
Pre-U, Paper 1c: British History Outlines 

Section 10: The Heath Government, 1970-74 

If Harold Wilson’s reputation is, at best, pretty mixed, the same must be true for Edward Heath, a 

man who made himself hard to love and was pretty much despised by the opposition and many of 

his own party too. The rejection of Heath (especially the Heath of the u-turn of 1972) became an 

article of Thatcherite faith. Likewise, Heath was the man who took Britain into the EEC: Europhobes 

ever since have seen him as the worst of Europhiles. Nor did Heath help matters, after his fall he 

went into what might be thought to be the longest sulk in political history, glowering from the 

backbenches. 

 

The irony is that Heath came to power on a ticket of robust, market-orientated reforms (seen as very 

much of a piece with EEC membership), often summed up under the heading of Selsdon Man, after 

the famous meeting in the Selsdon Park Hotel in January 1970. This was the culmination of an 

intense process of policy making undertaken since Heath became leader of the Conservative Party in 

1965, framed by policy committees made up of both politicians and experts, at one with Heath’s 

technocratic vision. The Selsdon Man approach was designed to restore competiveness and deal 

with the besetting problem of inflation (Flagship, pp 67-70) 

 Labour had a prices and incomes policy (legally enforceable limits to both). The 

Conservatives would abandon these, and allow market forces to prevail.  

 Taxes and government spending would be cut 

 A new department of Trade & Industry would be created to promote market-led efficiency: 

inefficient businesses would not be saved by the government.  ‘Lame ducks’ would be 

allowed to fail. 

 Trade union power would be regulated  

 Subsidies to local government would  be cut and local government reformed 

 Britain would reapply to join the EEC 

 

WHAT SUCCESSES DID THE HEATH GOVERNMENT HAVE? 

We will deal with the issue of Britain and Europe as one story elsewhere, but any consideration of 

the Heath government that ignores his greatest triumph, EEC entry, would be badly askew. Heath 

certainly saw it as his finest hour: was it? 

Britain’s entry into the EEC is dealt with in blog article  here: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/02/24/britain-and-europe-3-heath-and-oui/ 

 

Beyond that, it is hard to conceive of much else in the way of successes.  

 

SO, WHAT WENT WRONG? 

Two central problems did for Heath: the economy, and the unions. That is not to say there weren’t 

other issues: 

 Northern Ireland had entered the abyss (Flagship, pp 238-39, 246-55) 

The Downing Street Declaration, by Harold Wilson, had set the terms of British policy. Britain 

was committed to keeping Northern Ireland in the Union unless the majority of its voters 

wanted to leave. It would, however, look to see Northern Ireland’s minority Catholic 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/02/24/britain-and-europe-3-heath-and-oui/


community were treated properly and protected. The first British troops were sent in by 

Home Secretary James Callaghan to protect Catholics from Protestant violence, and the 

Catholic people welcomed them. That didn’t last.                  

o The first British soldier, Gunner Curtis, was murdered by the Provisional IRA in 

February 1971. In Northern Ireland, 174 people were killed in 1971; 467 in 1972; 250 

in 1973. 1972 was the worst year of the Troubles, there were bombings and/or 

other terrorist incidents almost every day  

o Terrorism came to the UK too. In 1972, seven civilians were killed when the Official 

IRA attacked Aldershot barracks 

o In August 1971, the government introduced internment without trail in Northern 

Ireland 

o On 30th January, 1972, British Para troops opened fire on an illegal but peaceful 

march in Londonderry: 14 were killed 

o The devolved Stormont government was closed down, and Northern Ireland came 

under direct rule from Westminster 

o Northern Ireland secretary, Willie Whitelaw, searched tirelessly for a solution: he 

opened talks with the leadership of the IRA (top no avail, the IRA demanded British 

withdrawal 

o The Sunningdale Agreement, based upon power sharing, looked to create a 

Northern Ireland Assembly, and bring about closer cooperation with the Republic of 

Ireland (‘the Irish dimension’). It was agreed in 1973 (it would collapse the fol lowing 

year). 

 The 1971 Immigration Act saw Commonwealth citizens lost their automatic right to remain 

in the UK. They would in future only be allowed to remain in UK after they had lived and 

worked here for five years. A partial right of abode lifted all restrictions on immigrants with a 

direct personal or ancestral connection with Britain (aimed mainly at British migrants in 

Commonwealth countries). The Act was primarily aimed at preparing for entry to the EEC 

 In August 1972, the Ugandan dictator Idi Amin announced the imminent expulsion of the 

Ugandan Asians. The home secretary, Robert Carr, allowed them to come to Britain, and set 

up the Uganda Resettlement Board to help them. This was very unpopular with the 

Powellite right. The blog article on Robert Carr covers this: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/25/the-home-secretaries-26-robert-carr/ 

 The reform of local government was high-handed and very unpopular. Use Lynch, pp 81 

 

Nonetheless, it was the economy and industrial relations that undermined Heath.  

Use Flagship, pp 67-69, p 213; Lynch pp 76-80, 84-85 

There are blog articles on the chancellor, Anthony Barber, and on Robert Carr, who oversaw the 

Industrial Relations Act: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/21/the-chancellors-26-anthony-barber/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/25/the-home-secretaries-26-robert-carr/ 

 Just after coming to office, Heath’s chancellor Iain Macleod had dropped dead from a heart 

attack. His successor, Anthony Barber, was a far lesser figure. Perhaps fearing the impact of 

rising unemployment, he engineered the Barber Boom. The consequence was rising 

inflation: 9.5% in 1971. 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/25/the-home-secretaries-26-robert-carr/
https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/21/the-chancellors-26-anthony-barber/
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 Selsdon Man made the unions very wary of Conservative intentions, though they had been 

no less obstructionist towards Barbara Castle’s In Place of Strife. The government made no 

attempt to win the unions over 

 The government abolished the Prices and Incomes Board. 

 The Industrial Relations Act was ambitious, but it met with implacable opposition from the 

unions and the TUC; the trade union’s refused to register, and the act was rendered 

impotent. 

 Then, there were the U-turns 

o In 1971, Rolls Royce went bust. It could not be allowed to fail, and so it was 

nationalised 

o In 1972, the government gave a £34m subsidy to Upper Clyde Shipbuilders 

o In 1972, the government introduced a prices and incomes policy 

 Then, in 1973, the Yom Kippur war saw the Oil Shock 

 To make matters worse, in the face of inflation, strikes were endemic (24m working days 

were lost in 1972) 

 This culminated in two miners’ strikes. The miners, as public sector workers, had seen their 

wages stagnate in comparison with private sector workers. Furthermore, as part of a much 

needed rationalisation of the industry, the Wilson government had instituted pit closures. 

o The 1972 strike (the miners were asking for a 43% pay rise) saw the NUM target 

power stations and fuel supplies through the use of flying pickets. It resulted in 

power cuts, a three-day working week and a slump in industrial production. The 

government were forced to give way, and the miners got a 21% pay rise.  

o In early 1974, the miners went on strike again. Heath called a snap election on the 

question ‘who governs Britain?’ 

 

Perhaps Heath’s greatest sin in Conservative eyes was that he lost three of the four general elections 

he fought. In February 1974, he actually won more votes than Labour, but had four fewer seats. He 

lost again in October. 

 

The story of the February election is told in a blog article: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/12/11/1974-part-one-the-february-general-election/ 

And by Tides of History: 

https://tidesofhistory.wordpress.com/2017/06/02/what-happened-the-last-time-the-tories-called-a-

snap-election-they-lost/ 

 

Overall, Heath cannot be said to have done anything other than failed. How far was that failure his 

fault? Or, how far were Britain’s problems such that no one could have succeeded? How far does 

Heath’s failure explain Thatcherism? 

 

FURTHER READING, LISTENING & VIEWING 

Sixth form history needs you to do reading of your own. Already, this guide had given you references 

to the Flagship textbook, and some other resources. You need to take steps beyond that both online 

and, of course, by resorting to another revolutionary technology, the book. For modern British 

history, there is a dizzying array of printed and online resources, of startlingly variable quality. If you 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/12/11/1974-part-one-the-february-general-election/
https://tidesofhistory.wordpress.com/2017/06/02/what-happened-the-last-time-the-tories-called-a-snap-election-they-lost/
https://tidesofhistory.wordpress.com/2017/06/02/what-happened-the-last-time-the-tories-called-a-snap-election-they-lost/


do find something not on here that’s good, let the rest of us know through the Facebook page or  

email s.tilbrook@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk and we’ll add it. 

 

For each topic or area, we have colour coded each book or article:  

 Blue is essential 

 Yellow means if you want to develop a deeper understanding you should read one or all of 

these 

 Green means this is a monograph, or a sophisticated or highly detailed account. Learn how 

to dip into real history books, a vital study skill; you might sometimes find full books actually 

become more engrossing 

 Pink is for choices that are more loosely related, and have grabbed someone’s interest at 

some point. Try one or two, they might be fun 

 

 

A WORD ABOUT ONLINE RESOURCES 

Three of the best resources are, of course, the History department’s very own Blog, Facebook page 

and Twitter feed. 

 

The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (DNB)  

Beyond that, for the British history course, get used to using one of the best resources available, and 

for free; the DNB. Any local library card will get you in: anyone can join the City Library via this link 

https://eforms.newcastle.gov.uk/popup.aspx/RenderForm/?F.Name=JVpTDqdaf2o  

Once you have a library card number, got to http://www.oxforddnb.com/ and fill in your number, or 

the city one you need to go via their portal. You then have access to it all. They vary in quality from 

the good to absolutely excellent, and they are all written by leaders in the field. The best have a 

particularly good last section, dealing with how history has viewed these men and women, and their 

historiography. There are also the Themes. 

History Today 

Beyond that, another invaluable resource is History Today. We have institutional access to the entire 

archive, here: http://www.historytoday.com/user/login 

Username: Tilbrook 

Password: historian 

You can search at your leisure, and find all sorts. These guides will flag some up for you. 

 

Philip Allan Resources 

Another good resources is Philip Allan Magazines Online, aimed very much at sixth-form students: 

here http://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2farchive.aspx 

Username: j.richardson@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk 

Password: rgs1 

The archive is then searchable 

 

FURTHER READING: textbooks and student introductions 

There is a range of series aimed at sixth form history students. None make for exciting reading, and 

they vary in quality, but you should always aim to read at least one.  

mailto:s.tilbrook@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk
https://eforms.newcastle.gov.uk/popup.aspx/RenderForm/?F.Name=JVpTDqdaf2o
http://www.oxforddnb.com/
http://www.historytoday.com/user/login
http://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2farchive.aspx


Michael Lynch, Britain 1945-2007 (Access to History) (Lon 2008) 

Malcolm Pearce & Geoffrey Stewart, British Political History 1867-2001 (3rd ed, Lon 2002)  

 

Here are some other overviews: 

John Charmley, A History of Conservative Politics 1900-1996 (Lon 1996) 

A breezy account from a Conservative point of view, highly opinionated and very much 

focused on party politics 

Chris Wrigley (ed), A Companion to 20th Century Britain (Oxford 2003) 

Peter Clarke, Hope and Glory: Britain 1900-1990 (Lon 1996) 

TO Lloyd, Empire, Welfare State, Europe: English History 1906-92 (4th ed, Oxford 1993) 

 

Dominic Sandbrook, States of Emergency (Lon 2010)  

Andy Beckett, When the Lights Went Out (Lon 2010) these two are great reads 

Stuart Ball & Anthony Seldon, The Heath Government, 1970-74 (Lon 1996) 

Martin Pugh, State & Society: Britain 1870-1997 (2nd ed, Lon 1999) Pt IV 

Edward Falshaw, Britain 1964-79 (2004) gives a good overview of the period 

 http://www.historytoday.com/edward-falshaw/britain-1964-1979 

 

The DNB entry on Heath is essential, but others are also worth a look 

Peter Hennessy, The Prime Ministers (Lon 2000) 

Robert Pearce, Edward Heath (2008) 

 http://www.historytoday.com/robert-pearce/edward-heath 

Also Robert Pearce on the rivalry between Heath and Enoch Powell: Bad Blood (2008) 

 http://www.historytoday.com/robert-pearce/bad-blood-powell-heath-and-tory-party 

 

Episode 4 of Andrew Marr’s The History of Modern Britain on the 1970s is worth a watch 

 

This 2015 BBC discussion on Heath is excellent: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TINN-JeCh_A 

This, also from 2015, features those who knew him: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ev5fENbrCG8 

There is also a very good BBC documentary on the rivalry between Wilson and Heath: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYNcLJWylWU 

 

The Blog series on the chancellors covers Barber: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/21/the-chancellors-26-anthony-barber/ 

The home secretaries series covers Maudling and Carr: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/24/the-home-secretaries-25-reginald-maudling/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/25/the-home-secretaries-26-robert-carr/ 

The foreign secretaries covers Home: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/06/20/the-foreign-secretaries-16-alec-douglas-home/ 

 

The story of the February election is told in a blog article: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/12/11/1974-part-one-the-february-general-election/ 

And by Tides of History: 
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https://tidesofhistory.wordpress.com/2017/06/02/what-happened-the-last-time-the-tories-called-a-

snap-election-they-lost/ 

October gets a mention in this blog article: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2017/04/22/snap-elections-we-have-known-1923-1931-1951-

1966-and-1974-october-oh-yes-and-2017/ 

 

 

There is a good 2010 lecture on the early ‘70s by Dominic Sandbrook 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lOhkaGTTO_8 

 

Britain’s entry into the EEC is dealt with in blog article here: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/02/24/britain-and-europe-3-heath-and-oui/ 

 

There is an excellent documentary on Enoch Powell here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TwAhWeb3-RY 

The clip of his ‘rivers of blood’ speech is here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ix_7p1qczXs 

 

Arthur Marwick, British Society Since 1945 (3rd ed, Lon 1996) 
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