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This resource focuses on selected themes and issues relating to the history of the 
United Kingdom from 1919 to 1990. It considers the political, economic and social 
aspects of life during this period in modern British history. It provides important 
information about life, events and changes in this period, as well as considering why 
these events and changes took place and attempting to evaluate their importance.

Learners should study:

• the main developments, event and personalities which shaped the history of the 
UK, 1919-1990

• the major political, social and economic perspectives which affected the lives of 
the British people during this period

Teachers should approach this by considering the key questions in the specification 
and by using the required content to address these key questions.

The content in the specification is arranged in terms of decades of the twentieth 
century.  Assessment will be focused on these decades, but knowledge of preceding 
or following decades will sometime be appropriate in addressing particular 
questions.

At least five of the specified decades will be covered in questions in each 
examination.

General Overview

In 1919 the United Kingdom was still recovering from the scars and debts of four 
years of the First World War, which led into the political and economic changes of 
the 1920s. 

The 1930s was a decade of unemployment and hardship for many people and one 
of new opportunities for others. The 1940s were dominated by another world war 
and by 1951 the United Kingdom was still recovering from the scars and debts of six 
years of this war. 

The 1950s saw the beginning of a period of unprecedented affluence for the British 
people who had ‘never had it so good’. 

New ideas, new music and new technology changed people’s lives in the 1960s but 
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in the 1970s much of this optimism for the future had gone: strikes were paralysing 
the country, and the Army was on the streets of Northern Ireland to keep the peace. 
In the general election of 1979, Margaret Thatcher was elected and dominated 
British politics through the 1980s.

Britain in the 1920s

What was life like in the 1920s?

This key question should be addressed by considering a range of issues which 
made a significant impact on the lives of people in the 1920s.
The required content expects consideration of:

• Post-war changes in government
• The expansion of the Welfare State 
• The post-war economy and its impact
• Growing industrial disputes leading to the General Strike
• Continuing problems in Ireland
• Changes in the status of women

Teachers should try to link any developments in these areas where appropriate. 

Political overview:

Monarchs Governments and
Prime Ministers

Key events

George V 1910-1936 Coalition 1916-1922
David Lloyd George

World War 1 1914-1918
Anglo-Irish War 1919-1921

Conservative 1922-1924
Andrew Bonar Law
Stanley Baldwin 
Labour 1924
Ramsey MacDonald 
Conservative 1924-1929
Stanley Baldwin

General Strike 1926
Votes for women 1928

Labour 1929-1931
Ramsey MacDonald

Start of the Great 
Depression
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Introduction: the aftermath of war

The First World War came to an end in November 1918 when the Germans 
asked for an armistice.  The guns on the battle fronts fell silent at 11am on 11th 
November and services of thanksgiving were held in churches and chapels all over 
Britain.  There were also wild scenes of celebration in towns and cities all over the 
land.  Some people in Britain, reflecting on the huge numbers killed and wounded, 
wondered whether the price of victory had been too high.  One thing was for certain: 
life in Britain after World War I was going to change, politically, economically and 
socially.

Post-war adjustments in government

From 1916, the pressures of war had meant that political parties worked together 
in a coalition government under the Liberal Party leader, David Lloyd George.  
This coalition government continued to govern after 1919 but a series of scandals 
and the growing rise of the Labour Party meant that the coalition fell apart in 1922. 
Stanley Baldwin, leader of the Conservative Party became Prime Minister in 1922. 
Baldwin’s major political opponent in the 1920s was Ramsay MacDonald, leader of 
the growing Labour Party who was briefly Prime Minister in 1924 and was elected 
again in 1929 as the next decade began.

   

David Lloyd George, Liberal Prime Minister 1916-1922
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Stanley Baldwin, Conservative Prime Minister after 1922

Ramsey MacDonald, first Labour Prime Minister in 1924
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Extending welfare

The coalition government passed several major laws which were to have a great 
impact on people lives in the 1920s and over the next few decades. Several major 
programmes that expanded welfare for people were passed. 

• The Housing and Town Planning Act of 1919 set up a system of government 
housing that followed the war-time campaign promises of “homes fit for heroes.” 
The ‘Addison Act’, as it was called, required local councils to survey their housing 
needs, and start building houses to replace slums. The government subsidised 
the low rents. In England and Wales, 214,000 houses were built, and this marked 
the start of a long tradition of councils providing housing for their residents, a trend 
that lasted almost the rest of the century.

Building new council housing in Bristol in the 1920s.

• The Unemployment Insurance Act of 1920 was passed at a time of little 
unemployment immediately following the war. It set up the dole system that 
provided 39 weeks of unemployment benefits. Funded in part by weekly 
contributions from both employers and employed, it provided weekly payments 
of 15 shillings (75p) for unemployed men and 12 shillings (60p) for unemployed 
women. This provided a large degree of protection for working people which was 
very important when unemployment started to rise after 1921.

 
• The Education Act of 1921 raised the school leaving age to 14. State primary 

education was now free for all children and started at age 5; even the youngest 
children were expected to attend for the full day from 9am to 4.30pm. This was 
essential to provide for an educated workforce in the future and was the start of 
compulsory schooling at secondary level.
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The post-war economy and its impact

After 1918 Britain had to face up to considerable economic problems. Nineteenth 
century industrial techniques were no longer appropriate in a newly competitive 
world. The basic industries of ship building, coal and textiles were never to recover 
from the changing economic circumstances brought about by the First World War.
There was a brief economic boom after the war. People in Britain had been unable 
to spend much money during the war years and they began to buy more goods.  
However, this meant that prices rose and many people began to buy cheaper foreign 
goods. The British economy struggled in the 1920s, with increasing unemployment 
in heavy industry and coal, especially in Scotland and South Wales. Exports of coal 
and steel fell as traditional industry was slow to adopt new labour and management 
techniques. For over a century the British shipping industry had dominated world 
trade, but after the sharp decline in world trade after 1919, it began to decline. Trade 
unions were concerned at the drop off in trade and were determined to protect the 
wages and conditions of their members.  

By the mid-1920s the short post-war period of prosperity was well and truly over. 
The re-introduction of the Gold Standard in 1925 kept interest rates high and meant 
UK exports were expensive. This and the lack of investment in new techniques in 
industry led to a period of decline in the UK’s economy and the growth of tension 
between government and workers. 

Growing industrial disputes leading to the General Strike

During World War I the government had taken control of the coal industry to ensure 
that there would be enough coal for the war effort.  After 1919, coal was a struggling 
industry as the best seams were being exhausted, raising its cost, and demand fell 
as oil began replacing coal for fuel. In 1921, the coal mines were given back to their 
owners.  As the price of coal had fallen, the coal owners wanted to cut the miners’ 
wages.  This was opposed by the Miners’ Federation trade union and other trade 
unions that feared a similar wages reduction in their own industries.  Attempts to 
resolve the situation failed and the Trades Union Congress (TUC) called a General 
Strike on May 3rd 1926.

The General Strike was a nine-day nationwide walkout of 1.3 million railwaymen, 
transport workers, printers, dockers, iron workers and steelworkers in support of the 
1.2 million coal miners. 
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Protest during the general strike of 1926

Oddly, the miners weren’t able to go on strike as they had been locked out of the 
mines by the mine owners because they wouldn’t accept the proposed pay cuts.
The aim was that the strike would cause so many problems that the government and 
mine owners would listen to the trade unions’ concerns. However, the Conservative 
government had stockpiled essential supplies and essential services continued with 
middle class volunteers. 

Police escorting a food supply truck during the general strike
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On 12th May, the TUC called off the strike. The general strike ultimately failed for a 
number of reasons:

• The TUC were divided: some unions supported the strike, some didn’t
• There was no sign of the government backing down
• There was a fear that the strikers and the TUC would be seen as revolutionaries 

such as those that had caused a revolution in Russia in 1917

The miners’ lockout continued for several months afterwards until they were forced 
to accept longer hours and lower wages. The Trade Disputes Act of 1927 then made 
any attempts at future general strikes illegal. However, the economic problems that 
affected the older industries in Britain had not been solved and were to become 
increasingly worse in the next decade.

Continuing problems in Ireland

A major area of concern for the people of Britain in the early 1920s was the 
worsening relationship with Ireland. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, 
Ireland was still a part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland.  As the 
twentieth century began there were increasing claims from Irish nationalists for 
home rule and even full independence for Ireland.  The British government made 
many promises regarding home rule for Ireland as the threat of civil war hung over 
Ireland but the outbreak of World War I in 1914 put the crisis on hold as many 
Irishmen joined the British army. A nationalist rising in Dublin in Easter 1916 
was brutally suppressed by the British, which had the effect of stirring up further 
demands for independence. 
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A British police roadblock during the Easter Rising of 1916

Prime Minister David Lloyd George failed to introduce the promised home rule 
for Ireland in 1918 and in the General Election of December 1918 the republican 
Sinn Féin party won a majority of Irish seats. Its MPs refused to take their seats 
at Westminster, instead choosing to set up a first Irish parliament in Dublin. A 
declaration of independence was passed by this parliament in January 1919. 

An Anglo-Irish War of independence was then fought between British forces and 
the Irish Republican Army between January 1919 and June 1921. 

IRA volunteers during the Civil War in 1920

The war ended with the Anglo-Irish Treaty of December 1921 that established 
the independent Irish Free State. Six northern, predominantly Protestant counties 
chose to stay in the United Kingdom and became Northern Ireland. These counties 
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have remained part of the United Kingdom ever since. Britain officially adopted the 
name ‘United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ in1927. The split into 
Northern Ireland and the southern Free State was to cause further problems for the 
people of Ireland and Britain as the century progressed.

Changes in the status of women

The experiences of World War I had greatly influenced all of British society but 
particularly women. During the war, many women had been employed in factories, 
providing wages and therefore a certain degree of independence. Many women 
lost their war-time jobs once the de-mobbed soldiers returned to work after the war 
but the part played by women in the war effort was a real turning point. There is 
no doubt that in the 1920s the position of women in Britain was changing. In 1918 
women over 30 were given the vote and by 1928 all women over 21 were 
given the vote. Slowly women were breaking down old attitudes. The war had 
given many women an alternative to domestic employment. They found they liked 
working on the land, in factories and on buses. Historians believe that many women 
felt more confident and empowered, and this new independence was reflected in 
new fashions. Hair was shorter, dresses were shorter, and some women started to 
smoke, drink and drive motorcars. The attractive, reckless, independent ‘flapper’ 
appeared on the scene, shocking society with her wild behaviour. 

Fashionable young women in London in the 1920s.

However, it must be remembered that in the 1920s society still largely expected 
women to be at home, not at work. For most married women and their children, 
life stayed pretty much the same in the 1920s. For example, the middle-class stay-
at-home housewife still changed into her afternoon dress after lunch to receive 
guests, and many such households had either a live-in maid or a ‘daily’ to help with 
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household duties. For working class women there was no such luxury as a home 
help and life as a housewife remained tedious and hard. 

Examples of question types:

Description questions 

• These give candidates the opportunity to deploy specific knowledge of a 
development or event.  

• Example questions might ask candidates to describe the troubles in Ireland or 
what happened in the General Strike.

Conceptual questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to address second-order historical 
concepts.

• Example questions might ask candidates to evaluate how far the lives of women 
changed in the 1920s or how important specific factors (such as the war) were in 
helping change attitudes to the status of women in the 1920s. 

• Importance / significance questions
• These give candidates the opportunity to rank and justify factors for their 

importance in changing people’s lives.
• Example questions might ask candidates to arrange these factors for their 

significance in affecting people’s lives in the 1920s:
• The expansion of welfare provision after the war
• Economic decline after the war
• Changes in the lives of women

Causation questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to give reasons for a development or an 
event

• Example questions might ask candidates to explain why the General Strike broke 
out in 1926 or why there was trouble in Ireland in the early 1920s

Extended responses reaching a judgement

• These give candidates the opportunity to look at the specified period (decade) as 
a whole

• Example questions might ask candidates to reach a judgement on the importance 
of the main factors that affected people’s lives in the 1920s.
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Life during the Depression of the 1930s

How were the lives of people affected by the Depression of the 1930s?

This key question should be addressed by considering a range of issues which 
made a significant impact on the lives of people during the Depression of the 1930s.

The required content expects consideration of:

• The onset of the Depression years
• Mass unemployment in areas of staple industries
• The use of the dole and the means test
• Marching for jobs
• Extent of hardship during the Depression
• Government changes and policies: setting up of new industries
• Migration and emigration

Teachers should try to link any developments in these areas where appropriate. 

Political overview:

Monarchs Governments and
Prime Ministers

Key events

George V 1910-1936 Labour 1929-1931
Ramsey MacDonald

Start of Great Depression

Edward VIII 1936 National 1931-1940
Ramsey MacDonald
Stanley Baldwin
Neville Chamberlain 

Great Depression
Abdication of Edward VIII

George VI 1936-1952 Appeasement
Outbreak of World War II
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Introduction: the onset of the Depression years

Before the First World War, Britain’s prosperity had mainly depended on the export 
of heavy industrial goods such as coal and steel and the manufacture of ships. 
However, at the end of the war, these older traditional industries entered a period of 
decline. Rising costs in production, old-fashioned methods and a failure to invest in 
new technology all contributed to the decline in these traditional industries. There 
was a fall in demand for British goods and increased competition from abroad 
particularly from the USA and Germany. The more expensive British goods could 
not compete with cheaper imports. To make matters worse, Britain’s traditional 
pre- war export markets were no longer prepared to buy British. They bought US 
steel, German coal and Indian cotton instead. This brought to an end the so-called 
‘golden age’ of British heavy industry which began to decline in the 1920s. When the 
worldwide economic depression arrived in the early 1930s, these industries were 
even more badly hit and the lives of people in the older industrial areas of Britain got 
far worse.

The trigger for the economic depression of the 1930s was the Wall Street Crash 
of 1929. The collapse of the US stock market caused a financial crisis in which 
some major banks in the USA ceased trading and many businesses were plunged 
into bankruptcy. The US government decided to call in the huge loans that they had 
made to other countries during the First World War. The USA also put up customs 
barriers by imposing high tariffs to stop imports of foreign goods into America. These 
policies simply spread the problem across the rest of the world which fell into a huge 
economic and trade depression. 

Mass unemployment in areas of staple industries

The crisis of 1929 had a significant impact on the British economy, which had 
suffered from the effects of economic decline in the 1920s. The collapse of the 
post-war economic boom in 1921, increased competition from abroad, the legacy 
of the General Strike of 1926 and the decline in the mining and steel industries had 
seriously damaged the British economy. Therefore, it is probably fair to say that the 
crisis of 1929 simply made an already bad situation worse.

However, there is no doubt that the effects of the world depression on most of 
the population of Britain were devastating. The huge slump in production and 
trade lasted longer and was deeper than many governments had imagined. 
Many businesses crashed while others struggled to survive. Production slumped 
because orders declined. This in turn led to many companies laying off workers. 
Unfortunately, this unemployment fed the Depression because as unemployment 



  

The Development of the UK, 1919-1990

14

rose, the decline in orders fell even more sharply as people had less money to buy 
goods.

In areas which had depended for so long on employment in coal, ship-building and 
steel, the social effects of the depression were devastating.

These areas included the older industrial areas of Scotland, South Wales and 
the north of England.  Skilled miners, steelworkers and ship-builders in these 
areas were forced to claim unemployment benefit or ‘live on the dole’ as it became 
known.  Mass unemployment was a human tragedy that led to a loss of dignity and 
a sense of hopelessness. Rising unemployment affected women as well as men. 
Despite advances in the status of women in the 1920s, in most families, the man 
was still the sole breadwinner so that when he lost his job the whole family suffered.  
Unemployment led to poverty which affected the health, both physical and mental, 
of those who suffered from its effects. Whole communities became depressed and 
blighted by a lack of work.
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Unemployed men in Wigan in the 1930s

The use of the dole and the means test

The economic crisis was so great by 1931 that the Labour government under 
Ramsay MacDonald had to enter into a coalition government with politicians from 
other parties, including the Conservative leader, Stanley Baldwin.  This National 
Government first responded to the crisis by trying to cut costs. The first target 
of these cuts was the benefits paid to the unemployed. A man without work was 
entitled to benefit under the Unemployment Insurance Act of 1920. This was known 
as ‘the dole.’

As the amount of unemployed increased and the cost of benefits soared, the 
government looked to make savings. Dole was cut by 10% in 1931 and in the same 
year, the Means Test was introduced. This was a way to evaluate how much money 
a family actually needed to claim and whether they could have their benefit reduced. 
Public Assistance Committees were set up to investigate a family’s finances 
thoroughly before benefits could be given. The Means Test officer would often 
assess the value of personal belongings and anyone else living in a house that was 
claiming benefit was also taken into account. As a result of the Means Test, incomes 
were often reduced to the point that much of Britain’s unemployed were living in real 
poverty. The prying nature of the means test, and the insensitive manner adopted by 
some officials who carried it out, frustrated and offended many people. 
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https://londonhistorians.wordpress.com/tag/punch/

Protests and demonstrations

During the 1930s there were many protests from the depressed areas. The 
people living in these areas were becoming more militant because they had been 
experiencing high levels of unemployment, poverty, malnutrition and disease for 
some time. The government seemed incapable of dealing with the problems or, at 
worst, appeared not to care about the plight of the poor. Protesting in the areas in 
which they lived appeared to have little impact on the government, so it was decided 
to widen the protest. Marches to London were organised to confront the government 
and, in so doing, gain much needed publicity. 
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Perhaps the most famous protest march was the Jarrow Crusade of 1936 from 
the north-east of England and there were also similar marches from South Wales. 
Most demanded similar things, mostly government action to create jobs and 
better benefits for the unemployed. These marches gained much publicity, but it is 
debatable how much impact they had on the government.

 
Jarrow marchers of 1936

In Germany, the depression of the 1930s saw the rise to power of Hitler’s Nazi 
Party.  A similar fascist organisation, the British Union of Fascists, was headed in 
the United Kingdom by Oswald Mosley. Despite some support in the major cities, 
this party never got much support from the ordinary people of Britain who remained 
strongly against the ideas of the fascists.

Further government policies

1. Unemployed Assistance Boards

As unemployment continued to rise in the early 1930s, the government was faced 
with a new problem, namely what to do about the long-term unemployed. These 
were the people who had been unemployed for more than six months and had used 
up their dole. As the cost of benefits rose, there were calls to reduce them further. 
In an effort to avoid bad publicity, the government passed the Unemployment Act 
of 1934 which set up the Unemployment Assistance Boards. The UABs were 
responsible for managing the means test and ensuring that benefits were paid only 
to those who were ‘desperately in need’ and then only if they were ‘actively seeking 
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work’. UAB officials were generally less severe than the officials who ran the Public 
Assistance Committees. The UABs set up training schemes and provided help to 
workers who wanted to move to another area to find work. Society went some way 
towards accepting that unemployment was not a failing of the people, challenging 
the idea that the poor could work if they really wanted to.

2. Encouraging new industries

As the traditional heavy industries declined, newer light industries were emerging to 
take their place. These industries tended to concentrate on consumer goods such 
as cars, cookers, fridges and radios. For an ever-expanding market, the goods were 
mass-produced in modern factories equipped with the latest technology.  During the 
1930s, the government encouraged these new industries by offering grants and by 
setting up industrial trading estates in depressed areas. 

  The Treforest Trading Estate set up in South Wales in 1936 to encourage employment

It was thought that those made unemployed by the old industries would find jobs 
in the new industries. This did not really happen. Far too many people were being 
made redundant for the new consumer industries to take them at first.  Also the 
majority of the new industries tended to be located in the Midlands and south-east 
of England where consumers had more money and infrastructure such as upgraded 
roads and electricity was more readily available.

3. Special Areas Act

In a further measure to attract industry to relocate to the most depressed areas, 
the government passed the Special Areas Act in 1934. The Act identified South 
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Wales, Tyneside, West Cumberland and Scotland as areas with special employment 
requirements, and invested in projects such as the new steelworks in Ebbw Vale. 
Opponents of the government in Parliament claimed that the special areas were 
simply a gesture – that it was important for the government to be seen to be doing 
something. The unemployment figures in these ‘special areas’ had witnessed a 
significant decrease by 1938, a fact which the government used to support the 
notion that its policies had been responsible for the improvement. However, the real 
cause of the drop in unemployment was due largely to the migration of workers to 
the more prosperous districts of the Midlands and the south-east of England.

Migration and emigration

The depression caused many individuals and families to relocate in search of work. 
Migration from the north-east of England and from South Wales to the wealthier 
and less affected areas of the Midlands and the south-east of England increased 
during the 1930s. The reasons for this are not hard to understand. Unemployment 
in Wales and the north-east of England was widespread, long-lasting and severe. 
The Ministry of Labour set up a scheme to help unemployed workers willing to move 
to destinations such as London, Coventry, Watford, Slough and Oxford where there 
was work in light engineering and car manufacturing. Some Welsh miners started 
new lives finding work in the Kent coalfields. A large number of Welsh and northern 
English people left Britain altogether. For many of them, the United States of 
America was seen as a land of opportunity. It had glittering cities such as New York, 
Los Angeles and San Francisco but more importantly it had work. 

 
Car production in Oxford during the 1930s

The migration of so many people from Wales to England had serious consequences 
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for some parts of the country. The population of the Rhondda fell 13 per cent in the 
1920s and possibly by as much as 18 per cent in the 1930s, so that by 1951 there 
were around 111,000 compared to the 162,000 of twenty years earlier. Hartlepool 
and Gateshead in the north-east of England also suffered significant losses in 
population due to migration. Here over 20 per cent of the population moved south in 
search of work.

Extent of hardship during the Depression

It must be remembered that not all of Britain suffered badly during the 1930s.  It can 
be argued that there were really two Britains in the 1930s. Firstly there were the 
parts of Britain which depended for their living on the old industries such as coal, 
steel and shipbuilding. The second Britain was built on new industries making new 
products such as motor vehicles, electrical goods and man-made fibres.

To speak of an economic recovery in the 1930s might appear insensitive especially 
for the thousands of unemployed living in the depressed areas, but the fact is that 
between 1932 and 1935 some three million houses had been built and nearly a 
quarter of a million slum houses had been demolished. This activity accounted for 
over 30 per cent of the increase in employment by 1939. This economic boom and 
the jobs it created was mainly concentrated in the south-east of England and the 
Midlands. New investment, new housing, better roads and efficient rail transport 
transformed London and the surrounding Home Counties. The south-east and the 
Midlands could provide a ready market for buying goods. 80 per cent of the new 
factories built and 65 per cent of the new jobs created between 1931 and 1937 were 
located in London and the south-east of England. There was little outward sign of 
poverty in these areas.  Consumers bought cars and there were regular visits to the 
many cinemas that grew enormously in number in the decade.
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1930s housing

The contrast between poverty and prosperity was clearly evident in countries such 
as Wales. There might have been a housing shortage in Pontypridd or slum housing 
in Merthyr during the 1930s, but in the Uplands in Swansea, in Cyncoed in Cardiff 
and in the Garden Village in Wrexham, hundreds of private houses were built for 
a prosperous middle class. New industries like the chemical industry opened new 
plants on Tyneside in the north-east of England and in north Wales. However, it was 
not until the late 1930s that the shadow of unemployment lifted from Britain, due 
largely to government investment in rearmament as the fear of another European 
war grew.

Examples of question types:

Description questions 

• These give candidates the opportunity to deploy specific knowledge of a 
development or event.  

• Example questions might ask candidates to describe the Means Test or what 
happened in the Jarrow March.

Conceptual questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to address second-order historical 
concepts. 

• Example questions might ask candidates to compare how different regions of the 
UK were affected by the Depression.

• Importance / significance questions
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• These give candidates the opportunity to rank and justify factors for their 
importance in changing people’s lives.

• Example questions might ask candidates to arrange these factors for their 
significance in affecting people’s lives during the Depression:

• Mass unemployment
• The development of new industries
• Migration and emigration

Causation questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to give reasons for a development or an 
event

• Example questions might ask candidates to explain why the Depression began or 
why the Means Test was introduced

Extended responses reaching a judgement

• These give candidates the opportunity to look at the specified period (decade) as 
a whole

• Example questions might ask candidates to reach a judgement on the importance 
of the main factors that affected people’s lives during the Depression
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The Home Front during World War II

How were the lives of people on the Home Front affected by war?

This key question should be addressed by considering a range of issues which 
made a significant impact on the lives of people on the Home Front during the 
Second World War 1939-1945.

The required content expects consideration of:

• Preparations for war
• Effects of the Blitzkrieg on different parts of the UK
• The use of evacuation and rationing
• The role of women
• The use of the media and propaganda

Teachers should try to link any developments in these areas where appropriate. 

Political overview:

Monarchs Governments and
Prime Ministers

Key events

George VI 1936-1952 National 1939-1940
Neville Chamberlain

Outbreak of World War II

Coalition 1940-1945
Winston Churchill

World War II

    
Introduction: preparations for war

Another country that suffered greatly due to the worldwide economic depression 
of the 1930s was Germany.  However, while Britain was able to recover gradually 
through government policy, the serious problems in Germany brought into power 
a right-wing fascist party under Adolf Hitler.  The growth of Hitler’s Nazi Party 
increased tensions between European countries from 1936 onwards.  

From 1937, it was clear that Hitler was looking to claim more land to increase 
Germany’s size and power.  The British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, met 
several times with Hitler in 1938 to try and prevent any more aggression.  This policy 
was called appeasement. Unfortunately, appeasement ultimately failed and Hitler 
continued his aggression by invading Czechoslovakia and Poland. Britain declared 
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war on Germany on September 3rd 1939, plunging the British people into a type of 
war that they had never experienced before.

In anticipation of a possible major conflict, preparations had been made for many 
months to prepare the British people for war. This potential war would be like nothing 
experienced before, largely due to the potential of German aerial bombing to attack 
British towns and cities. The British government took several measures to defend 
the nation in the face of such attacks:

1. To protect the people from bombing, the government issued bomb shelters. The 
two most famous were the Anderson shelter, which consisted of sheets of metal 
set in earth and covered by soil, and the Morrison shelter which was a large steel 
box to be set up in the home, usually under the stairs. There were also communal 
shelters for large numbers of people, while Londoners were fortunate enough to be 
able to use the Underground.

  A family using their Anderson shelter before an air raid
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2. Gas had been used a great deal in the First World War and many soldiers had 
died or been injured in poisonous gas attacks. There was a fear that it would be 
used against ordinary people at home in Britain. By September 1939 some 38 
million gas masks were given out to families. Thankfully these were not needed as 
no gas attacks were launched.

A public information poster from 1939
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3. Air raid wardens were recruited and given the task of enforcing strict rules, such 
as the blackout, in the event of enemy bombing. Wardens were also expected to 
advise householders and co-ordinate the emergency services – police, fire and 
ambulance.

An appeal for people to become Air Raid Wardens

4. The government also turned to new technology to help the country prepare 
for war. The development of radar became an important weapon in the nation’s 
defence from German bombers. 

5. For those bombers that got through, the government deployed huge barrage 
balloons. These were secured above potential targets to deter German bombers 
from coming in too low on their bombing runs. 
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6. The deployment of thousands of anti-aircraft guns, backed with powerful 
searchlights for attacks during the hours of darkness, was another method used to 
defend the British people and the towns and cities in which they lived.

7. To help defend the country in case of invasion, the government established the 
Home Guard which was made up of volunteers who were armed and trained to 
resist invasion.

Effects of the Blitz 

War came in September 1939 after Germany invaded Poland but there was no 
actual conflict between Britain and Germany between October 1939 and April 
1940 – a time known as the ‘phoney war’. However, in May 1940 the Germans 
attacked Holland, Belgium and France. The British army in France fought alongside 
the French and Belgians, but after six weeks of fighting, the allies were defeated. 
France surrendered and the remainder of the British army were evacuated home 
from Dunkirk. The British people now prepared for what they believed would be the 
invasion of Britain. 

The Battle of Britain took place between the German Luftwaffe and the British 
Royal Air force over southern Britain between July and October 1940. The battle 
was part of the German plan to win air superiority over the English Channel by 
destroying the British air force and aircraft industry. Hitler saw victory in the battle 
as a prelude to the Nazi invasion of Britain yet during the twelve-week battle, 1,733 
German aircraft were destroyed, compared with 915 British fighters. 

British aircraft during the Battle of Britain

On 17 September, Hitler recognised the failure of the campaign and postponed the 
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Nazi invasion of Britain. Yet this did not mean an end to the German threat. Tactics 
were changed and the Luftwaffe resorted to indiscriminate bombing of larger cities, 
including London, Plymouth and Coventry.  This became known as the Blitz.

Hitler now ordered his bombers to concentrate their efforts on destroying Britain’s 
industry and her towns and cities. He hoped to force the British government into 
surrendering by continuously bombing civilians and thereby damaging their morale. 
This attack became known as the Blitz. London was bombed every night from 7 
September to 2 November; in all some 13,500 tons of high-explosive bombs were 
dropped in fifty-seven raids. Soon other cities were suffering mass bombing. On 14 
November 1940 Coventry was raided for the first time. In that one night 554 people 
were killed, 50,000 houses and 400 shops were destroyed. 
 

Coventry, after the bombing raid of November 1940

The Germans also used night bombing. This resulted in the dropping of incendiary 
bombs which caused massive fires. On one night alone – 29 December 1940 – fire 
bombs caused over 1,300 fires to break out in the in the centre of London. In 1941 
the Germans began to range further afield, bombing Belfast, Glasgow, Swansea, 
Cardiff and Liverpool. The Blitz lasted from September 1940 until May 1941, during 
which 45,000 British civilians were killed and three and a half million houses were 
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either damaged or destroyed. For every British civilian killed, thirty-five were made 
homeless.

At first, the continuous night-time bombardment of Britain’s cities and the resulting 
heavy casualties damaged the morale of the people.  The press and the radio 
were very careful not to report the full extent of the damage nationally and were 
encouraged to build up people’s spirits and hopes through their reporting.

The use of evacuation and rationing

Evacuation

When war was declared in 1939 the government put its plans for evacuation into 
action. The government wanted to avoid women and children being killed because 
this would affect morale. The plan was for all women and children to be evacuated 
from likely targets like London to safer rural areas which had fewer industrial or 
military targets.  

Evacuees at Paddington Station in 1939

In all, around one and a half million people moved around the country in search of 
safety. In the Rhondda valley in South Wales alone, some 35,000 evacuees from 
London, Cardiff and Bristol were found temporary shelter in the homes of local 
people. Life for the evacuees varied. A great deal depended on how well they got 
on with their host families and the local community. Since the majority of evacuees 
came from large towns and cities, they were not used to living in the country. Many 
city children, particularly those who came from the slums of the east end of London, 
found life in the country very different but also healthier and often more exciting.
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Rationing

The British government knew that the Germans would follow the same plan that 
they had used in World War One which was to starve Britain into surrendering. The 
Germans knew that Britain had to import nearly 40% of its food from abroad, so 
Hitler built up a large U-boat submarine fleet which he used to sink British merchant 
ships carrying food. On the Home Front people were expected to make sacrifices in 
order to help beat the threat of starvation. 

The government set up the Ministry of Food and in January 1940 it introduced food 
rationing, quickly followed by clothes, petrol and coal rationing. Ration books were 
issued to everyone and the ration coupons could be exchanged for goods like meat, 
eggs, butter and sugar at shops where people had registered. Some foods such as 
bread, most vegetables and potatoes were not rationed. It was almost impossible 
to get hold of fruits like bananas, oranges and lemons, except on the black market 
where most rationed items could be bought illegally, but only for a high price. Points 
could be saved to buy cereals, tinned goods, dried fruit, biscuits and jam. Rationing 
of some foodstuffs continued after the war and it did not end completely until 1955. 

The Dig For Victory campaign encouraged self-sufficiency; the number of 
allotments rose from 815,000 to 1.4 million. Pigs, chickens and rabbits were reared 
domestically for meat, while vegetables were grown anywhere that could be 
cultivated. Different recipes were created using available food and widely publicised.
  

A government advert encouraging children to eat more vegetables
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The role of women

During the First World War, women had been critical in maintaining industrial and 
agricultural production.  With the outbreak of the Second World War, the government 
was in no doubt that women would be essential again to help the country cope with 
the pressures of war. Thousands more women were recruited for the war effort. 
  

A public information appeal from 1941

Women worked in factories making war materials, on the land growing food to 
feed the nation and in the hospitals tending to the sick and injured. In one munitions 
factory alone at Bridgend in South Wales, some 7,000 people were employed and 
over 65% of them were women. 
 

Women at work in a factory during World War II
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In addition to work in factories and engineering, many women signed up to the 
Women’s Land Army which was given the task of increasing food production. 
The work on the farms was hard and poorly paid, but it proved vital in providing 
additional food. The military too encouraged women to join – in the army, women 
joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS), while those destined for the Air Force 
joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF). The Women’s Voluntary Service 
also contributed to the war effort. The WVS had one million members by 1943 and 
they did whatever was needed. 

In a series of propaganda campaigns the key message was ‘There’s Not Much 
Women Can’t Do’. The contribution of women to the war effort was immense. By the 
end of the war in 1945, there were 450,000 women in the military and over 6 million 
in civilian war work.

The use of the media and propaganda

During times of war all governments try to control the news in order to conceal the 
actual truth; this is called censorship. In Britain during World War II every form of 
mass-media – radio, newspapers, magazines, cinema films and newsreels – were 
censored. The Ministry of Information was set up and given the task of managing 
the rules on censorship. The aim was to ensure that the people only got to know 
what the government wanted them to know or what it thought they should know. Bad 
news was kept to a minimum so that information on military disasters and defeats 
was suppressed or kept secret.  Propaganda was used extensively to raise morale. 
Radio and cinema were told to concentrate on stories about the heroism of the 
rescue services and government propaganda also tried to increase community spirit 
and a feeling of togetherness. 
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An early propaganda poster from 1940

The British people were determined to show Hitler that they could not be beaten and 
they tried to carry on their daily lives as normally as possible. Winston Churchill, 
who had replaced Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister in 1940, did what he could 
to raise people’s morale by his stirring speeches, patriotic radio broadcasts and by 
touring the damaged areas. 

Radio broadcasts were the single most listened to form of news and entertainment. 
One of the most popular radio programmes was comedian Tommy Handley’s It’s 
That Man Again. The cinema was also subject to government regulation. The news 
was controlled as was the film industry which was used by the government to 
produce patriotic films. Some of the most popular and powerful films about the war 
were Went the Day Well? and One of Our Aircraft Is Missing. Between them, radio 
and the cinema did much to shape the positive attitudes and opinions of the British 
people during the war. 
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Examples of question types:

Description questions 

• These give candidates the opportunity to deploy specific knowledge of a 
development or event.  

• Example questions might ask candidates to describe the preparations for war or 
what happened during evacuation.

Conceptual questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to address second-order historical 
concepts. 

• Example questions might ask candidates to judge how important the media was in 
affecting people’s lives on the Home Front.

Importance / significance questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to rank and justify factors for their 
importance in changing people’s lives.

• Example questions might ask candidates to arrange these factors for their 
significance in affecting people’s lives during the war:

• Preparations for war
• The effect of the Blitz
• Evacuation

Causation questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to give reasons for a development or an 
event.

• Example questions might ask candidates to explain why rationing was introduced 
or why propaganda was used during the war.

Extended responses reaching a judgement

• These give candidates the opportunity to look at the specified period (decade) as 
a whole

• Example questions might ask candidates to reach a judgement on the importance 
of the main factors that affected people’s lives on the Home Front during World 
War II.
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Post-war Britain 1945-1960

How did the economic and social policies of the post-war governments 
change Britain between 1945 and 1960?

This key question should be addressed by considering a range of issues which 
made a significant impact on the lives of people in Britain between 1945 and 1960.
The required content expects consideration of:

• The establishment of the NHS
• Nationalisation
• Changes in education
• Reaction to change and increasing affluence

Teachers should try to link any developments in these areas where appropriate. 

Political overview:

Monarchs Governments and
Prime Ministers

Key events

George VI 1936-1952 Labour 1945-1951
Clement Attlee

Setting up of the NHS

Elizabeth II 1952-present Conservative 1951-1964
Winston Churchill
Anthony Eden
Harold MacMillan
Alec Douglas-Home

Introduction – Britain in 1945

In September 1945 World War II came to an end. After six years of conflict the 
wartime allies – Britain, the USA and the USSR – emerged victorious. However, 
Britain had paid a heavy price for victory. By the end of the war Britain was heavily in 
debt. There were several factors leading to this situation:

1. Britain had spent a quarter of its national wealth on the war effort. Factories that 
had once built cars, fridges, cookers and vacuum cleaners had been turned to the 
mass production of tanks, guns, bullets and bombs. 

2. The only country to emerge from the war in profit was the USA. As soon as the 
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war was over American factories were able to turn quickly from producing war 
materials to consumer goods. Unfortunately, war-damaged Britain was no longer 
able to compete. British industries were unable to match the American industries in 
the volume of their consumer goods production.

3. Much of war-damaged Europe was in no state to buy British goods. The 
traditional overseas markets, which had been in decline even before the war, were 
even more damaged by the disruption caused by the conflict. 

4. A weaker Britain was unable to stop the British Empire from breaking up. In 1947, 
India, Britain’s ‘jewel in the crown’, was given independence. Soon other countries 
followed suit so that the idea of the British Empire gradually died and with it a 
considerable amount of wealth and customers. 

Yet, despite the economic problems it was not all doom and gloom in post-war 
Britain. The country had won a war, there was full employment, the shipyards and 
coal mines were working to full capacity again and there was an air of expectation 
of a better future. Attitudes were changing. The majority of the British people did 
not want a return to the depression of the 1930s and they no longer cared as much 
as they once did about the Empire. In the election of 1945 they were given the 
opportunity to vote for change. 

Within two weeks of the end of the war in Europe – in May 1945 – the coalition 
government led by Winston Churchill broke up. The war had been won and it was 
now time to win the peace. Churchill resigned and called a general election for 
5 July 1945. The election was fought mainly between the Conservatives, led by 
Churchill, and Labour, led by Clement Attlee. 
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A Labour election poster from 1945

The Conservatives believed that they would win because of Churchill’s popularity 
as the man who had won the war. Attlee believed that his party’s promises of 
radical social and economic reform would turn many people away from supporting 
the Tories. He was right. The Labour Party won a massive victory. Even though 
the people still admired Churchill many had decided to vote against him preferring 
Labour’s promises of change.

Having won the general election, the new Labour government was faced with the 
task of fulfilling the promises it had made to the British people. The task facing 
Labour was a massive one. The country was suffering from the effects of war 
damage and this would have to be put right before they could begin to put their 
plans for radical social and economic reforms into action.  One of the great social 
reforms that was put in place was the establishment of the NHS.
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The establishment of the NHS

During the war, the government had asked a leading economist, William 
Beveridge, to report into the social problems of the country.  Beveridge identified 
five ‘Giant Evils’ which had to be tackled to improve people’s lives: squalor, 
ignorance, want, idleness and disease.  The report was published in 1942 and 
seemed to promise a reward for the sacrifices undertaken by everyone during the 
war. Highly popular with the public, the report formed the basis for the post-war 
Labour social reforms which aimed at providing income security, better health care, 
improved education, better housing and full employment. 

One of the government’s chief ministers, Aneurin Bevan, was keen to emphasise 
the Labour government’s commitment to setting up a free national health service. 
His vision was a nation that took care of its people ‘from the cradle to the grave’. 
The National Health Service Act is perhaps the best known of all Labour’s social 
reforms. Its aim was ambitious: to establish a health service that would be free of 
charge and available to everyone. This was a radical change. The Act had its critics, 
but on 5 July 1948 it became law. 
 

Part of a government advert for the new NHS in 1948

By 1949 8.5 million people had received dental treatment, 5.75 million pairs of 
glasses had been issued and some 187 million prescriptions had been written. 
However the service was expensive to run from the start, costing around £355 
million a year, and in 1951 the government was obliged to reintroduce charges for 
NHS false teeth and glasses. 
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Nationalisation

Labour’s commitment to economic change after 1945 was as important as its social 
reforms. The government wanted to introduce measures to ensure that British 
industry would become more efficient and competitive. Prime Minister Attlee thought 
that the only way to achieve this aim was by nationalising all the key industries in 
Britain. Nationalising meant transferring the industries from private ownership 
to government control. These industries included coal, gas, electricity, transport, 
the airlines and iron and steel. He argued that some of these industries needed 
massive government investment in order to modernise them.

The Labour Party also believed that it was wrong for just a few owners and 
shareholders to profit from these key industries; they should profit everyone. 
Therefore it felt that the workers would benefit from being employed in state-run 
industries because they would be working for the nation and for themselves. Their 
rights would be protected by national guidelines guaranteed by the government. 
The Conservatives, together with many businessmen and many industrialists, 
opposed nationalisation but different industries were taken over by the government 
gradually. Coal, gas, electricity, transport, the airlines and iron and steel were 
all nationalised between 1946 and 1950.

Nationalisation was welcomed by workers in the affected industries and their trade 
unions. Conditions in many work places improved and many nationalised industries 
offered sick pay and holiday pay.

Changes in education

In 1944, Churchill’s wartime coalition government had responded to part of 
Beveridge’s Report by passing an Education Act. By this act, it was hoped to 
destroy ignorance by establishing free primary and secondary education, and by 
offering every child ‘diversity and equality of opportunity’.  The Act made secondary 
education compulsory until the age of 15 years and provided meals, milk and 
medical services at every school. An examination at age 11 years (called the 
eleven plus) placed children in different types of schools, according to their ability. 
Those who passed this exam went to grammar schools and were expected to 
continue their studies beyond the age of 15 years, possibly go to university and get 
professional jobs. Children who failed the eleven plus exam went to secondary 
modern schools.  They were not expected to stay at school after 15 years when 
they were expected to start work.
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This Act was important because it offered the country new educational policies that 
were innovative. The education reforms were successful because many students 
gained a good basic education and a large number acquired the skills necessary to 
secure employment.

A new secondary modern school in Kent set up after the 1944 Act
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schoolreport/25751787

Reaction to the social and economic reforms

Although there was still a great deal of support for Labour’s plans to extend the 
Welfare State, it had to be paid for.  Under Labour, the burden of taxation had 
increased and it remained high. The Conservatives knew that no matter how worthy 
the cause, high taxes were never popular. Middle-class voters were especially 
resentful at having to pay higher taxes. Even though the war had been over for 
some time, there was still some rationing. Inflation was beginning to rise which 
caused prices to go up. There was a general feeling in the country that living 
standards had fallen under Labour.

The general public’s response to the policy of nationalisation was less enthusiastic 
than that of the workers in the affected industries. It was welcomed in South 
Wales and popular in the north of England, but elsewhere the response was rather 
lukewarm. Many people believed that Labour had gone too far and that there was 
too much government interference in the running of the economy. Some were afraid 
that if Labour had another massive election victory they might move away from 
socialism to communism. The Conservatives played on this fear and they began to 
convince the middle- classes to desert Labour.

After six years in office the Labour government was exhausted and its leaders were 
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beginning to argue about the future direction. A divided Labour Party stood little 
chance against a united Conservative Party led by the war hero Churchill. Under 
the slogan ‘Set the people free’ (from socialism), the Conservatives swept to victory 
in 1951. This victory ushered in a period of Conservative rule which coincided with 
growing affluence and prosperity in most of Britain for the rest of the 1950s.

  
Increasing affluence

This idea of “never had it so good” dominated the 1959 General Election. The 
Conservative  election slogan was ‘Life’s better with the Conservatives’ and they 
promoted the idea that the Conservatives were responsible for the new-found 
affluence of the British people in the late 1950s in which we “never had it so good”.  
What factors had led to the increased affluence of most of the people of Britain by 
the end of the decade?

• the early 1950s saw the end of rationing and austerity and people began to feel 
more affluent. 

• the economy of many countries, based on American aid, had improved and an 
increase in overseas trade in the early 1950s had given British businesses a 
huge financial boost

• a reduction in working hours in the 1950s led to more leisure time and greater 
spending on leisure activities.

• fuller employment meant that people could change jobs more easily and earn 
better salaries. This led to higher wages as employers competed to recruit the 
best candidates for their businesses. 

• tax cuts meant that workers got to keep more of the money they earned. The 
Conservatives cut income tax from its highest level of 47.5% to 45% then down to 
42.5% in 1955 in time for the general election, which the party won.
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• purchase tax had been 100% of the value of consumer items like electric fires, 
cosmetics and cars in 1951 but was reduced down to 25% by 1963. 

• borrowing money became a very common way for people to pay for things that 
they would not normally be able to afford. It was called hire purchase (HP). Hire 
purchase was a sign of consumer confidence as it showed that people were 
certain that they would have the money to pay off their debts. At least one third of 
families in 1953 bought  goods like televisions on hire purchase agreements. 

Hire purchase enabled more families to buy television sets in the 1950s

Many consumers in the 1950s now considered that goods such as televisions, 
refrigerators, record players and cars were a basic requirement. Before the war 
these had been luxury items available only to the most privileged sections of society. 
Car ownership rose by 250% between 1951 and 1961, the number of televisions 
in homes increased 32% just between 1957 and 1959. Government figures 
showed a sharp rise in expenditure on food, clothes, shoes, household goods and 
technological items such as televisions and record players. 

Year Total number of 
private cars

TV licenses 
issued

Private houses 
built

1950 2,258,000 344,000 30,240
1955 3,526,000 4,504,000 116,093
1960 5,526,000 10,470,000 171,405

Not everyone benefited from increased affluence as Prime Minister Harold 
Macmillan acknowledged in 1959 when he said, “Most of our people have never 
had it so good”. There were still people without jobs who struggled to survive on 
their payments from the Welfare State. Old age pensioners had seen the value of 
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their pensions decrease as prices rose with inflation. Some people were just paid 
very low wages, or were discriminated against because of their gender or race and 
were not able to enjoy the benefits of a more affluent society.

Examples of question types:

Description questions 

• These give candidates the opportunity to deploy specific knowledge of a 
development or event.  

• Example questions might ask candidates to describe the changes in education in 
this period.

Conceptual questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to address second-order historical 
concepts. 

• Example questions might ask candidates to judge how important the effects of 
war were in changing life in the UK 1945-1960.

Importance / significance questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to rank and justify factors for their 
importance in changing people’s lives.

• Example questions might ask candidates to arrange these factors for their 
significance in affecting people’s lives 1945-1960:

• The establishment of the NHS
• Nationalisation
• Changes in education

Causation questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to give reasons for a development or an 
event.

• Example questions might ask candidates to explain why the NHS was introduced 
or why some people became more affluent in this period.
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Extended responses reaching a judgement

• These give candidates the opportunity to look at the specified period (decade) as 
a whole

• Example questions might ask candidates to reach a judgement on the importance 
of the main factors that affected life in the UK 1945-1960.

The ‘Swinging Sixties’

Why was the 1960s an important decade for the British people?

This key question should be addressed by considering a range of issues which 
made a significant impact on the British people in the Swinging Sixties.
The required content expects consideration of:

• Changes in popular culture including television, pop music and fashion
• Further consumerism and affluence
• Liberalisation and permissiveness
• Immigration and the race issue

Teachers should try to link any developments in these areas where appropriate. 

Political overview:

Monarchs Governments and
Prime Ministers

Key events

Elizabeth II 1952-present Conservative 1951-1964
Winston Churchill
Anthony Eden
Harold MacMillan
Alec Douglas-Home 
Labour 1964-1970
Harold Wilson

England win World Cup, 
1966
Aberfan disaster, 1966

Introduction: the ‘Swinging Sixties’

The 1960s has been given the nickname ‘the Swinging Sixties’ because the 
decade is associated with tremendous cultural and social change.  Much of this is 
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associated with the USA but the impact was felt in the United Kingdom too.  The 
1960s saw the emergence of the ‘teenager’ with different tastes and fashions to 
their parents.  Attitudes towards authority began to break down leading to what 
many people called ‘the permissive society’ where standards of behavior changed 
in many ways including music, fashion, drugs, sex and protest. In some parts of the 
country, immigration became an issue of concern.  The 1960s was a decade of 
great change and for many people life changed only slowly, but there was definitely 
more affluence for many.  More families began to own cars and televisions and 
many started to take holidays abroad on the new package tours.

Changes in popular culture 

The affluence which had begun to grow in the late 1950s continued into the 1960s.  
This showed itself in a number of ways, especially in popular culture.  These 
changes showed themselves very clearly in entertainment – in popular music and 
in television in particular.

Popular music

For many younger people, the decade came to be dominated by new musical 
styles.  In 1955 some 4 million single records were sold, but by 1963 this had 
increased to 61 million.  As the decade progressed, sales of albums gradually 
began to overtake sales of singles. In 1964 singles outsold albums by three to 
one but by 1968 equal numbers of albums and singles (49 million copies of each) 
were being sold. New designs of record players made listening to these records 
more accessible and, as their price dropped, more families could afford the newest 
models.

A young couple in the 1960s dancing to music from their record player
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Another way of listening to pop music was the radio. Channels began to emerge 
dedicated to pop music. In 1964 Radio Caroline began broadcasting from a ship 
anchored off the UK coast, just outside of British territorial waters. It was soon 
followed by many more ‘pirate radio’ stations. They played non-stop popular music, 
alternating between current chart music, older singles and album tracks. Millions 
of listeners tuned in to enjoy music that they could not hear on the BBC radio.  
The BBC responded by setting up its new Radio 1 network in 1967 which quickly 
became very popular.
During the 1960s the young tended to become almost a separate social class to 
their parents. This difference has become known as ‘the generation gap’. New 
types of music expressed the rebelliousness of young people and gave them their 
own heroes and icons which were very different to the older generation.

Television and cinema

As full employment and better wages made more families affluent in the 1960s, 
more and more people could buy their own television sets. For those who still 
could not afford to buy a television, companies like Radio Rentals offered sets for 
rent which was usually more affordable.  Many people rented televisions especially 
to watch the 1966 World Cup Final where England beat West Germany.  The match 
was watched by 32.6 million people in the UK. This event demonstrated the huge 
influence of television by the mid 1960s. The television service grew and changed 
with the introduction of ITV in the 1950s and BBC2, with colour broadcasts from the 
late 1960s. 

In 1950 cinema attendances were equivalent to every person going to the cinema 
27 times a year, but this quickly declined as television became more popular and 
people’s homes became more comfortable. Cinema had been very popular in the 
1920s and 1930s and attendance peaked during the war years as people escaped 
the rigours of life on the Home Front. The decline that started in the 1950s continued 
even after the government abolished entertainment tax on cinema tickets in 1960. 
Over half of British cinemas were forced to close between 1959 and 1963. Many 
were demolished, while some were turned into bingo halls, nightclubs or shops.
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A cinema in Kirkcaldy in Scotland in the early 1960s.  It was demolished in 1964.

Growing consumerism and affluence

Most people in Britain in the 1960s enjoyed a higher standard of living. Average 
income went up faster than prices, and families were able to buy homes, cars and 
televisions with at least two weeks paid holiday a year, sometime taken abroad.   
One effect of further affluence was to partially reduce class differences.  Working-
class and middle-class people became more alike in sharing the same home 
comforts and leisure activities. 

The effects of the affluent society on women were significant in terms of work 
outside the home and created a greater degree of equality with men. By the 1960s 
women as a proportion of the British labour force now grew to about 35%, with 42% 
of all women being employed. Women flowed into office jobs, retail positions and 
teaching, and in lesser numbers into the professions.  
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Women working in a telephone exchange in the early 1960s.

There were several main causes of the increase in women working:

• Society’s attitude to women working was changing - it was becoming more 
accepted

• The average age of marriage was getting older and women often worked before 
having children

• The growth of consumerism led to an increased desire for material goods 
which needed extra family income

• The affordability of domestic labour-saving devices gave women much more 
time and opportunities to enter work.

However, most women in work were still highly concentrated in lower status lower 
paid jobs. There were regional variations – more women worked in the more affluent 
south-east than in less prosperous areas such as Scotland.  Pressure to tackle 
this issue grew in the 1960s and the Equal Pay Act was introduced in 1970 which 
required businesses to give equal rates of pay to men and women doing the same 
job. Employers were given five years to put this in place, to ensure that they could 
afford the extra costs. 

Affluence had as big an impact on the lives of young people as on women. In the 
1960s the youth of Britain had more money, more freedom to spend it, and more to 
spend it on than ever before in British history. Inevitably, these new ‘teenagers’ came 
to dominate a major segment of the consumer market. This revolved around clothes, 
records, radios, record players and fashion.
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Liberalisation and permissiveness

The 1960s in the UK has been seen by many people as a time in which the British 
people gained a lot more personal freedom and were able to move beyond the 
restrictive beliefs and values of pre-war times. Relaxation of controls on people’s 
lives in the 1960s was thought to have created a more ‘permissive society’, giving 
people more personal freedom. This new freedom covered a number of different 
aspects of people’s lives. There are many factors which led to the development of a 
‘permissive society.’ 

• the increasing independence of young people from parental control 
• the slow decline of Christianity, which gradually loosened the influence of 

religious morality on people’s lives 
• the rapid expansion of the universities encouraged discussions about social 

change 
• the improvement and spread of contraception, including the pill, which was 

introduced in the 1960s and which had a major impact on sexual attitudes and 
behaviour

• affluence, which gave people greater freedom and money to indulge themselves

To many people in Britain the permissive society encouraged a very different attitude 
to issues such as sex, drugs and crime. Several developments and issues are 
often cited as being evidence of the move towards a more ‘permissive’ society in the 
1960s.

1. the acquittal on charges of obscenity in 1960 of the publisher of D. H. Lawrence’s 
sexually frank novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover
2. the passage in 1967 of laws making it easier to obtain an abortion and 
decriminalizing homosexual acts between consenting adults
3. by 1970, three-fifths of all couples were using contraceptives, and 20 percent of 
all married women were taking the pill
4. censorship of sexual material in the theatre ended and became less strict over 
such material in films
5. in the 1960s, more young people began taking drugs such as amphetamines, 
heroin, cannabis and LSD
6. the crime rate in Britain went up during the 1960s by about 11% a year. Many 
people blamed this rise on the government abolishing the death penalty in 1965 
and being generally softer on criminals.
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Drug-taking was often associated with attending music festivals such as this one in 1968

Generally, there was a trend in the whole country which saw the decade as one of 
considerable change. The old class system seemed much less relevant in the UK in 
the 1960s. During the 1960s a number of scandals and developments undermined 
public confidence in the establishment and the government:

• there was a major spy scandal exposed in 1963 where Burgess, Maclean and 
Philby, all formerly key figures at MI6, were exposed as Russian spies

• John Profumo, the Minister for War, was caught up in a scandal with the prostitute 
Christine Keeler, who was also having an affair with a Russian politician

• some people came to believe that rather than helping to defend the UK, nuclear 
weapons actually made the UK a target for a nuclear attack. The USA had been 
allowed to station nuclear bombers in East Anglia since 1946 and from 1961 they 
were allowed to station nuclear submarines in Scotland for the launch of Polaris 
missiles.  The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament was formed to persuade 
the UK government to give up its nuclear weapons and stop being a base for 
weapons from the USA. CND organised many protests and marches to promote 
this cause.
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Protestors at a CND march in 1965
http://www.museumoflondonprints.com/image/1005742/henry-grant-cnd-protest-

march-1965

Immigration and the race issue

By the 1960s, a new dynamic was emerging in British society connected with 
increasing amounts of immigration. After World War II, the number of immigrants 
into Britain from the  Commonwealth,  as  the Empire was now called, grew rapidly. 
People from the West Indies, Africa, India, and Pakistan were given full British 
citizenship in 1948 and were encouraged to come to Britain seeking better jobs and 
wider opportunities. Some immigrants were highly- educated professionals including 
doctors who went on to work in NHS hospitals. Others were less skilled and took 
jobs that local British people no longer wanted to do in textile factories and steel 
mills, or worked unpopular night shifts.

Immigrants tended to concentrate in urban areas, including cities like London, 
Birmingham, and Bradford. Because people in Britain were not accustomed 
to a mixed, multi-cultural population, many of them did not readily accept the 
newcomers. In 1958 the Notting Hill area of London had suffered serious race riots. 

Pressure quickly built for legislation to limit immigration. A law was passed in 1962 
establishing a quota system which used a system of work vouchers.  Further 
restrictions followed in 1965, along with Britain’s first Race Relations Act. Although 
racial discrimination was banned by this Act, serious racial prejudice and tensions 
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continued to exist well into the 1960s.
 
Some local communities started to form organisations against immigrants. In 
London in 1963 the Southall Residents’ Association was formed and other anti-
immigration organisations were being formed in other towns and cities.  There was 
a rise in the membership of right-wing groups including the newly-formed National 
Front. Leading politicians such as the conservative Enoch Powell drew attention to 
the tensions caused by immigration.  Powell’s ‘rivers of blood’ speech in Birmingham 
in 1968 certainly stirred up discussion over the issue of uncontrolled immigration 
towards the end of the decade. 

Politician Enoch Powell

Not everyone held such feelings against immigrants. The Campaign Against Racial 
Discrimination (CARD) was set up in 1965. It was inspired by a visit from American 
civil rights leader Martin Luther King as he travelled to Norway to be awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize. 

Also, while the issue of immigration was a major factor in many large cities, most 
British people outside these areas had little real contact with immigrants and for 
them immigration was not really a major issue in the 1960s.
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Examples of question types:

Description questions 

• These give candidates the opportunity to deploy specific knowledge of a 
development or event.  

• Example questions might ask candidates to describe the patterns of immigration 
in the 1960s. 

Conceptual questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to address second-order historical 
concepts. 

• Example questions might ask candidates to judge the impact that television had 
on people’s lives in the 1960s.

Importance / significance questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to rank and justify factors for their 
importance in changing people’s lives.

• Example questions might ask candidates to arrange these factors for their 
significance in affecting people’s lives during the 1960s:

• Changes in fashion
• Increasing permissiveness
• Immigration

Causation questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to give reasons for a development or an 
event

• Example questions might ask candidates to explain why many people in Britain 
became more affluent in the 1960s.

Extended responses reaching a judgement

• These give candidates the opportunity to look at the specified period (decade) as 
a whole

• Example questions might ask candidates to reach a judgement on the importance 
of the main factors that affected life in the UK in the 1960s.



  

The Development of the UK, 1919-1990

54

The ‘Stuttering Seventies’

Why was the 1970s a decade of problems for the British people?

This key question should be addressed by considering a range of issues which 
made a significant impact on the British people in the 1970s.

The required content expects consideration of:

• Civil unrest in Northern Ireland
• Closer ties with Europe
• Nationalism in Scotland and Wales
• The ‘winter of discontent’ 1978-1979

Teachers should try to link any developments in these areas where appropriate. 

Political overview:

Monarchs Governments and 
Prime Ministers

Key events

Elizabeth II 1952-present Conservative 1970-
1974
Edward Heath

The troubles in Northern 
Ireland after 1969

Labour 1974-1979
Harold Wilson
Jim Callaghan

Referendum on joining 
Europe 1975
Winter of discontent 1978-79

Conservative 1979
Margaret Thatcher

Election of Margaret Thatcher

      
Introduction

The optimism of the 1960s didn’t last long into the 1970s. The news through the 
decade was dominated by the terrible problems in Northern Ireland, a problem which 
came closer to home with the terrorist bombings on the British mainland.  There 
was a great dispute over whether Britain should join the European Community – a 
debate which has lasted ever since.  Joining a bigger organisation was one thing 
– in Wales and Scotland there were growing calls for those counties to leave the 
United Kingdom – another debate which is still relevant. The decade was also one of 
industrial conflict between workers and bosses with many days lost to strike action 
and eventually bringing down a government and leading to the election of the first 
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woman Prime Minister in 1979.

Civil unrest in Northern Ireland

There had been conflict between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland for hundreds 
of years. 

After a civil war involving Irish nationalists and British forces, Ireland had been split 
in 1922. Six northern counties, mostly inhabited by Protestants, chose to continue 
to be part of the UK, becoming Northern Ireland, while the rest of Ireland became an 
independent country.

Two thirds of the population of Northern Ireland was Protestant and Unionist 
(favouring remaining part of the United Kingdom.) Unionists used the voting 
system in their favour, making sure that very few Catholic or Nationalist (favouring 
unification with the independent southern Ireland) candidates were elected in 
national or local elections. By controlling the political system, Protestants could be 
favoured over Catholics for local government jobs and council housing. 

By the 1960s it looked as if this situation might be about to change. In 1963 Terence 
O’Neill, a Protestant and Unionist, was elected as Prime Minister of Northern Ireland 
which had its own regional parliament. He wanted to modernise the economy and 
improve relations between Catholics and Protestants.  Extremist Protestants were 
worried that this would result in Catholics being given equality with Protestants. The 
Reverend Ian Paisley had already formed the Ulster Protestant Action (UPA) group 
in 1959. They held large public meetings and started their own newspaper to spread 
their views. The tension began to grow in Northern Ireland.

The violence in Northern Ireland that started in 1969 is often referred to as ‘The 
Troubles’. 

Catholic civil rights marches and counter-protests by Protestant loyalists (as in 
“loyal” to the British Crown) spiralled into violent unrest. British troops were sent 
in but soon came into conflict with the Catholic Provisional IRA (Irish Republican 
Army). Loyalist Protestant paramilitary groups responded with a campaign of 
violence against the Catholic community. 



  

The Development of the UK, 1919-1990

56

British troops in Belfast in 1972

As the situation worsened, Northern Ireland’s parliament was suspended in 1972 
and direct rule was imposed from the British government backed up by the presence 
of the British army. Throughout the 1970s various paramilitary groups on both sides 
waged violent campaigns to pursue their goals. The IRA carried out deadly bomb 
and gun attacks in Britain and Northern Ireland aimed at ending British rule in the 
north in order to create a united Ireland.  They targeted police, soldiers, politicians 
and civilians. Loyalist paramilitaries targeted Catholics in Northern Ireland in “tit-for-
tat” killings.  Police and British armed forces tried to keep order, sometimes amid 
controversy, such as the alleged co-operation of some undercover units with loyalist 
groups.

The threat from terrorism spread to mainland Britain and had a serious impact 
on many people from the mid 1970s.  Major IRA bombs in towns like Guildford 
and Birmingham as well as assassinations of several high profile politicians and 
celebrities increased the tension people felt.  
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A pub in Guildford in Surrey bombed by the IRA in 1974

As well as heightened security features, a general sense of fear grew in British cities 
over the capabilities of the IRA, just as had been the case in Northern Ireland’s cities 
and towns for years.  Politicians on both sides of the conflict spent many years trying 
to reach a solution but the tension continued until the end of the century.

Closer ties with Europe

The British public was also being asked to consider closer ties with Europe during 
the 1970s.  The European Economic Community (also known as the Common 
Market) was created by the Treaty of Rome in March 1957. France, West Germany, 
Italy and the Benelux countries (Belgium, Luxemburg and the Netherlands) agreed 
to have common social policies like equality legislation, free movement of people 
and money within their countries. They would also remove national trade barriers 
and taxes on goods traded between EEC members.  UK government officials had 
been observers at the negotiations for the Treaty of Rome and had been convinced 
that the EEC could not work.

However, in the 1960s, the UK government had changed its mind about joining the 
EEC.  This was due to several factors including:

• the immediate economic success of the EEC 
• the weakening of Commonwealth links as more and more countries became 

independent and traded less with the UK
• American pressure on the UK to join the EEC to balance out the growing 

economic power of West Germany
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The UK finally applied to join the EEC in July 1961 but the negotiations were ended 
in January 1963 by French President De Gaulle who vetoed UK membership. He 
was worried that the UK would give the USA more influence over the EEC, as well 
as threatening French leadership of the Common Market. The other five member 
states were very keen for the UK to join, but the decision had to be unanimous. A 
second UK application to join was made in August 1967 and again blocked by de 
Gaulle.  The elderly De Gaulle resigned in 1969 and new British Prime Minister 
Edward Heath got on better with the new French president Georges Pompidou. 
By the early 1970s France and West Germany no longer feared UK economic 
dominance. The UK government set about convincing the British people that UK 
membership of the EEC was in their interest.

Both Labour and the Conservatives were split on whether or not membership of 
the EEC was a good idea but a majority of MPs were in favour of joining, especially 
those in the Conservative and Liberal Parties. Outside Parliament the Confederation 
of British Industry (CBI), most trade unions and the National Farmers Union (NFU) 
were all in support and the UK gained entry into the EEC from 1 January 1973.

A new Labour government was elected in 1974 and, unable to heal splits in the 
party about Europe, decided it had to ask the people of Britain for their opinion over 
Europe.  A referendum about UK membership of the EEC was held in June 1975. 

Information leaflets published about the European Referendum in June 1975

The people of Britain were asked to vote either ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to the question ‘Do you 
think the UK should stay in the European Economic Community?’ It was the first 
time there had been a national referendum in the UK. 65% of the electorate voted 
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and the result of the referendum showed that two thirds of voters supported the 
UK’s membership of the EEC. There were 17,378,581 votes in favour (67.2%), with 
8,470,073 votes against (32.8%).  

Britain’s long and controversial relationship with Europe had begun, widely 
supported by the British people in the 1970s.

Nationalism in Wales and Scotland

As well as the issues in Northern Ireland, there were important political and social 
developments in the other constituent parts of the UK – Wales and Scotland.  In 
particular, both areas saw an increase in the extent of support for further control 
over their own affairs, a process known as devolution.

Wales

Wales had been legally united with England since 1536 but unlike Scotland and 
Northern Ireland it had never had its own parliament, laws, or education system.  
Language, religion and culture were very important to the people of Wales at the 
start of the twentieth century. As communications with the rest of the UK improved 
through the twentieth century these aspects of Welsh culture became threatened. To 
strengthen Welsh language and culture and promote the idea of independence for 
Wales, a Welsh nationalist party, Plaid Cymru, was formed in 1925.

Up until the 1950s there was little support for Plaid Cymru in elections or for its 
policies. However in the 1960s a number of developments had provided a spur 
which helped the idea of nationalism to begin to grow in Wales.

1. The Welsh Language Society (Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg) was formed in 
1962 and led a campaign of civil disobedience, writing Welsh names on English 
road signs, damaging television masts and disrupting studios which broadcast 
English language rather than Welsh language programmes.
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The first protest by Cymdeithas yr Iaith in 1962

2. Several English city councils bought up land in Welsh valleys to turn into 
reservoirs to provide water. One of the most controversial of these was Liverpool’s 
plan to turn the Tryweryn valley in north-west Wales into a reservoir, which would 
destroy the Welsh-speaking village of Capel Celyn.  There were huge protests 
against the proposal but the reservoir was finally opened in 1965.

3. In October 1966, over 140 adults and children were killed when a coal slag heap 
crushed a village school in Aberfan in South Wales. The disaster and the reaction 
of the authorities afterwards proved to many Welsh people that they had been 
exploited by business and governments.

4. Some Welsh nationalists objected to the Queen’s decision to officially make her 
eldest son Charles the Prince of Wales at Caernarfon castle in 1969, a process 
known as investiture. The Queen had decided that giving Prince Charles this title 
would strengthen support for the United Kingdom and reduce the appeal of Welsh 
nationalism. Some extremists tried to disrupt the ceremony but most Welsh people 
gave the Investiture and the Royal family a very warm welcome. 

By the 1970s Plaid Cymru had started to gain more electoral support. Gwynfor 
Evans had won a parliamentary by-election in 1966 and Plaid Cymru got 175,000 
votes in the 1974 general election winning several more seats in Parliament. 
Between 1959 and 1974 Plaid Cymru’s share of the vote in Wales increased from 
0.2% to 20%.

Due to increasing nationalist support, the British government started to make 
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concessions to nationalist demands in Wales. The 1967 Welsh Language Act had 
given the language equal status to English. Welsh could now be used in government 
business and increasing numbers of television programmes were broadcast in 
Welsh.

By the mid-1970s the Labour government needed the support of Welsh and Scottish 
nationalist MPs to stay in power. In 1977 the people of Wales and Scotland were 
given a chance to vote on whether or not they wanted their own Assembly in a 
referendum.  However, the 1979 referendum was a disaster for the nationalists in 
Wales. A total of 243,048 people voted for the proposed Assembly for Wales and 
959,330 people voted against it. More than 40% of the people who could have voted 
did not vote at all showing that popular support for further devolution in Wales by the 
end of  the 1970s was very low.  Parliament withdrew the proposal for an assembly 
for Wales and the issue of devolution was sidelined for several years.

Scotland

The Scottish National Party (SNP) had been formed in 1934 with the aim of 
making Scotland an independent country. The 1930s had seen much worse 
unemployment in Scotland than in England and some people began to think that the 
UK government was not doing enough to help Scotland. Others were concerned that 
English culture was threatening traditional Scottish ways of life. 

As in Wales, initial popular support for nationalism in Scotland was low but gradually 
the SNP’s share of the vote increased from 0.1% to 30.4% between 1959 and 1974. 
The Scottish people were becoming disillusioned with the government in London, 
especially when Labour were in control in the second half of the 1960s. Nationalist 
support was also increasing because of the following factors:

1. Rising unemployment: this was worse in Scotland than the rest of the UK as 
heavy industries had once again failed to modernise and were in serious decline by 
the end of the 1960s.

2. US Polaris missile nuclear submarines were stationed in Holy Loch in Scotland. 
This could have made Scotland a major target in a nuclear war without the Scottish 
people having any say in this decision.

3. The discovery of North Sea oil which was being pumped ashore into Scotland. 
The SNP argued that it belonged to the people of Scotland, but the profits went to 
US companies and UK tax revenues which were spent across the UK. 
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In 1967 Winifred Ewing won the Hamilton by-election for the SNP and the party 
also took control of Glasgow, Dundee and other local councils. Membership of the 
SNP rose rapidly. The October 1974 election was very successful for the SNP 
which won 11 seats and had 30% of the vote in Scotland. The Labour government in 
Westminster was increasingly in need of support from Scottish nationalist MPs and 
began to consider making concessions.

In December 1978 the Scotland Act was passed, which allowed a Scottish Assembly 
to be set up. This would only come into being after the people of Scotland had 
approved it through a referendum to be held in March 1979. As in Wales, the results 
were disappointing for the nationalists. In the March 1979 referendum only 33% of 
the electorate voted in favour of devolution, and 36% of the electorate had not voted 
at all. The Scotland Act was repealed in 1979 because it had not been supported by 
40% of the electorate in the referendum.  As a result of the failure of the devolution 
campaign the SNP won only two seats in the May 1979 general election.

By the end of the 1970s, it appeared that people in Wales and Scotland had 
little interest in having more power and preferred to remain part of the UK.  The 
nationalist parties had to rethink their strategies and their appeal to the general 
public.

The ‘winter of discontent’ 1978-1979: ‘Crisis? What crisis?’

The UK had been in a very strong economic position at the beginning of the 1960s, 
but by the 1970s the UK was struggling to keep up with other countries around the 
world. There were several main problems that hit the UK economy at the same time 
and made the 1970s a difficult decade for many people to live through.

• The UK’s share of world trade declined as other countries became more 
competitve

• UK productivity began to fall behind other countries
• Inflation was making prices rise faster than wages

As pressure began to grow on British industry, employers, government and trade 
unions came into conflict throughout the decade. Before the infamous ‘winter of 
discontent’ in 1978, there were several serious industrial disputes which seriously 
affected the lives of British people in the 1970s. 

1. Six million working days were lost to strikes in the first six months of 1970 and 
resulted in a number of power cuts. 
2. During the miners’ strike in 1972 around 300,000 miners went on strike. It also 
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caused a national power crisis and the government quickly gave the miners a large 
pay increase.

A girl lights her way to bed with a candle during the power cuts caused by the Miner’s 
Strike, 1972

3. In November 1973, first the miners, then electricity power engineers, then train 
drivers all began overtime bans. As a result it became increasingly difficult to 
maintain the normal electricity supply and some areas again suffered from power 
blackouts.  Prime Minister Edward Heath had no choice but to impose a three day 
week on the UK from 31 December 1973. This meant that electricity would only be 
provided to businesses for three specific days each week, which limited how long 
they could be open, and how much workers would be able to earn. There were 
power cuts to people’s houses, with different regions facing cuts at different times 
of the day on a rolling programme. Television broadcasts were ordered to end at 
10.30 at night, floodlights were not allowed to be used at sporting events and street 
lights were turned off.   The crisis brought down the Conservative government which 
was replaced by a Labour government under Harold Wilson in March 1974. Labour 
made a ‘social contract’ with the unions in return for a promise of pay claims for 
increases of 5% or less. 

As the decade progressed, many trade unions began to see things differently. They 
thought that by accepting government pay increase limits they were betraying their 
members, many of whom were suffering hardships because of the government’s 
anti-inflation policies. As prices rose higher and higher with inflation in the late 
1970s, the amount of money workers were bringing home was getting less and less 
all of the time.  The situation got worse during the winter of 1978-1979.
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The series of strikes which affected the daily lives of nearly everyone in the UK 
came to be known as the Winter of Discontent. Between November 1978 and 
March 1979 a total of 30 million working days were lost. It was the largest strike 
since the Great Strike of 1926 and there has not been one of similar size since. 
There was no pattern and no planning to the strikes and most of them were 
unofficial. The government wanted 5% pay deals, prices were rising at 10% but 
unions were asking for rises that were much higher than that trying to make up for 
years and years of watching inflation wipe the value out of workers’ pay.

These strikes had serious consequences for the British people. Petrol became 
very short, refuse piled up in the streets, graves remained undug.  There were all 
sorts of unforeseen consequences: chlorine was not transported to water purification 
plants to make drinking water cleaner, and propane gas was not transported for the 
railways to use to melt ice on the tracks during the coldest winter the UK had seen 
since 1963.

Rubbish piled up in the streets of London

Labour Prime Minister James Callaghan returned to the UK in January 1979 after 
attending an international conference in the West Indies. He seemed very out 
of touch with how bad the situation had become, telling journalists at the airport, 
‘I don’t think that other people in the world would share the view that there is 
mounting chaos’. It led to a mocking headline in The Sun newspaper the following 
day – Crisis? What Crisis?  The Labour government entered into an agreement 
with the TUC to prevent any more strikes of this size but it proved too late. The 
Conservatives took advantage of the situation and ran campaigns blaming the 
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Labour government for lack of control of the unions.  Conservative leader Margaret 
Thatcher suggested that workers in essential services should not be allowed to 
strike and that benefits could be reduced or taken away from striking workers. Public 
opinion began to turn towards the Conservatives and the party swept to power in 
the general election held in May 1979, ushering in the period of the leadership of 
Margaret Thatcher.

Examples of question types:

Description questions 

• These give candidates the opportunity to deploy specific knowledge of a 
development or event.  

• Example questions might ask candidates to describe examples of civil unrest in 
Northern Ireland

Conceptual questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to address second-order historical 
concepts. 

• Example questions might ask candidates to judge the impact that the growth of 
nationalism had on people in either Scotland or Wales

Importance / significance questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to rank and justify factors for their 
importance in changing people’s lives.

• Example questions might ask candidates to arrange these factors for their 
significance in affecting people’s lives during the 1970s:

• Problems in Northern Ireland
• Nationalism in Scotland and Wales
• The Winter of Discontent



  

The Development of the UK, 1919-1990

66

Causation questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to give reasons for a development or an 
event

• Example questions might ask candidates to explain why Britain started to develop 
closer ties with Europe in the 1970s.

Extended responses reaching a judgement

• These give candidates the opportunity to look at the specified period (decade) as 
a whole

• Example questions might ask candidates to reach a judgement on the importance 
of the main factors that affected life in the UK in the 1970s.
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The Thatcher Years

What impact did the governments of Margaret Thatcher have on the country 
between 1979 and 1990?

This key question should be addressed by considering a range of issues which 
made a significant impact on the British people between 1979-1990.

The required content expects consideration of:

• Recession and recovery
• The Falklands War
• The Miners’ Strike 1984-1985
• The privatisation of industry

Teachers should try to link any developments in these areas where appropriate. 

Political overview:

Monarchs Governments and
Prime Ministers

Key events

Elizabeth II 1952-present Conservative 1979-1990
Margaret Thatcher

   
Introduction:

In March 1979 the aftermath of the Winter of Discontent led to the Labour 
government becoming the first government since 1924 to lose a vote of confidence 
in the House of Commons.  A general election followed in May in which the 
Conservatives got nearly 14 milion votes and won a clear majority in the House of 
Commons. Conservative leader Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister.  Her 
stated mission was to end the discontent that had made life difficult for many in the 
UK in the 1970s.

Recession and recovery
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When the Conservatives came to power in 1979, they had to tackle several 
problems which had had a major impact on life in the 1970s.  These included: 

• Reducing inflation which was running at around 14% in 1979 
• Reducing the country’s budget deficit 
• Increasing the efficiency of the economy to create more jobs
• Reducing the power of trade unions

To do this the Conservatives initially followed a policy of monetarism, looking to 
control the money supply in order to control inflation. This involved higher interest 
rates and higher taxes. This did reduce inflation to 5% by 1983, but at the cost of 
a deep recession and unemployment rising to over 3 million.  After 1985, the UK 
economy grew very rapidly. Economic growth reached 4-5% a year. This was well 
above the UK’s long run trend rate. However, inflation was never really controlled 
that well and had increased to 10% by 1990.  The boom had come to an end, and 
was partly responsible for the replacement of Margaret Thatcher as leader of the 
Conservatives in 1990.

Economic figures from the 1980s

The Falklands War

The early years of the Thatcher government were dominated by the Falklands War. 
On 2nd April 1982, Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands, a British overseas 
territory in the South Atlantic that Argentina claimed. The following day, Prime 
MinisterThatcher sent a naval task force to back up diplomatic discussions with 
the threat of the use of force.  If negotiations failed, the task force had orders to 
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recapture the islands and eject the Argentine invaders. An opinion poll published 
prior to the British landing showed 70% support for military action. The conflict 
escalated from there, evolving into an amphibious and ground combat operation. 
The first major loss of life came on 2 May with the sinking of the Argentine cruiser, 
General Belgrano, and the loss of 368 crew. Two days later, the British destroyer, 
HMS Sheffield, was hit by an Exocet missile and sank with the loss of twenty crew. 
Seven weeks after the Argentines invaded, the first major British troop landing 
began at San Carlos on 21 May. The plan was to launch attacks from there on 
Goose Green and Port Stanley. The battle for Goose Green lasted a day and night 
and was fiercely fought, with many dead. British troops were hugely outnumbered 
but ultimately successful. 

Route of UK task force and exclusion zone
 
Argentina surrendered on 14th June and the operation was deemed a success, 
despite 258 British casualties. Victory brought a wave of patriotic enthusiasm and 
increased support for the Thatcher government with Newsweek declaring ‘The 
Empire Strikes Back.’ One poll suggested that 84% of the electorate approved of the 
Prime minister’s handling of the crisis.  

The Miners’ Strike 1984-1985
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By the end of 1983, with the Falklands War won and further support in that year’s 
general election, Margaret Thatcher felt far more secure in her position and was 
willing to tackle the trade unions who she blamed for the industrial problems of the 
1970s. The struggle over the mining industry would largely come to define her time 
as Prime Minister. The Miners’ Strike of 1984 was a dispute of real bitterness and 
split opinion in the country.  The roots of the strike were largely connected with the 
government policy to save money by closing mines that did not make a profit.

The National Coal Board received the largest amount of government money going 
to any nationalised industry. By 1984 the annual cost to taxpayers of subsidising 
uneconomic pits had reached £1 billion.  The government proposed to close a 
large number of unprofitable mines and opposition to this plan led to a year-long 
period of disputes and strikes organised from April 1984 by the National Union 
of Mineworkers (NUM) and their leader Arthur Scargill. This time though, the 
government had made preparations to counter a strike by the NUM long in advance 
by building up coal stocks, ensuring that cuts in the electricity supply as in 1972 and 
1974 would not be repeated.

The government also used police to maintain order in the increasingly violent 
clashes with the striking miners and the ‘flying pickets’ used around the country 
to prevent other miners breaking the strike. Police tactics during the strikes came 
under criticism but the media images of crowds of militant miners attempting to 
prevent other miners from working proved a shock to many people in Britain, 
especially if they were not in areas associated with the mining industry.  
 

A stand-off between striking miners and police in Scotland in 1984
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The mounting desperation and poverty of the striking families led to divisions within 
the regional NUM branches, and a breakaway union, the Union of Democratic 
Mineworkers (UDM), was formed in Nottinghamshire. This group, worn down 
by months of protests, began to defy the NUM’s rulings, advising workers that 
returning to work was the only viable option.  Other trickles back to work were seen 
in other mining regions, but in most areas, especially in Yorkshire, South Wales and 
Scotland, the strike remained strong.

The miners’ strike lasted a full year before the NUM leadership conceded without 
a deal in March 1985.  The killing of taxi driver David Wilkie in November 1984 as 
he ferried strike-breakers to work coincided with a gradual slide in public and media 
support for the action. Families found it increasingly difficult to sustain themselves 
and the NUM funds were running too low to pay for the transport of flying pickets. 
The victorious Conservative government then proceeded to close all but 15 of the 
country’s pits, with the remaining 15 being sold off and privatised by 1994. 

Maerdy Lodge Miners, 1985

The defeat of the miners’ strike led to a long period of decline in the whole of the 
trade union movement. Trade union membership fell under Thatcher in the 1980s, 
forever changing the power of British trade unions. To some extent Mrs Thatcher 
can claim some success in her struggles with the trade unions such as ending the 
right to flying picketing, ending closed shops and having compulsory ballots for 
strike action. But the decline in trade union power was also caused by other factors, 
such as the decline in British manufacturing, British heavy industry and the rise in 
unemployment which meant that unions had little bargaining power left.
The legacy of the Miners’ Strike was devastating in the areas of Britain that 
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depended on coal mining as the major employer.  With so many men not working 
areas such as South Wales and the north-east of England suffered hugely with 
deprivation and community breakdown for the rest of the century. 

The privatisation of industry

Margaret Thatcher wanted to reduce state intervention in business and encourage 
private enterprise. After the 1983 election, the Government began to sell off most of 
the large utility companies which had been in public ownership since the late 1940s, 
starting with British Telecom. This process was the opposite of nationalisation and 
was called privatisation.  The government used the media to offer the opportunity 
to buy shares in the newly privatised companies such as the ‘If you see Sid, tell 
him’ campaign for buying privatised British Gas shares. In this early period, the 
government sold off Jaguar, British Telecom, the remainder of Cable & Wireless and 
British Aerospace, Britoil and British Gas.  Many British people took advantage of 
share offers and bought shares, although many sold their shares immediately for a 
quick profit. 

An advert for British Gas shares in the 1980s.

Following the Tories’ third election victory in 1987, they were sufficiently confident 
to carry on with their most aggressive privatisation programme yet. British Steel, 
British Petroleum, Rolls Royce, British Airways, water and electricity were 
among the major utilities for sale. These privatisations provoked serious public 
opposition which prevented any moves towards privatisation of the NHS.  Margaret 
Thatcher always opposed privatising the railways, but these also were sold off early 
in the leadership of John Major in the early 1990s.
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The balance of the Thatcher years
Success or not?

Greater competition within industries 
helped create incentives to be more 
efficient and cut costs.

The 1980s saw a return of the mass 
unemployment not seen since the 
1930s.

Privatisation did lead to lower prices in 
telecoms, airlines and at times electricity.

Growth in north-south divide and 
regional inequality.

Reduction in power of trade unions. Thatcher reduced the power of trade 
unions, but at the cost of disadvantaging 
and alienating many workers.

Growth of new service sector and 
financial sector industries.

Financial deregulation of the 1980s laid 
framework for credit bubble of 2000s 
and subsequent credit crisis.

Rise in home-ownership helped more 
people feel they had a stake in economy.

The supply of affordable council homes 
became limited because many were sold 
off.

Many people began to invest in newly 
privatised companies.

Privatisation involved selling off state 
assets at an undervalued price. This was 
a missed opportunity to use resources to 
invest in the future.

The Falklands War increased people's 
pride and showed that Britain was still an 
important power.

Little attempt made to deal with 
environmental issues such as global 
warming and pollution.

Examples of question types:

Description questions 

• These give candidates the opportunity to deploy specific knowledge of a 
development or event.  

• Example questions might ask candidates to describe what happened during the 
Falklands War.

Conceptual questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to address second-order historical 
concepts. 

• Example questions might ask candidates to judge the impact that the privatisation 
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of industry had on people’s lives.

Importance / significance questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to rank and justify factors for their 
importance in changing people’s lives.

• Example questions might ask candidates to arrange these factors for their 
significance in affecting people’s lives during the Thatcher years:

• Recovery of the economy
• The Falklands War
• The privatisation of industry

Causation questions

• These give candidates the opportunity to give reasons for a development or an 
event.

• Example questions might ask candidates to explain why the Miners’ Strike started 
in 1984.

Extended responses reaching a judgement

• These give candidates the opportunity to look at the specified period (decade) as 
a whole

• Example questions might ask candidates to reach a judgement on the importance 
of the main factors that affected life in the UK during the Thatcher years.
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