borders which protected domestic industrial and agricultural producers. In the first half of the twentieth century the United Kingdom imported about half its food and, as a consequence, had the lowest agricultural population of any major nation. It was easily the most urbanized and industrial, which it could not have been had it needed to grow its own food. There was nowhere else like it. Much of the success and wealth of the United Kingdom was attributed to the policy of free imports.

The United Kingdom was rich, and in a poor world stood out as such. The territory of the United Kingdom had the highest average income per head of any European national area. It was exceeded only by that of the United States, and was comparable to that of the main white British dominions, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Germany and France, while rich by the standards of most of Europe, were poorer. That comparative wealth was central to understanding its politics, the nature of its armed forces, the power of its business class and much else. Indeed, contrary to what might be inferred from a generation of declinist histories, the United Kingdom would stay without question the richest large economic area of Europe into the 1960s.

Free traders pointed out repeatedly that most of the United Kingdom’s trade was with countries outside the empire, not least in Europe. Most imports of meat, wheat, sugar, fruit, came from ‘foreign countries’ rather than ‘British countries’. For most raw materials, the empire was not very important at all – cotton came largely from the southern USA, while bulky imports, such as iron ore and timber, came mainly from Europe and its immediate environs.

Free trade was a major ideological and moral cause, not merely because it argued for laissez-faire economics. It was often anti-imperialist and anti-militaristic, and called for a genuine internationalism, and was most certainly hostile to nationalism.5 For the free trader, nation did not compete with nation. It made no sense to talk of British trade – only individuals and firms traded with each other. In this scheme of things there was no reason to favour one trader over another – the exporter over the importer, or the producer over the consumer, and in a significant gendering of this argument, of the male producer over the female housewife consumer. The ‘English’, said H. G. Wells, were a ‘world people’.6

Free traders objected to their very core to the new Conservative imperial/national project. From the beginning of the century this called for a new Great Policy, as it was known, for protection of the national economy and preferential trade within the empire, following the lead of some dominions. It meant differentiating between British and non-British territories, including the ‘informal empire’ (fully foreign countries such as Argentina, where British capital and political influence were important), to create an imperial economic block. It was meant to effect a change in direction of trade, to loosen economic bonds with the people of the world and to promote both the national and the imperial economy. These protectionist-imperialists promoted the view





	Imports from £m
		Exports to £m
	

	USA
	188
	India and Burma
	83

	Argentina
	76
	Australia
	55

	Germany
	64
	USA
	46

	India and Burma
	64
	Germany
	40

	France
	61
	Eire
	35

	Canada
	57
	Canada
	34

	Australia
	54
	Argentina
	31

	Denmark
	53
	South Africa
	31

	New Zealand
	47
	France
	25

	Eire
	45
	Netherlands
	21

	Belgium
	43
	New Zealand
	19

	Netherlands
	43
	Belgium
	17

	Egypt
	26
	China
	16

	Sweden
	22
	Brazil
	16

	USSR
	22
	Japan
	15

	Source: Board of Trade (in conjunction with the Ministry of Labour and the Registrars-general), Statistical Abstract for the United Kingdom for Each of the Fifteen Years 1924 to 1938. Eighty-third Number, 1939–40, Cmd. 6232, pp. 370–75, 378–81.




Table 1.1: The United Kingdom’s most important suppliers and export markets, 1928
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A Ministry of Health leaflet from c. 1960, advertising orange juice made in new plants and plantations in the colonies of British Honduras and Jamaica.
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The Royal Mail Amazon, one of the last great meat and passenger liners, shown in 1965.
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