
Pre-U, Paper 1c: British History Outlines 

The Labour Governments 1964-70 

Harold Wilson, and his governments, had a pretty mixed reputation at the time and that has been 

the case ever since. In part, that was because successful Labour leaders who occupy the centre-left 

of British politics (like Blair too) tend to be despised from two sides. In the first place, Conservatives 

find it very easy to viscerally hate them: many hated Wilson with a passion. That passion was, 

ironically, matched on the left, for whom Labour governments were, always, a disappointment. 

 

Wilson remains hard to pin down, a bit like a Lloyd George, and is often held to have had no fixed 

abode, no core beliefs or ideology. There is some element of truth in this. The quip he is 

remembered for is that ‘a week is a long time in politics’. He was certainly more of a fixer than 

visionary. But that was, in part, determined by circumstance. 

 The visionary stuff had been done in 1945. The terms of the post-war consensus had been 

set. Like Macmillan before him, his primary task was managerial  

 The 1964-66 government had a majority of 4 

 The government inherited very serious financial and economic problems, which would 

culminate in the devaluation of sterling in 1967 

 Labour had been bitterly divided in the ‘fifties. Gaitskell had seen off the hard left, but 

Wilson still led a party prone to division. His cabinet was made up of some highly capable 

men (and Barbara Castle), but it was also one particularly prone to divisions over policy, 

personality and ambition. He had to manage them 

 The party machine and the NEC wanted to pull the party and government to the left  

 The trade unions were a key part of that machine, but the government were faced with 

serious industrial unrest 

 They also faced external crises: Rhodesia, and extreme pressure over Vietnam 

It is also true to say that Wilson’s second spell as PM in the ‘seventies was far less successful, and 

that tainted his reputation. His ‘sixties governments are perhaps now best remembered for their 

liberal social reforms and for keeping Britain out of Vietnam.  

 

HOW SUCCESSFUL WERE THE WILSON GOVERNMENTS OF 1964-70? 

Use Flagship, pp 30-33; Lynch pp 66-76 

Know who the big figures were in Wilson’s government, their political positions and their roles (and 

rivalries): notably Callaghan, Brown, Jenkins, Castle, Crosland, as well as rising stars such as Healey 

and Wedgewood-Benn 

 Expectations were very high, but there were deep seated problems 

 In practice, planning and the ‘white heat of technology’ were side-lined because of George 

Brown (and Wilson’s fear of him) and the hostility of the Treasury  

 The economy and the attempt to avoid the devaluation of Sterling led to spending cuts ; the 

underlying problems of the economy were not addressed (nor were high levels of defe nce 

spending, despite ‘East of Suez’)  

 Devaluation, in 1967, was the right policy, but politically damaging 

The politics of this is covered by the blog articles on Callaghan as chancellor and on George 

Brown: 



https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/06/the-chancellors-22-james-callaghan/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/11/the-foreign-secretaries-20-george-brown/ 

You can see Wilson’s famous ‘pound in your pocket’ TV broadcast here : 

https://dai.ly/x2z9uvp 
 Strikes were a constant problem, and relations with the unions soured. Barbara Castle’s In 

Place of Strife was defeated by the unions and Callaghan 

 

 There were important social reforms: the Open University, the abolition of the death 

penalty, the end of the Lord Chancellor’s censorship of theatre, the legalisation of abortion 

and homosexuality, increasing spending on health, education and social security, greater 

social and economic equality; the Equal Pay Act and divorce reform 

 Race remained a difficult and divisive issue, especially given the racism of much of Labour’s 

core working class vote. How far did Enoch Powell hurt Labour? How far were the 1965 and 

1968 Race Relations Act, alongside the Commonwealth Immigration Act of 1968, a measured 

and effective response? 

These are covered by the blog articles on the home office under Soskice, Jenkins and 

Callaghan: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/07/03/the-home-secretaries-22-sir-frank-soskice/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/12/the-home-secretaries-23-roy-jenkins/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/13/the-home-secretaries-24-james-callaghan/ 

 

 In 1968/69, a political crisis and IRA violence returned to Ireland (Flagship, pp 246-252) 

 

 Wilson faced a crisis over  Rhodesia, but avoided war in Vietnam (Flagship, pp 111-12, 

pp147-48) 

Foreign affairs are covered in the blog articles on Michael Stewart and George Brown: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/10/the-foreign-secretaries-19-michael-stewart/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/11/the-foreign-secretaries-20-george-brown/ 

 

 He failed to gain admission to the EEC (Flagship, pp 182-83), and the blog article here 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/02/22/britain-and-europe-2-non-the-sequel/ 

 

Why did Wilson win in 1964? 

 See this blog article: 

 https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2015/05/18/the-1964-general-election-reconsidered/ 

 

Why did Wilson lose in 1970?  

 Use Lynch, p 76 

You can see Wilson’s reaction to the defeat here: 

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

Overall, though, the air of disappointment with Wilson’s government was palpable, not helped by 

Wilson’s abiding air of short-termism, opportunism and paranoia. Was that impression a little 

unfair? Is it fair to say that the underlying problems of the British economy were not tackled? Is so, 

why not? 
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BRITISH SOCIETY IN THE SWINGING ‘SIXTIES 

How far is it fair to say that this was an age of social change and increasing wealth?  How swinging 

were the ‘sixties?  

 

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 

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 

mailto:s.tilbrook@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk
https://eforms.newcastle.gov.uk/popup.aspx/RenderForm/?F.Name=JVpTDqdaf2o
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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.  

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, White Heat (Lon 2009) is the most readable 

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

 

The DNB entries on Wilson, Callaghan and Jenkins are essential , but others are also worth a look 

Peter Hennessy, The Prime Ministers (Lon 2000) 

Ian Cawood, Harold Wilson: a reappraisal (2006) 

 http://www.historytoday.com/ian-cawood/harold-wilson-reappraisal 

Also read Edward Pearce’s review of Ben Pimlott’s biography: 

 http://www.historytoday.com/edward-pearce/harold-wilson-biography 

 

Episode 3 of Andrew Marr’s The History of Modern Britain on the 1960s is worth a watch 

 

This was Anthony Howard’s BBC obituary of Wilson: 

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

 

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

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

 

The chancellors are here: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/06/the-chancellors-22-james-callaghan/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/17/the-chancellors-23-roy-jenkins/ 

The home secretaries are here: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/07/03/the-home-secretaries-22-sir-frank-soskice/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/12/the-home-secretaries-23-roy-jenkins/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/13/the-home-secretaries-24-james-callaghan/ 

The foreign secretaries:  

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/07/02/the-foreign-secretaries-18-patrick-gordon-walker/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/10/the-foreign-secretaries-19-michael-stewart/ 
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https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/09/11/the-foreign-secretaries-20-george-brown/ 

 

The story of the 1964 election in Smethwick is told in the blog entry on Patrick Gordon Walker and 

by Tides of History: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/07/02/the-foreign-secretaries-18-patrick-gordon-walker/ 

https://tidesofhistory.wordpress.com/2017/10/15/the-original-project-fear-if-you-want-a-n-for-a-

neighbour-vote-labour/ 

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 

The Archive on Four Radio 4 programme on the speech is here: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09z08w3 

The excellent Gladstonediaries blog has a post on the speech here: 

http://gladstonediaries.blogspot.co.uk/#!/2018/04/false-prophet-enoch-powell-and-rivers.html 

 

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

 

The story of devaluation is told in this Radio 4 Archive on Four programme: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09drhhm 

You can see his famous ‘pound in your pocket’ TV broadcast here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-IHVQU9BSks 

 

Roy Jenkins’ reforms at the Home Office are looked at in this Radio 4 Archive on Four programme: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08z93sv 

 

The story of Wilson’s failure to join the EEC is told in a blog article here: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2016/02/22/britain-and-europe-2-non-the-sequel/ 

 

Marc Riley, Britain, Vietnam & the Special Relationship (2013) 

http://www.historytoday.com/marc-tiley/britain-vietnam-and-special-relationship 

 

Paul Moorcraft, The Rhodesian War of Independence (1990) 

Explains the Rhodesian crisis 

http://www.historytoday.com/paul-moorcraft/rhodesias-war-independence 

 

Tides of History looks at Barbara Castle and the 1970 Equal Pay Act: 

https://tidesofhistory.wordpress.com/2017/05/29/of-course-i-am-opposed-to-equal-pay-how-

barbara-castle-bounced-the-labour-party-into-equal-pay/ 

 

There is also a series of blog articles on ‘sixties music, to which more will be added! 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2015/03/13/my-brother-sits-alone-with-his-beatles-and-his-

stones-1-beatlemania/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2015/03/16/my-brother-sits-at-home-with-his-beatles-and-his-

stones-2-the-rolling-stones-and-the-dartford-delta/ 
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https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2015/03/22/with-their-beatles-and-their-stones-3-the-london-

sound/ 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2015/03/28/with-their-beatles-and-their-stones-4-the-house-of-

the-rising-sun/ 
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