World War Two and the Labour Reforms

The experience of war between 1939 and 1945 had prepared the public for greater government intervention in their lives and had created a commonly held attitude that ‘post war had to be better than pre war’. A deluge of Government information films promoted the idea of a ‘new’ Britain after the war. In the words of one such film made in 1941 ‘there must be no going back to the lines of men looking for work and no back to back houses with no toilets neither’.
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The experience of World War Two could be said to have paved the way for the new reforms. Wartime leaders began to realize that, in a lengthy war, the British people needed an ideal to fight for as well as an ideology to fight against. If warfare was the weapon to conquer the evil of Hitler, welfare could provide the healing medicine to treat the backlog of ills persisting from the 1930’s. 
The wartime coalition government mobilised the nation’s resources and intervened in so many facets of people’s lives it would have been difficult for any post war government to disengage rapidly from such commitment. In any case there was a general consensus between the Labour and Conservative parties that a new social services programme was needed. The government organised rationing of food, clothing and fuel and gave extra milk and meals to expectant mothers and children. 
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The evacuation of children from inner city slums to the countryside brought home to the middle classes the poverty such children lived in a much more immediate way than the surveys of Booth and Rowntree or more recently Tout and the Bristol Trust. Rather than reading about them they were seeing, in many cases for the first time, how these children lived. About 20% of them were invested with lice, many clothed in little more than rags and most of them had primitive sanitary habits.

Bombing of cities created vast areas, which had to be rebuilt, while free hospital treatment for war wounded, including bomb injured civilians and free immunisation are examples of the moves toward a free health service before 1945. To pay for these services the public got used to very high taxation levels with half of every wage packet vanishing to pay for the increased government spending.
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This was a war where civilians were, to an extent in the front line. Bombing meant that they were as vulnerable as the soldiers and although the Germans started by bombing military and industrial targets, accuracy could not be guaranteed and soon middle class areas as well as industrial areas were being hit. 
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Throughout the war some 60,000 people were killed and this brought about a feeling of equality of sacrifice. Some of the better off, who had looked down on those forced to live off state help found themselves forced to ask help from the state after their house had been bombed and this broke down the stigma of using state help to survive. Rationing was much more firmly enforced than in World War One and this produced a levelling effect as everyone had the same basic diet, from the Royal family down. 
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In June 1940 France was forced to surrender and the British army was forced out of France. Britain was alone against Hitler and a ‘Dunkirk spirit’ manifested itself. The British people drew together in their opposition to Hitler and this produced a unifying feature of the war. The feeling grew that once the war was over this feeling should not be lost and that a basic minimum standard of living should be available to all the British people, regardless which class. In any case the class system was broken down as a result of the war. The need for technically proficient fighters meant that working class men could now aspire to becoming officers. Ability rather than birth became the key to winning the War.

War Socialism was another example of government intervention. Prior to the war Britain had operated a classical capitalist system where the success of companies depended on competition between each other. The more efficient would produce goods cheaper and drive off the opposition, while the government kept aloof from the market place. 
In war it was necessary for all companies to produce what the government needed, irrespective of price, therefore the government stepped in. Production was coordinated, women were directed once more into the factories and onto the farms and full employment was maintained. Profit became second to production. This was indeed a total war effort and out of it grew a popular belief that if the burdens were to fall equally on all, then peacetime Britain ought to distribute resources more equally to all.

The National Government had been responsible for a series of Acts between 1940 and 1942 which moved further away from the Laissez Faire principle and which started the idea of distributing resources according to need rather than as rewards. Since most of the Ministers dealing with home affairs were Labour the public started to see them as benign influences on their lives and as responsible people who might become a potential peacetime government. Acts such as the National Milk scheme, Provision of School Milk and meals, Immunisation, State nurseries, Old age and Widows Pension Act and the Determination of Needs Act moved government policy further from the previous selective benefits system towards a universal benefits system based on need. 
The war arguably helped to change attitudes about the need for a fairer post-war Britain through social reform. 
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