To what extent did consensus dictate the political scene in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s? 
[bookmark: _GoBack] At different times in the 1950s and 1960s, both the Conservative Party and the Labour Party controlled the government of Britain. Power was maintained by Labour until 1951, the Conservatives returned to power that year and remained there until 1964, then Labour held authority again for the remainder of this time frame. This period has been described as the time of consensus politics in Britain, whereby both of the main parties held similar policies on a number of issues. This resulted in a considerable overlap in their tenures and eminence in the administration of the country. Despite this, there was not always a complete overlap and there are still cases where differences in policy between the two parties can be seen. 
An example of this similarity in perspective is the shared focus on both state involvement in economics and Keynesian economic policies or at least in their interpretation. Both parties supported state intervention in matters of the economy, in particular when managing demand and stimulating the budget[footnoteRef:1]. This shared economic outlook actually received a nickname of its own, Butskellism, a composite of two of the Chancellors of this time, Labour’s Gaitskell and the Conservatives’ Butler[footnoteRef:2]. Harold MacMillan fired his Chancellor and the entire treasury team when the former pushed for cuts to be made to expenditure. Labour was influenced by this course of action, as seen in their short-lived Department of Economic Affairs, who had overreached themselves in an attempt to plan the entire economy[footnoteRef:3]. Consensus can also be seen in the reduction of state control of the economy, at the start of the 50s, when there was a drop in the amount of control over prices, which was continued by the new government onwards[footnoteRef:4]. There was a consensus throughout the majority of this period that the Government was supposed to manage both demand and the economy as a whole[footnoteRef:5]. [1: K.O. Morgan, Britain since 1945 The People’s Peace, [Oxford University Press Inc: Oxford University Press, Clarendon Street, Oxford OX 2 6DP,2001] p 157]  [2:  J. Hollowell, Britain since 1945, S. Broadberry, economic policy, p 390]  [3:  J. Hollowell, Britain since 1945, A. Sked, The Political Parties pp 42-43]  [4:  P.J, Madgwick, D. Steeds, and L.J Williams, Britain since 1945, [Hutchinson & Co. Ltd: 17-21 Conway Street, London, 1983] p 77]  [5:  Madgwick, Steeds, and Williams, p 84] 

Another policy engendering cross party support in the Fifties and Sixties concerned the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation or NATO. At the start of the 50s the Labour Attlee government were in power and they had, at the end of the previous decade, played a key role in building the alliance[footnoteRef:6]. The Conservative governments that followed them were immensely enthusiastic in their backing of the organisation. MacMillan’s support for this can be seen in his agreement to commit the British Nuclear fleet to it at all times except for that of the most severe national crisis[footnoteRef:7]. In the early 50s, Both Clement Attlee and Winston Churchill contributed far more to the production of arms and defence than the remainder of the European membership of NATO combined[footnoteRef:8]. The later Labour government members were comparably less eager about it than their predecessors, but they still remained firmly committed to following the same policy and staying a part of NATO, as the previous governments had done[footnoteRef:9]. The extent of this consensus was so strong it can be considered the anchor of the country’s foreign policy as a whole in this period of time[footnoteRef:10].  [6:  Madgwick, Steeds, and Williams, p 264]  [7:  Morgan, pp 216-217]  [8:  J. Hollowell, Britain since 1945, C. Coker, Foreign and Defence Policy, p 4]  [9:    Madgwick, Steeds, and Williams, pp 298-299]  [10:  Hollowell, Sked, p 47] 

There was also a political consensus in regard to the policy of corporatism in this period, which was reflected by the decision of both parties while in power to have departments specifically to deal with the handling of pay and excessive Trade Union demands. In 1962, this was demonstrated by the Conservatives’ National Incomes Commission. Within the time span of two years, Labour continued to implement this policy with the National Board for Prices and Incomes[footnoteRef:11]. The 50s government of Churchill also set up the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority for the purpose of overseeing the development and policymaking on nuclear matters[footnoteRef:12]. MacMillan’s government created a Council for Prices, Productivity and Incomes with the purpose of overseeing the size of wages[footnoteRef:13].  Corporatism was a shared interest, something which is evidenced by the amount of boards and departments that were set up throughout this period. [11:  Hollowell, Sked, p 43]  [12:  Morgan, pp 115-116]  [13:  Hollowell, Broadberry, p 391] 

Nationalisation in this period also provides an example of consensus dictating the political scene, in a more complicated sense. The Conservative governments made little effort to challenge the nationalisation policy of the previous Labour government, preferring instead to leave it for the most part in place, with a few exceptions such as the iron and steel industry[footnoteRef:14]. Another rare exception was the denationalisation of Road haulage[footnoteRef:15]. Examples of industries that were retained as they were can be seen with both the railway and coal industries, which remained nationalised[footnoteRef:16]. The Labour period that directly followed that period of Conservative power also saw the nationalised industries remaining in their place. In the case of Labour, however, there was a far more ideological commitment to the concept, to the extent that it was included within their party constitution[footnoteRef:17]. While both parties were broadly accepting of pre-existing nationalised industries, they did differ in deciding to whom this policy applied and where it was continued. The Conservatives did not attempt any further nationalisations while Labour actively tried taking over further industries. In this regard, the two parties display both political consensus and also some core differences in their approach to applying that policy.  [14:  Morgan, p 115]  [15:  Hollowell, Broadberry,p 389]  [16:  Madgwick, Steeds, and Williams, p 13]  [17:  Hollowell, Sked, p 45] 

The Steel industry in Britain was the subject of ideological disagreement between the two parties when they were in power, although the results were in effect largely the same in the long term. At the start of this period under the Attlee government the steel industry was state controlled, having been uneasily taken over by the government towards the end of the previous decade[footnoteRef:18]. Steel was one of the very few industries to be privatised by the Conservative governments of 1951 to 64, with the exception of a small number of firms who remained state owned. When in power, Labour attempted to nationalise the steel industry again, primarily motivated by their determination to unite their party through an issue that unified them and separated them from the Conservative Party. The plan failed completely when two opposed backbenchers threatened to veto the motion. Fearful that such a defeat would bring down his government, given the tiny majority that he held, Harold Wilson dropped the plan[footnoteRef:19]. Despite this, they did manage to nationalise the largest of the steel companies[footnoteRef:20]. In this case there was not a consensus between the two parties, but the outcome remained far more similar than would be expected.  [18:  A. Marr, A History of Modern Britain, [Pan Books: Pan Millan,20 New Wharf Road, London N1 9RR, 2008] p 70]  [19:  D. Sandbrook, White Heat A History of Britain in the Swinging Sixties, [Abacus:100 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DY,2007] p 98]  [20:  Madgwick, Steeds, and Williams, p 334] 

Britain’s access to and involvement with nuclear weaponry and the integral weapons systems proved to be a major shared issue for both of the parties. A clear example of this is the agreement to allow Americans nuclear weaponry in the country, known as the Attlee-Churchill Understandings, the final stages of which agreement were initiated in the later months of the former government and completed in the initial months of the latter government administration. The Attlee Government of the early 50s was committed to the development of a British atomic bomb and this was continued by Churchill when he returned to power[footnoteRef:21]. Every Prime Minister in this period was committed to seeing Britain develop her own independent Nuclear arsenal for deterrence purposes[footnoteRef:22]. On the matter of the submarine-launched Polaris system, there was cross party backing. It was the MacMillan Government who had originally secured the system for Britain[footnoteRef:23]. Although Harold Wilson, prior to taking power, had openly insulted Polaris, accusing it of being useless, once he became the Prime Minister he acquired the option of scrapping it and changing the submarines involved into hunter-killer boats. He decided against that alternative option, instead choosing to continue with Polaris[footnoteRef:24]. On this matter there was considerable consensus.  [21:   Madgwick, Steeds, and Williams, p 270]  [22:   Hollowell, Coker, p 11]  [23:  Marr, p 210]  [24:  Mar, p291] 

The NHS was also the subject of overall cross-party consensus and this government funded medical and health care service was broadly accepted by all governments in this period[footnoteRef:25]. There was no indication of a move by either party towards removing it[footnoteRef:26]. Although a creation of a Labour Government, the service enjoyed support from the new Conservative Government throughout the 1950s, with the budget assigned to it rising compared to its equivalent under the prior government. In the 1960s the government began a programme to build new hospitals, based on a report by pro-Labour figures[footnoteRef:27]. Successive government health ministries in the 50s and 60s were highly critical of the NHS’s handling of people with physical disabilities and mental illnesses, although there was a uniform failure to tackle these issues across both parties’ governments. A consistent feature of NHS policy across both the governments of both parties, particularly from 1956 onwards, was tight control over the amount of money going to it, with the exception of a brief period of expansion in 1962[footnoteRef:28]. On this there was plenty of agreement between governments on what to do with it and how to handle it. [25:  Hollowell, Sked, p 47]  [26:  Marr, p 67]  [27:  Morgan, pp 116-117]  [28:  J. Hollowell, Britain since 1945, R. Fitzpatrick, R, Surender and T. Chandola, Health and Health Care p 334-335] 

The matter of defence spending was an issue that demonstrated both variance and consistency in how it was pursued throughout this time period. Attlee’s government conducted a policy of high spending on defence. The Churchill Government continued this programme but spread it over a longer time period than the three years Labour intended. The Conservative Governments made reductions in spending for certain armies who were based in other countries[footnoteRef:29]. The aftermath of Eden’s Suez misfortune saw heavy cuts to the military budget with not only another foreign funding reduction but also a reduction in the amount of military personnel as a whole[footnoteRef:30]. Wilson’s Government also made a reduction to the size of British forces in foreign countries[footnoteRef:31]. The cuts to the military budget also continued in this period[footnoteRef:32]. In their Defence White Paper, the new Labour Government openly condemned the previous, Conservative government for, in their view, allotting insufficient funding for defence purposes but Labour struggled to change this financial backing for defence themselves when they tried[footnoteRef:33]. In effect, there were differences between the approaches and perspectives on defence spending by the two parties at the very start of this period but later there was an observable policy overlap between the two parties.  [29:  Hollowell, Coker, p 15]  [30:  Morgan, p 159]  [31:  Hollowell, Coker, p 15]  [32:  Morgan, p 265]  [33:  Hollowell, Coker, p 15] 

The Welfare State was another issue that received focus and attention from the governments of both parties. The Conservative Governments made no effort to dismantle or remove any part of what the previous Labour Government had established[footnoteRef:34]. However, they did differ from their immediate predecessors in government in that they put more focus on using the Welfare State as a means to try and get more people into private occupational schemes[footnoteRef:35]. The superannuation arrangements and pensions would both remain largely the same throughout the majority of this period, up until the later part of the 60s[footnoteRef:36]. Both parties demonstrated their own commitment to this project during their respective tenures in power. Churchill set out a project for his government to construct 300,000 new council houses every year[footnoteRef:37]. Wilson’s government oversaw a program of expansion in regard to the amount of problems warranting financial benefits[footnoteRef:38]. On this matter, there was generally a strong amount of agreement and consensus between the governments. [34:  Madgwick, Steeds, and Williams, p 13]  [35:  J. Hollowell, Britain since 1945, H. Fawcett, The Welfare State since 1945, p 449]  [36:  Morgan, p 311]  [37:  Hollowell, Sked, p 46]  [38:  Hollowell, Fawcett, p 449] 

Education was another subject of both consensus and disagreement. From the start of this period until 1965, a major feature of the education system was selection, whereby at the age of 11, based on the academic work they had done up to this stage, pupils would be sorted into one of three types of school: grammar, technical and secondary modern school[footnoteRef:39]. In the 1950s there was consensus in both governments, in that both were in favour of this system. Over the course of the 1960s, a shift against this system in favour of comprehensive schools took place within both governments. The Conservative Education Secretary of the later Macmillan years, Sir Edward Boyle was in favour of the move to more comprehensives. He approved schemes that increased the number of comprehensive, multiplying their number by ten, although they still remained in the minority. The Government that followed was far more extensive in its treatment of this matter. The new education secretary Anthony Crossman, pushed for an even wider surge in the spread of comprehensive schools and for the decline of grammar schools, bringing an end to the eleven-plus system altogether, which set up a new consensus into the next decade[footnoteRef:40]. This can be seen as a complicated case of consensus followed by change in policy by both governments that reflect each other’s changes to an extent but whereby the parties differ in the extent of the change implemented.  [39:  J. Hollowell, A. Heath p 297]  [40:  Sandbrook, pp 332-335] 

In conclusion, Britain in the 1950s and 60s was a place where politics was to a large extent dictated by consensus, although there was not always complete agreement between the governments of this period on all policies. In some policy matters the variables arising created far more complications, preventing straightforward agreement or disagreement. In the cases of NATO and corporatism, there was a clear consistent consensus in favour across the governments of this period. In some cases, an original consensus would create change across the board to result in a new consensus, even if this was only temporary, as can be seen with state intervention, which was initially rejected for a short time. In other cases, there was disagreement regarding policies across the parties, but the eventual outcome proved similar, due to a change in policy or difficulties arising once a policy was put into practice. This can be seen in the case of the Labour Government of the later 1960s, who made a range of promises on the Polaris system, the steel industry and defence spending.  Labour announced that they would handle these matters differently to the prior Conservative Government but in practice the differences were insignificant, or almost absent. It is also worth noting that partial consensus existed on some matters, for example where both governments accepted nationalisation, but it was Labour that took an active lead in taking over new industries, while the Conservatives were less inclined in this regard. This period was one that saw general consensus, mainly on economic and defence matters but this consensus was by no means universal.
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