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Abstract

The early to mid-nineteen eighties saw the
publication of several substantial studies of the two
immediate post—-war Labour governments, studies which — in
claiming to meet all the requirements of scholarly
history - also made out a strong case for the possibility
of a value-free explanation of the recent past.

The basis for this assertion is examined in the
present account by means of a preliminary survey of the

. changes through which the literature on the Attlee

governments has already passed, drawing attention to the
differing attitudes and presuppositions of the main
schools of historical and other disciplinary opinion and
the extent to which these differing approaches -
exhibiting contrasting elements of commitment and
detachment, and of insight and distortion - can be shown
to have contributed to, or departed from, the notion of
an enhanced understanding.

Evidence for the growth of a more objectively
critical history is then explored in greater detail by
tracing the development of some of the central problems
and controversies relating to the period after 1945,
clarifying the main points at issue, ocutlining -the
evolution of evidence and interpretation, and
demonstrating the way in which empirically-based
explanations have, by scholars working independently
together, become recognisably accepted. That these
arguments have given rise to a variety of alternative
viewpoints, which it is has not proved possible to choose
between or account for on empirical grounds alone, also
lends support — however — to the continuing influence of
personal, partial and evaluative considerations.

To this end, a framework of historiographical change
is proposed which, in tracing the progress made towards a

. more dispassionate view of the Attlee years, and the

reasons for the persistence of remaining disagreements,
throws light upon the wider question of the possibilities
and limitations of contemporary historical inquiry.
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1: Commitment and detachment(1)

With the publication in close succession in the early part
of the 1980’s of several scholarly accounts of the immediate
post—-war Labour governments (1945-51)}, many of them from
leading specialist historians, the study of the ‘Attlee era’
- itself an improbable title to earlier generations — was
said to have come of age and been “"stripped of the
mythology"(2)}. Painstaking research began to take the

place of conjecture and opinion, and more balanced
judgements could prevail. It was only now, after a lengthy
cooling-off period, that the real history of those years
could be clearly discerned, free of partisan controversy.
.The publishing bulge of the early eighties, in terms both of
range and quality one of the most productive in modern
times, placed the Attlee dovernments squarely in the
historical and not Jjust recent past, providing a convincing
demonstration, according to its exponents, of what the study

of contemporary history is capable of.

What do these large claims of historiographic maturity
imply®?

The usual objections to any proper discussion of
contemporary history are three-fold: that basic and reliable
documentation about the recent past is not yet available;
that the all-important advantage of perspective is lacking;
and that the events in question are often still too bound up

with current passions and interests.

So far as the early post-war period is concerned, the

first two of these objections have ceased to have any

1 A condensed version of this thesis appeared in the
Summer 1991 issue of Contemporary Record.

2 K.Laybourn, T7The Labour Party 1881-1?51 (1988),
p.123.
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validity. Source material is now plentiful, made up of
official papers, private archives and oral testimony, from
which the historical narrative can be reconstructed. Some,
.indeed, have remarked on the present, bewildering abundance
of records(3). Many ’big’ books have appeared, especially
in the form of biographies and diaries, not always to
universal acclaim{4). But the freeing up of evidence has
meant that much more is now known and in greater and
convincing detail, such that the years in question have even
begun to lose any self-contained unity. Technical
improvements have led to scholarship (in all its aspects -
foreign, economic and social) outdrowing the conventional
limits. Far more monographs and articles have appeared than
any one person can digest. Wartime and immediate post—war

Britain are even in danger of becoming over—-studied.

And secondly, the gradual passage of time, and a
knowledge of what happened next, has enabled historians to
separate out the significant from the insignificant, and to
gauge the long-run importance of what then occurred. Later
Labour governments did not, or were not perceived as having,
.measured up to the expectations set in the 1940s; the ideas
and policies of that time were gradually opened up to
searching inspection; the full consequences of reform began
to work themselves through. Labour’s ‘radical’ claims were
gualified by ideological and structural constraints.
Attention turned back to the war, to the critical power
shift of 1940, and the extent to which war and postwar
formed a continuous whole. The subordination of domestic
pqlicy to external priotities was recognised. Welfare
achievements, once hailed, came under heavy fire.

Eventually, and controversially, 1945 emerged as the natural

3 H.M.Pelling, preface to The Labour Governments 1945-

S1 (1984).

4 "Perhaps the +time has now come when it would be
interesting to know rather less about Edward Hugh John Neale
Dalton..."* E.Christiansen, ’Passion that’s bred in the

bone’, The Independent, 29 January 1987, p.15.
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starting-point - or at least major staging-post - in any
analysis of the century-long descriptions of British _
recovery and decline. If anything, then, the period visibly
grew in importance as time elapsed. Speaking to
contemporary concerns, the "twilight zone"” between the

ending of news and the beginning of history was effectively
closed(5).

It might be argued that the third objection to studying
contemporary events has also fallen away, in view of the
impeccably academic approach characteristic of most of the
latest works. But this is a harder point to agree on. A
lively debate about the achievements of Labour’s six vears
in power stretches all the way back to.the nineteen forties,
and even before, fuelled in the main by internal party
polemics, from which it is no easy task for the modern day
historian to escape. Seen in this light, does the recent
quantitative increase in published works also indicate a
qualitative change in the nature of the historical
discussion? Or can it be regarded as a further instalment
in a much longer-running dispute spanning the political and

academic worlds?

There is nothing unusual about the mixing of
scholarship and polemic. It has to be recognized, even
where it might be deplored. Many of the classic
controversies of recent times have derived their impetus
from just such a potent combination. It matches almost
exactly the contrast between ’commemorative’ (celebratory)
and ’conceptual’ history outlined by Furet(6). Each in
turn represents a fundamentally different kind of attitude

and approach to the subject in bhand.

5 A.Seldon, ‘Detachment myth and the up to date
taboo’, in The Timez Higher Education Supplement, 31 July
1987, p.12.

6 F.Furet, Interpreting the fFrench Revolution (English
edition 1981), Part I.
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One approach rests upon the view that complete
objectivity on the part of the historian is in reality
illusory, and that studying the past as an end in itself
amounts to little more than antiquarianism. What matters is
the duty to be involved and engaged, not any presumption to
a bogus impartiality. History is not meant simply to
entertain, but has the power to excite and instruct and
deliver a call to action. Commitment is all-important, even
commitment in the service of a political idea. Bias is
inescapable. The truth is sometimes partisan. Hence the

radical challenge.

As against this, others take a poor view of those who
write out of indignation or identify themselves with a
cause. History, according to this approach, should be a
purely academic exercise, something that is intrinsically
interesting but which is, of itself, of no practical
significance. The ability not to take sides is cultivated.
One must endeavour to stand apart from fashion, or
prejudice, or topical relevance, all of which are
distorting. Judging an argument according to the motives of
those proposing it is a mistake. History is not then to be
assessed by its utility - it is, in the strictest sense,

futile. We can term this the classical ideal.

Taken together, these two approaches — sharpened for
the purposes of argument — offer quite different
explanations as to how it is that historical understanding
advances: the former by implying that strongly-held beliefs,
born of conviction, can do much to open up new lines of
inquiry, the latter by suggesting that the possibility of a
dispassionate viewpolnt, and therefore the validity of an
account, increases over time. The one seeks out, not
agreement, but contradiction and the exchange of ideas.
Competing interpretations do battle. Knowleddge is seen as
an ally of power. The other aims at the true essence of
things. Good scholarship will drive out bad. The less
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‘contemporary’ the history, the better.

This commitment—detachment polarity, as it has been
called(7), is a familiar one in other areas of the human
sciences. The notion of intellectual detachment is said to

have first arisen in response to a reform-minded

-intelligentsia in nineteenth-century Russia. It was defined

as such by its opposite — as a reaction to somebody else’s
commitment, nourishing the idea of the free-standing
scholar, equipped by training and temperament to fend off
the tyranny of passing influences. But the wish to dispel
all forms of special pleading had already helped in the
emergence of earlier, objective scholarly disciplines.

A basic tenet of the classical view held that the intrusion
of personal values into any scholarly field actively retards
development. A key text in this regard was Julien Benda’s
La Trahison des Clercs, which first appeared in 1927(8). -
Benda extolled the virtues of men of learning in the past
who had been entirely indifferent to the lure of political
passions, or who had taken on the task of telling laymen
about truths which were displeasing to them. The old
clerks, he wrote, "put before the world a scale of values,
in the spirit of philosophical reflection"”. The modern
intellectual, by contrast, taught that the practical was by
definition alsoc the moral, having been won over by the
craving for action, a preoccupation with desired ends, and
the embracing of fixed ideas. The new clerks, in so doing,
had betrayed their vocation. Although Benda found those to
be “general characteristics of the present age”, he attacked
specifically the historians, many of them of German origin,
who over the previous half century had begun to indulge in
“"fanaticism”. Change in the social status of intellectuals
was one of the causes of this, but there had also been

changes in their thinking - a growing romanticism, the

S § J.Urry, ’Value-freedom in Social Science’, The
Cambridge Review, 8 May 1970, pps.146-149.
8 J.Benda, La Trahison des Clercs (1927).
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exaltation of feeling at the expense of thought, and an
overall decline in mental discipline. He emphatically
parted company with those who wished for “the reign of the
philosophers®.

Benda’s book was propbetic. Over the following decade,
a large number of prominent European intellectuals
voluntarily enlisted in the political struggle of warring
ideoclogies, or else found themselves fatally compromised.
Benda himself (a Dreyfusard in his youth), while lamenting
the fact that "all the moderns, even the best of them, have
respect only for action”, succumbed to the urgings of the
time, Jjoining the anti-fascist camp. The dilemma that this
involved, long appreciated on the continent, only came late
to Britain(9). Even in the late “thirties, and even at the
London School of Economics, the prior ’claims’ of
politics(10) were energetically resisted. The hard
classicist position was expressed in a variety of works.
Robbins denied any normative status to economic
generalisations, attempting to make it clear that statements
about the way in which an economic system worked or could
work did not in themselves carry any presumption that that
was the way in which it should work(11l). Hutt, in a
further development, tried to establish some principles of
objectivity, arguing that intellectuals were peculiarly
vulnerable to forms of “power—thought" associated with the
actions of interest, propaganda and custom, thereby
inhibiting the accumulation of indisputable knowledge. What
was needed, he suggested, was the build-up of an expert body
of opinion, reached by logical inquiry,dwhich would
gradually diminish points of difference and gradually

9 W.Laqueur, ’Literature and the historian’, The
Journal of Contemporary History, 5 (1967), p.12.

10 See *The Claims of Politics’, Scrutiny, September
1939, pps.130-167.

11 L.Robbins, An Essay on the Nature and Signiticance
of Economic Science (1932).
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increase areas of agreement(12). And Oakeshott, in his
inaugural lecture at the LSE in 1950 (signalling an abrupt
departure from the radical enthusiasms of his predecessor,
Harold Laski) and in other writings, spoke out against what
he called "practical"” (ie. present-minded) history.
Ransacking the past for moral lessons or treating it as
“retrospective politics” were both non-historical traits
which destroyed any basis for rational discussion. The very
pastness of the past had to be insulated, Jjust as much for
the near-contemporary as for the ancient. Intellectual
opposition to the ideologising of politics has been traced
back to this QOakeshottian moment(13}).

There is, however, one fundamental snag with this line
of thinking: it is open to the charge that the denunciation
of ideology is in some sense an ideology of sorts too — not
least in the passionate commitment to detachment. This was
indeed implied in Max Weber’s original conception of wvalue-
freedom (the scientist is not uncommitted, but committed to
science)., Karl Popper, in The Open Society and its Enemies,:
found a way to surmount the difficulty. Aspiring to
impartiality, he saw, all too often begets the counterclaim
that pure objectivity is unachievable, an argument which
leads nowhere since one can never know when every last
prejudice has been eliminated. What both these outloocks
neglected, he continued, were the social aspects in the
advancement of scientific understanding. Objectivity
springs not from the psychological attempts of individual
scholars to be ‘objective’, but from the co—operation of
many scholars sharing the common methodology and accepted
standards of publicised exchange and debate. The creative
impulse may be subjective; critical evaluation is not.
Personal biases are ironed out in the mass. As a

consequence, “the authority of scientific opinion remains

12 W.B.Butt, Economists and the Public (1936).
13 H.M.Drucker, The Political Hses of Ideology (1974},

p.118.
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esgentially mutual; it is established between scientists,
not above them” (Polyani, 1962)(14). Scientific knowledge
was collegiate, and the product of a collaborative effort.

As in the natural sciences, so in the social sciences
and the humanities. History too has its analogue, a
‘compunity of scholars’ or confederacy of intellects, whose
collective aim, however partial and selective their
individual wishes may be, "is to climb to an increasingly
comprehensive view of the past”(15), and whose works of
positive scholarship are only likely to endure in so far as
they are able to "rise above the mere expression of
prejudice”(16). It is this group nature of the
advancement of historical understanding which circumvents
the problem of commitment and detachment and which is held
to be the true mark of a maturing discipline.

To what extent is this picture of free-flowing argument
a reality? The existence of competing schools of thought
formed around ties of loyalty, of age, and of common
disciplinary approach allied to distinctive understandings
and interpretations can be said - by, for example,
propagating inflexible orthodoxies — to interfere with the
habit of open discussion essential to academic progress.
Schools that subdivide and delimit a field of study can also
be partial and one-sided, as Popper had already
demonstrated. He had in mind in particular certain forms of
"historicist” (mainly marxist) analysis. But the malign
influence of academic coteries, made up of schoolmen and
copyists who are unable to go beyond what they have imbibed
from their masters, is well attested to: The academy, then,
is always a contested one. How much more liable this is to

happen in the realm of contemporary argument about events

14 M.Polyani, The Republic of Science (1962), p.14.

15 ~ J.R.Hale(ed), The Evolution af British
Historiography (1864), preface.

16 G.R.Elton, The Practice of History {(1967), p.105.
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which have Jjust passed by, where dogmatic advocacy and
persuasion outweigh the discriminating, and where all talk

is conducted against a backdrop of partisan feeling.

The special nature of Labour history and politics, and
of the significance of the Attlee governments above all, is
a further complicating factor. The Labour party is a party
with a keen sense of its own past, and the intellectual left
has always played a large role in influencing the party’s
self-understanding. But the influence has not only been
cerebral. Sympathy with Labour’s aims has involved “feeling
as well as thinking, loyalty as well as argument,
aspirations as well as principles”(17). For many of the
party’s early evangelical publicists the truth and
importance of socialism were sufficient to explain its
impact. Later writers were inclined to Jjudge the party’s
achievements in relation to, or in supposed departure from,
an abstract, even sentimental, socialist ideal. These
attitudes have been most apparent in the reactions to
Labour’s crowning occasion in and after 1945, when the party
was presented with the opportunity to fulfill its historic
purpose. The gap between the circumstances of political
life and the political literature of ‘the party of the book’
was never closer. The view taken by an author of the Attlee
governments is still apt to be regarded as a touchstone of
{unarguable) personal faith as much as intellectual

conviction.

It is no surprise to discover then that, for all the
technical changes in evidence, perspective and
interpretation, a dynamic, living history can also be shaped
by polemical and partisan opinion. Rival schools promote
rival descriptions and prescriptions. In this case, instead
of a tidy evolution towards the true character of the recent

past, and the conquest of historical myth by historical

17 M.Shock, *‘R.H.Tawney’, The Listener, 20 October
1960, p.671.
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reality, changing representations circle in apparently
aimless variation, swayed by an attachment to a favoured
method, doctrine or faith.

The chief intention - with these considerations in mind
- is to explore the continuing tension between the demands
of partisanship and the pursuit of impartiality, and to
describe their effects upon the changing face of 1945. A
‘second order’ activity of this kind need not resemble a
mere booklist spiced with comment, which generates nothing
new, or a liberal evasion of the real stuff of history. A
history of the histories is itself a legitimate contribution
to the process of revising and refining an historical
appreciation. The vigorous and voluminous output of studies
on the immediate post-war period Jjustifies such an overview.
In what ways - and by what means - has the debate moved
forward? What main schools have emerged and in what
relation do they stand to each other? What have been the
main thematic issues which have been argued over? What of
the influence of fluctuating allegiances and passions? And
what signs are there, if any, of the forming up of a
critical consensus? Can a framework of historiographical
change — along the lines of common scholarly endeavour

conceived of by Popper — be satisfactorily constructed?
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2: A History of the Histories

The dual purpose of this scene-setting chapter is to
trace - in broad outline - the various traces through
which the body of literature on the early post—war period
has passed, and to identify, in the course of that
evolution, the main currents of political, historical and
other opinion ocut of which it has been composed. In so
doing, the aim will be to point the way ahead to a more
detailed examination of the most important themes and
controversies, as and when they happened to arise, in
Chapter 3.

The foreces driving the argument {(indeed any
intellectual debate) along have been of several kinds.
They have, in the first place, been technical - to do
with the unearthing and compiling of factual information,
the defining and refining of concepts, and the
classifying and categorising of accumulated knowledge.
They have been interpretative, involving attempts to give
order and meaning to the receding past, influenced by the
impact of topical concerns and changing historical
circumstances. And lastly they have been subjective,
reflecting the professional, social and cultural
background of the principal writers and historians
themselves. Put another way, some of the developments
have been ‘internal’; thrown up from within; some have
been largely ‘external’ in origin, but impinging upon the
view of the past; and some have illustrated the way
external events have been internalised(lS). Though
analytically distinct, these aspects are practically

intertwined.

These forces have not operated in the abstract.

. 18 T.Hutchison, The Politics and Philoseophy of
Economics (1981), pp.23-24.
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They have shaped, and in turn been shaped by, the
emergence of distinctive disciplines and approaches,
which have structured the subject-matter, established
appropriate methodological ground rules and worked out
which questions are most in need of explanation. The
expansion and sub—division of the social sciences in the
post—war period is the most notable development of this
kind for the years with which we are concerned. It is
the (often unphrased) presuppositions and assumptions of
each of these ways of looking at recent history - which
exponents do not so much ‘see’ as see the world
‘through’ (19) - which sets them off against each other,
encouraging the rise of alternative, even competing
schools of thought vying for supremacy. Typically, the
actual grounds for disagreement may well be factual (in
so far as the available evidence lends support to a \
variety of assertions) or evaluative (assuming that facts
and values are easily separated) or a combination of
both, and many of the arguments to do with the years from
1945 to 1951 fall within these terms. Progress is
evident by open contradiction, as well as by more subtle
shifts in the point of view. Wherever opposing schools
share a common mode of inquiry, all such differences are
deemed to be resolvable, so that, although the disputants
are preoccupied with those matters on which they differ,
the general intellctual tone is set by the accepted

formulations on which they agree.

But this is not all. The debatable nature of the
historiecal past is never exclusively confined to areas of
evidence or interpretation. Differences may be not only
logical or empirical but also philosophical. Approaches
can be at such odds that they only begin to make sense
once their underlying beliefs have been made explicit.

In such cases, clashes of outlock emanate from different

forms of argumentation which are not just incompatible

19 T.E.Bulme, Speculations (1949), pp.50-51.



17
but incommensurable, and incapable of being measured
against any common, objective scale. Dialogue is barely
possible. The point at issue is not — given these
characteristics - whether opposing arguments are right or
true; the respective schools have first to make

themselves understood.

Fundamental polarities are often taken to be
essential to the creative process. “Without contraries,
no progress”, wrote William Blake(20). To complain
about the multiplicity of viewpoints is to complain about
the many-sidedness of reality. The orthodox can point to
standards of assessment which do allow for wvalid
comparison—-making - correspondence with the facts,
comprehensiveness, parsimony, explanatory power. But the
sceptic will always draw attention to the lack of
acknowledged criteria for choosing among rival attitudes
or interpretations. Without such criteria, it is held,
it is not possible to maintain that the pattern of
historiographical change is an improving, advancing one,
or that movement is always eventually forward movement -
the basis, after all, on which the new-found prestige of

contemporary history ultimately rests.

Although the influence of the opposing strains of
objectivity and engagement are commonly recognised, even
the best, as one historian of ideas recently wrote, have
only nibbled at the matter inconclusively(21). In what
follows, and in picking out and discriminating between
the different senses to which they apply, it may help to
establish what can be seen to be a fuller range of

detachments and commitments, whose finer distinctions

20 -‘The Marriage of Heaven and Hell’, in Selected
Paoems of HWilliam Blake, B. de Selincourt (ed)(1968},
p.139.

21 J.Burrow, reviewing J.Clive’s *Not By Fact
Alone’ in The Times Literary Supplement, 2-8 February
1990, p.125.
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need to be drawn out, before going on to explore how far

and in what way they might be functionally related.
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The English Way

We have it from Messrs Collini, Winch and Burrow -
in their discipline history of nineteenth century
political science(22) - that the "noble study” of
politics was always infused with mundane partisanship.
The pioneers in the field (Sidgwick, Bagehot and Dicey
were the best known exemplars) equated political life
with the "magnetic pull” of the business of government.
They behaved liked unacknowledged legislators, "alarmed
at the boisterous and untutored energies of the new
democracy' starting to take shape. Sound political
judgement for them could only come from a firm grounding
in history and philosophy, both of which brought the
benefits of calm, intelligent reflection. The earliest
Politics departments, in Oxford, Cambridge and London,
were made up predominantly of historically-minded
philosophers and theoretically-minded historians,
presenting pblitics in a philosocphical or historical
light. This continued to be so until well into the
twentieth century. There was little agreement as to
whether politics as a sovereign, systematic subject
actually did exist or not, even among those taking up
Chairs(23). Coherent instruction stemmed from the fact
that most teachers read the same small stock of classic
books (24} and shared a distinct leaning towards the

examination of institutions. Importance was placed on a

“

22. 5.Collini, D.Winch and J.Burrow, That HNoble
Science of Folitics: a study In nineteenth—century
Intellectual histaory (1983).

23. D.W.Brogan, The Study of Politics (1948): M.
Cole, The LifTe of G.D.H.Ceole (1971), p. 207.

24. D.N.Chester, ’*Political Studies in Britain:
Recollecticons and Comments’ in Pelitical Studies, 2 and 3
(1975}, p.183.
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sure grasp of the behaviour of real people in actual
situations, of closeness to the texture of politics.
Most had been brought up - and brought their students

up — in the English empirical tradition which eschewed
preccnceived ideas and imparted learning in a
comfortable, non-ideoclogical manner, a tradition which
Denis Brogan said - reviewing Popper’s The Jpen Society
and itz Eremies (25) - inoculated then against the lure
of grand theory and absolutist creeds. In the hands of
some, like T. D. Weldon (who had led the cpposition to
Quintin Hogg in the famous 1938 Oxford by-election)} this
could even extend to an abdication from discussion of any
substantive issues at all{(28). The way things had been
in the 1930s and 1940s, however, had made it clear that
there were some values that were at least worth
defending. With the establishment in 1950 of the
Political Studies Association (political "science"” met
with strong opposition), there was a marked reluctance to
cut politics off from other allied subjects on which it
had nourished, as well as a recognition of the place of
commonsense wisdom with which to guard against erratic

fluctuations in political opinion.

This was the context in which McCallum and Readman’s
descriptive case study of the general election of 1945,
the first of its kind and a landmark in the observation
of British elections, came to be written. It indicated
the direction which the study of politics was to take,
spawning its own secondary literature; and it hinted at
the degree to which voting lent itself to sociological
and statistical analysis. But it also (for its authors)
reaffirmed the value of the older kind of philosophizing.
Conveniently, the academic interest in the 1945 Labour

government commenced with the 1845 election.

25. Economica, August 1948, pp.205 -207.

26. T.D.Weldon, The Vocabulary of Politics (1353},
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Forerunners

“"The rival doctrines of the 1945 general election’,
Lance Beales asserted in the weekly magazine Leader
towards the end of the campaign, "were derived from the
London School of Economics"(27). Beales - Reader in
Economic History at the University of London - was
referring to the unexpected role that had been assigned
to two of his LSE colleagues - Friedrich (’Fritz’) von
Hayek, the apostle of economic liberalism, and the Labour
party activist, Harold Laski, "that rare quantity in
Britain - the professor-politician”. Hayek’s celebrated
bestseller The Road to Servdom, which resurrected the old
equation between socialism and slavery and condemned
attempts at planning in all its forms, had found an echo
in Conservative party pronouncements and had been
denounced in a radio broadcast by the Labour leader
Clement Attlee. Laski, for his part, and in his capacity
as Chairman of the Labour party, had released a statement
- seized upon by the Conservatives - announcing that a
future Labour government could not be bound by any
decisions entered into by Churchill at the three-power
conference which was to take place in Potsdam. Shortly
afterwards, he was accused, in suspicious circumstances,
of having advocated the use of violence for political
ends at a public meeting in Newark. In an apposite way,
as Beales meant to indicate, their notoriety was well
deserved. The sharply contrasting opinions of Hayek and
L.aski stemmed from a personal and political antagonism
extending back into the inter-war yearsﬂabout the growing
influence of collectivist ideas and the degree to which
their spread might be hastened, deflected or averted.

The one was concerned to preserve the economic freedoms

of the individual from governmental interference on which

_ 27. Nathan Laski papers, Mocatta Library,
University College Londomn.
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all else derended; the other to bring about a wider
liberty without which economic independence was
meaningless. Both of these themes - of liberty and of
planning - were carried over into the post-war years,
providing the backdrop to many of the running
commentaries on Labcur in office. Both had to do with an
overall conception of the interventionist state for which

no modern theory had been devised.

One of the core beliefs behind the foundation of the
LSE was what Beatrice Webb called the impulse to discover
and apply "the truths about social organization”(28).
Academics were to be encouraged in the disinterested
pursuit of knowledge; having established the facts, some
kind of obligation existed to act upon what had been
revealed. A critical examination of capitalist society
was needed, from a socioclogical standpoint, to correct
the imbalance in conventional academic circles. Laski,
appointed to the post of Professor of Political Science
in 1928, stood four square in this mould. In his
inaugural lecture, and still in his liberal phase, he
dismissed any pretence at an imaginary impartiality -
social inquiry had to be based on the freest possible
circulation of thought(29). In an age of crisis, he
felt, there was no honour to be found in a cosy .
detachment which excluded certain types of argument. His
Oxford instructors - Dicey, Fisher and Barker - had been
far too algof. ‘Commitment’ as he understocd it meant
not just taking up the public issues of the moment, but
partisan ccmmitment. In the supreme conflict between

progress and reaction, the "ecrime" of the intellectuals

28. N. Mackenzie, >The Diary as Literature’,
introduction to the Beatrice Webb diaries, British
Library of Political and Economic Science (BLPES).

28. H.Laski, On the Study of Politicz {(1926), pp.
16-18.
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was not (as Benda had thought) to go into battle; "it was
the very different‘one of not knowing that a battle was
raging or - worse still - of being willing to fight on
the wrong side"(30). Laski liked tc tell the story of

" how the nineteenth century historian von Ranke had
advised a pupil who had taken up teaching "to serve truth
first, and Germany afterwards”(31). There was noc such
inconsistency in Laski’s own mind: the modern truths were
self-evidently socialist. Once the iniquities of
capitalism had been laid bare, the politically-aware
could not fail to pass from neutral reflection intc the

practical realm.

Laski had started cut with a precociocus grasp of the
actual working of political institutions, seen in their
proper historical context. His earliest writings - on
sovereignty and the decentralized state - were of a piece
with tolerant English pluralism. Disturbed by the
collapse of MacDonald’s minority Labour government in
1931, he sought thereafter to apply marxism to British
conditions, doubtful that socialism could come about by
parliamentary means. Abandoning the notion of government
by consent, he took to playing the game of predicting
revolution without actually endorsing it. He knew that
reforms were feasible, and that Britain might travel on a
path different from other countries. Like Bassett (with
whom he clashed) his starting-point was the histcoric
continuity of Parliament. But he rejected outright "the

factual error of arguing that the State-power is neutral

as between contending ideologies"(32). Even the

30. H.Laski, Faith, Reazon and Civilization - an
essay In historical analysis (1944}, pp.104-105,

31. M.de Wolfe Howe, Holmes—Lazki letters — the
correszpondence of HMNr Justice Holmes and Harold J.laski,

19161935, Volume 2 (1953), p.1280.

32. H.Laski, Parliamwentary Government In England
(1938), ».200.
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monarch had a part to play in frustrating radical
intentions. An admnirer of Sir Stafford Cripps in the
late thirties, he switched during the war to Ernest Bevin
as the "fighting leader"” that Labour required, before
taking up with Herbert Morrison. The European conflict
with Fascism revived his hopes of a domestic advance for
Labour, against which he saw Attlee as a main obstacle,
and he wrote to him on the eve of the 18945 election
asking him to stand down. Laski appears in Edmund
Wilson’s account of his travels arcund liberated Europe,
declaring to the voters in a North London constituency
that "mass unemployment was incompatible with democratic
institutions"” and that they "must never again allow such
2 degradation of conditions as had occurred between the

two wars"(33).

The modesty of Labour’s subsequent achievements
disheartened him. He had said that, if Labour did the
right things, there would never be another Tory
government. He lived to see, but was evidently perplexed
by, the limits placed on the achievable, especially when
it came to foreign policy. The 1945 victory might be
hailed as a clear endorsement of Laski’s form of radical
socialism. But it left him worn out and wvilified, never
quite able to effect a synthesis of liberal and marxist
ideas, the ambiguity in his thinking skilfully brought
out by the defence lawyer in Laski’s 1948 libel action
against The Paily Exprezs{34). He waz the prine
instance of the committed scholar(35), speaking in the
radical accents of the day, able to state the dilemmas in

aiming to "build a Socialist Britain" but incapable of

33. E.Wilson, Eurape without Baedecker {13248},
pp.132-135.

34. The Laski Libel Actien, published by The Daily
Express (1847}.

. 35. J.Saville in Colletsz, 50 Years, 1?34-84, pp.20-
21.



solving them.

Friedrich Hayek, an Austrian whose early training
was in law, originally came to the LSE as a Visiting
Professor in 1931, remaining as the holder of the revived
Tooke Chair in Economic Science and Statistics. No
stranger to controversy, he was a firm advocate of wage
cutting in the 1930s. Along with Robbins, Gregory and
Plant, he formed an island of cld-fashioned classicism,
though he was reassured to see that the bulk of the LSE
staff were non-political(36). He noted, however, and
gradually became fascinated by, the Webbian conviction
that "a careful study of the facts ought to lead most
sensible people to socialism”, and the intellectual hold
which such progressive ideas obviocusly exerted(37). In
their hostility to an open, liberal economic order, Hayek
insisted, the leftist intelligentsia overlooked far too
much that was good in it. Only capitalism made democracy
possible. Any sort of planning necessarily became
planning in favour of some and against others, which
would have to be enforced by a dictatorial central
authority. Already in the late 1230s he was indignantly
firing off memoranda to William Beveridge, irritated by
the common misinterpretaticn of Nazism as a last-ditch
capitalist reaction to socialism. The similarity of
Fascist and Communist regimes was to him steadily more
obvicus. With the wartime move of the LSE to Cambridge,
Hayek - conspicuocusly not called into government
service - decided to write a contribution to the war
effort, an explicitly "“political"” boock (as he wrote in
the preface) dedicated to "the socialists of all parties™

and warning of the perils involved in the conscious

36. F.A.Hayek, conversation with the author, 18
September 1984.

_ 37. F.A.Hayek, ’The London School of Economics
1885-1945° in EFconemica, February 1%46, pp.1-31.
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reshaping of society for egalitarian ends(38). He,
too, called Benda to his aid, inveighing against the
worshipping of false gods by "“the totalitarians in our

midst"” who, however sincere, were endangering freedom.

It was the outspokenness of his endorsement of
unfashionable opinicns that shocked and delighted Hayek’s
‘readers, leaving his opponents to lament - as Beales
elsewhere put it - this "reactionary trend of
thought"(39). A copy df the bock was sent by the Duke
of Devonshire to Churchill. Laski tock it as an attack on
him personally, and said so in his lectures. Hayek has
since made it plain that he questioned Laski’s mental
sanity(40). He actually spent the 13845 caméaign in the
United States, appearing on the front cover of Time,
embarrassingly feted by economic tories and challenging,
sometimes angrily, the new dealers on their home
ground(41). The history of the influence of statist,
progress-minded ideas - of how they came to be believed
and of the harm that they had caused - not Just in
economics but across the whole range of the social
sciences, formed the central topic of his later

researches.

In contrast to these well-publicized differences, an
alternative left-of-centre standpoint had been developing

- out of the public eye - around a group of young ’New

38. The Road to Servdom {1944). See also his
’Freedom and the Econcmic System’ in The Contemporary
Review, January-June 1938, pp.434-442. .

29 H.L.Beales, The Making of Social Policy (1948)
p.8.

40, ’Hayek on Laski’, letter 1in Encounter, June
1884, p.80.

41, Hazhington Dezpatches 1741 -1945 - meekly
palitical reports ftrom the Britizh Embaszssy, H.G.Nicholas
(ed)(1981), p.576; B.D.Karl, Charles E. [Merriam and *th
Study of Politics (1874), pp.288-292.

.
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Fabians’, presided over by Labour’s Hugh Dalton. Evan
Durbin - also an econcmics lecturer - had been busy

throughout the nineteen thirties striving to map out a

bt

businesslike scheme of realistically attainable socialist

+

objectives, grounded upcn a firm base of financial

wpertise, which could command electoral support and
ngle
tt, Durbin had

truggle analysis

(=N

carried out within the lifetime of a =

\'D

parliament(42). Much influenced by Bass

4]

begun by explicitly rejecting the class

(9]

cf political action(43). Laski, Durbin saw, was
"obviously wrong"” (thus on a visit tc the Webbs in
1937(44)) had strayed out of bounds. Mo genuine social
reformer could be dogmatic, yet every marxist was.

Indeed Durbin claimed a better understanding of Marx than

most avowed marxists. Yet the classical approach wa
equally disappointing. Practical econcmics, Douglas
Jay - a fellow ’Mew Fabian’ -~ had written, contrary to

the classical teachings, was not neutral between ends but
had a built-in progressive intent(45). Durbin viewed
with impatience other eccnomists who were content, when
faced with the evidence of social inequality, to busy
themselves with unilluminating diversions. He pecsited a
natural alliance between the yield of social service
research and advancing soccialism, which would lead to a
"mastering"” of the economic problem. The new social

sciences were to be the great liberatcrs.

The criticism of Hayek and Robbins - as Durbin

recognised - had kept him thinking, but in reviewing The

42. E.Durbin, The PFoliticsz of Democratic Socialiszm
{1340).

42. E,Durbin, *Professor Hayek on Economic
Planning’, reprinted in Problems of Economic FPlanning -~
papers on planning and economics (1948), pp.%1-108.

44, B.Webb diary, entry dated 1% July 1937, BLPES.

45, D.Jday, The Sociali=st Casze (1937}, especially

Chapter 3.
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Road tao SGervfdem (which he read through and extensively
annotated) he reprimanded Hayek for failling to appreciate
the work over the previous decade of his ’New Fabian’
colleagues. There was no need to fear the growing power
of the state, provided that there were only to be such
controls as were necessary to overcome the lack of
economic oversight and co-ordination. Planning did not
imply "a Plan" introduced by an all-wise bureaucracy.
Planning was "the distinctive tenet of his generation”,
making an important step towards fulfilling the
demccratic power of other common people for sccial
progress, but it would always leave more to be done.
Theirs was a philcsophy of getting things done. As Hugh
Gaitskell reflected in loocking back some years later, the
outlock of the group had been rational and practical,
"suspicious of large general ideas which on examination
turned ocut to have no precise content .... Above all,
while accepting the ultimate emotional basis of moral
valuation, they had great faith in the power of reason

both to find the answers to social problems and to

persuade men to see the light"(46). "Professor Hayek
rejects reason”, Durbin announced in 1945. "We accept
it".

The relationship of the ’*New Fabians’ with the kind
of ideas associated with John Maynard Keynes was an
uncertain one. Keynes was obviously central to any
discussion of employment policy - but his proposals were
famously changeable. Besides, he was no friend of Labour.
He envisaged a ’managéé: rather than a fully ’command’
economy. Nonetheless, and Jay was credited by Gaitskell
with realising this(47). Keynes did provide a ready-

made rationale for increased state intervention. Others,

46. H.Gaitskell, Foreword to the second edition of
The Politics of Democratic Socialism (1954).

47. H.Gaitskell, Fecent Develapmentsz in Britizh
Socrlalist Thinking (1358), pp.30-31. '
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like Cole, refused "tc swallecw Keynes whole" and doubted
whether government manipulation of demand would do in
place of a frontal assault on the key points of capital.
What transformed the situation was the cutbreak of war,
and with it the introduction of a wide array of physical

controls on imports, exports and the allccation of raw

materials inconceivable in peacetime, conceding much of
Labour’s case in advance. The question then turned on
how much - mindful of reconstruction - should be retained

once the war was over. Hayek, for exanple, did not
believe that the more in favour of greater intervention
was pre-determined cor even, as Schumpeter thcought, likely
but unwelcome ~ that was exactly his poinﬁ. But the
whole weight of scholarly opinion and the trend of
wartime econcmic practice pressed in that direction.
Given this open future, the positicons already outlined
did not exhaust all the possibilities. Not all
enthusiasts for planning were self-proclaimed socialists,
nor did all economists employed in Whitehall during the
war draw the same favourable conclusions. Wartime
planning was imperative. The argument was over whether it
was also compatible - in wview of the large bureaucratic
apparatus it entailed - with the maintenance of a freely-

functioning democracy in peacetime.

The State as Player

The planners® quarrel had its origins in the 1930s;
but it was - the call for planning being only one
manifestation of a general shift - also part of the
playing out of a still older struggle about the onset of
the enlarged state from the tail end of the Victorian
era. From this direction came the other main contributing
source to the growth of political studies - discussion of

constitutional issues, couched in the form of legalistic
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commentaries which, given the "special intimacy"(48) of
law and politiecs in Victorian England, granted to Bagehot
and others the status of high authority. These formal
descriptions celebrated the activating principles and
customs of the traditional constitution, thought to
consist of the sovereignty of parliament, the impcrtance
of conventions, and the rule of law. This last tenet
(which Dicey toock from W.E.Hearn} governed the relation
between the individual and the Jjudicial power of the
state, protecting the personal liberty and rights of the
ordinary citizen. Departures from these constitutional
principles might from time to time occur, in so far as
everyday constitutional practice diverged from legal
theory, but this only went to show the strength of the
guarantees provided by a framework cof living precedents
that had arisen out of the common law of the land. The
exercise of unchecked, arbitrary power by officialdom was

the evil that most needed preventing.

The increasing practice - however - of conferring
discretionary power on public boards and agencies, by
allowing for administrative and quasi-judicial decisions
to be reached outside the courts of law, was begdinning to
present problems. Infringements of personal liberty were
all too likely to follow from rulings designed to
equalize the impact of the law. The growth of a native
body of administrative law Dicey regarded as an alien
intrusion, which predisposed him to mistrust any
extension of government. A Diceyan influence was
apparent in Lord Hewart’s The HNew Despé%igm (13829) and in
the deliberations of the Donoughmore Committee on
Powers, which reported in 1932, both of them

responses to the swelling delegation to Ministers by

2

Ministers

Parliament of legislative powers. They were much more
than simply ’footnotes to Dicey’. But they differed in

48. S.Collini, D.Winch and J.Burrow, ibid (1983},
p.359.
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that the Donoughmore Committee - awkwardly attempting to
distinguish the judicial from the administrative -
collectively saw the rise of administrative law as being
inevitable, subject tc the "necessary safeguards(49) -
the point being that Dicey’s essentially static analysis
had been overtaken by the speed of events. The strict
separation of law and government was no longer seen as
tenable. It was with this in mind that Ernest Barker was
led to say that the lawyers had nct been all that helpful
tc students of politics. Jennings, one of Dicey’s
strongest critics, was adamant that the growth of the new
functions of the state had rendered most of his
individualist assumptions irrelevant(50). To argue

from history that new policies or actions were
"unconstitutional"” was toc argue that they were contrary
to tradition, when it was more pertinent to ask whether
traditions had adjusted to the newer conditions. A new
public philosophy was required to take account of the new
’public service’ state. Liberal-minded
constitutionalists looked elsewhere for their checks to
offset the agencies of the state - in proposals for
practical changes such as electoral reform, the
encouragement of voluntary associations in eivil society,
and the general inculcation of government-by-discussion.
As lcng as diversity of ideas and interests was
maintained, the outcome would always loock after itself.
To the extremists of left and right, as Bassett - in 1935
~ indicated, "there must be continuity of policy, even in
’fundamentals’, even with ’capitalism’"(51). One of

the difficulties with this position wés*finding the means

to express the radical reshaping of modern government

49. Cmnd 4060, p.115.

50. I.Jennings, The [law and the Conztitution (4th
edition, 1952), Appendix II.

51 R.Bassett, The Esszentialsz of Parliamentary
Democracy (18938}, ©.230
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while still employing the old liberal wvocabulary.

William Robson’s attack on Dicey’s formulation of
the rule of law(52)(his book came out Jjust before
Hewart’s) encapsulated the difficulty, attaching a value
to the separating of judicial and administrative powers
all the while that he was rejecting its legendary
import(53). But his breakaway signalled a decisive
step. Absolute rights of property and interest had had
to give way to gualified rights, conditiocnal on the
extent to which they were regarded as compatible with
“the common good"”. Administrative law had been formed to
meet a need, and it was surely better to ensure that its
operation was redularised. The way in which Robson
expressed this was no less striking. Robson - according
to his admirers - dispensed with the genteel, high-minded
theory of the constitution in favour of the defensive,
class-linked structure of the law, and the ’what actually
happens’ constitution that was not normally written
about(54).

What lay at the back of all this was Robson’s
conviction that constituticnal law and political science
had failed to keep up with the widening reach of the
state, which had - impelled by war and the pressure for
reform - expanded almost beyond recognition, exposing the
liberal-cum-socialistic accounts as inadequate. Change
wan =0 rapid that it was enocugh Just to track the

evolving scene, without standing back_and explaining how

-

52. W.A.Robson, Juztice and Administrative Lawm — a
Study of the British Constitution (1928).

53. M.J.C.Vile, Canstitutionali=sm and the
Separation of Powmers (1967), pp.235-237.

54. J.A.G.Griffith, ’Justice and Administrative Law
Revised’ in J.A.G.Griffith (ed), From Policy to
Adminiztration — eszays In hanour of Hilliam A. Robzon

(1876}, pp.200-216.
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the new institutions ought ideally to be functioning - a
significant reversal of priorities. The new field of
public administration (“"there is no such subject in
England”, Robson was initially informed(55)) seemed to
offer a more promising line of advance, examining the
structure and functions of the new public authorities and
the connecting link between politics and administration,
cf which constitutional law was only a subsidiary
element. This did not mean that its raison d’etre lay in
’training administrators’. That could only come with
practical experience, through which public-spirited

cff

Q

ials, acting (unlike politicians) in an expert

[=n

m

ashicn, would take on "“the judicial mind”. Tolerant of
bureaucracy, service in wartime Whitehall reinforced
Robson’s desire to change things brecadly in a socialist
direction(58). He was no centralist (nor - he pointed
out - were the Webbs), advancing the merits of
decentralised decision-making to regional and local
government. He has been called "the last of the
Fabians", representative of those confident of the
"rational good pursued in relation to the ends of state

action”.

The state, then, existed to define the common good,
to discover the general will and to bring it into being.
But what if the state, claiming to speak for all and to
extend rights to many, instead defended the class
interests of a privileged minority?_ Many left-wing
diagnoses of the events of 1931 came to this conclusion.
Laski became one of the foremost advocates of the view
that the constitution counted for nothing if property

were at stake. Legal interpretation had grudgingly

55. W.A.Robson, ’'The Study of Public Administration
and Now’ 1in Political Studies, 2 and 3 (1875),
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56. ’William Robson’ in A.Watkins, Brier [ive=s
{1982), p.158.
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ad justed to the process of social change, but liberty
under the law could have no meaning save in the context
of equality, a long-held notion(57). The extension and
‘enlargement of social and economic rights was bound to
lead eventually to a programme of reforms that would
challenge "the very basis of capitalism”, expending the
British talent for compromise(58). The basic issue was
whether or not this new kind of social state would be
allowed to take shape, unhindered by constitutional
manoeuvring. Laski’s marxism anncyed liberals, just as
his liberalism exasperated marxists. Even so, Jennings,
from a more moderate Labour viewpoint, wavered in his
attachment to democratic values. Others, prominent in
the Labour leadership after the fall of MacDonald, had
seen no alternative to capturing the power of the state
and the financial institutions and turning them to
radical purposes(59). But much of this was short on
specifics. The economic mobilization of war transformed
the position, enabling Attlee (once well to the left) to
deliver a quintessential Fabian riposte to Laski, Jjudging
Labour’s progress "by the extent to which what we cried
in the wilderness five and thirty years ago has now
become part of the assumptions of ordinary men and

women" (B80). Planning was no longer scoffed at. Full
employment was accepted. Big government had proved
itself in adversity. Socialism and commonsense coincided
more than Labour’s opponents were prepared to admit. All

the main parties were, to a greater or lesser extent,

57. B.Zylstra, From Pluralism to boilectivigm - the
developrent of Harold Laski’'= pmlitical thaought (2nd ed.
1970), p.60.

58. K.Martin, Haroeld Laski — a biographical memaoir
{Paperback editicn 1989), Chapter IV.

59. S.Cripps and others, Problems of a Socrialist
Gavernment (1933); K. Bevin and G.D.H.Cole, The Criszi=
(1931%93.

60. K.Martin (1969), ibid, ppl50-153.
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collectivist. Britain had become accustomed to the
strong state and the general election of 1845, in
Attlee’s terms, determined whether that future role would
be more rather than less substantial in the first years
of peace. Pride of place went to Labour’s plans for
bringing into public cownership a range cf basic
industries and utilities. Increasing public control was
centinuing the pattern of wartime. But nationalization
also raised issues of constitutional and administrative
significance of a wholly new kind, which Robson set out
to indicate. ’Friends’(81) of larger government

insisted that the teething troubles of the new
nationalized industries should not be allowed to detract
from the way they were intended in time to work;
’enemies’ saw in the development a line of thought that
was fundamentally flawed. As in the opening shots fired
in the debate on economic planning, the ’practical’
argument made do as a substitute for the clash of grand

ideoclogies of the type familiar on the continent.

Inside Views

The six veclumes of Winston Churchill’s history of
the Second World War (1948-54) together amocunted to an
autcbiographical substantiation of the author’s own
considerable part in the triumphant conduct of all-out
military conflict. Churchill’s version, one of his
assistants confessed, was "rhetorical, romantic,
exaggerated and to a meticulous critic somewhat
inaccurate"(62); it was, moreover, carefully

comatructed so as not to impair post-war relations with

61. Used by L.Tivey, Interpretationz of British
Po]iticg —~ the image and the =s=vstem (1888), p.49.

82. M.Ashley, Churchill az Hiztorian {(19882), p.175.
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the United States(63). But 1t honestly conveyed
Churchill’s view that it had been an "unnecessary’ war,
brought on by a combination of folly and wickedness, out
of which only the anti-appeasers emerged with any credit.
This was indeed his ocwn potent justificaticn for
accession to the highest office. Others opened cut the
indictment into a more generalised condemnatiocn of the
drift and waste of inter-war policy. The Jjuxtapcsition
of Tory guilt with the national purpcse and planning of
wartime was the means by which Labour - to Conservative
charges of fraudulent misrepresentation - rcse to power
in 1945.

Attlee, when he came o write his own recollections
of the war and post-war years, could not hope to emulate
the literary force of Churchill’s writing. Serialised in
17 parts in The Star, and then in bock form in April
1954, the terse, unassuming style of As It MHappened - for
which he was lampooned in Punch - reduced the passing
show, dramatic and mundane, to Attlee-sized proportions.
His difficulty, working on several drafts from as early
as 1951, seemed to have been in finding encugh to say.
The account often consisted of little more than matter-
of-fact notes and observations, unpressured by the
sifting of his papers, something which his publishers had
specifically warned him against(64). There was not the
writing for effect or the attempt to give powerful shape
to the immediate past that was so characteristic of
Churchill’s prose. Attlee was not one for recrimination.
history of the party. Besides which, Labour had its own
explaining toc do on matters of defence leading up to

1939. Service in the Coalition under Cﬁurchill pushed

63. W.F.Kimball, Churchill and Roosevelt: the
complete caorre=zpondence, Vol.1 (1884), pp4-5.

64. A.S.Frere {cf Heinemann’s) to Attlee, 28
October 1952, Attlee file, Octopus Publishing Group
Library.
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85. C.R.Attlee, A=

It Happened



parliament. Important episcdes were tantelisingly passed
over in silence, or dismissed with one-liners. Platitudes

- what was right in wartime was alzo right 1 ea

stood 1n for an exposition of the government’s long-term
objectives. The whole tangle of foreign affairs was
dealt with in fewer than eight pages. Much the most
space was given over tc what Attlee regarded as his most
important work, and in which he had taken the lead -
paving the way for the independence of India, Pakistan
and Burma. Otherwise, there was noc reflecting on the
overall idea of what his government had been about, other
than to say that they had been dutifully executing {(as
the re-issue of his 1937 Left Bcok Club offering
underlined) the party’s long-standing aims. That sc many
changes had come into force in the teeth of acute
circumstances only added to their timeliness. "Things
happened to him", Bevan unkindly said after reading the
book; "he never did anything”. How Attlee had brought it
off was never spelt out. Those left puzzling had to make

do with his doodles.

That said, Attlee alsc won over some surprising
admirers. Tories, for whom his very mediocrity had seemed
a menace, found much to praise. G.M. Young, re-creator
of the Victorian age, reviewed the boock on the
wireless(66), ready to forgive and forget “the grim
Forties", and relieved that, having earlier taken fright,
the upheaval had not been drastic as Conservatives had
feared or radicals had wished. He was even happy to talk
of "what might, with no exaggeration, be called a social
revolution”, a figure of speech that, - in other
circumstances, Young would have been mo}e likely to apply
to the coming of the railways, or a fall in the rate of
infant mortality. Attlee’s virtues -modesty and

rectitude - typifying the Victorian idea of a Prime

66. Trahscript in the BBC Written Archives,
Caversham (transmitted 11 April 1854).
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Minister, "an ordinary man in an extraordinary place"”,
imply that Young found in him the model of prchity that

he had hoped but failed to discover in Baldwin.

Much more first-hand informaticn could ke gleaned
from Roy Jenkins’ "interim biocgrarhy"” (Jenking senior had
been Attlee’s parliamentary private secretary) of a
remarkably shy Attlee (1948)(87), which ended with him
returning from Potsdam, Vincent Brome’s homely profile
(1849){68) and - richest of all - The Triple Challenge
(1848) by the newspaperman Francis Williams, who had oniy
Just stepped down as the prime ministers’ public
relations adviser. Charged with the presentatiocn of
policy to the national and internaticnal press, Williams
pointed out how it had taken the alarms of 1947 (where
government information campaigns failed) to instil =
sense of sococial partnership and stimulate increased
manufacturing output. Even with wartime paper
restrictions still in force, a concerted effort was made
by Labour-friendly Jjournalists and pamphleteers to put
across a sympathetic impression. OQffsetting this were
the reports of other, disillusioned former insiders: R.B.
Thompson-Williams, one-time public relations officer at
the Ministry of Supply(89), Ernest Watkins, who had
been one of the ’New Fabians’ before the war but now
worked as assistant editor at The Ecoromizt, writing for
Anmericans(70), and Alan Wood, an Australian Jjournalist
taken on by the Overseas Food Corporation, whc was
dismayed by "the failures, frustration, heartbrezk, bad

luck and bad blunders” that sealed the fate of the

67. R.Jenkins, #Mr Attlee,

.t

68. V.Brome, Clement Attlee - a pictorial
biaography.

69. #as I Really Necesszsary? (1947},

70. The Cautious Revolution (1950).
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Groundnuts scheme in Tanganyika(71). Crossman’s
account of the Anglo-American commiscsion of inquiry to

Palestine, and Moon’s re-worlked tive on the

—

8]
o

NaYr
S

rst reliable

oy

partition of India (which gave t

o]

f
estimate of casualties) fell intc the same
category{72}. Their value was in their on-the-spot,
eye—-witness immedizcy, flavoured with the tang of crisis.
In such cases, the fact of direct invelvement, with the
writer as his own bhest scurce, made up for the
fragmentary or incomplete picture, providing an

uthenticity that no *library’ history could match.

The limited usefulness of the earliest memoirs and
accounts was due - in the first instance - to the nature
of the craft. Most of them were ghosted by professional
writers (Eastwood, who helped Attlee, had already written
a life of George Isaacs, Kayv worked on behalf of both
Shinwell and Morrison), some were hindered by the laws of
libel (Brome was held at bay by Bevan for several years)
and all were subject to the 0fficial Secrets Act. But,
in the period after 1951, there was a further
complicating factor - the internecine war inside the
Labour party, which threatened careers and reputations,
and gave a tendentious edge to the stories that began to
go the rounds. The machinery of government had been
Morrison’s dry theme, to the exclusion of all else. But
even he was constrained by his hopes of future leadership
from saying too much. He had already pointed the finger
for election defeat at Bevan’s ’vermin’ speech, breaching
the PLP rule against personal attacks(73). Mcrrison’s

part in the abortive compromise plan for public

71. The Groundnut Afrair {1350},

72. R.H.S.Crossman, Palestine Mizsiaon (1947);
P.Moon, Divide and @uit (1981},

73. H.Morrison, ’‘Dangerous Illusions’, Socialist
Commentary, May 1954, p.1182,



41

supervision of the iron and steel industry was now alsc
authoritatively disclosed(74). Williams told -
inaccurately - of a proto-Bevanite plot to unseat Attlee
in 1947(75). Manny Shinwell returned, in his oddly-
titled Conflict HWithout Malice, 1o the fusl cori=is

P,
f il

i
2

i

same year, maintaining that he had given the cabinet
plenty of warning beforehand, blaming instead his
official advisers, the poor collating of statistics, a
legacy of private mismanagement, and finally the weather.
He noted which of his colleagues had sprung to his
defence at the time and which had not. Morrison (1960)
was anxious to explain why he could not do sc.(76) Nor
did Morrison believe he had been at fault in the 1951
budget clash, standing in for the hospitalized Attlee
("he lost me three ministers"”, Attlee told John
Mackintosh in 1958(77)). Thwarted and resentful, "a-
lament for a prize never within reach"(78), Morrison’s
vérsion was of doubtful reliability. More than that, he
added almost nothing about the inner workings of the

government to As It Happened(79). Attlee himself called

74. ‘Steel firms made pact with Labour’, The
flanche=ter Guardian, 30 March 1855, p.1, reporting =
speech by Sir Ellis Hunter, who was President of the iron
and Steel Federation from 1945 to 1853.

75, In March 1954 in The People, as recounted 1in
The Backbench Diaries at  Richard Crazsman, J.Morgan
(ed)(1981), p.300.

76. H.Morrison, An Autobiography {1880},

77. J.Mackintosh, 7The Britizh Cabinet (1882},
footnote p.402.

78. *The Lord with the Quiff’, Lord Stansgate, The
New LZtateszman, 1 Qctober 1960, p.478.

73. ‘Herbert Morrison looks back’, R.McKenzie, in
The Observer, 25 Geptember 1280, p.8.
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it "a fine work of fiction"(80). Shinwell and Morrison
joined forces to oppose the Gaitskellite turn in Labour
policy in the later 1950s. And Leslie Hunter, a lobby
correspondent for the The Daily Herald and a confidant of
Morrison (until the latter spurned him after losing out
in 1955) recounted many behind-the-scenes conversations,
mainly from 1951 on, all of which had an authentic
ring{(81}. Hunter was the first journalist in whom

Attlee confided his intention to retire; Hunter in turn
saw in the remote and indecisive leadership of Attlee a

cause cf the Bevanite discontent.

The memoirs which made by far the biggest impact,
however - not least because they were anything but pipe-
and-slippers reminiscences — were those of Hugh Dalton,
the second volume of which appeared in 1957 and much to
Morrison’s anger(82). But it was Dalton’s third and
closing volume, finished just before he died in 1862,
which was - in view of what had gone before - lively,
boisterous and, more than all, indiscreet. Drawing on the
diary and papers which he had kept, and which his widow
was to deposit with the British Library of Political and
Economic Science, Dalton’s window onto the Attlee years,
from his central vantage point in the government, was
unmatchable. He quoted from State documents, disclosed
advice from officials, and delineated the alliances and
splits among cabinet colleagues. He returned, initially,
to the mystery of his appointment to the Treasury, and
not the Foreign Office. He provided a blow-by-blow

80. Attlee letter to A. Moyle, his former
dated 14 August 1985, recorded in K. Harris, At
{1882}, p. 560.
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81. L.Hunter, The Road to Higan FPier (1853}.

82. H.Dalton, The Fatetul Years IR31-1945,
J.Freeman,in The New Stateszman (‘Dalton by Dalton™, 6§
April 1957, p.448) spoke of "the wall of complaint from
Mr.Morrison and a good deal of peevish muttering in the
undergrowth of the Labour party".
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chronicle of the 1945 American loan negotiations, which
had come close to breaking off, and one of whcse key
provisions - the full convertibility of the pound - he
knew to be unworkable, adding to Harrod’s life of Keynes.
He revealed a rare instance of budget alterations made
after ministerial pressure, but as to his main policy of
cheap money, this had never been brought tefore the full
Cabinet. But by the Autumn of 1946, he was warning of the
drain on the dollar loan, and together with Cripps
pressed for tighter controls on spending and a
reallocation of the Defence Estimates, fearing (as he
told Attlee in a memorandum) that they were “drifting, in
a state of semi-animation, towards the rapids”. Much of
what he had at this stage toc say about the taking of
decisiﬁns belied Attlee’s later claim that his aim in
Cabinet had always been to "stop talk"”: there were too
many ‘“rambling" discussions for Dalton’s 1liking, with
Attlee for much of the time, as over what to do about
India, "speechless"”. Even Bevin told Dalton that he
found it hard to get anything out of Attlee. Many
ministers were close to exhaustion, but compulsively tied
to their work. Shinwell’s "thunderclap"” announcement of
the need for electricity cuts, in January 1947, and in
the middle of a ccld snap, was set out for the reader to
draw his own conclusions. This first big dent in
Labour’s confidence sparked coff (in one reviewer’s
phrase) "the dance of Cabinet intrigue”(83), when
Attlee’s position came under threat, before he was able,
forewarned by the swirl of rumours, to emerge unscathed.
His own accidental departure he associated with the
downturn in Labour’s fortunes, the contrast between the
annus mirabilis of 1945-46 and the annuz horrendus of
1947 occurring to him even as he sorted through his
papers on leaving office. Despite the egocentric

outlook, this periodization was convineing and, with

83. E.Powell, ’Those Fabian Follies®, The Sunday
Telegraph, 17 March 1985, p.14.
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newsreels lending it visual force, generally taken up.
After 1947, his record lost much of its fascination,
although there were still occcasional insights - Cripps in
1949, for example, wanting the new Governor of the Bank
of England to be Sir John Hanbury-Williams rather than
the eventual choice, the then Deputy Governor, Cameron
Cobbold. Even as a self-confessed "exercise in egoism",
Dalton was congratulated for having a keen sense of the
goings-on around him{84), though it had long bteen known
than the big five in the government had never really been
"a band of brothers"(85). He did noct, it now

transpires, strictly adhere to his maxim, ’When in doubt,
Publish’ - D.C. Watt, the first to draw on Dalton(86),
indicates that Dalton cleared everything beforehand with
the Cabinet Secretary(87). This has not stopped
historians from suggesting that passages of the bock were
in clear breach of the guidelines on confidentiality.
Given that outgoing ministers have a distinct advantage
in being at liberty to depict the way they saw things,
the Dalton angle, rich in detail and mood rather than

pedestrian, gained an early and deserved ascendancy.

Inflamed by these cutbreaks of "ex-ministeritis" -
and their all-embracing secretiveness - the boldest
rejoinder came from two skilled controversialists,
Richard Creossman, and the Hungarian-born economist Thomas

Palngh. once close to the Bevanites and an old foe of

84. R.Jenkins, ’The Exuberant Chancellor’, The
HSpectator, 9 February 1962, p.1877.

85. *High Tide and After’, The Times, 1E February
1962, p.15.

86. D.C.Watt, >American Aid *to Britain and the
Problem of Socialism, 1845-51’, reprinted in his
Perzonalities and Policies {1965}, pr53-8Q.

87. J.Naylor, A #Harn and an Institution - Eir
Maurice Hankey, the «cabinet secretarriat and the cuztody
of cabinet zecrecy {(1984)Y, footnote p. 392,
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Hayek. Balogh’s scathing critique of the Whitehall
mandarin - in a book castigating the English
"Establishment” (a term which had entered currency in the
mid-fifties) - struck a chord(88). The institutional
defects in economic policy-making, and the amateurism of
pclicy—-makers, went a long way towards accounting for the
successive upsets after 1845 which had whittled away the
he

%]

popular goodwill Labour had won for itself. So far a
could tell these shortcomings remained to be corrected.
In Balogh’s eyes, it all went back to the Lloyd George-
Warren Fisher minute of 1919 which had united the civil
service under the Permanent Secretary cf the Treasury.

He entered a plea for more outsiders with drive and
purpose toc be brought into government. Something of this
mistrust registered in Labour’s brief attempt to

dismember the Treasury in 1964.

Crossman’s candid reappraisal, in a jubilee article
celebrating "The New Statesmen” {(Attlee’s derogatory term
for the self-regarding rebelliousness of that journal)
was a more colourful and wide-ranging stab at hacking
away “"the Jjungle of complacent myth"” which - in the long
years in Opposition - had blunted criticism and obscure
“"the real record of the Attlee government from the eyes
of the faithful"(89). Crossman toock issue with
Morrison’s view that they had sgquandered support by
attempting to do too much, and he pcinted the fingder at
Attlee for going to the country in 1951 when, given that
the economy soon picked up again, Labour might have
stayed in for a decade. The upshot of these mistakes
bore compariscn with the after-effects cf 1931, he

asserted, if only because they had yet to be squarely

288. T.Balogh, 'The Apothesis of the Dilettante” in
The Esztablishment, H. Thomas {(ed)}(1859) pp83-126.

83. Reprinted as ’The Lessons of 1845° in Towards
Socrializm, P. Anderson and R. Blackburn {(eds) (1965},
ppl46-158.
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faced up to. He went on to isclate three shortcomings
which had contributed to Labour’s undocing - lack of
preparation in the period prior to achieving power; the
failure to reform Whitehall and to bring in talented
experts; and the damping down of grassroots party
aspirations. His burried mention, in a final paragraph,

of the positive side to 1945, loocked half-hearted.

Crossman embarked on other forays at dislodging the
official view. ’Austerity’, not ’vermin’, had cost
Labour the most in 1950 and 1951, he maintained{90).

The Bevanite attitude towards the rearmament budget still
had, with hindsight, much to be said for it, having been
(partially) corroborated by an independent study{(S91l).

As for the concealment of the decision by Attlee to
finance and develop a2 British atomic weapon - he had no
doubt that it should serve as a key historical exhibit in
the growing tendency towards ’prime ministerial

government’.

In part, this greater openness reflected the freeing
up of party debate after the death of Gaitskell and his
replacement by Harold Wilson ("At last we have a leader
who can lie"”, Crossman, his campaign manager, 1is supposed
to have said). But there was more to it. Crossman
nursed the ambition to write the definitive acccunt of
British government at the centre which would - as he
delicately put it - blow Morrison’s exaggerated
respectability out of the water. He was much taken by
John Mackintosh’s Cabriret (12623, which urbraided
Morrison, and D.N. Chester, for followiﬁg the established
line of describing the machinery of the cabinet instead

of - the real issue - "asking where power lies".

80. >The Forties’, The New Stateszman, 18 Qctoker
1983, ppb27-528.
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0

, 91. ’Who was right 1in 18351%°, The Listener,
April 1963, pp657-658.
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Bagehot’s distinction between appearance and reality
still had its uses. Others at this time sought to locate
the essentially private nature at public affairs in
British scciety. Althcough Crossman reaped a dividend as
the outsider looking in, his efforts did not always

-

universally impress. Qakeshott wrote in The Timesx
Literary Supplement that the sugdesticn "that the only
way to ztudy politics is to 1ift the lid and lock at the
’works’® is a view of the matter with which we are
familiar, but I think everyone who has anything toc do

with teaching ’politics’ has long ago rejected 1t"(92).

In defence of ‘Crossman’s disease’, it was the case
that government was still, even in the early 1960s, a
closed political world, bound together by informal ties,
the exercise cf power expressed socially as much as
institutionally. Politicians could travel unnoticed in
public, and swap stories with Jjournalists without having
their trust betrayed. Only a privileged minority were in
a position to see and know. Attlee, asked to review a
set of affectionate essays by younger writers(83),
found it difficult to understand the purpose of the
exercise - most had still been at school when Labour was
in power, and they all wrote from the point of view of
comfortably-off, middle class Londoners; astonished by a
character sketch of Cripps "by somecne who never knew
him", he specialised in giving the uninitiated the brush
off(94). The earliest insight were intuitive and
anecdotal, even (witness the Attlee ’‘enigma’) apoccryphal.

Some mysteries began to be cleared up, especially when

82 The Times Literary Zupplemernt, 12 Qotober 1862
p. 793.

93 M. Sissons and P.French (eds), Age «of Aduste
(1963). The New Look, by Harry Hepkins, a light so
history of Britain in the years frem Dunkirk to Sue
appeared in the same year.

94. C.R.Attlee, ’When Labour had the Whip Hand?,

The Sunday Telegraph, 13 QOctocber 1963, p.18.



the memories of participants conflicted, but no real
reconstruction of the course of events was possible - it
was too soon to say, there was too little to go on, too
murh was still at stake. The working reporter and the
new type of political correspondent had the advantages.
Most wordspinning was immediate, accurate and - where it
relied on intimate acguaintance - well-informed. It also
displayed a keen and instinctive sense of the comic-
serious untidiness and irrationality of political life
(exemplified in Fairlie’s account of Attlee deciding to
let Turkey Join NATO(95})), an activity nct really

susceptible to dcaderlc uheorl ing.

A More Equal Society ?

The ministerial presentation of Labour’s six years
in power - in speeches of the time as wesll as in later
memoirs - was one of dour, embattled achievement, brought

about in the most forbidding of circumstances.
Reconstruction was given the highest pricrity. Full
employment was never endangered. Tc this was added what
Cripps called "the greatest programme of social services
ever undertaken in any country in sco short a period of
time". Labour’s historic objectives - originally
devised, it should be said, to combat conditions of slump
— had reached fulfilment. The Opposition parties accused
Labour of having dogmatically carried out changes wholly
unsuited to the post-war realitises. But what nobody
could provide was a comprehensive account of what the new
social order of mixed economy (Attlee was already using

the phrase while the war was still on) and public

A 85. H.Fairlie, The Life o¥ Politics (12873, pp.78
79.
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provision was leading towards. T.H. Marshall was one of
the few to articulate an histerical theory of the slow
expanzion of rights by the British state - civil and
legal in the seventeenth century, political in the
nineteenth and early twentieth, and finally social up to
the present time, a process he regarded as still
unfinished(98)

Marshall alsc ccocntended(97) that, even in this new
setting , the main dividing lines of philosophical
opinion — marked out in late Victorian times and "deeply
rooted in the very nature of modern society” - still
persisted. In each case, moral conviction both informed

and was reformed by social change.

O0f the three prevailing schools, the fundamental
socialist position, starting from the overriding
importance of abolishing private ownership, contained the
strongest ethical element. The elimination of poverty,
an end to hierarchy and privilege, and the inauguration
cf a society without classes were all held to bte vital
aspirations in their own right, even leaving aside the
belief that inequalities were also economically
dysfuncticnal. ’Facts for socialists’ implied socialist
facts. Firm on moral purpose, the socialist was
otherwise wanting in detailed analysis of practical
problems, since it was assumed that once the total

changing of soci@?y had cccurred, all manifestations of

greed and injustice would disappear. The Labour party -
imperfect instrument as it was - existed to bring this
about.

Many leading Fabians, although initially of this

<
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socialism. There was also a muffling of differences in
outlocok between liberals and conservatives, some
recognising the dangers of bureaucratic bigness, others
that there were social ills that had in the_past been
neglected. It was commonly accepted, and became an
important element in the reformist thesis, that British
society had been altered in fundamental, though as yet
indefinatle, ways, and in particular that there had been
a substantial redistribution of income from the better to
the less well off. An ’income’ revolution was the point
from which all analyses - favourable and critical -
started out, until in time this central tenet toco was
opened up to questioning, by a Fabian challenging other
Fabians. The old socialist idea that the power relations
in society covered and concealed class inequalities made
its reappearance. Though cast in a statistical form, the
issue always returned to the basic question of ultimate
values, about which - since there was no principle by
which to Judge other principles - agreement was
unattainable. Moral protest was enlightened by the
findings of social inquiry, indicating a key stage in the
increasingly sophisticated study of social pclicy. But
academic discussion was also — and Just as importantly -
swayed by the urgencies of covert political

argument(98).

American Influences

An interval usually follows the mepoir—writing
stage, during which time the leading prdtagonists, who
have had the first say, are able to hold the field. Only
with the opening up of the State archives can the
received picture begin to alter. This interval is

usually a lengthy one (when Hugh Dalton’s last volume

98. M.Gowing, Richard Marriz Titmuss 19071973
(1873}, p.21.
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appeared in 1962, the cfficial papers on 1945-51 were not
due for release until the late 1990s). But it is
striking that, with the literature cocn the Attlee

there wasz no gap tc speak of.

=

governments,
The primary reason for this was that interest was
sustained by the growing number of American scholars who
were drawn to post-war British politics and found in it
both the subject-matter for research and a ready-made
setting for the application - especially by the new breed

of peolitical scientist - of new approaches and methods.

Specializing in U.K. policies had many attractions.
Scme Americans had been Rhodes schelars before the war,
or were stationed in Britain during it. Anglophile tiesz
were strong. Overseas research, for American graduates,
was increasingly well-funded. To the long-standing
practice of comparing and contrasting British and
Amerioén institutions was added a natural curiosity about
a Britain embarked cn ’building socialism’. Two main
areas of interest were identifiable - Anglo-Americans
bilateral links during and after the war, and the

workings of the British party system.
i) Britain and American foreign policy

The first main body of writing took as its object of
study Britain's reliability as an alliance partner in war
and peace, an issue still largely undeveloped in Britain

itself. Indeed the earlier English studies were also the

=

most American in outlook(993}. Instead bf an historical
analysis of post-war changes, there had been an almost
exclusive attention paid to the person of Labour’s
Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, licnized by Francis

Williams for his obstinate single-mindedne=zs in defending

L

83. See, for example, the writin

(12
)
0
Hh
=
]
£
os}
1]
bt
Q
Hy
Hy



53

British interests(100). That Attlee had given Bevin a
free hand was already clear. There was - as Morrison had
made known - no foreign affairs committee of the cabinet
for Bevin to contend with. The only instructions he had
were those he gave hibself. Bevin - former Foreign
Office officials revealed(101) - found no difficulty

in carrving his colleagues, feared nothing from the
parliamentary party (as long as the trade unicnists were
solidly behind him), paid no heed to unpopularity in
Parliament and was oblivicus to criticism in the press.
This very fact made it harder for contemporaries to grasp
what it was that he was trying to do. After his death,
there was no Bevin ’testament’, other than what was

contained in his tidied-up House of Common speeches.

Much more could be had by way of American sources.
James Byrnes spoke frankly in 1847(102), defending
himself against allegations of lack of firmness in his
dealings with the Soviet Union and the describing the way
in which his growing confidence in Bevin came about. The
Forrestal diaries confirmed the image of a Bevin who kept
his word, but of an uncommunicative prime minister and a
party over—-influenced by its left-wing (Forrestal had a
particularly irrational paranoia about Harcld
Laski(103). The Vandenberg papers (1952(104)),
following Forrestal, established Bewin’s agreement to the

stationing of American B-29 bombers in Britain in 1948,

100. F.Williams, Frneszt Bewvin {1357},
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-

101. Lord Strang, Home and Abroad (19853 ;
Kirkpatrick, The Inner Circle (1959},

ay}

102. J.Byrnes, Speaking Frankly {1947},

103. W.Millis (ed), The Forresztal Diaries {1251};
A.A.Rogow, Jamez Forrestals: A4 Etudy of Perzonality,
Politics and Policy {1983).

104. A.H.Vandenberg (ed), The Private Fapers of

Zenator Vandenberg {1352%,
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the revelation of which Attlee - until his attention was
drawn to it - was unaware. Publication in 1855 of the US
tate Department documentary record of the Yalta
conference went ahead in spite of British objections.
There was also z series of accounts, drawing on
interviews with Marshall, Acheson and others, recounting
the American accomplishment in pulling Europe back from
the brink in the late 1840s - Jones’s racy The Fitieen
Meeks {108, Mallalisu’s informative narrative of th
winning of American public and congressiocnal approval of
the Eurcpean Recovery Programme(106), and the account
by Price of the operation and organization of the
Marshall plan{107). In a self-styled study of
"international economic diplomacy”, Richard Gardener
{using the papers of Harry Dexter White and Will Clayton)
demonstrated the creative statesmanship on both sides of
the Atlantic that helped to set up the post-war

international and multilateralist economic order(108).

That American interest in Britain was driven by
American foreign policy concerns was evident in the
disprcportionate coverage given over to the ’problem’
{for it was seen as such) of the Labour party’s left-
wing. Fitzsimons, in his short and longer pieces, was
unconvinced by slogans of internationalism and peace, or
by the éttempt to rally demccratic Eurocpe as a third
force(109). Epstein, in an important case study of

British political and public opinion in the years from

105, J.M.Jones, The Fifteen Heeks {13E8).

106. W.C.Mallalieu, Britizh Reconstruction and
American Policy 194555 (1988},
107. H.Frice, The Marzhall Plan and itz MHeaning
(1853)
108, R.N.Gardner, Steriing-Dollar Digplomacy {18583
. 108. M.A . Fitzsimons, The Ffaorsign af e
Rritiszh Labour GJovernment (1853).
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1945 until 1952 ~ and sponsored by the Carnegie
Foundation (which also at this time supported many
institutes set up to research intc Soviet and East
Furopean politics - carefully traced the fluctuations in

attitudes and responses to foreign affzairs, when American

(=)

adiiration for Britain was at a peak but the hostility of
the left tc the United States had been

reawakened(110). British insecurity stemmed from its

sharp decline in status relative to the U.S., and the
humiliation of economic dependence. The difficulty for

Labour’s leaders was sguaring party doctrine with actual
necessity(111). Bevanism, however, was no more than

"a bundle of objections"”, unlikely to win cver the great
majority. He referred to, without pursuing, the finding
of another American study, which implied that trade union
MPs, on their voting record, were more antipathetic to
American policy than Labour’s intellectuals(112}. In

the management of future relations, Epstein concluded,
greater sensitivity was needed in ensuring that allies
would be able to carry party and public with them.
Meehan, lastly, in an unusual monitoring of left-wing
views overseas by Bassett(113), examined the suppcsed
violations of socialist principle levelled by the left at
Bevin, and found their behaviour to be highly - and

quantifiably - predictable, a consistent view of the

110. L.D.Epstein, Britain ~ Uneasy Ally (1954},

111. Rose was to point out that the 1left, in
claiming a role of ‘moral leadership’ for Britain in the
world, also took 1t to be a major world power: R.Eose,
The Relation of Zoecializt Principles to Britizh Labour
Foreign Policy, 1?4551  (PhD, University of Oxford
(1988)).

112. M. Bremner, An Analysis of Britist
Parliamentary Attitudes concerning the Onited

States in the Post-war Period, PhD, University of London
{1950).

113. E.Meehan, The British Lert Hing and Fareign
Palicy —a study of the influence of ideolaogy 18380)Y.
Y 14 gy ;
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world but only because it was a systematic distortion of
reality. It was doubtful, in that case, whether the
United States or the Soviet Union of left-wing ideology
ever existed. Although, as each of these assorted works
implied, the potential for future 1eft—wing influence was
there, the overall verdict as a reassuring one: the
extent of left-wing activity had been talked up. Neither
left-wing ideology, nor the left-wing as a loosely
organized grouping, determined the conduct of Bevin’s
Foreign policy. Indeed, Bevin’s occupancy of the post of
Foreign Secretary helped, if anyvthing, to minimise, the

degree of opposition.

The insight gained from those mid-Atlantic accounts
were valuable. The framing of official American thinking
and judgements about Soviet intentions saw the light of
day, suitably packaged. The relatively confined circle
of opinion-formers and policy-makers in Britain
simplified each author’s task, while allowing them to
distance themselves (in a way, 1t was suggested, British
cbservers could not(114})) from the attitudes of the
English governing elite. But strong pecints imply weaker
points. Many of them read like Department of State
position papers. Key British interests - the coclonies
and the Commonwealth - were ncot understood. They were
unavoidably Americoc-centric, British viewpoints being
conveyed only indirectly, so that the British side of the
debate (with British academics still hindered by a
restrictive policy on the retention of official papers)

went begging.

When, in 1863, a homegrown account of one of the
decisive turning points in post-war Anglo-American

relaticns - the rearmament crisis of 1950-51 - was

114. A.King, citing A.Hacker in his intrcduction to
Britizh Politics - People, Partiex and Parliament (1986}
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completed by Joan Mitchell, a lecturer in eccnomics and a
former civil servant in the Board of Trade, it developed
out of a distinctly British point of view, in the context

of an altercation about the performance of the British

econony 1in the nineteen-fifties(1158). We can say that
the economic growth debate was the real spur. The

absence of sharp policy reversals after 1951 had

L’)

persuaded many Fabilans that the party battle was turning
into one of governmental competence, particularly in the
handling of the economy. Popular policies had cecme to be
expressed largely in economic terms. Keynesian ideas

~

held out the prospect of both increased cutput and
greater welfare, since rising government spending could
be used to offset Sooiél inequality. But the whole
strategy necessarily depended upcn a steadily expanding
economy, about which Keynes had szid little. Britain’s
growth record after the war had been remarkable, the
’long boom’ taking most economists completely by
surprise. But its record did not compare so favourably
with other West European countries which had had their
own economic miracles and - as liberal commentators
pointed out - with far less state control. Connections
were made between the high costs attaching to the
American alliance and continuing military and defence
commitments, the turbulent American business cycle, and
Britain’s reluctance to join in the formative stages of
the Eurcopean Common Market. There bhegan a period of
natiocnal self-doubt, marked by a greater readiness tco
question the so-called ’renewal’ of Britain

wvhich, to many now seemed toc be nothin of th

;J.
b')

Crosland - a leading revisionist - was an enthus t
growthman, so that the growth debate was a searching test

of revisionist precepts.

It should be noted that this new broadly Keynesian

115. J.Mitchell, Crisiz in Britain - 1951 (1983).
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understanding of political economy - of economics
explicitly tied to policy - entailed a particular view of
the nature of economic thinking. W®While the centrzal
propcsitions of economics might well ke value—free, their
real importancé lay in their practical application.

Econcmics was conceived of

[\

s an exercise in working out

ertain courses of acticn, out

)

the likely consequences of

(

cf which poclicy recommendations would flow. It was about
the making of choices which a self-correcting view of the
economy had held to be unnecessary. Economics was in this
sense utilitarian, action-oriented and operaticnal. The
object in mind was serviceable knowledge, a wisdom of
diagnhosis and cure. It was the pervasive influence of
this brand of Keynesian thinking which caused many tc
speak of a new and unchallengeable economic orthodoxy,
bolstered by a flattering biographical portrait of Keynes
and the textbook distillation of his teachings, as well
ae ritual dismissals of opponents like Hayek who — having
taken himself off to Chicago - had locked himself in a
shuttered room(116). The only puzzle for Keynesians

was why the new thinking had not been taken up more
quickly than was in fact the case. Post-war difficulties
were traced to the misapplying of the master’s theories,
or to misunderstandings on either side of the Atlantic,

as Mitchell - covering the "strained anxiety" of British-
American relaticns in her economic interpretaticon of 1851
- set out. But that the revclution in eccnomic thecry
had forged new instruments of pclicy was not any longer

in doubt. Only the doctrinaire failed to see this.

The American science of politics

")
[N
g

The second tranche of American-inspired works,
coinciding with the post-1945 development of the scocial

sciences, was made up by the findings of political

116. D.Winch, in a review in The Econanic
Vel 77 1887, pp903-80C5.
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science - a science, that iz, which purported to provide
neral thecry of political activity.

1 scientist used empirical observation and
],.
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reality, proving or disproving their explanator
predictive value. Evidence was systematically - or
schematically - arranged, especially wherever it was
readily quantifiable. For the large number of North
American students and scholars (many of whom were to go
on to greater things) visiting Britain, is provided a
proving ground for verifiable theories of power and
process in politics. This burst of intellectual energy,
forming a captivating showcase for the newer methods, was
what really got the discussion of 1945 off the ground.

The emphasis which political scientists gave to the
informal aspects of politics was a sign of an important
shift away from the older tradition of devoting attention

to the formal, legalistic institutions of government per

se. Indeed, the drive to establish political science as
a respectable - and progressive — form of inquiry derived

in part from a reaction to the institutional and
rhilosophical approaches to the study of politics, which
were felt to have esxhausted their usefulness(117). A

far wider range of political phenomena had tc be

= impersonal and objective a way as

p

examined,

n

[0

possible. The difficulty, when it came to British
peculiarities, was of generalising meaningfully from the

well-known informality of British political arrangements

L L Tr S,

117. P.Abrams, ’'The Sociclogy of Political Life’ in
T.R.Fyvel {(ed), The Fraontierz of Socielogy {18984}
73.

1884y, ppdli-
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(once the “"close-mouthed” discretion of th
clan had been breached(118}) without 1

o
the pomp and ceremony of constituticnal r

slem was at the heart of the
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in its own right. Politicse was being regarded as a
snecio—cultural preduct, the cutcome of the interachtion o
zocial forces and influences, but in the context of a
long—-run modernizing of the nation-state, implying the
indispenzability of a2 perspective cn the past. The claim
of political service to self-sufficiency was qualified,
then, by ite reliance on scmething cutside of itself -
and that something was a scciological and histerica

dimension.

Its leading exponents did not make the mistake of
claiming a start from a position of ethical neutrality,
however. Values could not, as Easton put it, be shed in
the same way that one took off ocne’s overcoat. In
formulating a problem for research, in the selecting of
evidence and in the interpreting of results, wvalues
steered the creative impulse. The ultimate value of any
theory was its correspondence to the facts of the real

world. But the political scientists’ ocutlook wsas

strongly coloured by an affinity to democratic practices.

The study of politics was “American’ as much as
‘geientific’ (119}, "a pelicy science in the service of
democracy”(120). Democracy was not free of all

imperfections. The "double commitment'” of

118. - E.Shils, The Torment of Zecrecy (1985}, p.63.

(1958}).

120. M.Cranston, The MNaz& of Politics (1973), p.17

119, B.Crick, The American Science - of Politics
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Americans(121) - their acceptance of scientific
technigques and their attachment to demccratic ideals -
was seen as paradoxical wherever, as was often the case,
arch uncovered defects in the good society. The

nt was that these were remediable. The contrary pull
detachment and engagement meant that most political

ientizsts could not be classed as guilty of innoccence.

n attitudes toc the Briticsh pelitical system
ed by these considerations. The rise

of ’strong’ parties, and most of all, the Labour party

and movement, was an overriding precccupation. Interest

in the Britich party system was an old concern, phases of

D

zpproval going hand-in-hand with periodic dissatisfaction
with the state of American politics. Britain was thought
to offer the prototype of responsible and disciplined
two-party system, even though it was unclear whether it
was parliamentary devices or country-specifiec norms which
fostered stability. Even so, the British and American
forms of liberal democracy were both, in their respective
ways, held up as models of consensual government - an
exacting, decidedly Western standard by which less

developed countries were Judged.

To this should be added the growing inquisitiveness
about the emergence and transformation of the British
Labour party - a nominally socialist party for which
there was no direct American equivalent - intc a fully-
formed party of government. Relating ideas to the life of
party structures was one of the biggest problems
confronting the political scientist(122). Making
sense of party labels was a source of considerable Anglo-

American confusion. The historical forces which had

121. D.Ricei, The Tragedy of Folitical Science
{1984}, pp24-25.

122. J.Gould, ’Common Ground’, The Hew Statesman, 3
December 1965, p.883.
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shaped the Labour party, its organisation and its
programme were factors calling for bold analyses of
impressive interpretative sweep. But there was always
the question of whether Brjtain wvas coming to resemble
the American pattern of ideologically-free party
political conflict with its unstated premise -
emancipation from ideology as an indication of the mature

polity.

The 'McKenzie * thesis - that parliamentary
requirements dictated the oligarchic nature of party
forms because of the need to succeed ejectorally - was
tht? best known of these analyses. In challenging the
democratic credentials of, in particular, the Labour
party, the McKenzie view was quickly established as a
central point of scholastic discussion, setting in train
what was to become one of the classic disputes. The sub-
division of the argument into separate strands - how
party policy was made, what the exact role of the party
conference was, and how influential the trade unions were
believed to be - all came from the attempt to subject
McKenzie's arguments to closer scrutiny. In the process,
the actual 'testability’ of the thesis was thrown into
doubt. The debate also carried normative elements, since
the way the party was seen as working had a bearing on
what it could be said to stand for. The discovery of
pressure groups and the elaboration of pressure group
theories, and the fusing of 'party' and 'group' into an
integrated socio-historic-al account tracing the origins
of the 1945 programme, eventually led to the stiffest
objection to the McKenzie's line. The immediate issue -
who had bested whom - was counterbalanced by an
assessment of what had usefully come out of it, the
invigorating merits of political science (with its
assumption that what was new was also true) set against

advocates of the older ways who still could see no final
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answers(123). Arguing as toc what the Labour
governments of 1945-51 had been about was also a means of
finding out how far the scientific study of politics
could be taken.

ism

Anglo-Marsz:

Y

The arrival of the ’New Left’, as distinct from the
’01d’ (the newness of its ideas was always
disputed(124)) coincided with the founding in 1959-60

of The New Lett Review, itself formed out of a merder of
two earlier Jjournals, The New Reaszoner and the
Universzities and Le¥t Review, Two impulzes had been st

work - the post-1956 exodus of many members from the
Communist Party of Great Britain, and a more generalised
dissatisfaction with the complacent Fabian thinking of
the 1950s which had, it was felt, contributed to the
deadening of partisan argument(125). A ’regeneration’
of radical thought was required, a revival of ’socialist
humanism’ liberated from the stifling conformity of
established political agencies and structures. Most of
all it involved a polemically barbed description of what
the Labour party - even now abandoning all radical

pretence - had come to be.

One part of the lcose and disputatious association
which made up the ’New Left’ was still attached to the
bright, shining hcpes of 1945, not least the unfulfilled

+ 1

123 J.Barents, Political Science Iin HWestern Furope —
trend report {1861}, pp.80-81; W.J.M. Mackenzie, The IStudy o
Political Science Taday ~ (18886, r. 34; M. Vile
Conztitutionalism and the Separation oFf Powers (196873, Chapter
XT.

124. G.L. Arncld, ’Britain: The New Reasoners’ in

J
Revizionizm - essays an the hiztory of marxist Ideas, L.
Labedz (ed;{(1862)}, pp.289-312.
125. R.Williams, ’The HNew British Left’, Partizan
Review, Zpring 1960, pp3441-347,
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vision of a British middle way between capitalism and
communism. Those who subscribed to this had 1lived
through the war and post-war years, and had seen how the
opportunity to dram yciety - a real
possibility given the popular will at the end of the

war - had been ground down hy solemn dec]arations about
the dollar gap and finished off with the fall of the Iron
Curtain. The expectations of 1945 and the downturn of
1947-48 they saw as being of a piece with the struggles
of the inter-war period. But they refused to go along
with the subsequent despairing withdrawal from active
politics, reduced by now to the be-all-and-end-all of
electoral and parliamentary "psephopolitics". As for the
revisionist alternative, this was 1little more than
advanced 1liberalism, shorn of arg/ jacobin threat. "My
own view [of Crosland’s The Future of Social ism] is that
the book is thoughtful, well argued, stimulating - and
wrong", Norman Birnbaum announced at the height of the
1959 general election (126). What Cros land was engaged

in was revising Fabianism, not marxism. The priority was
to reassert and reinforce the old opposition to
capitalism, not wonder at, its endless mutation. This
'New Left’ strain shared with the o0ld Tribunite left an
acute sense of what the forties had represented ("Did
Lord Attlee really free India ? Did Lord Norrison of
Lambeth wrest the pits from the coal owners?" (127)).
Where they parted company was in their uncompromising
indictment of the limitations of the Labour party’s

radical ism.

Ralph Mi liband’s Par liamen tary Socia Iism - A Study
in the Politics of Labour {1961) has been called "the only

126. B.Birnbaum, ’'Ideals or Reality?’, Socialist
Cowmen tary, September 1959, p .5.

127. E.P. Thompson, 'Revolution’ in Out of Apathy,
E.P. Thompson (ed) (1960), p.307.
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genuine post-Laski book"(128). Miliband, to recall,

had been a Jjunior colleague of Laski, wary however of the
grand i1llusion that one could readily turn Labour intoc an
authentically socialist party. Victory in 1945 had
restored Laski’s faith in the parliamentary road. The
Attlee reforms would constitute the first stage in an
eventual social tfansformation. Seen at a distance, from
the other end of the 1850s, it was the earlier Laski -

Laski at his most marxisant - that Miliband resurrected:

"It has long been the fashion to deride
the fears Laski voiced as of no relevance to
Britain. It has even been claimed that the
experience of 1945-51 has conclusively prove
how unwarranted these fears were. The claim
rests on a naive misreading of what the Labour
Government attempted to do. Its experience only
proved that a genuine but modest degree of
economic and social reform within the framework
of capitalist society need not impose
intolerable strains upon the parliamentary
system"(129).

For Miliband, Laski’s errcr had not been to explore
in the wrong areas - the issues he raised continued to be
of paramount importance. Where Laski had been mistaken,
where in fact the entire parliamentary left had gone

b

astray, was in assuming that Britain was more ’socialist’
in 1850 than in 1845, and that Labour deserved the credit
for this. The ’New Left’ critique, so far as Miliband
was concerned, sprang from the view that, in spite of
Labour having held office, the basic nature of British

society had not been profoundly altered.

128. N.Mackenzie, conversation with the author, 18
MNMovember 1982.

129. R.Miliband, ’Voices of Socialism - Harold Laski’,
Tribune, 12 June 1964, p.12.



Militand arranged his hisztory of the Labour party
t a long-running argument about the
tal purpose, an argument as old as the
elf, the dilemma cf social reform or socialis
his inherent ambiguity of purpose made internal disputes
T t e ideological
oncealed the true character of
= .ime Revanite about to make the
real: with Labour, the party’s record was hardly one of
censpicucus radical accomplishment. The leaders were
ra mentary-minded. Socialist intentions had gradually
d ed. Labour now seemed to be a most effective
bulwark against fundamental change. This had its
parallel in "the growing integration of the trades unions
intoc the framework of mcdern capitalism”. The term
iliband used to describe Labour’s role as a safe party
of reform - its "Labourist" nature - was fittingly
applied to the triumph of 1845.

The plot in Miliband was nct, however, a

nspiratorial one. If the leaders were bourgeoisified,

0

>0
f party programmes were emasculated, and if conference

["h

echced to the cry of betrayal, this was only a symptom of

deeper malady, which the left would not begin to
understand unless they first tried to connect Labour’s
attitude "to wider socic-economic forces which have had a
determinant influence in shaping the reality of the
party’s role”(130}. t was not that past Labour
governments d4did nct have the political will to impose
their wishes, although this might (as the self-
incriminating memcirs cof Morrison and others made
abundantly clear(131})) often have been the case. More

r

profcundly, Labour lacked the power to dismantle the

b A - 3 m . g g - - ol - >
130 .Miliband, The Transiticn tco the Transition?,
. RNy - & - 3
Mew Reazsorner | August 12358, p. 37
A s 13 . ’ . - H " o e
131 R.Miliband, 'Footnocte fto Labourism’, The Newm LeTi
o - - 4 - F
Ifew, March-April 1961, p.&65.
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capitalist economy. Willing tc control industry and bend
it to public purposes, the Attlee administration had had
no real intention of going beyond an administered and
regulated type of state interventicn, enabling it to
evade the more fundamental issues. The left, wealkened by
constant appeals to loyalty and unity, whilst
simultaneously clinging to the forlorn hape that the
parliamentary party could be won for sccialism, needed to
be told it like it was. The Bevan of legend waz "the
most glittering that the labour movement in this century
has produced " (132), but, even so, his life was =2
“tragedy', full of the imperfectiocns of leftism. The
real enemy were the Gaitskellites and their new-fangled

liberalism.

A full-length, sclidly documented, linear party
history - which upset a lot of people - a2llowed Miliband
to track the creeping,paralysis of ’Labourism’, feeling
quite out of sympathy with "a BBC world of minor
disagreements”(133). He alsc had scmething to say to
those brought up on the McKenzie view. . McKenzie had
attacked a party constitution based on "an archaic

which facilitated "the

doctrine of inter-party democracy'
perpetuation of internal party disputes”. Miliband was
certain that MacKenzie had missed the point. McKenzie,
he reasoned, had made it into a structural problem of
whether or not the Labour party was demccratic, arriving

4
'

(o]

at this point by assuming that politics was rightfull

¥

the province of the elected few, that all party activists
were extremist, and that the "basic Aﬂaue was how the
one contrived to contain the other. For Miliband it

was — to reinforce - primarily an ideoclogical matter, to

Tar

132. ’The Reluctant Rebel’ in Bulletin of the Society
the Study of Labour History, Spring 1983, pp.37-41

33. The Sickness o abourism The New lertt Review,

133 *Th Sicl f Lab sm’, The N lett R .

January-February 1860, p.S8.
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do with "the ideclogical division between leaders and

activists" abcocut the party’s ultimate aim. Structure and

purpocse were inseparable.

What Miliband had in mind in the way of ’direct
zction® as an alternative to parliamentary politics was
elled out. PBut as a further variation on the

well-worn leftist theme of social democratic failure,

Eric Hobsbawm - one CP stalwart who had stayed in the
party - found it to be entirely effective. "The very

misrepresentation of Miliband’s book by his critics
demonstrates their embarrassment”, he wrote(134). If
anything, and much as it was passionately composed, it
could - Hcobsbawm ccocnsidered - have been even more
strongly worded. This was not all. Labour, for all its
faults, did still have a socialist element, which cculd
compete on more or less equal terms, and which "can never
guite be extinguished"”. Whether Labour ever could be
turned intc an authentically socialist party the Miliband
of 1981 - drifting out of the Labour orbit - left an open

question.

The acrimoniocus takeover of The New Lett Review by a
newer ’‘New Left’ grouping in 1983 - spearheaded by Perry
Anderson and Tom Nairn - had the effect of shunting their
"archaic", populist colleagues off to one side(135).
ashioning a type of high-level theorising, based around

cramscian concerpts, Anderson and Nairn sought to come to
terms with the massive proportions of "“Labourism” in its
historic totality” that others, both in and ocut of the
Labour party, had nct managed to achieve. They
introduced a private langduage of domination and

subordination, of "vast impersonal forces" and

e,

Lt
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hruman

134. E. The HNew
Review,

13 . E.F. Thompzon: marxism,
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‘memory of 1945. "Untouched by the afterglow c

"underlying social determinants" immune to detailed
refutation(136). The peculiarl
Labour left, scarred by "an infi

to be thought through afresh. Tom Nair
extended thinkpiece on the nature of

publish as Harold Wilson’s government

Qctober 1964, was an imaginative four

e asc much

They were also, and this had to do with =

g
as approach, free of any emoticnal attachment tc the
.F"

Anderson explained, "we never knew the popular elan of
the Forties"{138). Instead they had spent their
formative years in the "awful decade” following the
Attlee government, conscious of the paralysis in thinking

on the left, and convinced that Labour’s inner turm
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was a sign, not of ideolodical wvigour, but of st
The ’0ld Left’ had plainly run out of things to say. The
adolescent, pedagogic fervour of the Laski, Tawney and
Cnle of the 1930s was no longer of any practical
use(139). Impressive moral stature could not hide the
superficiality of their ideas. They hed, when all was
said and done, gone along with the flattering image of

British political and historical unigueness. Anglo-

136. P. Anderson, ’Origins of the Present Crisis’, The
MHew [ett Review, }anuL“"~February 1964, »rr. 26-8E3; T. HMNairn,
*The English Wor Llng Class’, The Mew Left Review, March-Anril,
pp.43-57.
137. T.MNairn, °The Nature of the Labour Party’, The HNew
Lett Reviewm, September-QOctober asnd NovembersDecember 1864, pr.
38-65 and 33-62.
138. Quoted by J.Silverlight, ’Coming to the rescue of
the free-born Briton’, The Obserwver, 12 April 1881, p.27.
139. G.Stedman-Jones, ’The Pathology of English
1 +ory 4 The New aTvt Revi P, Movermhar _T]c.n_..-vlﬁc;?'- 1087 = 27 -
1S LJ ) € NOovemoery 2Me 4y L—-'.‘?x
A.Macintyre, ’‘The Socialism of R.H. Tawney’, reprinted 1 9
CAgain

[pseudonym], ’Harold Laski: An 014d Weaﬂﬁﬁﬁr ’, The
Reazoner , Autumn 1857, pp.67-76

=t the Selr—-Images of the Age (1971), pp.38-42; 3.Hatch
? -
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marxism was superseded by a dizzying Euro-marxist
narrative. There were “New Left’ projects which embraced
a variety of left-wing standpoints, especially when 014’
and ’New’ temporarily came together behind Harcld Wilson,
the "restorer" of Labour’s self—bellef, in the brief
revival of 1984-65. But the methodological separaticn -
to do with the radical interrcgation of history in the

present - ran deep.

All c¢f this had a direct bearing con the commitment
to the ’‘gecod old cause’. For Thompson, praising the
facility and virtuosity of Anderson and Nairn, it was
their lack of attention to particulars - the essence of
the historian’s vocation - which found them
wanting(140). High theory was all very well. An
analytical model of the past was to be welcomed. But it
should not be used to stretch and pull the historical
fabric into a preconceived frame. "The real history will
only disclose itself after much hard research”. It was
incumbent upon them to maintain an openness to evidence.
Evidence should inform concepts, Jjust as concepts lend
significance to factual material. There was always the
danger that facts would be pre-selected to order. But
without the creative dialectic of model and actuality,
"intellectual growth cannot take place”. They had to
submit themselves to the logic of the historical
approach. Moreover, to argue a case was also to take a
stand against present injustices, not retreat into
profouha obscurity. The programmatic implications of any
analysis had to be followed through. T@e politics of the
“long haul"” {(Miliband’s expression) need not be

incompatible with the injunction to "get in and push”,

whether it be CND or other organizaticons. Above all,
they had to "engage”, just becauze there was to much to
140, FE.P. Thompson, “The Peculiarities cf the English?’,
Rocialis Regiszter I?¢5, in R, Miliband and J. Saville
a
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Anderson’s reply and counter-attack fasztened on to

Thompson’s "pseudo-empiricism”(141). History should -
this was true - relate to theory, and haclk again But it

&
had to be a totalizing acccunt, a drawn-cut meditaticon

by academic specialization. A va
pecple”, backed up by meralistic rheteric, would not do.
*Labourism’ was cramping the imaginsation. A new
socialist strategy had to be develcocped, abstracted from
the immediate situation. The theory must be got right

Theory must precede action.

Miliband, and John Saville, who had - as he
confessed - sat "open-mouthed” at the feet of Lazki as =a
student before the war (and whom Kingsley Martin, gquite
wrongly, thought was the real authcor of Parliamentary
th The Socializt

~os
3

[

Socializm) formed a new outlet w

Regizter, edited annually fron
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Thompsoh was first given space to strike <

’New Leftists’. Saville rebuked the faithful who
celebrated the 1945-51 government because of eir over-—
sentimental reading of what was accomplished(142). He
applauded Titmuss’s handiwork in taking apart the
inflated claims about the post-war redistribution of
income and wealth, but pointed out that ancther
conclusion could also be made: Labcour’s leading
ideologists of the 1950s, heralding the advent of the

‘post-capitalist’ society which Crosland had continued to

>

New

The

141. P.Anderson, ’Socialism an

nd Pﬂeudo—Vmplrl ism’, The
Left Review, January-February g

165 =
966, priZ-42

142. J.8aville, *Labourism and the Lzbour Government’
Socialist Regiszter 1267, R, Miliband and J. Saville (eds}

(19675, pp.43-71.
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propagate, had got carried away(142). Labour was a
coalition — the pluralists were right. But it was cne
which the left might Jjoin but never lead. Attlee’s

alleged ’left-of-centre’ views was a plece of
sinformation. The left cught nct to he afraid te
hack for fear of being shown to have been wrong. The
destruction of Tribunite legend, the stripping away of
fanciful illusions and alitis, Saville regarded as an
unavoidable first step toward a reinterpretation cf

British history in marxist terms, a political rather than

Just a high-flown marxism. By the time of the Havy Day
Manitezto (1268%, Milihand = Farliamentary Soocializm,

along with Thompson’s ’Revocluticn Again’, were already
establiched as key tewts in the New Left denunciation of
Wilson’s first and second terms in cffice. The 0ld ’New
Left’ enjoyed a second wind.

The distinction which Thompson made between marxism
as a living tradition and marxism as (in his rendering) a
sectarian method - a distinction between marxisms - made
it difficult to talk in any well-defined way about a
’achool’ of Anglo-marxists as such. Others preferred, in
Eric Hobsbawm’s phrase, to think of a family of
interpretations, emphasizing ‘history from below’, the
importance of social class and human agency, and, Jjolining
them to other historians welcoming the retreat of
conservative ideas, a generalized belief in comstructive

progress in history(144). It is possible to argue that

\

their similarities outweighed any differences, since they
all shared the conviction that histcry was pre-eminently
political, and that in understanding the turn of events

one had to loock beyond the superstructure of the state to

. ‘Labour and Income Redistribution’, The Zacialist
143 ,
Regizter 1?65, K. Miliband and J. Saville {eds} (1965}, pp.147-
6*’)
- o o
144. E.J.Hcobstawm, *Progress in History’®, Marxizm Todavy,
February 1J62, rrdd-485.
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the power relations in the economy and society. The
dearth of interpretative theories they ascribed precisely
to a neglect of, especially but not exclusively, class as
a determining factor in social change. It was this
assertion of the primacy of a priori presuppositions over
the specific and the particular which non-marxists found
hardest to accept. But if was in these terms that the
originality of the "c lie /l1ive c nti ibution" of British
marxist historians has been valued, in not only
influencing the writing of history but also in attempting
to alter the entire conception of the historical

process (145). Examination of the concept of

'Labourism' - an explanatory tool in the politics of
Labour as well as the debilitating ailment of Labour
politics - points up where marxist and non-marxist paths

intersected and diverged.

Labour History

When The Society for the Study of Labour History

came into existence in 1960, its links with the giants of

the past, were clearly secured. Tawney was invited, but
declined, to be the Society’s first Chairman. A volume
of essays dedicated ~ in the event posthumously - to the

grand old man of Labour history, Douglas Cole, had Jjust-
been completed (146). Files passed on by Margaret Cole
to John Saville were to form the basis of the multi-
decker Dictionary of Labour Biography (1972 etc). In an
opening address to the Society, Asa Briggs*- already the
author of several acclaimed recent histories - praised
the earlier contributions made by the Webbs and the

Hammonds, before going on to map out suggested 1lines of
145. H.J.Kaye, The British Marxist Historians (1984),
p.231.

146. A.Briggs and J.Saville (eds), Essays in Labour
History (I960).



future research and ths preservaticon of relevant
historical reccrds{(147). Traditicrnalistz were szid te

regard the =subject as dubicus and unworthy, as an avenue

A DN - Pl
for special pleading(148). Tc¢ bLecome fully
= 2 P - = + e S 2 - e e, A i~
established, az Briggs pcinted cut, it was imperative %o
+ - - [
h tandards At the same

maintain the highest scholarly o
time, much of the t

been carrised out ocutsid

untutored, radical spirit. Ry the end of itz second
vear, however, membership of the Ssciety already had =z
pronounced academic learning fost —thougb nct all -
subscribers were in br

[

ncluding a strong 'New Left’ contingen
its earliest days the Society "breought tog
from the old committed tradition with schol

this commitment strange or even improper

Many of the pitfalls of Labour history were
technical ones. Archival sources were patchy, either
through carelessness or out of reticence, some of those
approached exhibiting "an aversion to publicity which
almost rivals that of the bureaucrazcy =zt
Whitehall”"(150). The whole field was encrusted with
mythological beliefs about the past of Labcur -
unravelling these might lead

And there was no immediately identifiable scope to . the

Iet]
Hiztory, No.1 1860, p.3.

147. Bul

tin of tThe Zaciety ¥or the Qtudy of Labour

148. REELH, No. 4 1382, ppl-2.
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The unimaginative crthodoxy of labour history was an
early bone of contention. ERoyden Harrison had, for
mple, been driven to distraction by the balancing of

platitudes in Ben EKoberts’s study of the early
T

JC{1E1L Y. Stedman Jones complained, in dealing with
Eobtertsz and Magnificent Journey by Francic Williams, of a
plebian variant of the onwards and upwards of the Whig

erpretaticn of history - "Cole and his followers”, he
added, "applied much the same approach to the history of
trade unions and Labour movements that their predecesscrs
had applied to the history of the constitution"(152).
Roberts, on the other hand, was more interested in
relating the past history and role of organized labour in
the virgin field of industrial relations. He heas
attested to the importance of Goldstein’s work on the
Transport and General Workers Union (written after
prompting from Laski, in 1952) which gave a disquieting
description of widespread apathy, high membership
turncover, and ballot box malpractices by an inner circle
in the running of one London branch of the union, and
which created a fuss at Transport House(183). Roberts
had once been of the view that business-union conflict
need not preclude a common interest in responsible
behaviour, but that, as public concern mounted in the
1850s, the unions should loock to reform their ocwn
practices before the state was drawn in tc imposing
changes on them. Influenced by Bassett, Robbins and

Qakeshott, he warned, in one of the firgt pamphlets from

151. R.Harrison, ’Practical Capable Man’, in The New
Reazoner , Autumn 1258, pp.105-119.

152. G. Stedman Jones, *The Pathology of English

History’, The Newm Left Reviem, Hovember-December 18987,

153. J.Goldstein, The Government of Britizh Trade Uniaons
study  of apathy and the denmocratic procesz In  the
Tranzport and General Workers Union (1852).
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the first volume cf The Li¥e and Times of

n - ot - - i - - - -
trrest Bevinl, there iz a zecond novel featurs

a1l independence has long been
asuspect. The labour movement, it is claimed,
can only be understood from within. Sympathy is
o substitute for participaticon ... Mr Bullcck
has never been an "insider’, and his own sccial
background is quite difference from that of his
ect. He has never been drawn far into the
world which he describes in this wvclume. On the
whole he makes good use of his

wde

3

i

.

endence (158).

Rial

Bulleccek, in point of fact, had picked up a great
deal about the way union business was conducted by
attending several TUC and TGWU conferences. He had the
good luck to see Bevin’s use of the block vote to
frustrate a conference majority in December 1944(157).
But it was on the strength of his track reccord as a
biographer that he had been asked to undertake Bevin’s

LifTe

Henry FPelling, a student of Brogan at Cambridge zand
another founding member of the SSLH, also belonged with

those thought cf as having carved out "an area of

research rather than a type of commitment”(158). He

was econcomical and werkmanlike, not a ’worker-—

intellectual’. Histcocry was to be found-in the detail, in

156. A.Briggs, ’Bevin and the Movement’, The New
Statesnan, 19 March 18680, o, 419

187 Bulloe , letter +to the author dated 9 April
1988

188. Sccial Science HResearch Council, Rezearch In
Economiac and Social Mistory (1971), p.77.



the facts sc far as they could be zuthenticated (and
Pelling did all his own research)}, not in unwieldy
abstractions. Labour’s origins were far less explicable
in terms of socialist principle than Cele, for one, had
made out. Nor could Fabian self-publicizing be allowed
tec pass. It was simply not very helpful to regard the
Lebour party as an ideologiczal vesuel. The final verdict
on the rise of Labour could still be a favourable one, as
Bealey - his co-author - put it; the mistake was to
overdo the."deliberateness” of its leaders’ thoughts and
actions. The remarkably wide and diverse range of
motives and interests, and the success with which these
disparate features were knocked intc shape were of far

- dreater note.

All the same, Pelling - and this was where some of
Brogan’s vigilance rubbed off on him - was not unused to
controversy. He spent a year on sabbatical at the
University of Wisconsin, the home of the school of
American labour history, producing out of this American
Labour and more pertinently America and the British Left,
which traced (with the help of Epstein) a line of descent
from nineteenth century "aristocratic” to twentieth
century “radical” attacks on America(159}. Left-
wingers like Laski who had 2 prejudiced attitude came in
for particular reproach. Pelling then attempted to bring
the history of the British Cemmunist Party out of the
shadows, lending credence to many popularly-held
suspicions about Soviet manipulation(160). Accused in
The New Reasoner of "cold war trespassing” by John
Saville (who had only Jjust left the CPGB)} Pelling stood
his ground, countering that "Mr Saville is still too much

of the politician that he cannot distinguish between a

158. H.M.Pelling, Awmsrica and +he Britizh lert+ -
fram Bright to Bevarn {13586},
160. H.M.Pelliing, The Hritish Communf=t Party

(1858).
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historical statement and a political Jjudgement”(161}.
"It is, of course, very difficult to be objective about
problems of recent history”, he granted. "But does Mr
Saville’s review suggest that he is a good judge of
objectivity?"”. This was to be followed by a chapter in
the American book of the Month Club The Strategy of
Deception, the gist of which was that Labour’s federal
structure and union connection made for vulnerability to
far left infiltration(162). His slim compressicn of
Madern Britain {(18260) showed much cause for national

satisfaction.

A brief, undramatic history of the Labour party,
thereafter regularly updated, was similarly
disregarding(163). Having locked horns with Robert
McKenzie, Pelling rectified, with the historian’s naturel
aversion to model-building, the picture of the true state
of affairs in the 1930s when Labour — more than at any
other time -~ had been “the General Council’s party in
Parliament. But, as recent work by Harrison and Allen
had indicated, neither arm of the ’movement’ - he too was
much taken with the word - behaved monolithically. The
ties that bound the parliamentary and trade union leaders
at important Jjunctures in the past, giving them effective
control over the movement’s many arms and wings, could
not but be the principal theme - otherwise it was all but
impossible to explain how and by whom the party was
actually ’run’. McKenzie’s book, although of "great

value"”, dealt with this "inadequately"”, he warned the

-

161. Letter in The Hewm Reaszoner, Autumn 1989,
rp. 109-110.

1e2 ’Great Britain Th Communist FParty and the
Trade Unions’ in The Strategy r? Deception, I,
Kirkpatrick (ed) (1963), pp.310-340.

163. A Zhort Hisztory of the Labour FParty {1351



unwary reader{164y. Pelling alsc thought Miliband
unhealthily "opinionated” {sic}, and his notion of the

ill-defined”(165). The essence of the
arty—-union relationship bhe then filled out in the to-be-

standard A4 Hiztory aof Britizh Trade Unionizm (19863}, =&

pull-together of secondary literature and studies of

individual trade unions, rigidly historical in method and

painting a portrait of a union movement acted upon as
much an freely acting - a work composed without any
desire "to influence what is happening now or in the

future”(166), and tilting to the right the centre of

ty, as Pollard put it, of "this predominantly left-
wing branch of historiography”(167). With A.J.P.
Tayler, he faulted him on factual grounds (for Pelling
the worst sort of offence), implying that entertainment
should always take second place to accuracy. A succinct
and astringent. entry on the Trades Union Congress was
published in the Ercyclopedia Britannica, at Roberts’s
invitation. And the innate "“gocd sense” of the ordinary
working class Pelling then championed in a2 challenging
book of essays(168), comparing popular attitudes to
welfare and social change in 1900 and 1945 and noting
some resistance to state action, a climate of
indifference and xenophobia, and the slow formation of a
class-conscious outlook, these traits together - in
Pelling’s view — marking a shift from an attitude of

F<

revolt to one of passivity. None of these results were

™~
]

184. Letter in 7The New Ztateszman, 7 July 1881,
p.12

165. Review in Political Studies, Vpl.10 1882,
p.110.

166 A.Briggs, "Ancient City’, The Hew Stateszsmarn, 1
lovember 1863, p.620

187 S. Pollard in Histaery, 49 1284, p.101.

168 H.M. Pelling, Paopular Politics and Scciety In

te Victarian Britair {1968
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likely to endear him to the left.

Describing without overtly taking sides, but mildly
Labourish, Pelling’s meticulous, almost pedantic
assembling of evidence did not mean that his prose was
unobjectionably transparent. There was plenty of
criticism, leftwards of Pelling, that charting the
party’s rise was also in some tacit sense to confer
approval (a more unscholarly attitude Pelling could not
imagine), and that the ’‘right-wing’ emphasis on
organization and machinery was to be regretted. Often,
however, he was most revealing when reviewing the work of
others. He would admit to errors of fact. Ee would not
allow his standing as an historian first and foremost to
be slighted(169)..

The writings of Pelling, set alongside the ’Anglo-
marxists’, and this was true of the SSLH even in its
early days, put the opposing values of political
commitment and professional detachment at their sharpest.
The ’New Left’, in its various guises, was impatient,
explicit, emphatic, and bound up with an historical and
ideological project for which Miliband’s book on
Parlfamentary Socialism was the last word{170}.

Pelling - the exemplary scholar’s scholar - was
conventional, austere by design, starting out free from
preconceptions, of a piece with the English empirical
approach referred to quite genuinely by Brogan{(171),
above all, with no axe to grind, and an illustrator of

the case best advanced calmly instead of outspokenly. He

189. GSee the exchange of letters with E. Genovese
in The Times Literary Supplement, 19 November (pg.1457}
and 268 November (p. 1486} 1976,

170. 'Draft statement ocr May Day?, May Da

-]
U
Sl

4
Manifestc Committee, microfilm archive in the Brit
Library.

171. D.W.Brogan, ibid, August 1946, p.205.



deplaved thess athributss i the Ffisild of fabour Bishory
in the séme way as in any other field, their deplcocyment
indeed being all the more important here. He set a
standard by which all others were appraised. There was
‘with Pelling a past to be unearthed, separate and apart
from whatever one thinks of it, a history - in Acton’s
ideal - independent of historians. With Pelling we reach
the threshold of contemporary history, of history in its

own time but academically objectified.

Contemporary History

Modernists, treating the modern period as a fit
object of historical concern, first grew in numbers
during and shortly after the Great War, when people were
"thrown back updn the past” in search of the origin of
recent troubles(172). The commercial success and
’irresponsible’ debunking of historical popularisers -
like B.G. Wells and Lytton Strachey — added to the
impetus. But contemporary history, according to one of
its earliest detractors, only really began to flourish
shortly after the end of the Second World War when the
general public became more than ever before "history
conscious”(173). Even though the edited documents on
inter—-war diplomacy then being published were hardly
regarded as absoclutely reliable, and the intrusion of
woral Jjudgements was all tco evident, the clamour for
topicality had proved irresistible, distracting serious
scholars from their proper tasks. In due course, the
author argued, this would reduce "the power of real
history to pierce deep to the marrow of things"”. The

pitfalls of officially-inspired history were noc less

172. C.H.Williams, introcduction to The Madern
Hiztorian (1838), ppli-32.

173. D.Willians, *Some Aspects of Contemporary
History’, The Cambridge Journal, September 1948, p.7238
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apparent. Because contemporary history - of all
histories - was the most liable to drastic reshaping, to
"large—-scale structural revision”, as first impressions

lowly gave way to more mature reflection, so it was to
be the least trusted(174). All toco often the mistake
was made of allowing present-day preoccupations and
interests to determine a view of the recent, not yet
fully historical past. It need not necessarily be a case
of obvious partisanship, although the perniciocus effects
of committed writing were always a risk. It was more a
matter of taking care to avoid "reading the past
backwards”{(175) or unwittingly allowing transient
fashions to ensnare the researcher. The argument moved
perceptibly on to the territory of the historian. This
had been the gist of Butterfield’s objection to E.H.
Carr’s Trevelyan lectures — that he had overlooked the
discipline of training oneself to transcend the opinions
of the moment. Without a ready-laid deposit of
accumulated historical reflections, the modern historian
was-more‘than likely to be swayed by the passing show.
There were clear dangers in this kind of history becoming
too popular. Contemporary history, one young scholar was
advised, ought not to be studied(176).

The availability of source material was anyway
haphazard. Private papers were subject toc the law of
copyright, and also usually a lengthy embargo.

Otherwise, access was granted according to the discretion

of the holders, leading to accusations of favouritism.

174. H.Butt
and criteria’, re
(1951), p.210.

erfield, ’0Official History: its pitfalls
printed in History and Human Relations
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178, D.C.Hatt, ’Contemporary History: problems and
rerspectives’, Journal of the Society of Archivists,

Qotober 1968, p.512.
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With the public records, an informal fifty year rule
operated. The problem was the lack of an agreed and
consistent policy covering all archives. The position
was only formalized in the Public Records Act of 19588,
which laid down a statutory fifty-year rule, the matter
to be loogked at again after five years or so. The
restrictive time period was Jjustified on the grounds of
"the preservation of unselfconsciocusness” on the part of
ministers and officials in the drafting of Cabinet and

departmental papers(177).

Apparent breaches of this rule - wmost notably in the
memoirs of Anthony Eden - led to the forming cof a
campaign by a group of historians from Oxford, Cambridge
and London universities calling for a reducticn in the
closed pericd. Complaints were made that governments put
"endless obstructions” in the way of scholars, while
documents were spirited away by outgoing ministers.

After the elapsing of half a century, all that would be
left was "dead knowledge". It might be that civil '
servants were being spared from embarrassment over, to
take one example, the background to the Munich agreement.
But silence, H.G. Nicholas {a noted Americanist and
author of the second Nuffield election study) pointed
out, meant that “our first version goes by default”,
leaving the door open to foreign researchers(178).
Journalists, meanwhile undeterred, would carry on rushing
into print with uninstructed, inaccurate and misleading
but profitable accounts(179). If recent history was
going to be written, come what may, i1t should at least be

handled professionally.

177. R.Rhodes-James, ’The Fifty-Year Rule’, The
Spectator, 21 August 1864, pp.233-224

178. The Times, 11 July 14084, = &,

179. Eg. L. Mosley, The lfast Ravsz of the Britizh Raj

(1861).
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Although the argument was addressed in the first
place to the pre-1939 and wartime period, these
strictures alsc applied with no less force to the state
of the literature on early post-war Britain. Attlee,
Shinwell, Morrison and Dalton, uninformative as many of
them were, had scooped the pool ("Did you see he
[Morrison] left £28,000!! How did he manage to acquire so
much?"” Attlee exclaimed in 1965(180)). There were no
British sources to match the insider accounts of Byrnes
or Forrestal; nor was i1t easy for writers who were not
hand¥picked or ’friends of the family’ to overcome the
reservations of relatives. An unadventurousness in
seeking out other archival material only began to be put
right when the Nuffield project to locate and list the
wvhereabouts of papers of prominent politicians and
political organizations started life - with SSRC money -
in 1967-68. Mitchell had shown, from a particular angle,
what could be achieved, which was why Pritt’s
unreconstructed Stalinism was such a let—-down{(181).

To cap it 211, the Britain of 1945 had taken on scomething
of a remote look, almost forgotten and yet to emerge out
of a “"curious obscurity”, which even novelists had had a
hard time re-creating. Historians were slow to exploit
the possibilities, and in no position to compete with the

"massed typewriters" of North America(182).

180. Letter tc Arthur Moyle, in K. Harris, ibid
(1882), p.580. :

181 D.N.Pritt, The Labaour Government I1?45-51
(1963). Pritt’s was an historical curio which, along with
his three volumes of autcbiography, contained the views
of an ‘Independent’ Labour MP who was also an
unreconstructed and unrepentant fellow-traveller of the
Soviet Union. His history disseminated the post-1948
Moscow ‘line’ calling for outright condemnation of Labour
for its anti-Soviet dealings, even though he had - in
1945 - tried to re-Jjoin the party and voted for the 1945
American loan.

182 S.Runeciman, 4 History of the Crusades (1851},
preface.



0
o3}

There was one compensating advantage which
contemporary historians did have and which Alan Bullock,
one of their number, was exploiting to the utmost.
’History’ and ’politics’, in his view, could not be
separated by the mechanical application of a fifty-year
rule. History was defined more by its method than its
subject matter, a method just as useful in exploring
recent events as distant ones (although, in this case,
the "precocious disillusicnment” of the Age ofF Austerity
essays had not appealed to him(1B83}}. Morecver, as h
had found with his life of Bevin, which he was midway
through, he bhad had the opportunity to guestion and

cross—exanine participants in the incidents he was

describing:

"How much would the historian of the
Nineteenth century not give to be able to
question Metternich or Cavour, as — to take a
personal example - I have been able to discuss
with Lord Attlec the history of the post-war

Labour government. .. " (184)

The great value of cral evidence, in Bullock’s mind,
was that it taught the historian to be sceptical of
written sources (these were plentiful in the case of
Bevin) and this at a2 time when the argument was still to
be heard that good history required full access to all
the records. Bassett had made a point of not talking to
the survivors of 1931(185}. HNorton Medlicott, charged

with the documents on British Foreign Psélicy series, and

183. A.Bullock, 'Only Yesterday’, The Spectator, 1
November 192623, p.564.

184. A.Bullock, 13 it Peossible to HWrit
Contemporary History®?’, in On the Track of Tyranny
eszavs presented t L.6G. Monteriore, M Belef

* B
(ed) (1960, p.€3.

18¢%. R.Bassett, 1?37 -~ Political Crisis {1388Y,
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Bassett’s next-door-neighbour at the LSE, was by contrast
a keen enthusiast for making contact with living
witnesses, and using what was divulged — in conjunctiocn
with whatever other material was available - to provide
“the first orderly and objective analysis of public
events"”, the first rough draft of history(186}. The
practice of interviewing was, for some, the
distinguishing feature about the study of the
contemporary past(187).

That contemporary history presented a special
problem to more traditionally-based historians was
underlined by the unsettling effect of other voguish
trends which threatened to do away with the conventional
understandings of history. Developments in philosophy had
called into question any assurance the historian could
have in knowing an historical description to be true in a
watertight, objective sense, without value~laden notions
being consciously or inadvertently smuggled in. And
social science — in its diverse forms - seemed to be
predicated on the assumption that all constructive
research, however esoteric or antiquarian, ought - if it
was to have any use - to be guided by considerations of
social relevance. The general fissiparousness of arts
subjects contributed to the disorientation of older
disciplines, history included, weakening their capacity
to establish accepted orthodoxies. One consequence was a

spate of books Jjustifying history’s old ways.

Antipathy to sociological theorising, to history-by-

thesis, helps to explain in part how little use was made

186. W.N.Medlicott, introduction to A  Reader =
Guide to Contemporary Hisztory, in B. Krikler and W
Laqueur (eds)(1872), ppl-12.

187. -~ J.Barnes, ’Teaching and Research in British
Contemporary History’, in D.C. Watt (ed), Contemporarv
E > ; :

Hiztory in Europe {1883}, p.d4q.
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by historians of the very substantial body of social
science research on 1945--51 that by now existed. Even
one of the best known examples, McKenzie’s study, was
felt to have been far too quickly hailed as a classic,
while Beer’s Modern British Politics was not reviewed in
any of the major historical Jjournals. Pelling was the
only one to take McKenzie at his word, and that was in
order to point up the severe limitations of his argument.
It was the historian’s truth - or conceit - that it was
wrong to try and make history scientific. Besides which,
bistorians already had what they tock to be a well
understcod idea of sociology and politics, made up of
narratives and episodes, which they saw no need to
relingquish(188). Hence the declaration by Gecffrey
Elton, in his pronouncements in 1970, that "old-
fashicned” political history, because of its essential
attention to the chronological storyline {(and political
history above all tells a story) must take precedence
over any other form of history - history "need not stop
there, but unless it starts there, it will not start at
a2l11“(189). The political side of the past needs to be
known first. More crudely put, the historian’s job was
to tell the social scientists when to shut up. The need,
therefore, was to confront the new rivals by defining
some principles of good practice and by reiterating the
common, agreed criteria about the aim, validity and
methods of historical study to which, as Max Beloff
argued, "mast of the historical profession would give
assent”(1290). His own preference, following David
Thomson’s Aims of History guidebook, was to re-emphasize
the autonomy of history, by which he meént'"the proper

o - - e re _ e
188. D.Thomson, The Aimsz of Hiztory {1883}, pr.79-
g0
T - - - - -y . ~3
1389 G.RE.Elton, Political History — principle ar
practice (1270 Chapter 1.
~ 1 =3 T m -1 — e - 2
180, M. DRelof?f, On Thinking about the Paat
Encounter, October 19688, p.d3.
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freedom of historical inquiry from any subservience to a

particular national or party objective"”. This was a
characteristic, he went further, that held good -
irrespective of schools or approaches - for “the Western

intellectual community"” as a whole.

The standard of measure was not one by which many
would be excluded. Even so enthusiastic an advocate of
the new history as Arthur Marwick, writing a lively book
about the state of the art of history, had no difficulty
in showing how variety and conflict contributed to the
sense of dynamic, developing subject reaching out towards
an enhanced understanding(191). But along with this
went a much less exalted view of a historian’s
obligations. Writing about events that had recently
occurred did not mean that all hope of objective
discussion had to be set aside. Objectivity was still an
ideal worth aspiring to, even if it was not thought toc be
largeiy‘attainable(lgz). Belief in "absolute truth”
no longer held sway, as the editor of the pilot issue of
The Joaurnal of Contemparary History expressed it in
1967(183). Bias could, in some circumstances, even be
beneficial. It was possible to be too coldly detached.
Commitment was really a non-problem. There was no reason
why historians need be so disagreeable. HRith the era of
1945-51 just becoming historical, it was now up to the
contemporary historian, casting around for sources, short
of perspective, and aware that his or her account could
only be provisional, to be the first to construct a

framework which colleagues and successors “must either

»

191. A.Marwick, The Nature of Hiztary {(1370}.

192. R.Morgan, *The Writing and Teaching of
Contemporary History - the historian speaks’, 1in Since
1?45 — aspects of caontemporary world history, J. L.
Henderson {(ed)(1966}, pp.11-24.

193. Editcrial note, The Journal of Contemporary

Hiztory, Vol 1 No. 1 (1886}, p.iv.
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follow or controvert”(194).

i) General histories

One manifestation of the student-led popularity of
contemporary history was the publication of several
textbook surveys or ’‘general histories’ of Britain in the
modern era. The main purpose of these general texts was
to provide a lucid, balanced and dependable one-volume
overview (often the last in a commissiocned series) of the
profound changes which Britain had undergone since the
turn of the century, picking out an overriding theme or

set of themes around which to construct the narrative
flow.

General histories of this type do several things.
They bring to a wider public the recent labours of
historians, summarising the current state of research.
They show how different phases or pericds relate to one
another, drawing attention to passages of continuity and
discontinuity. They indicate the principal points of
contention and the areas where issues are still
outstanding. Because the problems of emphasis and
selection are magnified, dgeneral histories also call for
the strictest standards of eritical training - openness,
scepticism, a lack of dogmatism and never cowming to the
point with the mind already made up. It is through
general histories that an orthodox accoynt of the past is
established and confirmed. They present a distillation
of wide reading and rumination, all things considered and

at a given stage in historical understanding.

194 C.L.Mowat, Great Britain Since 1714 (1971}, pp.16-
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It follows however that general histories, being so
evidently products of their day, are always provisional,
written in the certain knowledge that they will have to
stand up to the disintegrating effects of later
discoveries. This applies equally to points of detail
and to the larger interpretative frame, the latter often
deriving its force from prevailing political interests
and preoccupations. It is these transitory influences
which so clearly date a work. A HWhig outlook is said to
have coloured the histories of Victorian and Edwardian
England, imparting to the narrative a stately advance in
the unfolding of liberty and good government, aided by a
happy blending of traditional institutions and national
character. Other later writers, in the search for low
motives or class strudgle, did attempt to disturb the
picture of unique progress. Although given to liberal
despair by the disruptive impact of war and crisis in
Europe, historians of a middling dispositicn were still
inclined to regard the coming mass democracy and the
growth in the scale of government as only the latest
stage in a consoling success stery, validating the
British way of life, and vindicating - during and after
World War Two — British values. Admiration for Crown,
parliament and the common law protection of individual
rights was Jjoined to a welcoming for the enlargement of
socio—eccnomic rights guaranteed by the extended state.
In this way, Britain’s diminishing world status and
economic power could be balanced against its exceptional
social stability and domestic social harmony over the
same time span. All were confident if chastened

progressives.

An important assumption of the general histories
written in the nineteen sixties - therefore - was that

the main historical outlines of post-war British history,



92

expressed in a kind of revamped Whiggery, were already
evident and unlikely tc be greatly altered. Even
starting from scratch (since the bulk of what primary
source material there was was often of the wrong sort),
the impress of reduced foreign standing but social
improvement at home, the rise of Labour combined with
long periods of Conservative rule, and the binding of
State, nation and people into an indissocluble whole, were
truths which no serious historian could disregard. New
imperatives operated, largely outside Britain’s control,
which there was little point in getting worked up about.
Post—war governments had done the best they could, in
testing conditions and with creditable results, in
keeping with British traditions of gradualism and
amelioration. Particular failures were excusable. The
public rivalries of those years ought not to deceive.
All the bitterest controversies, which had decided
Britain’s fate, belonged toc the years prior to 1945. The
prosperity of the 1950s had pushed the war and immediate
post—war period even further into a strange and
unfamiliar past of discomfort and scarcity, before the
onset of abundance; the war, as Sissons and French
pointed out, had only really ended in 1951. It was left
to the general historian -~ adopting the tone of cool
(though not entirely non-judgemental) detachment - to
recount events. within his or her own lifetime which now
meant very little to a younger audience. Praise from
reviewers testified to the success they had in pulling
off what, because the making cf the new Britain was

closest in time, should have been the hardest to convey.

But reactions to A.J.P. Taylor’s rousing, "populist”
British history brought to life the question of the
appropriateness of the received ideas of praiseworthy

liberal advance. Wary of sliding into marxism, too much
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had been made of the virtue of Olympian

objectivity(195). The commonplace verities of British
orderliness and civility were no substitute for a
rigorous treatment of the social forces making for and
holding back national advances. A ccntented account
encouraged the exclusion of more disturbing alternatives,
hindering necessary historical reappraisal. The textboock
authors of 2 liberal descent could always argue that
those taking a contrary view were allowing doctrinaire
considerations to get the better of their Jjudgement.

More radical historians, unencumbered by the objectivist
ideal, saw a very different past leading up to the

present.

i} War

e

A second - and more telling — demonstration of the
advent of contemporary history came with the ’Home Front’
controversy, the first self-consciocusly historical debate
to touch on post-1945 Britain. Its purely historical

characteristics were several.

It had, above all else, a genuine historical problenm
to address: the civil and not Jjust the wilitary impact of
war, and particularly the Second Werld War, on British
society, which the genersal historians {Taylor included)
had left hanging in the air. Did the war interrupt, or
did it accelerate, Britain’s long-run development? To
what extent did the events of wartime dictate the course
of post-war politics? How did Britain make the
transition from the thirties to the forties? Asking such
questions prompted a clear debating move on from the

origins of the war — recently revived in the early 60s -

195,  J.H.Plumb (ed), Crisis in the Humanities
(1864), p.37.
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to its immediate and longer-term economic and social
effects. But they alsc signalled a rolling backwards in
time from the six-year struggle of the Attlee governments
on to the war years, the importance of which the earlier
literature had largely obscured. There was & growing
impression that what had happened zfter the war could not
be understood without a fuller appreciation of wartime.
This shift of interest had implications for both

historical periodisation and ideas of causation.

War — in all its aspects - alsc had considerable
cross—disciplinary appeal. Military historians,
concerned with the conduct and campaigning of war, were
Joined by students of political history, covering
leadership, coalition politics and public opinion, and
economic history, looking upon war as an economic event.
Most strikingly, the social history of war enjoyed ’pop’
status (the first chair in social history was created in
1967). War was recognized as having been crucial in the
impetus for social reform, and ways were found te link
the world of ideas of social reformers to the world of
practical politics. Where a sociclogical influence was
strongest, this encouraged the writing of history to a
theory, and an attempt to attain a comprehensive
understanding of the dgeneral relationship between war and
social change in modern times. Not surprisingly, each of
these approaches gave primacy to a different set of
explanatory factors - even toc the conviction that it was
not the business of the historian to "explain” anything
at all. Differences of interpretatiocn often corresponded

with rival kinds of history.

The history of the Home Front, finally, reflected
the attitudes and assumptions of historians. Older

scholars took the Whiggish view of war as a nasty,
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ruinous interlude. More junior colleagues, by (often
radical) upbringing and outlock children in the 1930s and
1940s, tended to took more at the constructive

consequences of the conflict, to the good which came ocut

of it, and - in some cases — to the thwarting of this
energy with the coming peace. & new historical

generation grew up less awestruck by figures of the past,
and more insistent that history and social studies should
serve a ’“social purpose’. Taylor’s much-quoted final
passage (’England Arise’) sat easily alongside the lyrics
from ’Eleanor Rigby’(196). Contrasting attitudes were

also very much age-related.

These characteristics help to account for the
initial positions in the ’Home Front’ discussion; they
cannot be expected to have determined the direction which
that discussion took. The fundamental test of the
historicity of contemporary history could only be shown
by the readiness of historians to observe the critical
techniques and practices constituting historical .
inquiry{(197). A model of the way historical reasoning
works and historical argument typically proceeds was
well-established, and was indeed being forcefully
restated in response to various attacks throughout the
1960s. The controlling logic and standards of the
discipline of history, with its close attention to
methods and evidence, dictates that, however a
controversy may have originally started ocut, and whatever
the attitudes involved, discussion will .eventually settle
down to a detailed examination of theilr respective

strengths and weaknesses. This does not mean that all

196. See MHriting in England Today, K.Miller (ed)
(1968).

197. -‘M.Oakeshott, ’‘Historiography’ in A Spectator
Mizcellany (1956}, pp.32-34.
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viewpoints have to converge; it does mean that they are
limited by, and have to be consistent with, a growing
body of evidence. In so doing, the original
predispositions (without which the opening guestions
might never have been posed)} became incidental; they
cease in time to matter. Recognition of bias is not then
an insurmountable difficulty but a necessary step by
which its effects are to be overcome. History — as a
result - although the product of each historian, is also
the common property of a211(188). The authority of an
historical account does not rely on the scrupulous care
of individual historians; it resides in the processes of
historical ingquiry. Objectivity enters history through
the common dialogue of its practitioners. It remained
for contemporary historians to show that contemporary
history was subject to, and definable by, the same sort
of methodological conditions applying to history as a
whole, whatever the particular subject matter or
proximity to the present. The debate about Britain and
the Second World War provided that first opportunityi

1ii) H.M.S.0: the history of peacetime events

The lobbying efforts of the Oxford-Cambridge-London
campaigners were crowned with some success when, in March
1967 and in fulfilment cof an election pledge by the
Labour party, the Fifty Year moratorium on the disclosurec
of State papers was reduced to thirty years, suddenly
bringing the recent, documented past within historical
reach. The Prime Minister, Harold ®Wilson - for one -
instead of, as had been suggested, wanting to live down
some of his enthusiastic outpourings as a junior minister

under Attlee, was only to anxious to be arcund to answer

198. G.Elton, The Practice of Hisztory (1967).
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his critics when the time came. There were also
advantages to be had in advertising what an earlier stint
of majority Labour rule had accomplished. At the same
time, as well, the government annocunced its intention to
extend the officially-sponsored histories covering
military and civil affairs during the First and Second
World Wars intoc "peacetime"” areas of outstanding
interest, "enabling important periods in our history to
be recorded in complete and authoritative narratives,
written while the official records could still be
supplemented by reference to the personal recollections
of the public men who were involved”. In December 1969,
in the wake of this earlier statement, the first three
peacetime histories were put into commission — a8 study of
the formative years of colonial development; a work on
environmental planning; and a text entitled
’Nationalization: An Analytical Account 1945-60’, to be
undertaken by D.N. Chester, Warden of Nuffield College,
Oxford.

The initiation of a peacetime series was a novelty
in several respects. In the past, wvarious departmental
memoranda had been prepared under the auspices of the
Historical Section of the Cabinet Office, but these were
meant purely for internal use, as a guide for future
policy-makers. The lack of research into peacetime
economic activities - as against diplomacy — was already
the subject of comment. Some of the wartime civil
histories had met with official disapproval (Titmuss’s
Prablems of Secial History sparked off a great row),
there were no guarantees that the final work would be
eventually published, and fears were expressed that the

new project might founder upon official indifference.

This uncertainty matched the ambivalent attitude of
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academics{199). Privileged and unrestricted access to
the written record, in advance of the general opening>of
the government archives, had been used advantageously by
qualified histeorianc. But cutsiders were kopt in
ignorance of the rules governing the status of the
official historian. The official disclaimer
notwithstanding, the HMSO wrappers suggested a cleaned—up
account of past controversies. The written record was
all too apt to be bland and uninformative, a "neat
formula" in the minutes perhaps hiding sharp discord or
helpless floundering. Thers was a2 natural tendency, as
Pelling remarked, for histories to be written “from a

predominantly administrative point of view"({200}.

This was certainly the case with the purposefully
inoffensive volumes of selected documents, edited by
Nicholas Mansergh (one of the university campaigners) on .
the last years of British rule in India, which began
appearing in 1870, catering for a growing historical
interezt in Indian sub-continent. The unfolding of high
policy, and of what had gone into moments of decision and
indecision, did not always make for cheerless reading,
however. M.R.D. Foot’s history of the SOE in wartime
France had raised a storm. Margaret Gowing and Lorna
Arnocld, in their UK Atomic Energy Authority-commissioned
account of the background to the development of British
atomic power and the atomic bomb programme {(two volumes,
1974(201)} showed that, by “pulling no

199. On this see J.M.Lee’s editorial on public
administration and official history in Public
Adminisztration, Summer 1976, ppl27-131.

200. H.M.Pelling, ibid (1970), bibliography.
201. M.Gowing assisted by L. Arnold, Independence

and Deterrence -~ Britain and atomic energy I?45-1R52,
Volume 1: Policy Making Volume 2: Policy Execution.
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punches (202}, it was still possible to startle. They
saw backfiles not seen by others, before or since, and
confirmed that research into the manufacture of a British
bomb had gone ahead in strictest secrecy, under the cover
of the peaceful Qse of atomic power. There were, they
agreed, sound strategic and ’status’ reascns for this
decision. But the manner in which it was reached, at a
gingle, hurriedly convened ad hoec cabinet committee
meeting in January 1947 which the scientists most
directly affected knew nothing about, while the costs of
the programme were hidden from parliamentary or public
scrutiny, amounted to a distortion of constitutional
government. It was one way of circumventing opposition
from the economic ministers, Dalton and Cripps, who were
known to be alarmed by the huge expense. But military
considerations had been allowed to override all others,
the enormity of the deception was such that George
Strauss et al - though Gowing declined to say so in so
many words — were quite mistaken. In so far as the
relationship with the United States was concerned, the
extreme secrecy had even been self-defeating, sincé the
Americans assumed that British know-how was not all that
advanced. "“So now we know"”, John Barry exclaimed in The
New Statesman, where the squabble with Crossman had
originally broken out{203). One of the gravest of
post—war decisions, claimed to be an "indispensable”
action, was one which the country could ill afford and
got little out of. As to the real motivation of
ministers, most of them were now dead, leaving only a few

surviving civil servants to pass comment.

202. *Secret no more’, The Econamist, 14 bDecember
1974, pp8%2-93.

203. J.Barry, ’Bomb Squad’, The New Statezman, 13
December 1874, p.867.
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Secrecy should not - Gowing went to argue — be
invoked as an all-purpose alibi for other recent policy
failures, however(204). Critics of the British higher.
civil cervice, in other words, would have to look
elsewhere. The usefulness of official histories derived
from their value as part of the "collective memory” of
past choices and past events, illuminating present-day
predicaments — but there was no requirement to point the
finger of accusation. Others, less enamcured of the
Whitehall view, drew their own conclusions. In addition
to foreign and defence policy misadventures and
miscalculations, confidence in the effectiveness of post-
war economic management was also, by the early seventies,
cn the wane, undermining the generally heartening picture
of the recovery of the post-war British economy. The
attitudes contained in the official wartime histories,
dedicated to the greater glory of the-wartime service,
came under renewed attack. Modern problems, to which
there secemed to be no satisfactory answer, could be
traced to the confusions and uncertainties of policies -
like the Labour government’s nationalization programme -
that were present at their very inception. The wish,
expressed on the HMSO dustjackets, that the official
histories might help towards a better understanding and
solution of contemporary problems, was only one —

diplomatic ~ way of putting it.

iv) Biographies and biographers

Further to the devclopments already mentioned, a
final instance of historical activity arose -
contemporary political history in the form of political

biographies, relating the political life of a prominent

204. GQ i

etrlections an Atomic Energy Histaory
{The Rede Lec 8}
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individual with the times in which they lived and worked.
Often thought of as the English art, biography expresses
an author’s desire to do Jjustice to the work of his or
her subject, now in retirement or recently deceased. 1t
is a memorial tribute from a small person tc z bigger
one(205). An ’authorised’ biographer is granted a

sight of private family papers which provide the means of
entry to the closed period before government papers are
opened. Biography also helps a writer to steer a course
through the often unintelligible confusion of the
immediate past. An exceptional individual whc was at the
centre of events over a prolonged period can even be said
to have personified their epoch. Histery is not
biography; it is not even the sum total of innumerable '
biographies. But the biographical mode can add an extra,
and marketable, element to the activity of historical

reconstruction.

Without gainsaying any of these attributes, past
political biographers have alsc made clear that the
composition of a biography is not as easy as it locks. A
political biography treats with the substance of
politics, but not quite in the same way(208). The
subject needs to be singled out from and placed in the
political circles they moved, the private and public
aspects of their life being successfully fused. An older
faithfulness to the facts (in which the biographer was
plainly external to the person studied) had come to be
replaced by the exploration and interpretation of
personality and character, insight often coming straight

out of a biographer’s own powers of imagination. This

205. A.Bierce, The Enlarged Dewvil'sz Dictionary
(1971}, p.58.

206. r R.R.James, ’Soldiers and Bicgraphers’, in D.C.
Watt (ed}, ibid {1969), ppl9-31.
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might open the door to the befogging influence of
sentiment and prejudice; but the point was that even the
taking of the interpretative approach to extreme lengths

did not invalidate 1t altogether.

Political biography underwent something of =2
renaissance by the later 1960s, and had a direct bearing
orn the assessment of many of the key figures in the 1945
Labour government. Helped by "lorry loads” of documents
from Transport House(207), Alan Bullock’s two volumes
on Bevin had been published in 19680 and 1967. The tale
had grown with the telling and he now envisaged a further
boock covering Bevin’s tiﬁe as Foeoreign Secretary. Apart
from endorsing the value of interviewing, Bullock had
also steered clear of any over—affection for ’the
People’s party’. Authorised profiles of Attlee (who had
become slightly more talkative in old age), Cripps and
Gaitskell wefe "in preparation”(208). Michael Foot’s
follow—up on Bevan - left poised on the threshold of
office at the end of volume one - was also awaited.
Shinwell, always garrulous, appeared as a senior witness
of the 1945 administration in Thames Television’s The Day
Betaore Yesterday(Summer 1870} in which old newsreel
footage was intercut with talking to the camera, allowing
contributors to speak in their own words. As to the
cause for this revival, anr explanation was forthcoming:
nc other recent government {in the view of Roy Jenkins,
also a successful biographer(209)) contained so many

politicians of the front-rank, in an admittedly elderly

207. Lord Bullock, ’Bookends’, The Times Higher
Education Supplement, 18 MNovember 1983, p.12.

208. A Guide to. the Papersz of Britizh Cabinet

Ministers IR00-1°31, compiled by C. Hazlehurst and C.
HWoodland (1874).

208. E.Jenking, Nine Men of Power (18974}, p.xi.
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Five’ choese

63

ministry of all the talents. The ’Bi
themselves. The difficult circumstances they had faced
added to their aura, in comparison with the politics of
earlier periods. "The curicus thing”, Medlicott wrote in

a review of The Dictionary of National Biographvy
; C phv,

"is that after 1945, when pcliticilans were
again stfuggling with adversity, and were no
more successful than their predecessors, their
reputations were evidently higher. The reason
seems clear: the disparity betweern the nation’s
objectives and its resocurces had at last bkeen
fully grasped”(210}.

The Dalton diaries apart - however — there was =a
basic shortage of private papers already available in the
public domain. In Herbert Morrison’s case, the want was
acute — D._N. Chester, his literary executor, had been
taken aback to find that only a suitcase of Morrison’s
papers survived him, to go alongside a plainly inadequate
autobliography. With no time to lose, he approached two
former Nuffield students then lecturing in Government at
the LSE, Bernard Donoughue and Gsorge Jones, with a view
to bringing together the recollections of those who had
known Morrison or worked with him, so that the shortfall
could be made up. Herbert Morrison — Portrait of a
Politician (1973}, marking a breakthrough in the use of
oral information, was the result. On z21]1 counts it was

an obJject lesson ir political biography..

Both Donoughue and Jones were knowledgeable about

Labour and especially London politics and politically

210. W.N.Medlicott, ’Contenporary History as
Biography’, The Journal of Caontemporary History, 1 1872,
pp. 91-106.
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classifiable as young Gaitskellites. Denoughue had
worked previously for Political and Eccnomic Planning,
Jones stood as the Labour candidate at Kidderminster in
the 1964 general election. They immediately put out a2
request for “letters, papers and reminiscences {211}
about Morrison, but did sc "in some desperaticn and
without any clear expectation of what benefit would be
derived”"{212). As it turned out, more than 300
interviewees were consulted, several important
witnesses — Morrison’s constituency agent, and the
Permanent Secretary to the Treasury - not having long to
live. Only Ethel Donald, Morrison’s confidential
secretary for the best part of his career, refused tc

meet them, as Grigg was quick to spct(213). The yield

was invaluable. Revealing sections in the second half of

the book, assigned to Donoughue and dealing with the
years from 1940 to 1965, relied heavily on the memories
of participants and protagonists - Morriscon’s werking
methods as Lord President, his part in the high-level
plotting, an assessment of his unhappy showing at the
Foreign Office — the information absorbed directly into
the text. At times, oral was even favoured over what
written sources there were, where there was room for
doubt. Teaching the post-war period to undergraduates,
Donoughue was in the position of having to write the
books for himself as he went along. The biography of

Morrison (“"oral history at its beést”(214)} provided

211. ZSocialiszt Commentary, Febru&fy 1887, p. 23.

212. G.Jones, letter in Oral Hiztory, Spring 1974,

pp83-84.

213. J.Grigg, ’His 1leost secrets’, The Evenin
3,

Standard, 2 Qctober 197 r. 26.

g

214. A.Seldon and J.Papworth, By Hord of MNouth:

elite oral history (1983), p.142.
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the richest account up to that time and in cold print of

how the 18945 Labour government functioned.

One of most intriguing puzzles was why, much as the
victery in 1945 was masterminded by Morrison, and much as
the programme then enacted was ’Morrisonian’ in spirit,
Morrison himself did not reap the political benefits, but
was continually frustrated and cutclassed. Never having
got over his defeat against Attlee in 1935 provided a
clue to his subsequent, restless behaviocur. Even in the
flush of Labour’s election triumph, his star could be
seen to be on the wane, much earlier than historians had
been accustomed to think, the attempt to push Attlee
aside {(about which his autobidgraphy had been less than
candid) especially reflecting discredit. But the wide
responsibilities allocated to him, making him the chief
co-ordinating minister in the domestic field, meant that
his guiding had was to be found everywhere. The hitherto
"shadowy"” network of cabinet committees which he oversaw
and which carried the main burden of work - economic
planning, the socialization of industry, future
legislation - Donoughue brought out intoc the cpen. With
his additional duties as party and parliamentary manager,
Morrison’s exceptional energies were fully stretched.
Even a single-minded dynamo like Morrison could not carry
the load indefinitely, and he was the first of the
cabinet heavyweights to crack under the strain, in
January 1947, removing him from the fray at a crucial
moment. Spurning the offer from Cripps.to join in
unseating the prime minister, he then had his winds
clipped in the reorganization of portfolios ("he easily
gave up his empire"”) and was the chief loser.

Donoughue’s description of the confused and panicky
intrigues of that year, in a situation in which no one

was quite sure what was going on, was unassailable and -
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in one reviewer’s opinion - unlikely ever to be bettered.
But if memory had to be tzken on trust, [lugh Dalton’s
diary entries, deciphered from the original, added the
necessary stiffening. Most of these moves, Jay has
related(215), were unknown to those cutside the
government at the time, although Donocughue did 4dig up one
press report from August 1847 predicting {(wrongly) that
ttlee as on the point of resigning. On the other hand,
the detail involved lent substance to the growing view
that cabi