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Did the UK become a more ‘permissive society’ 
during the 1950s and 1960s?

Attitudes towards authority

The 1968 film If… showed the strict and traditional workings of a boys’ boarding school. Unlike 
earlier films which used this as the setting for a story about how great the UK had been in the past, 
the film’s director Lindsay Anderson intended to convey a different message. The climax of the
film features a rebel group of boys attacking the school’s Founder’s Day assembly with machine 
guns and hand grenades. This reflects a change in people’s attitudes towards the elite who ran the 
country during the 1950s and 1960s – many stopped taking their leaders so seriously and began
to question whether or not they were making the right decisions for the people of the UK.

1) What was ‘The Establishment’?

‘The Establishment’ were the privileged elite in UK society who shared similar public school 
backgrounds or went to Oxbridge. This was sometimes called the ‘old school tie’ network. They 
were the aristocracy, barristers and High Court judges, high-ranking civil servants and diplomats, 
Anglican bishops and officers in the Armed Forces. Members of this elite group dominated the 
Conservative governments of the 1950s and 1960s. Harold Macmillan’s Cabinet included six titled 
aristocrats and Alec Douglas-Home’s Cabinet had ten Etonians, and out of twenty-three ministers, 
only three had not been to a public school.1

The old class system based on wealth and inherited titles, defending old-fashioned ideas like 
imperialism or the importance of the arts rather than science and technology, seemed much less 
relevant to the UK in the 1950s. Soldiers had come back from the war already disillusioned about 
the alleged superiority of the upper classes, as many officers had been upper class. Events like 
the failed attempt to capture the Suez Canal in 1956 undermined people’s trust in the upper 
classes as they exposed blatant lying by the government. During the 1950s and 1960s a number 
of scandals undermined public confidence in the Establishment.

2) Government Scandals

Donald Maclean and Guy Burgess were UK spies. They defected to the UK and USA’s Cold War 
enemy, the USSR, in May 1951. They had both been recruited by the Soviet secret service while 
they were at Cambridge University in the 1930s. With their public school and Cambridge University 
backgrounds they were both trusted Establishment men, but they chose to betray their country. 
This was kept secret until newspapers printed the story after it had been given to them by a Soviet 
agent who had defected to the UK in 1955.

This was not the end of the Maclean and Burgess story.2 In 1963 it was revealed that their UK 
boss, Kim Philby, former head of MI6, also with a public school and Cambridge background, had 
been secretly working for the USSR as well. He was the ‘third man’ in the Cambridge spy ring who 
had helped Maclean and Burgess to escape by warning them that they were about to be arrested. 

1Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), pages 21 and 25..
2 This story is one of the Cold War topics covered in the first episode of the BBC programme Cold War Britain which 
may be seen at http://goo.gl/g0fTRr

http://goo.gl/g0fTRr
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By the time he was discovered Philby had also escaped to the USSR. This also embarrassed 
Prime Minister Harold Macmillan because he had denied that Philby was the ‘third man’ during a 
Parliamentary investigation in 1955.

John Vassall, another Establishment figure, worked in the communications room at the British 
Embassy in Moscow. He was photographed taking part in a homosexual orgy in Moscow.
The photographs were taken by a Soviet agent who used them to blackmail Vassall because 
homosexuality was illegal in the UK at the time. When Vassall returned to London in 1956 he 
regularly sent photographs of classified government documents to the USSR and was paid £700 a 
year. He spent this money on his luxurious lifestyle and was soon promoted to secretary to
the Civil Lord of the Admiralty, Conservative MP Thomas Galbraith. Vassall was caught and sent 
to prison for eighteen years for spying in October 1962. The scandal forced the resignation of 
Galbraith who eventually cleared his name.

These spy scandals convinced many people that the Establishment no longer deserved their 
unquestioning support as had been the case in the past. The most famous of these scandals 
involved John Profumo, the Minister for War.
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FOCUS: The Profumo Scandal 1963

In an interview with The Times newspaper on 14 June 1963, leading Conservative politician Lord 
Hailsham said, “A great party is not to be brought down because of a scandal by a woman of easy 
virtue and a proved liar.”3

John Profumo, the Defence Secretary in Harold Macmillan’s Conservative government, had lied to 
Parliament about his affair with nightclub dancer Christine Keeler. She also had a relationship with 
Captain Eugene Ivanov, a Soviet naval diplomat and spy. Profumo had assured Harold Macmillan, 
the Prime Minister, that he had met Keeler and that nothing sexual had happened between them. 
He then repeated this in a statement to the House of Commons. When it was revealed that he had 
written an affectionate note to her cancelling a meeting with her on Ministry of Defence notepaper 
he then had to make another statement to the Commons apologising for misleading them. 
Profumo resigned from the Cabinet and from Parliament. The scandal gave Labour’s new leader 
Harold Wilson a 20% boost in the opinion polls.4 Harold Macmillan resigned as Prime Minister not 
long after the scandal was made public.

The newspapers did not hold back from investigating every detail of the scandal. Keeler had gone 
to the press before the scandal had become public knowledge but they did not want to print the 
story in case they were sued for libel. Profumo had been advised by MI5 to threaten
to sue newspapers that printed the story. The details became public knowledge as a result of the 
trial of Keeler’s West Indian ex-boyfriend John Edgecombe who had shot a gun at the door of her 
flat, and the trial of Dr Stephen Ward, a friend of Keeler’s, for providing prostitutes and living off 
‘immoral earnings’. The press made celebrities out of Keeler and her friend Mandy Rice- Davies 
and made much out of printing the sordid details of the scandal, including describing the party at 
Lord Astor’s Cliveden estate at which Profumo had met Keeler while swimming naked. As Private 
Eye magazine put it, it appeared as if Macmillan and the Conservatives had ‘never had it so often.’

A popular limerick from 1963 was: 

There was a young girl called Christine
Who shattered the Party machine;
It isn’t too rude To lie in the nude
But to lie in the House is obscene.5

3 This is quoted from http://goo.gl/wPZNf6
4 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 23.
5 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 638.

http://goo.gl/wPZNf6
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3) Protests: The Campaign For Nuclear Disarmament

According to the UK government’s 1963 Civil Defence Handbook Number 10: Advising the 
Householder on Protection Against Nuclear Attack:

 The primary purpose of the government’s defence policy is to prevent war; but until general  
 disarmament has been achieved and nuclear weapons brought back under international  
 control there still remains some risk of nuclear attack.6

In 1945 the USA had introduced the world to a new and terrifyingly powerful weapon – the atomic, 
or nuclear, bomb. Two Japanese cities had been completely destroyed with one bomb each.
In 1949 the USSR exploded their first nuclear bomb. It was the beginning of the ‘arms race’, a 
competition between these two countries in the Cold War to build more powerful weapons in 
greater numbers. Many people in the UK were scared by the prospect of a nuclear war in which 
there were not likely to be many survivors. Many people realised that the UK, as an ally of the 
USA, would be a target for a nuclear attack by the USSR: in the 1950s a Soviet bomber could not 
reach the USA, but could reach the UK.

The Government White Paper on Defence 1957 stated, ‘It must frankly be recognised that there 
is at present no means of providing adequate protection for the people of this country against the 
consequences of an attack by nuclear weapons’.7

The government did little to reassure people that they would be protected from the horrors of a 
nuclear attack. A Civil Service report in 1954 said that a Soviet bomb on London would kill four 
million people, and a full-scale attack on the UK would leave one in three people dead or
incapacitated.8 A 1958 Gallup poll suggested that four out of five people thought that less than 
half the population of the UK would survive a nuclear attack.9 There were very few realistic civil 
defence plans,10 for example in 1962 the government proposed that if a nuclear war was
threatened they would evacuate ten million women and children from UK cities. In 1965 the BBC 
made a drama documentary called The War Game11 in which they showed what would happen in
a nuclear war as realistically as possible. The government banned it because they thought it would 
be too demoralising, and it was not shown on UK television until 1985. It was not until the 1970s 
that the UK government produced advice on how to deal with the challenges people would face in 
a nuclear war as they released the Protect and Survive films.12

This was not just a distant theoretical conflict between the USA and the USSR. The UK had 
become a nuclear power as well.13 Ernest Bevin, the Labour government’s Foreign Secretary after 
the war, was initially against nuclear weapons. However, after being insulted by his US counterpart 
he said, ‘We’ve got to have this thing over here, whatever it costs. We’ve got to have the bloody

6 Civil Defence Handbook No 10: Advising the Householder on Protection Against Nuclear Attack (facsimile by V&A 
Publishing, 2008), page 4.

7 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 249. 
8  Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 249. 
9 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 273.
10 A Beyond the Fringe sketch satirising the lack of civil defence preparations may be seen at http://goo.gl/Q9PHbf
11 The War Game may be seen at https://goo.gl/CVLMxX and the background to it is one of the elements in episode 2 

of BBC’s Cold War Britain series which may be seen at http://goo.gl/NdDWyv
12 The complete Protect and Survive films may be seen at http://goo.gl/YKr7qD
13 This development is featured in episode 1 of the BBC’s Cold War Britain which may be seen at http://goo.gl/1OfHl2

https://goo.gl/CVLMxX
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union jack on top of it.’14 The politicians argued that it was necessary to maintain the UK’s status in 
the world, that it would mean the UK could defend itself against the USSR with help from the USA, 
and that just by having these weapons it would persuade the USSR not to attack the UK.

A nuclear plant was built at Calder Hall in Cumbria to enrich plutonium for a bomb, and 
Aldermaston in Berkshire, an old RAF base, became a nuclear research laboratory. The first UK 
nuclear bomb was exploded in the Monte Bello islands near Australia in 1951,15 and the more 
powerful hydrogen bomb was tested near Christmas Island in 1957.16 A fleet of three different 
types of ‘V’ bombers was built to drop these bombs – the Valiant, the Victor and the Vulcan. There 
were big advances in missile technology, but the UK ended up having to use American Thor 
missiles from 1957 and Polaris missiles from 1962.17 The programme to build a UK missile called 
Blue Streak was cancelled because it was too expensive.

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 Holy 
Loch,18 Scotland, for the launch of Polaris missiles.

In the 1950s the Labour Party had debated but did not openly support the idea of unilateral 
disarmament. With no political support, peace campaigners began an anti-war movement of 
their own. It was a mixed group of people with writers like J. B. Priestley, Iris Murdoch and Doris 
Lessing, philosophers like Bertrand Russell, actresses like Vanessa Redgrave, historians like
A. J. P. Taylor, as well as Quakers and other pacifists. They met at the house of the Canon of St 
Paul’s Cathedral in January 1958 and formed the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND).19

The aim of CND was to persuade the UK government to give up its nuclear weapons to ‘set other 
nations an example by deliberately challenging the hysterical fact that is behind the arms race’20 
(J. B. Priestley). The CND symbol was designed by professional artist Gerald Holtham, based
on semaphore signals for N and D (nuclear disarmament) and it quickly became an instantly 
recognisable symbol for peace all around the world.21 CND particularly appealed to young middle-
class people, who were bored with ordinary political parties and whose futures seemed more 
threatened by a potential nuclear war. Given the middle-class and educated background
of most CND members, historian A. J. P. Taylor described CND as ‘a movement of eggheads for 
eggheads’.22 Some 5,000 people attended the first meeting at Central Hall in Westminster. By 
1960 there were 400 branches and CND’s monthly magazine Sanity had 45,000 regular readers.

14 Andrew Marr, A History of Modern Britain (London, 2009), page 31.
15 This is featured in the Channel 4 documentary A Very British Bomb which may be seen at http://goo.gl/lTulr4
16 The nuclear test at Christmas Island may be seen at https://goo.gl/jToaG1 
17 The BBC news page about Polaris missiles may be seen at http://goo.gl/nkgj5P
18 Silent footage of a 1963 CND protest outside Holy Loch may be seen at http://goo.gl/OBlqhb
19 This is featured in episode 2 of BBC’s Cold War Britain which may be seen at http://goo.gl/bhuKAI
20 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 262.
21 A BBC News article explaining the CND symbol may be seen at http://goo.gl/ceBZt0
22 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 267, originally from New Statesman, 21 June 

1958.
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Source 2: The 1958 CND march from London to Aldermaston

At Easter in 1958 CND organised a four-day 80km march from central London to the Atomic 
Weapons Research Establishment at Aldermaston in Berkshire.23 Out of the 4,000 marchers, 90% 
were under the age of 25.24 Some 20,000 people attended a meeting in Trafalgar Square in 1959, 
75,000 in 1960 and 100,000 in 1963.25 There were also sit-down protests at the bomber base
at Swaffham and the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Foulness. The police usually 
tolerated these protests and CND got little publicity from them. For example, on 18 February 1961 
Bertrand Russell and several thousand people protested on the steps of the Ministry of Defence 
but the police just ignored them.

Support for CND declined quickly in the 1960s because:

• The UK now relied on American Polaris missiles and did not have truly independent 
weapons that could be put away

• The 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis showed how little influence the UK had on American policy 
when UK-based bombers and submarines were launched for a possible attack on the 
USSR

• The 1963 Test Ban Treaty showed that diplomacy could reduce the threat of the ‘arms 
race’.

23 See a short CND documentary clip about this at http://goo.gl/B95qBF and footage of the 1959 march at 
http://goo.gl/6l3UKu
24 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 71.
25 Dominic Sandbrook, Never Had It So Good (London, 2005), page 264.

http://goo.gl/6l3UKu
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4) Protests: The Vietnam War

Anti-war campaigners shifted their attention towards a new problem in the 1960s – the USA’s war 
in Vietnam. Opposition to the war in Vietnam united the older pacifists and CND protesters with 
younger political radicals and hippies from the growing counter-culture. The British Council for 
Peace was formed in April 1965. This new anti-war movement was not very well organised and 
did not get support from most people as they were not directly threatened or involved in the war in 
Vietnam.

CND arranged the first demonstration against the USA’s war in Vietnam in the autumn of 1965,26 
outside the US Embassy in Grosvenor Square in London. The more extreme Vietnam Solidarity 
Campaign quickly became much more popular than CND, with considerable support from 
university students. Teach-ins were started about the situation in Vietnam at the London School 
of Economics (LSE). There was already a growing student movement in countries like France 
and Italy complaining about poor facilities, wanting more of a say in the university curriculum 
and teaching methods. The Radical Students Alliance was founded in the UK in 196627 and 
campaigned for both student and anti-war issues.

The London School of Economics became the centre of radical student activity in the UK. 
Protests were organised with the Vietnam Solidarity Campaign in 1967 and 1968 led by Tariq 
Ali, a Pakistani youth who had been President of the Oxford Union and was an excellent public 
speaker. On 17 March 1968 there was a violent anti-war protest outside the American Embassy28 
in Grosvenor Square in London, followed by the even more violent ‘Battle of Grosvenor Square’ 
on the 28 March.29 Protesters had copied the tactics of American students but the violence was 
often provoked by the police’s heavy-handed attempts to break up the protests. However the UK 
police did not resort to tear gas or bullets as the police did in other countries. On 27 October 1968 
another demonstration was planned and in London there was panic about the potential level of 
violence and destruction. There was little to fear as the demonstration split into a small group who 
went to the US embassy, and a larger and more peaceful rally at Hyde Park.

There were no more mass protests against the war after this but students at universities did keep
their own protests going for longer:

• Harold Wilson, Labour Prime Minister, was stripped of his honorary presidency of the 
Cambridge University Labour Club over his public support of the war

• a speaker from the US Embassy was covered in red paint at Sussex University

• two Conservative MPs were attacked at Essex University

• Patrick Gordon-Walker, the Labour Minister for Education, was shouted down at 
Manchester University

• Denis Healey, the Labour Minister for Defence, almost had his car turned over by 
Cambridge students.

26  See a short American newsreel reporting this at http://goo.gl/Y4u6S3
27 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 73.
28 See colour footage of this at http://goo.gl/duVFGZ
29 An eyewitness remembers this at http://goo.gl/WUj5rS
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Strong feelings died down in the UK after the long summer holiday helped to calm the situation. 
The anti-war movement had never had widespread support amongst the general public. There 
was no large-scale student unrest in the UK like there was in France or the USA. A lot of these 
anti-war protests were based on a misunderstanding. Although Harold Wilson gave words of 
support to the USA in public he refused to send UK troops to Vietnam, despite considerable 
pressure from the US government. In private Wilson used his connections with the Soviet 
government in Moscow to try and get the government of North Vietnam to attend peace talks with 
the USA. Wilson was unfairly portrayed by many protesters as a murderer, and his Minister for 
Defence who had supported him was known amongst students as ‘Hitler Healey’.30

Attitudes towards society

Writing in The Labour Case which was published in 1959, Labour MP Roy Jenkins stated, ‘There 
is a need for the State to do less to restrict personal freedom’.31

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.

1) Marriage, Family and Sex

Examples of government actions that brought about changing attitudes towards sex and marriage 
in the 1960s:

• the contraceptive pill was made available to women on the National Health Service, to 
married women in 1961 and to all women in 1967; the 1967 Family Planning Act set up 
contraceptive advice services

• the 1967 Abortion Act legalised abortion if two doctors agreed that the mother’s physical 
or mental health was at risk or if the child was going to be born with a serious mental or 
physical disability

• the 1969 Divorce Reform Act allowed divorces to be granted if the couple had lived apart 
for two years and both wanted a divorce or the couple had lived apart for five years and 
only one person wanted to end the marriage.

2) Homosexuality

Homosexual acts between men had been illegal since 1885. The 1950s saw a number of public 
figures convicted, such as the prominent computer scientist Alan Turing and the actor John 
Gielgud. Some 6,600 men were prosecuted for homosexuality in 1954 alone.32 There were a 
number of police crackdowns on homosexuality in the 1950s, for example in London during the 
1951 Festival of Britain and the Coronation of 1953. The law said that men proven to have taken 

30 Andrew Marr, A History of Modern Britain (London, 2009), page 293.
31 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 77.
32 Andrew Boxer with Keith Lockton and Elizabeth Sparey, The End of Consensus: Britain 1945–90 (Essex, 2009), 

page 50.
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part in homosexual acts would face two years in prison, although the law said nothing about 
homosexual acts between women. As detailed above, in 1962 John Vassall, a foreign officer 
clerk, was jailed for 18 years after being blackmailed into spying for the Soviet Union having been 
caught performing homosexual acts.33

A report by Lord Wolfenden in 1957 recommended decriminalising male homosexuality for men 
over the age of 21 unless they lived in Scotland, Northern Ireland or served in the armed forces. 
The Homosexual Law Reform Society was formed in 1958 and thousands of people
attended its first meeting in London. There was fierce debate over the issue in Parliament. To get 
Conservative support the age of homosexual consent was set at 21 and not 16. It did not become 
law until the 1967 Sexual Offences Act. This was only passed when Home Secretary Roy Jenkins 
arranged time for Labour MP Leo Abse to propose it. It was not passed to support or encourage 
homosexuality but rather to prevent it being used to blackmail homosexual men. The clause in the 
law that said that homosexual acts had to take place in private led to continuing prosecutions of 
homosexual men.

3) The Death Penalty

There was increasing opposition to the use of the death penalty in the UK. In the 1950s there were 
about 15 hangings every year.34 There were three notorious cases in the 1950s and 1960s that 
showed how attitudes towards capital punishment were changing:

1) DEREK BENTLEY – Bentley was one of two teenagers involved in a bank robbery in 
London in 1952. A policeman was shot during the robbery but the boy who had fired the 
gun was too young to be executed. Bentley, who was a 19 year old with learning difficulties, 
was hanged in 1953 because he had said to his partner, ‘let him have it, Chris’. He meant 
this to mean ‘give the gun to the policeman’, but the prosecution said that he was telling the 
boy with the gun to shoot. Some 200 MPs signed a petition to prevent his execution and a 
public debate in the media led to a long campaign to get his name cleared.

2) RUTH ELLIS – mother of a three year old child, Ellis had suffered years of domestic 
abuse from her partner, but was found guilty of killing him with multiple gunshots. There 
was widespread public opinion against the judge’s sentence, including a large public 
demonstration outside the prison the night before she was due to be executed.

3) TIMOTHY EVANS – Evans was convicted of the murder of his baby daughter in 1950 
and executed. He was pardoned in 1960 after evidence showed the murderer was 
probably another man who lived in the same house and had committed other murders. 
The possibility of this happening in other cases turned many people against the idea of the 
death penalty.

For a number of years MPs had debated ending the death penalty. In 1947 and again in 1956 
MPs in the House of Commons had voted to abolish the death penalty but the House of Lords had 
rejected it. The 1957 Homicide Act said that the only crimes that carried the death penalty were 
murders of police or prison officers, murders caused by shooting or bombing and murders
committed while being arrested. In 1965 an Act of Parliament was passed that abolished the death

33 Fear of homosexuality is featured in episode 1 of the BBC’s Cold War Britain series which may be seen at 
  http://goo.gl/q4g8BW and the Vassall case is mentioned in episode 2 which may be seen at http://goo.gl/FH9jZH
34 Nigel Bushnell and Cathy Warren, History Controlled Assessment: CA11 Change in British Society 1955–75 

(Edexcel, 2010), page 27.

http://goo.gl/q4g8BW
http://goo.gl/FH9jZH
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penalty by hanging. This was for a trial period of five years after a private members bill was put 
forward by Labour MP Sydney Silverman. Life imprisonment became the alternative to hanging. 
This became permanent in 1969. Opinion polls consistently showed overwhelming public support 
for hanging throughout the 1970s.

4) Censorship

Censorship is the government limiting what can be read, seen, heard or done. Until the 1960s it 
was considered very important that the government should control the opinions and morals of the 
British people, as well as controlling what issues are not allowed to be discussed in public. The 
1959 Obscene Publications Act changed this situation by ruling that adult literature which was 
important for science, literature, art or learning should not be censored.

This was tested when publishers Penguin were taken to court in 1960 for printing an uncut edition 
of D. H. Lawrence’s book Lady Chatterley’s Lover. This was a novel about an affair between
the wife of an aristocrat and her husband’s gamekeeper, which contained sexual scenes and 
explicit language. The outdated attitudes of those who condemned the book can be clearly seen 
in the leading prosecutor’s question, ‘Would the jury approve of their young sons and daughters 
reading the novel? Is it a book you wish even your wife or your servants to read?’35 Penguin were
cleared of any wrongdoing and the book went on to become a best-seller, as well as leading to the 
publication of other explicit books in the interests of art and literature.

It was not always easy to prove that publications were important enough to avoid censorship. In 
1971 three members of the counter-culture newspaper the International Times were imprisoned for 
printing gay contact adverts. The trial of the editors of underground Oz magazine ran for several 
years after they had allowed teenagers to edit an edition about issues concerning young people, 
covering music, sexual freedom and drugs, amongst other topics. The editors of Oz were sent
to prison in 1971 for corrupting the morals of young people, but their conviction was eventually 
overturned on appeal after a long public campaign by their supporters.

5) Drugs

Drug use had greatly increased during the 1960s, especially amongst young people. Mods took 
‘purple heart’ amphetamines, and people influenced by West Indian and black American music 
began to smoke cannabis. Hippies used psychedelic drugs like LSD, popularised by bands like 
The Beatles who wrote songs like ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’ under its influence. Cocaine 
and heroin addiction rose ten times in the first half of the 1960s36 and the use of softer drugs
like cannabis was much more common by the end of the 1960s. Rates of drug addiction were 
increasing in the UK faster than in any other country in the world.37

The Drugs (Prevention of Misuse) Act of 1964 banned the recreational use of amphetamines 
and the Dangerous Drugs Act of 1967 made it illegal to possess drugs like heroin, cocaine and 
cannabis. In response The Times newspaper published a full-page advert declaring the law 
against marijuana unenforceable – it was signed by medical experts, Nobel Prize winners and 
The Beatles, amongst others. The 1968 Wootton Report which suggested that softer drugs like 

35 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 79.
36 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 91.
37 Dominic Sandbrook, White Heat – A History of Britain in the Swinging Sixties (London, 2006), page 550.
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cannabis should be legalised, as there was no evidence that they led to dependence or anti- 
social behaviour, was rejected. In 1970 the maximum sentence for convicted drug pushers was 
increased to 14 years in prison.

The Rolling Stones were targeted by tabloid newspapers who organised a police raid on Keith 
Richard’s Redlands house in 1967. As a result of the drugs that were found, Keith Richards was 
sentenced to 12 months in Wormwood Scrubs and Mick Jagger 3 months in Brixton prison, but 
they both only served two days in prison before being bailed out. Their song ‘We Love You’, which 
starts with the sound of a prison cell door opening, was written as a thank you to the fans who
had continued to support them. The Times newspaper covered the story with the headline ‘Who 
Breaks a Butterfly Upon a Wheel’ and its editorial questioned the need for such a severe sentence 
for such a minor offence.38

Summary: How permissive was the ‘permissive society?’

The ‘permissive society’ was not without its problems or opponents:

• As the death penalty was abolished, the Home Secretary Roy Jenkins introduced majority 
verdicts in criminal trials, instead of unanimous ones, to make it easier to get convictions

• by the end of the 1960s there had also been increases in the rates of sexually transmitted 
infections and a five-times increase in the number of rape cases39

• surveys on the sexual behaviour of young people from 1965, 1969 and 1971 all showed 
that most young people were not promiscuous but were virgins or married to their first 
and only sexual partner40

• Mary Whitehouse, a Shropshire school teacher, set up the ‘Clean Up TV’ campaign 
in 1964. She had a lot of support and made 300 speeches a year at which thousands 
of people came each time. In 1965 she set up the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ 
Association which quickly had over 100,000 members,41 but did not have any impact on 
television programmes that were shown.

In a speech quoted in the Sunday Times newspaper on 20 July 1969, Labour’s Home Secretary 
Roy Jenkins claimed:

The ‘permissive society’... has been allowed to become a dirty phrase. A better phrase is the 
‘civilised society’, a society based on the belief that different individuals will wish to make 
different decisions about their patterns of behaviour... provided these do not restrict the 
freedom of others.42

38 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 92. 
39 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 91. 
40 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 92. 
41 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 91. 
42 Sally Waller, A Sixties Social Revolution? British Society 1959–1975 (Nelson Thornes, 2008), page 92.
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Glossary

public school schools where parents paid expensive fees for their
children to attend

Oxbridge the university colleges of Oxford and Cambridge

defected changed sides

Soviet from USSR

MI6 the UK counter-intelligence whose aim was to find
foreign spies

libel making false accusations

MI5 the UK secret service

Mr Harold Wilson Labour leader

unilateral disarmament getting rid of the nuclear weapons in one single country

pacifists people who did not believe in violence

teach-ins informal discussion groups
radical extreme

capital punishment executing criminals

promiscuous had a number of sexual partners

paramilitaries groups acting like an army

loyalist loyal to the UK

internment imprisoning suspects without a trial

decolonisation countries in the British Empire gaining
independence

productivity the amount made by each person working in an industry

trade unions organisations that looked after the welfare and
interests of workers in a particular business

shop stewards local union officials

flying pickets mobile groups of striking workers

overtime working more than the usual hours
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Recommended materials
Andrew Marr’s History of Modern Britain: episode 3 ‘Paradise Lost’ 

Dominic Sandbrook series: 

Strange Days: Cold War Britain: episode 1 ‘Red Dawn’ and 
        episode 2 ‘The Looking Glass War’ (BBC)
The 70s (BBC)

Executed – The Last Days of Capital Punishment (ITV)
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