An Assessment of the Attlee Government.

General introduction
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The Attlee government changed the face of Britain. Legislation established both a national health service and a new system of social security, to provide protection for all “from the cradle to the grave”. Few would deny that the Attlee government was amongst the most formative in modern British history. According to Kenneth Morgan, the Attlee government was “amongst the most effective of any British government since the passage of the 1832 Reform Act”.

Within eighteen months Attlee’s Cabinet had done more than any previous twentieth-century government to improve the lot of ordinary working people.  For the majority of the population welfare reform after 1945 offered family allowances, free medical treatment, subsidised housing and educational opportunities on a scale not known before. Kevin Jeffreys

What Labour did between 1945 and 1948 was to use  the proposals of the Beveridge Report to take the various limited inter-war “welfare” measures and make them  universal. Beveridge had identified five root causes of poverty the “giant evils”-want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness-which could be overcome by State action.

Labour did try to deliver its manifesto promises despite serious problems from the start. As a result of the war Britain was bankrupt. It has been argued that first efforts should have been to build up and regenerate industry before spending money we did not have. Instead the Labour government focused on creating a fair society, where help was available to all. Some historians argue that while most countries in Western Europe increased their social spending after 1945, these countries targeted their labour force, with the aim of increasing industrial efficiency. In Britain spending was more generous towards the old, the sick and the poor, which had no direct bearing on the economy. Thus Labour could be seen to have dropped the Liberal idea of social reform to increase the country’s international competitiveness (National Efficiency).

Most of the party faithful were satisfied with what had been achieved when Labour left office in 1951.  For the young, free secondary education became a right for the first time; for the elderly, pensions approximated to the level of a living income, altogether over a million houses were built in the six years after the war, and with the establishment of the National Health Service, for the first time free treatment to hospital and general practitioner services were introduced.
However, some people argue that the government did too much for people leading towards ‘the nanny state’, while others claim that the Beveridge report was not followed closely enough missing a great chance for a better, fairer Britain.

But these critics miss the point. The Beveridge report provided a beacon of hope to a war weary people who wanted a New Britain that would be fairer and worth fighting for, and the Labour reforms did much to provide this. The living standards of the poor were raised and the people looked forward to a time of increasing opportunity and prosperity. In the 1950’s the Conservative Prime Minister Harold Macmillan told the British people they ‘had never had it so good’. The prosperity and feel-good factor of the 50’s was based in the reforms put into practice by Labour. By 1951 the Labour government had achieved a transformation of British society in a way that improved the lives of millions of people male and female, young and old. For the first time the financial uncertainties of unemployment and serious illness were banished by the welfare state, and a start was made in providing decent housing and education for everyone.

Hostile viewpoints
It is important to remember that there was still much to do in post war Britain. Labour had not ushered in the socialist utopia many had expected. Deprivation and poverty had been reduced but not eliminated. The capitalist system, with all its inequalities continued much as before despite the nationalisation of the ’commanding heights’ of the economy. The Welfare state, it was argued was applying a bandage instead of carrying out radical surgery needed to treat the problem. At best, some have said that ‘Labour’s achievement was more one of modernising, improving and extending an existing structure rather than creating a new one’.

While universal benefits were good for everyone, the middle classes were better at claiming their rights than the poor. Equality of opportunity favoured the middle classes more than the working class. Grammar school fees were abolished and government spending on Grammar schools raced ahead of expenditure on secondary moderns and junior secondaries. Although the NHS has been seen as the most effective expression of the Labour ideal, it has been said that Bevan made too many compromises in order to meet the demands of the BMA. The NHS did not eliminate private health care. Bevan allowed private patients in ‘pay beds’ in NHS hospitals.

Another point of view suggests that Labour merely completed the Welfare state developed by others. As a result of the war there was a consensus between the parties and if Labour had not won it is likely that a Conservatives programme would have been similar, so Labour did not have to fight too hard to get their Acts through. Again the criticism can be made that the first priority should have been to create an efficient economy to finance a social programme. 

Friendly viewpoints

Labour’s social security legislation and the creation of the NHS went a long way to completing the move from ‘laissez faire’. By 1948 the five giants of ‘want’, ‘disease’, ‘idleness’, ‘ ignorance’, and ‘squalor’ were under attack. Labour was attempting to attack the root causes of poverty rather than waiting for the results to show themselves and then help. The state was now providing a ‘safety net’ which protected people of all classes from ‘the cradle to the grave’. When Rowntree investigated conditions in York in 1950, he found that primary poverty had gone down to 2% compared to 36% in 1936.

Allowing for Britain’s poverty as a result of World War Two, linked to her industrial decline in the 1930’s, Labour can be congratulated for passing so much social legislation and founding the basis of the modern Welfare State despite such problems.

Although Beveridge produced a far reaching report, it was far from a blueprint of how to tackle poverty. A new Labour government, with no peace time experience of power, had to set up their legislation virtually from scratch.

Apart from a disappointing record on housing, Labour carried out its manifesto promises. By 1951, Britain had a comprehensive system of social security, unified health and education services and full employment. Above all Labour was firmly identified with the Welfare State.

While Atlee’s reforms have been criticised for not being radical enough, they could be seen as being pragmatic. He wanted his government’s reforms to last, and not to be swept away by the next Conservative government. In this he was successful, for the Conservatives largely accepted the Welfare State brought in by Labour.        

Want

Extended National Insurance Act 1946 to cover all adults 

Old Age Pensions closer to a living income (P)

Guaranteed old age pensions etc. (P)

Problem of minimum contributions before benefits (N)

Still not enough to live on due to inflation (N)

Married women & self employed not included (N)

Time delays in claiming benefits and limits (N)

Family Allowances Act 1946 Gives money direct to mother (P)

Benefits middle class most (N)

National Assistance Act 1948

Covers those who miss out on National Insurance Benefits (P)

Covers inadequacies of other schemes (N)

Means Tested (N)

Inadequate amounts (N)

Industrial Injuries Act 1946

Disease

Free health care in hospitals and doctors (P)

Not contributory (P)

Universal, comprehensive, free (P)

GPs free at point of need (P)

Hospitals nationalised therefore national standard of care (P)

Lack of modern hospitals (N)

Still private patients in hospitals which compromised national standard of care(N)

Uptake levels of benefits (P)

Cost (N)

Charges start for some benefits (N)

Free at point of need too ambitious (N)

Ignorance

Good on practical thing not good on theory.

Free Secondary Education now a right. (P)

Inherited 1944 Act

Increases leaving age to 15 (P)

Lack of teachers especially with higher leaving age 

Designed as three tier – only two tier in practice (N)

Benefits middle class most (N)

11 + exam (N) *****

Pass good chances, Fail little chance

Higher Education grants system (P)

Overall socially divisive (N)
Squalor

1 Million Houses built by 1951 (P)

No new ministry created (N)

Balance of payments problems due import of raw materials (N)

Mostly Council Housing therefore bureaucratic (N)

High quality rather than high quantity (N)

New estates isolated (N)

Cheaper rents (P)

Squatters (N)

Still shortages by 1951 (N)

New Towns Act 1946
Become dormitory towns (N)

Idleness

Would unemployment have dropped anyway?
Nationalised key industries

Inefficient (N)

Economic system changed Keynes

Short term success but inflation, balance of payments problems(N)
Too much Union influence (N)

Women pushed out of work (N)

Working conditions and wages unimproved (N)

Done under severe pressure (P)

General
Universal, comprehensive, adequate (P)

All achieved despite Britain’s problems. Bankrupt (P).

Other countries built up the economy first (N)

Fears on a ‘Nanny State’ (N)

Missed chance of ‘Better Britain’ (N)

Deprivation reduced – not eliminated (N)

Still Capitalist (N)

Improving an old structure – not creating a new one (N)

Middle class proportionately gain more (N)

NHS compromised too much – still private health care (N)

Completes attack on Laissez Faire (P)

Attacks root causes of poverty (P)

Inexperienced Labour set up programme from scratch (P)

Pragmatic, not too radical therefore they last (P)
