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About the Book

A unique challenge to orthodox interpretations of this turbulent period of modern British history.

THE MYTH OF DECLINE confronts two themes that have dominated British consciousness during and since the post-war era: the myth of Britain’s economic and political decay and the Americanization of British culture.

After 1945, the British economy suffered hugely from the effects of the conflict. The long-term legacy appeared to be decline: the dissolution of the Empire, the emergence of Celtic separatism, and the inability of British industry to compete in world markets. Yet the generic assumption that the economy had collapsed - that change signified a kind of failure on the part of Britons - falls away under closer examination.

As George L. Bernstein makes clear, the post-war period in fact witnessed a social and cultural revolution which resulted in a more exciting, dynamic society. Women’s lib, immigration, youth culture, the spread of education, postmodernism - all reflected and contributed to a new energy that touched every aspect of life. While there was much American influence, the commonly held view that British culture failed to survive under the wave of Americanization is shown here to be without foundation. As Bernstein demonstrates, the United States has itself long reflected the influences of European culture, and the more accelerated reverse-flow accross the Atlantic has been healthy for Europe as well as for America in breaking down isolationism and provincialism on both sides.

Contrary to conventional wisdom, this ground-breaking book finds that the story of Britain since the war is marked not by decline, but by progress - a progress that has changed the everyday lives of all its citizens, but which has been too often ignored by the ‘declinists’ of the last forty years.
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PREFACE

In the spring of 1990, I taught a seminar in the Tulane Honors Program on Europe since 1914. Two of the assigned readings attributed Europe’s peace and prosperity since 1945 to a division between East and West that was accepted by both sides as permanent. The authors, too, accepted its permanence.1 Yet even as the students were reading these books, the Soviet domination of Eastern Europe was collapsing. Therefore, I asked in the final exam: if Europe’s peace since 1945 depended on a permanent division and balance between a Soviet-dominated East and an American-dominated West, did we now have to resign ourselves to another major European war? Thus are the risks of analysing the present laid bare: as the scholar explains, the very bases of that explanation can be undermined. A second example further illustrates the dilemma of the contemporary historian. Walter Laqueur ended the revised edition of his Europe since Hitler with an ‘Afterword’ on the 1970s. It is a profoundly pessimistic chapter.2 On the one hand, it reflects the years of unemployment and inflation that followed the OPEC oil-price increases of 1973 and 1979. On the other hand, it reflects the breakdown of East–West détente following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the NATO decision to deploy medium-range missiles in Britain and on the Continent. Yet ten years later, not only had communism collapsed in Eastern Europe, but Western Europe, while entering a recession, was at the end of one of the most robust periods of economic expansion since the war.

Clearly, it is a dangerous business writing an overview of contemporary history. History is partly an attempt to describe and explain change over time, and such history requires a beginning and an end to provide the framework for that analysis. Yet a survey of the contemporary era has no end, except the arbitrarily imposed one of the year in which the historian writes. And it is impossible to know whether the present actually represents an appropriate end point, for that judgement requires the perspective that looking back on a more distant past allows. Even if the historian chooses to end the story at some date short of the present, it is difficult to judge which date represents an appropriate end for the purpose of defining and interpreting historical change.

As a final and explicitly British example, it is worth looking at the problem of evaluating the success or failure of Margaret Thatcher’s policies in their aim of reviving the British economy. During the latter part of the Thatcher premiership, my father (a professional economist) would periodically tell me that the British economy performed better than any other in the European Community during the 1980s. I always replied that, if he measured from 1979 instead of 1980, he would get a different record for the British economy, which collapsed during the first year of Thatcher’s government. My father needed no lessons from me on the slippery nature of economic statistics. He was not an expert on the British economy, however, and his information came from the pro-Thatcher Economist, while mine was from the anti-Thatcher Manchester Guardian Weekly. Of course, we were both right: everything depends on the selection of starting and end points when measuring economic performance. All that is left for the non-specialist historian who wants to be fair-minded (as I do) is to make both points. The problem with selecting an end date for evaluating Thatcher’s record is especially difficult. One of the stated goals of Thatcherism was to effect a permanent reversal of Britain’s economic decline by changing the mentality of the people to make them more entrepreneurial. Yet even if one accepts that part of Britain’s economic problem was a failure of entrepreneurship (which is a subject of hot historical debate), it is impossible to evaluate whether a permanent change in the value system has occurred over such a brief period of time. Once again, the perspective of distance is essential. Hence, any judgement of the Thatcherite record must be partial and provisional.

These problems of chronology and evaluation have encouraged historians to shy away from contemporary history. This is not to deny that there are excellent monographic analyses of particular aspects of post-1945 Britain by historians. However, an awful lot of the work on specific issues and problems is still done by social scientists (economists, political scientists and sociologists) and journalists. There have been many thematic surveys by historians that have provided an overview of some aspect of the period, but the only attempt at a comprehensive analysis has been Kenneth Morgan’s volume for the Oxford History of Britain. Morgan chose to break his work up into chapters covering three-to five-year periods. The effect is that, while it can be superbly analytical, the reader is overwhelmed by detail and loses a sense of the larger themes.3 Other books that try to synthesise the period can be excessively ‘presentist’ – that is, the author assumes familiarity with the subject on the part of the reader. The people, the crises, the debates, even the scandals are all assumed to be part of the common discourse of writer and reader and so to require no explanation. Or, alternatively, there is excessive explanation of what was interesting at the time, even though it has little long-term significance – e.g. the personal divisions within the Cabinet, or the details of the budget. Revision does not necessarily rectify this problem. Revised editions might tack on a chapter dealing with the most recent period, without much or any revision of earlier chapters to take into account changing interests, new research or more recent information. Thus, both the original book and the new chapters end up being ‘presentist’.

The purpose of this book is to try to counter this problem by writing the same kind of history that I would write if the period were 1845–1901 instead of 1945–2001. That means an attempt to be inclusive (not just providing a political narrative), but also an attempt to emphasise interpretation more than description, despite all the problems that this involves when writing about the present. In pursuing this goal, I have chosen to organise the book into relatively long time periods and to develop the narrative around the theme of decline. More specifically, I seek to analyse not only in what ways and to what degree there was decline, but also in what ways there was not decline. The larger objective is to question whether decline provides an adequate paradigm for understanding the period. My thesis is that it does not. Ordinary Britons and scholars alike, in focusing on Britain’s economy and its role as a world power in the post-war era, have exaggerated the extent of Britain’s decline. In particular, they have been preoccupied with change that often was inevitable and so represents no failure on the part of the British people. And the notion of failure – in the sense that the British did something wrong, and that if they had acted differently decline would not have taken place, or it would not have been so great – is implicit in the way almost everyone discusses Britain’s decline.

At the same time, in focusing on Britain’s economy and role as a world power, people have ignored revolutionary changes that occurred in Britain’s society and culture. In using the word ‘revolutionary’, I am going out on a limb, for it implies that I accept the permanence, or at least a permanent impact, of the changes that I describe. Thus, I could easily fall victim to the dangers of writing contemporary history that I have described. I do not think it is much of a risk, however. There will be no going back on the changes that have occurred since the war – in the roles of and perceptions of women in society; in the prosperity of the society and the kinds of lives that prosperity has allowed people to live; in the extension of secondary and tertiary education to an enormously larger proportion of the population; in the contribution that immigration has made to a more diverse and energetic society; in the advent of a popular culture that has become universalised and commercialised; even in the nature of academic disciplines and methodologies that have helped transform elite culture and given due recognition to popular cultures. These changes and more may not define the future, but they will permanently affect it. That is what revolution means, and so in many ways Part III of this book, entitled ‘Revolution’, is its centrepiece. Whether or not all of these changes involve progress towards some better society is a subject of intense debate. Personally, I think they do. Thus, while I work hard to provide a balanced view of all the changes that have occurred since 1945, and to give equal time and equal credibility to those who believe that decline is the shaping paradigm for Britain in this period, or that there has not been much progress at all, my own belief is that Britain today is a more exciting, dynamic, diverse, prosperous, and so a better place than it was in 1945.

To summarise, then, there are three themes relating to decline that are developed in this book. First, even in the areas where it has occurred, the extent of decline has often been exaggerated by the British and outsiders alike. Second, Britain did a pretty good job of adapting to the radical changes of the twentieth century, most of which were beyond its control; so the implication of some sort of cultural or moral failing that accounts for decline is not justified. Finally, in focusing on decline, people have ignored a radical transformation of Britain since 1945 that has, on balance, been for the better and so represents progress rather than decline.

There are some other themes as well that shape the argument of this book. One is the rise and fall of consensus as a principle for understanding British politics, a theme that many political scientists and political historians have both developed and challenged. Like the theme of decline, it works especially well for a historical period that has Thatcherism as its chronological climax, for Thatcherism was an attempt to reverse decline, and one of the chosen methods of doing so was the rejection of consensus. Both Chapters 12 and 14 of Part IV (on 1979–2001) show how Thatcherism attacked consensus in an effort to effect radical change. Both conclude with the questions, how far did it succeed, and to what extent is a new consensus identifiable? As is appropriate when we are so close to the present, there is no clear answer. The ambiguous answer, however, is ‘yes, but’. That is, there are clear areas of convergence between ‘New Labour’ and Thatcherite conservatism, but there are also areas where Tony Blair is trying to stake out a difference, while with no agreement on Europe, there can be no foreign policy consensus at all.

Another theme is the importance of the United States in shaping Britain’s post-war history. America is central to all three of the major areas of contention concerning decline: economic, political (i.e. as a world power) and moral or cultural. The American influence is pervasive, and, as Chapter 1 shows, the differing attitudes of various British intellectuals and policy-makers towards the United States and the values it represents helped shape differing perceptions about decline. Writing as an American, and recognising all the flaws of my nation, I still cannot help but believe that increased American influence is one reason why Britain (and indeed Europe) is a more exciting, diverse and dynamic place. Thus, my view is opposed to that of those intellectuals in Britain (especially on the left) who bemoan the corrupting influence of American capitalism and racism on an implicitly pure British society and culture. While there is much wrong with the United States, it is not the source of all the evils that threaten Britain, and it has had much to offer the older societies of Europe. The United States has long reflected the influences of European culture (including embracing capitalism and racism). The more accelerated reverse flow across the Atlantic – even if it does include McDonald’s, Dallas and Disneyland – has been healthy for Europe as well as for America in breaking down isolationism and provincialism on both sides. Thus, America plays a major role (though one capable of exaggeration) in influencing parts of the revolution I describe in Part III, and the narrative will selectively point out where parallels and differences exist between Britain and the United States – and also sometimes how both compare with the Continent.

The United States plays an important role in the rest of the book as well, defining the nature of the power and economic relationships that have shaped the world in general and Europe in particular since the Second World War. Even if there had been no cultural flow at all, the history of Britain since 1945 could not be written without the United States playing an important role, and that makes the modern period unique in European and British history. For Britain, this American role has created a special problem in its foreign relations: does it or does it not have a ‘special relationship’ with its American offspring? The belief in a ‘special relationship’ has been the source of difficulty for Britain: it has become excessively dependent on the United States for its defence, in shaping its foreign policy and even in developing its economy. A Briton is not necessarily anti-American to wish for greater independence, for the United States, like all nations, pursues its own interests, and those interests will not always converge with Britain’s or anyone else’s. Furthermore, this dependence on the United States has created an apparent trade-off between America and Europe in defining Britain’s foreign policy almost from the beginning of this period. Hence, even in discussing Britain and the movement towards European economic and political union, there is an American influence that is inescapable (although not necessarily one initiated by the United States).

These, then, are the themes of interest to me as I seek to explain and interpret the history of Britain during the years since the end of the Second World War: in what ways there has or has not been decline; the rise and fall and perhaps rise again of political consensus; and the effects on Britain of the more intrusive political, economic and cultural role played by the United States in the affairs of Europe and the world. At the same time, I also try to avoid some of the other problems of writing contemporary history that I discussed earlier. First, I assume that the events being described are not part of the common knowledge of my readers, even those who are professional historians. This is partly because I am writing for an American as well as a British audience, and often I provide American comparisons as an aid. Hopefully, however, this assumption applies also to Britons, who are not fully familiar with their contemporary history or with how Britain and the United States differ. As a corollary, since the events of 1945 did not occur in a vacuum, but grew out of a context that is important if they are to be understood, I try to situate what I discuss by giving some historical background as I go along, without weighing the narrative down too much. Too often, we historians treat what we describe in our period as something new and different, when some of it is very familiar to historians of an earlier period. Since I am myself a historian of an earlier past, I try to show the reader what is not new as well as what is, and just how long change has been going on – things that are especially important when we are talking about decline, which is by definition relative to the past.

I also do not assume a familiarity with the concepts that academics use in the ordinary course of their thinking and writing. This is most evident with my treatment of economic theory and relationships. Too often historians, and even more social scientists, simply assert these relationships without explaining them. I do my best to explain, either in the text or in notes – though, since I am not a professional economist, my best may fail more often than I would like. I do the same with some sociological concepts, like class and social mobility, and some cultural concepts like Modernism and Postmodernism. I also try to eliminate the kind of ‘presentist’ focus on detail that would burden the reader with the unnecessary and divert him or her from the broader themes that I want to be the focus of the book. It is difficult enough to keep a book on fifty-five exciting years of British history to a reasonable length without bombarding the reader with the details of every budget and every Cabinet reshuffle. Hopefully, the longer-term economic, political, social and cultural trends that are developed will illuminate what is crucial, so that the proverbial forest is not lost sight of for focusing excessively on the trees.

As part of this effort not to get too bogged down in detail, I have tried to keep references to a minimum. There are a few criteria that I have established for providing an endnote. I reference all data. I want others to be able to find where the numbers come from if they wish. I also reference any point or argument that seems to me to be counterintuitive, that is contrary to what we have come to believe or contrary to accepted interpretation, or that is subject to conflicting interpretations. Finally, I have provided a reference when I simply could not have written a narrative without the help of a specific author, or when a work is especially useful for anyone who wants to follow up on a subject. Because I am a political historian, this is the subject that I knew best going into writing this book. Since political history also involves the fewest statistics, the political history and foreign policy chapters have the fewest references. There are also times when I have provided some additional commentary or information which, while interesting (at least to me), cannot easily be incorporated into the narrative. Most of the time, I have used footnotes to provide this information. Occasionally, however, when I have thought the information of somewhat less importance, or when it is part of a larger historical debate, I have put it in endnotes. All my efforts to elaborate on economic definitions are in footnotes. My goal throughout has been to make the references useful rather than burdensome for the reader.
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THE CHARACTER OF DECLINE

The Ambiguity of Decline

In the mid-1960s, the British people began to worry about national decline, as it became evident that, despite their unprecedented prosperity, their economy had not performed as well as the economies of other industrialised countries. With the apparent collapse of the economy in the 1970s, a national introspection that had begun as troubled questions became a pervasive sense of gloom. The fact that Britain’s economic problems of inflation, unemployment and slow growth were shared by most of its competitors in the aftermath of the oil price increases of 1973 and 1979 made no difference to this mood of pessimism. However bad it may have been in West Germany or the United States, Britain’s unique economic and social problems seemed to have made the crisis much worse there. The emergence and development of Thatcherism after 1979 was merely a further stage in this preoccupation with decline. Thatcherism was premised on its reality, and the politics of Thatcherism since the mid-1980s have been based on the claimed success of the new conservatism in reversing it.

In fact, Britain’s decline has been far more ambiguous than such an analysis allows. For example, central to both British and foreign perceptions of decline has been Britain’s shrinking influence as an international power. Yet even the character of this seemingly incontestable decline requires analysis. For in one sense Britain has never been more powerful: now it can destroy any country it chooses with a nuclear weapon – an exercise of power far beyond anything that it could have done in the nineteenth century. Clearly, then, a discussion of Britain’s decline as a world power must distinguish between relative and absolute decline, and this is equally true of a discussion of economic decline. Furthermore, there is a tendency to see Britain’s decline as a post-Second World War phenomenon – because the British themselves have been so fixated on decline in this period, and because it was after 1945 that the United States and the Soviet Union emerged as superpowers that dwarfed Britain’s power. The reality, however, is that the British have been worrying about decline since the 1880s, even if they have not always been preoccupied with it, and the evidence of Britain’s declining relative position as a world political and economic power dates back to that period. So any discussion of decline must look to the period before 1945 for its roots, which in itself may qualify the extent of the decline since 1945.

Britain’s role as a world power has long reflected its economic development. Britain was the world’s premier economic power by the second half of the eighteenth century, and it continued to be so in the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century. The sources of this power were Britain’s domination of world trade and finance and its pioneering role as the first nation to develop a manufacturing sector based on technology and mass production – what historians have called the Industrial Revolution. The first two sources of Britain’s economic power remained uncontested right up to the First World War, but the third came to be challenged in the last part of the nineteenth century with the emergence primarily of Germany and the United States, but also of France and Japan, as modern industrialising nations. It is no accident, then, that Britons first became concerned about economic decline in the 1880s. Historians, too, have been concerned about it, wondering if it reflected some failure in Britain itself. Among the subjects they have fought about are whether there was a failure to modernise the principal industries of the Industrial Revolution and to expand into new ones; whether British entrepreneurs invested enough in research and development; whether British industry was too slow to take advantage of new forms of industrial organisation; whether capital that was exported (i.e. invested abroad) could or should have been employed at home; whether Britain was excessively reliant on the empire and less developed world for export markets; whether the education system and the broader culture were hostile to entrepreneurship; whether industry and the education system were too divorced from science.1 Yet a basic fact remains: in 1914 Britain’s economy was still larger than that of any other country except the United States. The only incontestable symptom of economic decline was that Britain was falling behind a country that was far larger in population and natural resources.

The period between the wars more clearly revealed problems with the British economy – most notably inefficiencies in the staple industries of the Industrial Revolution: coal, cotton, steel and shipbuilding. Yet the problems of the world economy were so great that it is difficult to tell how Britain’s relative position may have changed over the period. After all, how does one compare Britain’s economy with the performance of a German economy that collapsed due to hyperinflation in 1923, revived because of American loans after 1924, collapsed again with the Great Depression in the United States after 1929 and finally revived again because the Nazis broke every accepted rule of economic management (as they broke every other accepted rule)? In the 1920s, the United States was the world’s dominant economy, but the Great Depression hit America harder than any other developed country, so once again it is difficult to arrive at an overall evaluation for the period. In fact, it is misleading to view the British economy as in a crisis during the whole period following the collapse of the post-war boom in 1921. While there were periods of genuine crisis, overall some regions prospered while others were in desperate straits. For the nation as a whole, the 1920s were worse than the 1930s, when the British economy actually outperformed the economies of both the United States and Germany, while from 1924 to 1937 Britain’s annual average rate of growth equalled Britain’s from 1856 to 1873 and exceeded that of 1873 to 1913.2

After the Second World War, there was no doubt of the overwhelming supremacy of the American economy. There was a new crisis of confidence in Britain in the 1960s, however, because for the first time since the 1880s there was a clear perception of economic decline relative to countries other than the United States. Yet for every piece of evidence of Britain’s economic failure in the post-war period, there was counterbalancing evidence of economic success: relatively high inflation, low rates of growth of worker productivity and low growth rates for the economy as a whole compared with competitor nations were balanced by historically low unemployment, low poverty and (until the 1970s) high growth rates compared with Britain’s past. Furthermore, Thatcherite efforts to reverse decline converted the successes into failures while attempting to convert the failures into successes. Thus while there was improvement in inflation and worker productivity after 1979, in the 1980s and early 1990s unemployment reached post-war highs, while poverty increased well beyond its position before 1979. Thus, the overall performance of the British economy since 1945 (or even in the twentieth century) is not one that justifies an unrelenting pessimism. Apart from the catastrophic decades of the 1920s and the 1970s, both linked to larger worldwide economic phenomena, the peacetime story has been one of growth and prosperity. Nor is the post-1979 revival more unambiguous than the pre-1979 decline. Indeed, in many ways the performance of the economy in the 1980s was comparable to that of the 1960s, although the strengths and weaknesses were different in the two decades. At the same time, the power economies of the 1960s and 1970s don’t look so unstoppable any more. Japan has faced major economic problems for more than a decade, while the German and French economies have also been sluggish.

An evaluation of political decline hardly yields greater clarity than that of economic decline.3 Britain may have been the world’s dominant economic power between roughly 1750 and 1870, but it was not the world’s dominant political power during those years. The word ‘superpower’ was invented for a reason – to convey a new level of power for the United States (and, more uncertainly, the Soviet Union) compared with other developed countries, because of their nuclear arsenals and their ability to exercise power and influence worldwide. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the phrase ‘great power’ was applied to a group of European states (later incorporating the United States and Japan), no one of which was able to exercise a dominating influence in Europe and the world. Britain may have had a worldwide empire, but it always needed allies if it was to exercise its power against any people except those with vastly inferior military technology. The first time it fought a major war without allies, it lost the American colonies. Britain needed all the other European powers as allies to defeat Napoleon’s France between 1799 and 1815, and Britain and France together had no easy time defeating an economically backward Russia in the Crimean War of 1854–6. The relative decline of its economic power after 1870 merely made the situation worse, especially when combined with the escalating costs of naval technology in the age of steam and steel. Thus as Britain’s empire and apparent power expanded from 1880 to 1914, its relative power declined. From the 1890s on, it was settling outstanding differences with the United States, France and Russia, while negotiating its first ever peacetime alliance, with Japan, all because it was overextended in defending its far-flung empire.

Clearly, the possession of the world’s largest empire was not necessarily a source of strength for Britain, however central it may have been to Britain’s prestige and image as a power. While the empire had been of great importance to Britain’s emergence as the world’s pre-eminent economy in the eighteenth century (though this is a controversial statement), its economic importance after 1850 was much less clear. The crucial possessions as markets, sources of food and raw materials, and targets for overseas investments were the self-governing dominions (Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa) and India.4 India was uniquely important as the only part of the world with which Britain had a positive balance of trade in goods. By 1870, the trade deficit was insignificant, compared to the surplus of income from overseas investments, in determining Britain’s overall balance of payments (in both goods and services). Nonetheless, the Indian trade surplus remained important in helping the Bank of England sustain the international role of sterling.5 The rest of the empire was far less important to either trade or investment than the developed world. Indeed, the historian Eric Hobsbawm has argued that the empire hurt Britain economically after 1870. Because British industries could rely on the empire and other parts of the less developed world for markets, they could sell goods in these regions without having to modernise or compete with newly industrialising countries. As a result, these industries remained inefficient. At the same time, Britain failed to aggressively develop trade networks with the expansive markets in Europe and the United States, which offered the best opportunities for growth.6

Judging the empire’s economic importance, however, is not identical to judging its importance to Britain’s power. The empire had to be defended, and defending it was costly because navies were expensive and getting more so. In fact, for the period from 1870 to 1914, the British people were more heavily taxed than were those of other powers, and Britain spent nearly twice as much per capita on defence as did France and Germany, despite the fact that the continental powers had mass conscription armies.7 Britain, for political and historical reasons, could neither maintain a large standing army nor resort to conscription. It could turn to the Indian army, however, which was paid for by the Indian taxpayer and was used outside India. Otherwise, the empire contributed little to the cost of defence. It provided virtually nothing for the British navy, except some key bases, while modernising and expanding the navy to assure its supremacy was by far the largest single cost to maintaining the empire. Given this reality, the new colonies added after 1880 not only did not increase Britain’s power, they may well have reduced it. They meant more territory to defend without furnishing many more resources for defending it, apart from the new territories in South Africa. Thus by 1914, we are faced with a paradox: Britain claimed some quarter of the world’s population within its orbit, and it was all the weaker for it.

During the First World War, the dominions and India really came through with troops to support the British. Britain literally could not have fought a world war without them.8 Yet while all were technically subject to British rule, it is doubtful that Britain could have forced any but the Indians to fight if they had chosen not to do so. Arguably, the dominions were now simply paying Britain back for decades of providing for their defence at no cost to themselves. The war, however, had balanced the accounts, and in 1926 the independence of the dominions was formally recognised. Overall, the aftermath of the war merely made the underlying problem of overextension and British weakness worse. Under the peace treaties, Britain added more territory in Africa and the Middle East that it could not defend. Events in Ireland, Palestine and India all showed how limited Britain’s ability was to mobilise military power to impose its will on its empire when there was determined resistance. At the same time, with the United States and the Soviet Union removed from the balance of power, Britain’s position at home and overseas was more exposed than ever. The defence of the empire in the East was contingent on the goodwill of Japan; yet Britain’s even greater dependence on the United States forced it to abrogate the Japanese alliance in order to stay on good terms with the Americans. In Europe, Britain’s security interests were entirely dependent on the French army and France’s willingness to use it. Thus, Britain’s position between the wars was no different from its position before the First World War. Russian withdrawal, a broken alliance with Japan and French timidity changed the equation; however, Britain’s dependence on other powers to protect its empire and its interests in Europe was the same. Since neither the French nor the Americans came through, both Britain’s position in Europe and its Asian empire collapsed before the onslaught of the Germans and the Japanese.

The situation after the Second World War simply made explicit what had been implicit since April 1917, when the United States entered the First World War: the US was the world’s dominant power, should it choose to mobilise the resources and embrace the role. Because of its vast nuclear arsenal, its enormous army in Europe and its formal domination of Central and Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union eventually claimed a special status comparable to that of the United States. That superpower status has been compromised, however, by the break-up of the Soviet Union, the disarray of the Russian army and the loss of control over the Soviet European satellites. Thus, apart from the clear superiority of the United States, it is not obvious that Britain’s position as a great power has declined since 1914. Russia has the potential to be a superior power, but its economic and political weaknesses mean now, as they did then, that its real power is well below that potential. Germany and Japan also may have the ability to be greater powers than Britain, but for political and historical reasons neither chooses to be so. China is in a position comparable to Russia’s, without its nuclear stockpile. Thus, Britain and France – with nuclear weapons, an interest in exercising power worldwide and modern economies – are roughly the equal of any other power except the United States, until potential power becomes real.

Of course, there is the loss of empire. The two decades after the Second World War showed just how much that empire stretched Britain’s resources beyond its ability to defend it. At the same time, a growing economic fixation on the empire since 1932 directed Britain’s trade and investment relations away from the prosperous Western Europe that evolved after the war. In shedding its empire, therefore, Britain may well have lost an encumbrance rather than power. The loss of what little contribution the empire made to British security was more than compensated for by the formal commitment of the United States to defend Britain’s European and Asian interests. It is certainly an interesting coincidence that the period of greatest prosperity in British history coincided with the end of empire. The loss of empire thus represented a decline only in how much of the world map was coloured red.

It is arguable, however, that in world politics image is as important as reality, and it was just this loss of territory that fatally undermined the perception of Britain as a world power, both by Britons themselves and by the rest of the world. Britons did not always identify the empire with their greatness, although they were proud of it. In the mid-nineteenth century, there was even a radical tradition that viewed the empire as an encumbrance; however, this ‘little England’ view represented a minority, even within liberalism. For most Britons, the empire was neither an encumbrance nor an irrelevance. Nonetheless, even those who valued the empire believed that Britain’s real greatness lay not in territory, but in its economic strength: the technology of industrialisation, the cities that had grown with that technology and the worldwide trade that had followed from that technology. By 1900, however, a nation that was ceasing to be the most economically powerful country in the world was looking for some other way of defining its supremacy, and the fact that a large chunk of the world was British offered a means of reassuring its people that no nation was greater. In an era of social Darwinism, when many saw the world’s powers competing in a struggle for survival and for racial supremacy, the empire was crucial in offering a criterion by which Britain’s success in that struggle seemed secure. The fact that other states, including the United States and Japan, seemed to accept that criterion, rendered it all the more credible. Hence, from the 1890s on, generations of British children were educated to identify national pride and power with the empire. Those Britons who bought into this myth inevitably saw the loss of empire after 1945 as evidence of national decline. Yet the historian Bernard Porter doubts that either enthusiasm for the empire or a sense that it was important to Britain penetrated very deeply through the population, especially among the working class. This ‘silent majority’ were indifferent to its disappearance, as they were to the Commonwealth as a substitute.9

The more difficult adjustment was that, instead of Britain having its way with the weak of the world, it seemed now that Britain was being pushed around by every minor dictator playing to a domestic audience. Margaret Drabble captured this change in her 1977 novel The Ice Age. There her heroine Alison Murray reflected:

England was a safe, shabby, mangey old lion now: anyone could tweak her tail. So the Indians imprisoned schoolteachers and writers, the Ugandans threatened to execute British offenders, schoolgirls were tried for currency offences in Kenya, a mere child was jailed for drug smuggling in Turkey. Malice and justice united, to persecute the once so prosperous, once so arrogant, once so powerful of nations, the nation on whose empire the sun had never set.10

So the real character of Britain’s decline was not relative to the other great powers at all, but to the rest of the world, and especially to the former empire itself. Gunboat diplomacy was a thing of the past, as the Suez Crisis of 1956 made abundantly clear. Yet in this respect, Britain again was no worse off than the other powers, even including the United States. For while America could throw its weight around more effectively than most, it too had to learn that it could not always have its way with the less developed countries of the world. It was not merely that its massive power was not easily mobilised against the likes of North Vietnam or Iran. Perhaps more importantly, the modern morality of international relations (a morality which the United States had helped promote) did not accept the arbitrary exercise of power by the strong against the weak in order to get their own way. So, once again, the character of Britain’s decline is more ambiguous than it seems. First, it is not clear that the loss of empire represented any decline in real power at all; the decline was primarily a perception by Britons and others who had identified Britain’s greatness with its empire. Second, while there was a clear loss in Britain’s ability to exercise power arbitrarily when dealing with weaker peoples and states outside Europe, that loss applied equally to the other world powers, even including the great superpower itself.

If perceptions may differ when looking at Britain’s economic and political decline, such variability of outlook is even more evident when evaluating cultural decline. For here, one person’s decline can be another’s progress. Recent views of cultural decline are clearly linked to events of the 1960s: the sexual revolution, the increase in divorces and the threat to the family that followed the influx of married middle-class women into the workforce, the decline of religion and the rise of secularism and moral relativism, the apparent increase in crime coupled with the apparent decline in the quality of education. More broadly, there seemed to be a decline of standards, of self-discipline, of respect, of order, of morality – of all that was associated with Victorian values. Yet, not surprisingly, Victorian values began to decline during and immediately after the Victorian era. The advent of Modernism as it came to be shaped by Darwin, Nietzsche, Freud and Einstein (among others) affected Britain as it did the rest of the West. Any reader of George Gissing’s 1890s novels The Odd Women and New Grub Street can see that moral relativism and the rejection of self-denial as a moral principle were part of the fin de siècle British intellectual scene. The decline of religion from its Victorian apogee was a continuous process during the twentieth century, not some sudden post-1945 collapse. The violence of the militant suffragettes from 1905 to 1914 as part of their campaign for female suffrage, the sexual liberation of middle-class women and their employment in two world wars and the changing attitudes towards female behaviour, work and dress that the wars brought, all launched a rethinking of what was appropriate in women’s roles and ways during the first half of the twentieth century. Whether all of this represents decline is very much a matter of a person’s point of view. Victorianism meant constraints on individual behaviour, so its rejection could be viewed as liberation. Liberation, as the word implies, was more likely to appeal to a liberal than to a conservative. To the former it was a freeing up of individual potential and creativity, as well as the rejection of a stifling moral code; to the latter it was the dissolution of traditional social and moral reference points, encouraging a society that was both immoral and amoral. So the perception of cultural decline seems to have a clear political connotation; perhaps perceptions of economic and political decline have one too, although it may be less evident.

The Politics of Decline

To what degree, then, does politics help to account for this British preoccupation with decline? Conservative perceptions of decline can be traced back to the aftermath of the American and French Revolutions and to the advent of the liberal state that they heralded. Ultimately, this liberal state was defined by democracy, the guarantee of rights, the rule of law, equality before the law and equality of opportunity – in other words, liberty and equality. Britain had been a state committed to liberty in principle before either of those revolutions occurred; indeed, both were partly inspired by the British example. Britain was not, however, a state committed to equality. It was a society based on a privileged aristocracy. Those privileges were not institutionalised by law, except politically through the House of Lords. However, there was a broader ideological claim, going back to the eighteenth century, that the aristocracy were the nation’s natural rulers. Rule by the aristocracy was rule by the educated, the rational, the cultured, the best that society could produce; rule by democracy was rule by the ignorant, the emotional, the base, the worst that society could produce. The professional, financial and commercial classes were not excluded from positions of status and power in the eighteenth century, especially in their local communities, while the richest of them were part of the ruling elite. Nonetheless, their position was clearly subordinate, for their numbers were still limited – especially the number of those of great wealth.

That was changed by the Industrial Revolution and the broader capitalist expansion that came with it. Thus, throughout the nineteenth century, as this newly enhanced middle class began to assert its values of individualism and profit maximisation and to demand an equal role in the political system, the aristocratic and educated elite bemoaned the threat of political and cultural decline. In Culture and Anarchy (1869), Matthew Arnold explicitly established the opposition of middle-class notions of liberty – ‘when every man may say what he likes’ and is ‘able to do as he likes’ – to aristocratic conceptions of culture, which he defined as aspiring ‘to make the best that has been thought and known in the world current everywhere’.11 All one had to do was to look at the United States to see the danger. America was the home of a society based on liberty, equality and capitalism – a land without an aristocracy and so without culture. For Arnold, schooled by Tocqueville, Americanisation meant the triumph of vulgarity and banality over the aspiration to perfection. Indeed, America was no model for any of Britain’s elite, except the most thoroughly democratic of the middle class. Yet the principle of equality continued its subversive expansion. The extension of the franchise, the broadening of the curriculum of Oxford and Cambridge beyond the study of the Classical world, and the opening of the civil service to appointment by examination, all threatened to introduce a standard based on equality and utility rather than quality and culture (and so, in modern parlance, a ‘dumbing down’). All these changes were resisted, though futilely.

The danger posed by the rise of the middle class passed, however, as that class embraced many of the values of the aristocracy. These values were passed on to the children of both at the growing number of public schools and at Oxford and Cambridge. At the same time, the culture aimed at the middle class proved to be of a quality equalling any that Britain had begot before. For the class that had produced and embraced Dickens and Eliot, Trollope and Tennyson, the Brontës and the Pre-Raphaelites could hardly be decried for undermining an aspiration to perfection. A new danger appeared, however. With the introduction of universal elementary education after 1870 and the creation of a majority working-class electorate in 1884, governance by the masses, and a culture aimed at them, now threatened. That threat came to be symbolised in the 1890s by the emergence of the popular press, written for what George Gissing’s entrepreneur journalist Whelpdale called ‘the quarter-educated … that is being turned out by the Board [i.e. state-provided primary] schools, the young men and women who can just read, but are incapable of sustained attention’.12 The peril seemed to be confirmed by the perceived political power of the first ‘press barons’, Lords Harmsworth and Beaverbrook, during the First World War and between the wars. The traditional elite countered with their own attempt to control culture in the new democratic age. After the First World War, for example, the elitist and paternalistic BBC was established following the advent of radio. The masses might have had their own distinct culture, but its ability to expand beyond their own world and achieve any broader validity would be circumscribed. Once again, however, America was a contaminating influence. For nothing could be done to limit the influence of Hollywood, and American films helped define the fantasies and pleasures of people of all classes in Britain as well as in the United States during the Great Depression of the 1930s. F. R. Leavis took up the mantle of Arnold in decrying the ‘levelling down’ of British cultural standards that came with the influence of American movies and advertising. Culture, for Leavis, was defined by literature, not by anything that ordinary people were doing.

In the aftermath of the Second World War, the politics of the working class emerged triumphant in Britain. By the 1960s, prosperity, universal secondary education and a post-war baby boom had created the conditions for the emergence of a popular culture that could be universalised. The fact that this culture incorporated American imports, American marketing techniques and sometimes even British working-class influences hardly endeared it to the intellectual and social elite, even as their own children embraced it. These elites were now far more broadly defined than the old aristocracy, though they still incorporated it and many of its values. More than anything else, they came to be defined by education (public schools and Oxbridge) and profession (government service, the professions and finance, as well as land ownership). For some among this class, decline was real enough. They had had a stake in governing the empire and in the military and naval forces that protected it. The shrinkage of these positions harmed them. They were also threatened by efforts to reform education – the expansion of the number of universities and so of the population that received a higher education, the transformation of the university curriculum to incorporate new methodologies and disciplines and the end of educational tracking through the introduction of comprehensive schools which included students of all abilities and backgrounds. These social groups were not necessarily the defenders of threatened Victorian values, which were associated with the nineteenth-century middle class that was the target of Arnold’s irony. Rather, they were the bearers of Arnold’s and Leavis’s concerns about maintaining standards, resisting the triumph of ideology over reason and common sense, and preserving a dominant culture that was defined by the intellectual and social elite. Here, then, was one group of people who had a stake in emphasising the dangers of decline in the post-war era. In doing so, they could build on a long cultural tradition that had helped to define their privileged status in the society.

In the late 1960s, however, there emerged a second group who embraced the mythology13 of decline. They were conservatives, but the term ‘neo-liberals’ better conveys their association with the laissez-faire values of the Victorian middle class, as well as their opposition to the paternalistic conservative elite whose traditions derived from the Victorian aristocracy. Politically, they were represented by Margaret Thatcher and her followers; intellectually, their voice was the Austrian-born economist Friedrich von Hayek. For them, the source of decline was socialism, which promoted a false conception of equality because it undermined the rewarding of ability and effort. Like the aristocratic and intellectual proponents of decline, they identified a lowering of standards and the subordination of quality to quantity; unlike the former, however, they were not sceptical about the democracy, and they were not wedded to Oxbridge definitions of quality. Indeed, they were as suspicious of the traditional elite as they were of the socialists, for they believed the former had been fatally tainted by the latter. Indeed, paternalism and socialism seemed suspiciously similar. While the welfare state had long been with Britain (longer than Victorianism had been), and while socialism (and its liberal counterpart ‘new liberalism’) had been shaping government policy since the beginning of the twentieth century, the year 1945 had a special meaning for the neo-liberals in marking the advent of decline. First, the policies of the Labour government of 1945–50 represented the triumph of the socialist consensus that shaped Britain for the next thirty-five years. Second, the post-war era marked the triumph of Keynesian economics, with its corollary of government interference in the economy and so the disruption of the market as the arbiter of economic activity. Finally, it was only in the 1960s that the values of moral decline became pervasive. However long the forces for social and cultural change may have been at work, it was in the sixties that it became good to have sex outside marriage, that homosexuals were defined as normal, that women were encouraged to get divorces if they were unhappy in marriage, that personal happiness and self-gratification rather than self-discipline and self-denial became guiding moral principles of life.

While the neo-liberals and the
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